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Abstract 

 

Internal and external environmental factors impact adult learners’ satisfaction and how 

this may influence their desire and ability to remain in higher education. Adult learners’ 

attrition in higher education impacts both the learner and academic institution. The study 

investigated the influence of family responsibilities, financial issues, and academic 

student support services on adult learners’ satisfaction and retention in tertiary education. 

Prior studies have suggested that each factor can be either a benefit or impediment to 

adult learners’ retention in higher education. This study explains the reason(s) for adult 

learners’ satisfaction and withdrawal from higher education and suggests how this 

phenomenon can be addressed. 

Research participants were recruited from adult learners who are currently enrolled in 

tertiary education to complete a survey/questionnaire. Findings from this study showed 

that adult learners’ satisfaction and retention can be influenced by internal and external 

factors. The analysis showed that family responsibilities had a detrimental impact on adult 

learner’s satisfaction and retention. Whereas, financial issues had a positive influence on 

adult learners’ satisfaction; however, financial issues had a negative influence on 

retention. Also, academic student support services had a positive influence on adult 

learners’ satisfaction. Finally, satisfaction has a positive influence on adult learners’ 

decision to remain in higher education. However, the findings show that satisfaction is 

not the sole defining factor, as family responsibilities and financial issues can negatively 

impact on the ability of adult learners to complete their qualification.  
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Definition of Terms 
  

Term Definition 

 

Academic 

Library 

 

“a library that is attached to a higher education institution which 

serves two complementary purposes to support the school’s 

curriculum, and to support the research of the university faculty 

and students” (STANDS4 Network, n.d., para. 1) 

  

Adult Learner 

(Adult Student) 

Adult learners fall “within the age group of 25-64 years old” 

(Ministry of Education, as cited in Vaioleti et al., 2016, p. 2)  

 

Attrition “The number of individuals who leave a programme of study 

before has finished” (Advance HE, n.d., para. 1) 

Learning 

Support 

(Learning Adviser) 

“professional educators who work with students to achieve their 

academic goals” (Griffith University, n.d., para. 1) 

Mature Student “A mature student is a person who begins their studies at 

university or college a number of years after leaving school, so 

that they are older than most of the people they are studying 

with” (Collins, n.d., para. 1) 

Non-Traditional 

Student 

“an adult who returns to school full or part time while maintain 

responsibilities such as employment, family and other 

responsibilities of adult life” (Cross as cited in Luzius & Webb, 

2002, p. 1) 

Persistence “continued enrolment from year 2 until graduation” (Burke, 

2019, p. 13) 

Retention “continued enrolment of a student from the first year to the 

second” (Burke, 2019, p. 13) 

Traditional 

Students 

“between the ages of eighteen and twenty-two, attends school 

full time is single, and does not work full time” (Luzius & 

Webb, 2002, p. 1) 

Young Adult 

Learner 

“falling within the age group of 16-24” (Ministry of Education, 

as cited in Vaioleti et al., 2016, p. 2) 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Chapter one provides the background to this research study and the problem that the 

researcher aims to investigate, including the research objectives and questions. 

Furthermore, this chapter describes the significance and implications that this study may 

have in the future. 

1.1 Research Background 

 

This study will consider the factors that influence the satisfaction and retention levels of 

adult learners at Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology, where 50 percent equivalent full-

time student enrolments were adult learners (Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology, n.d.-

c). The factors that are being investigated are family responsibilities, financial issues and 

academic student support services, which consist of the academic library and learning 

support. The objective of this study is centred on the retention of adult learners at Toi 

Ohomai Institute of Technology. Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology is a large institute 

in the North Island of New Zealand, which delivers academic and vocational education 

to both domestic and international students (Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology, n.d.-b). 

Adult learners are a heterogenous group as they encompass a wide cross-section of society 

and their backgrounds play a significant role in whether they will complete their course 

(Chen, 2017; van Rhijn et al., 2011). Adult learners can be defined as students aged 25-

years and over and usually have responsibilities other than participation in higher 

education (Chen, 2017). Internationally adult learners are referred to by other terms and 

belong to a student population subgroup, non-traditional student (Peirce College, n.d.). 

The researcher recognises that not all adult learners will experience the same barriers to 

continuing their education. 

Research has shown that adult learners worldwide are more likely to withdraw due to 

outside environmental factors, including financial issues and family responsibilities 

(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2017). The impact 

that these factors have on satisfaction levels are often tied with how they perceive their 

educational achievement (Tinto, 2015). Student satisfaction levels are fluid and are often 

influenced by multiple factors, both internal and external to higher education institutions. 

Research has found that family responsibilities and financial issues are two consistent 

causes of dissatisfaction and eventual attrition (Boyd & Shea, 2015; Lindsay & Gillum, 
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2018; MacDonald, 2018). Higher education institutions have limited control over a 

student’s decision to withdraw from a course, theoretically the institution can influence 

an individual’s decision to persist. 

In New Zealand the background of adult learners’ can influence their ability to participate 

in higher education which often results in low attendance, gaps in enrolment and whether 

they study full or part-time (Benseman et al., 2006; Davey, 2002; T. Williams, 2011). 

Family responsibilities can act as both a barrier and a motivator to adult learners’ initial 

enrolment and continuation of higher education (T. Williams, 2011). Financial issues play 

an important role in enabling adult learners to continue in higher education as they often 

withdraw due to personal financial situations (Bohl et al., 2017; Godfrey et al., 2017). In 

addition, adult learners have a potential lack of academic skills which can create barriers 

to their learning and contribute to their decision to withdraw (Benseman et al., 2006; 

Drury & Charles, 2016; T. Williams, 2011). The role that academic student support 

services have within higher education institutions is focused on providing additional 

support to address potential academic skill and knowledge gaps. 

Research has shown that adult learners often have additional responsibilities and roles 

compared to that of a traditional student, which impacts on their overall academic 

performance (Cotton, 2017; Lewis & Baily-Webb, 2019). The multiple roles that adult 

learners have vary depending upon their personal situation, these roles include parent, 

employee and caregiver. The inability to regularly attend classes or limited time to 

dedicate to their studies can cause adult learners to neglect coursework and ultimately 

withdraw (Fortin et al., 2016). Adult learners most at risk to withdraw are those who have 

dependent children (Brown & Nichols, 2012; Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019). 

An adult learner financial situation can determine whether they are able to continue in 

higher education. There is an international variance in this factor as it can be determined 

by the degree to which a country provides financial support as well as an individual’s 

personal situation (Burgess et al., 2018; McKinney et al., 2015). Adult learners who are 

not eligible for financial support and are required to seek employment are at risk of 

withdrawal due to the competing demands of work and coursework (Bowers & Bergman, 

2016; R. D. Cox & Sallee, 2018).  

Radloff (2011) identified a link between the level of support that students receive and 

their decision to withdraw from academic study. Although there is a wide range of support 

services provided by Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology the author has focused on two 
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services to make the study manageable; these are, academic libraries and learning support. 

The services learning support and academic libraries provide focus on different aspects 

of a student knowledge base in the formation of study and academic skills. 

Literature pertaining to student attrition or retention rates tends to group all students as a 

whole with few focusing on the differences of student subgroups. Treating students as a 

generic entity hinders the development of effective programs or services to address the 

needs of specific subgroups. In New Zealand reports and research have focused on ethnic 

groups, Maori and Pacific Islanders, and under 25-year-olds with few studies focused on 

adult learners. In New Zealand institutes of technology and polytechnics (ITPs) adult 

learners account for a significant proportion of the student population (Education Counts, 

2019; OECD, 2017). Statistics show that the increased enrolment of adult learners’ have 

been reflected with lower retention. The lowest completion rates for New Zealand ITPs 

are under 18s, 25-39 and over 40s, with Maori and Pasifika students considered the most 

at risk for non-completion (Education Counts, 2019). 

The aim of the investigation of these factors is to identify the extent that these barriers 

exist. The study will consider adult learners’ satisfaction and dissatisfaction with personal 

situations and how this can impact student retention. Additionally, the research will 

consider whether the service provided by academic student support services influence 

student satisfaction and retention levels. 

There is a gap of knowledge on the combined factors of this study influence the 

satisfaction and retention of adult learners in higher education. There is a limited number 

of recent New Zealand studies focused on adult learners as studies have tended to focus 

on issues relating entire student body or Maori. International studies relating to the adult 

learners are more prevalent and academic journals dedicated to this student population, 

however student satisfaction is rarely a focal point. There is a gap in knowledge as limited 

studies have been conducted from both New Zealand and international perspectives on 

student satisfaction and the contribution of academic libraries and learning support have 

on the increase of retention and persistence of adult learners. 

1.2 Research Problem 

 

New Zealand higher education institutions utilise various methods to track student 

populations within their organisation, however datum tends to be focused on age, 

disability, and ethnicity (Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology, n.d.-b). While datum 
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assists in the identification of adult learners and indigenous students it does not provide 

higher education institutions with a complete view of the complexity of the adult learner 

population (Ellis, 2019). The inability to identify at risk adult learner population means 

that specific services aimed at reducing barriers that result in attrition are not implemented 

(Boyd & Shea, 2015; Ellis, 2019; Lindsay & Gillum, 2018). 

Student retention is a stated focus for higher education institutions and they often have 

targets that are included in organisational annual reports. Student attrition in New Zealand 

ITPs is difficult to determine with any degree of certainty. Comparison of several ITPs 

statistics show that retention is an ongoing problem with upwards of 50 percent of 

students withdrawing (see Appendix B). The level that students are enrolled does not 

indicate a higher level of risk of attrition, as it varies among the ITPs. The change in how 

ITPs are required to report results to the Tertiary Education Commission means that a 

direct comparison between 2018 and 2019 total retention is not possible. 

New Zealand ITPs conduct annual student satisfaction surveys with the majority 

consistently reporting levels of satisfaction over 90 percent (see Appendix C). While the 

percentages reported are impressive the majority do not provide details relating to the 

number of respondents, timeframe, nor details to the content of the survey. In addition, 

not all report on the same type of satisfaction, such as overall or program. Therefore, this 

study has treated this data with caution as it may reflect the engaged rather than 

disengaged learners’ impressions. Finally, data is not separated into student demographics 

and the survey questions were unlikely to consider the external factors included in this 

study. 

Student satisfaction is difficult to measure consistently due situational factors that can 

influence how satisfied they are throughout their enrolment (Gruber et al., 2010; Letcher 

& Neves, 2010; Rizkallah & Seitz, 2017). One aspect influences student’s satisfaction is 

their on-going academic performance and success, Chong and Ahmed (2015) determined 

that poor academic performance was reflected low levels of satisfaction. Higher 

educational institutions recognition of what can potentially impact on students can reduce 

the level of dissatisfaction that they may experience (Abbas, 2016; Bryant & Bodfish, 

2014; Duque, 2014). International studies have determined that satisfaction with the 

institution is not necessarily an indicator for student retention (Naylor et al., 2018). 

However, research has shown that institutions high levels of satisfaction can be reflected 

in higher retention levels compared to institutions with low satisfaction levels (Bryant & 
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Bodfish, 2014). Few New Zealand studies have a direct link between satisfaction and 

retention. 

Literature can assist in identifying potential reasons for withdrawal, often the exact reason 

is personal and a student may not disclose it. Retention of adult learners is made more 

difficult by the fact that initiatives to retain students has often been designed with a ‘one 

size fits all’ mentality that is more suitable to the traditional student population (Ellis, 

2019). A hindrance to effectively design services specific for adult learners is that 

institutions cannot identify with confidence what would work for all the students who fall 

into this student population. 

Adult learners are more likely to either withdraw due to outside environmental factors, 

such as financial and family responsibilities (OECD, 2017; van Rhijn et al., 2016). 

Childcare is a recognised extrinsic barrier for adult learners and can cause conflict 

between being able to access academic support services while caring for children (J. 

Barnes, 2017; Lindsay & Gillum, 2018). Financial pressures that students experience 

while enrolled, include work commitments, technology acquisition and increasing student 

debt (Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019; Lindsay & Gillum, 2018; McDonald, 2018). 

Students’ degree of satisfaction can be indicators for whether students decide to remain 

in higher education (DeShields et al., 2005). 

Student attrition results in fiscal difficulties for both higher education institutions and 

students who fail to complete (Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019; Millea et al., 2018). New 

Zealand institutes have similar pressures with the additional expectation that when 

government targets are not achieved, that the government is reimbursed associated 

funding. Adult learners are impacted directly with their decision to withdraw especially 

if they have taken out student loans to enrol as it can result in long-term financial stress 

(Fleming, 2009; McKinney et al., 2015). In New Zealand, students are expected to repay 

the loan even should they fail to complete the course. In addition, failure to pass or 

complete at least half of their courses can impact on students’ abilities to obtain future 

student loans (Acharya & Crampton, 2016). 

This research will consider whether current organisational policies and regulations meet 

the requirements of adult learners or need to be reviewed to reflect modern student 

requirements. Senior management would be able to make an informed decision whether 

organisational changes are required. 
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1.2.1 Research Objectives 

 

1) To ascertain the relationship between family responsibilities, student satisfaction 

and student retention. 

2) To determine the relationship between academic student support services and 

student satisfaction and retention. 

3) To determine the relationship between financial hardship student satisfaction 

and students’ retention. 

4) To ascertain the relationship between student satisfaction and students’ 

retention. 

1.2.2 Research Questions 

 

1) Do family responsibilities, and satisfaction influence adult learners’ retention in 

higher education? 

2) Does satisfaction of academic student support services influence adult learners’ 

retention in higher education? 

3) Do financial issues, and satisfaction influence adult learners’ retention in higher 

education? 

4) Does satisfaction influence adult learners retention in higher education? 

1.3 Purpose of the Study 

 

The purpose of this study is to determine how family responsibilities, financial issues 

and academic student support services influence the satisfaction and retention rates 

among adult learners. 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

 

This study will investigate the requirements of adult learners and determine whether they 

require additional institutional support to remain in higher education. 

1.4.1 Significance of Study to Students 

 

This study is aimed at identifying which factors and to what degree that these factors 

impact on the adult learner population retention and persistence in academic endeavours. 

The identification of the factors that impact adult learner will enable the academic 

institutions to alter organisational practices, policy and regulations to better address their 

specific requirements. 
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1.4.2 Significance of Study to the Organisations 

 

This study will enable institutional management to assess current operational practices to 

against the specific requirements of adult learners. An increased awareness of the factors 

that contribute to adult learners withdrawing from higher education can form the 

development of new programs aimed at reducing the barriers they experience. 

Management can utilise the potential changes to the support the objective of the 

organisation to reduce early student withdrawal. The results of the study may require the 

organisation to review current practices, policy and regulations to ensure that change can 

occur. 

1.4.3 Significance of Study to Academics 

 

This study found few New Zealand publications considered the combined the factors of 

this study contribution in adult learners’ satisfaction and retention. The practical 

significance of this research is that it supports academic staff observations on the impact 

of external environmental factors can negatively impact on adult learner’s ability to 

successfully participate in higher education. The research contributes to academic’s 

theoretical knowledge relating to the impact that financial issues, and family 

responsibilities has on adult learner’s satisfaction and retention from a New Zealand 

perspective. Furthermore, the study contributes to academic’s theoretical knowledge of 

the role that academic student support services have on satisfaction and retention in higher 

education. Finally, the research will provide an opportunity for academics to understand 

the role that higher education can improve social justice within New Zealand society. 

1.5 Scope of the Research 

 

The scope of this research project is to identify the influence that internal and external 

factors have on adult learners located on the two main campuses of Toi Ohomai Institute 

of Technology. The objective is to determine whether additional support is required to 

increase adult learner satisfaction and retention in higher education. The study, will 

identify whether adult learners at Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology financial and/or 

family responsibilities impact on their ability to persist in higher education. The study is 

not aimed at determining specific gender or ethnicity factors; however, information was 

gathered on gender demographics to identify whether gender is a factor at the institute. 
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The project was limited to the higher education industry since the target population was 

adult learners. The focus of this study was to determine whether satisfaction with external 

and/or internal factors influence adult learners continued participation. Identification of 

the barriers to student’s continued participation in higher education can assist 

management to implement or adjust current practices and policy. Limitation of this study 

was the inability to identify and target the adult learner population as privacy laws prevent 

the study access to this data. In addition, the delivery methods relied on respondent’s 

wiliness to participate and provide considered responses. 

1.6 Summary of Chapters 

 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

Provided the background and problem the study aims to address, the research objectives 

and questions. Furthermore, this chapter described the significance and implications of 

this study. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework  

Provides an overview of literature that relates to the factors of this study. In addition, the 

literature review provides an overview of the primary models that researchers use when 

investigating the cause of student attrition in higher education. The theoretical framework 

provides an overview of social justice theory and its role in higher education. The 

conceptual model, hypothesis and a discussion regarding previous studies complete the 

chapter. 

Chapter 3: Research Method 

Provides outlines and discuss the research methods and processes employed in this study. 

The chapter discusses research philosophy and design which established the type of 

research that will be conducted. Furthermore, the sampling techniques, sample population 

and size, unit of analysis, data collection and measurement are outlined. Finally, the data 

analysis strategy and methods are described, and ethical considerations are provided. 

Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings 

Presents the findings of the study and discusses the stages of the research analysis 

conducted. Discusses the analysis of the survey response, data screening and preliminary 

processes used to prepare the data for further analysis, which includes data cleaning, 
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missing values, outliers, common method bias and normality testing. Finally, reliability 

and validity, measurement and structural model evaluation is discussed. 

Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

Summarises the findings obtained from the analysis detailed in chapter four. Discusses 

how the findings answer the four research questions and six hypotheses. Furthermore, the 

study’s contribution and implications towards the retention of adult learners is discussed. 

Finally, the chapter considers the limitations of the study and provides suggestions for 

future research. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 
 

Chapter two provides a review of existing literature and the theoretical framework on 

which this thesis is based. The review examined existing literature to provide an 

awareness of the conditions that influence adult learner’s satisfaction and retention in 

higher education. This consisted of an analysis of the theories and models that form the 

basis of student retention, the recognised cause of attrition and consideration of the role 

of governments and academic institutions in the retention of adult learners. The 

theoretical framework provides an overview of social justice theory and its role in higher 

education. The study’s conceptual model, hypothesis and a discussion regarding previous 

studies complete the chapter. 

2.1 Literature Review 

 

2.1.1 Adult Learners in Higher Education 

 

Adult learner participation in higher education is one of the fastest growing student 

segments around the world (Godfrey, et al., 2017; Zimmer, 2017). The change of student 

demographics at higher education institutions worldwide has been significant, so much 

so that in some markets the adult learner population is close to becoming the majority 

rather than continuing to be a minority student population (Malpas et al., 2018). 

Adult learner participation in higher education has been increasing in part due to changes 

to countries educational policy. Kimbark et al. (2016) observed that changes to American 

community colleges admission policy in the 1950s were reflected with increased 

participation by adult learners. Similarly, New Zealand introduced an open admission 

policy for higher education for adult learners to remove the necessity of meeting 

prerequisites (Davey, 2002). Scott (2005) found that New Zealand’s approach to higher 

education enrolment in conjunction with the ability to access student loans was reflected 

by increased participation. The removal of prerequisites enabled people, such as adult 

learners, Maori and Pasifika, who had not historically previously participated in higher 

education in great numbers to enrol (Benseman et al., 2006; Scott, 2005). 

Chen (2017) claims that the demand for postsecondary education will continue to attract 

higher numbers of non-traditional students as shifting job market expectations will 

continue to motivate non-traditional students to seek higher qualifications. Stevens et al. 

(2019) findings support this theory as they determined that non-traditional students 
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motivations consist of both “extrinsic incentives (such as with pay increases or job 

security), but they were driven by intrinsic incentives as well” (p. 9). Intrinsic motivations 

are closely associated with non-traditional students’ decision to participate in higher 

education and can influence retention rates (Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019). Furthermore, 

non-traditional students indicated that they were cognisant of the demands of higher 

education and were willing to take responsibility for their academic success. Whereas, 

MacDonald (2018) claims the pressures that non-traditional students’ experiences in re-

entering higher education requires institutions to learn how to adapt to this student 

population if they want to reduce student attrition. The pressures that adult learners 

experience include family, financial and social isolation. 

OECD (2018) believe that accessibility to higher education is part of the social contract 

between a country and its population. OECD (2018), and Pressler et al. (2016), argue that 

access to an education helps to eliminate social inequality and provides an educated 

individual with positive economic and social benefits. Research has shown that an 

individual with a higher education qualification is more inclined to be engaged in the 

local community, has improved employment opportunities and a higher earning capacity 

(OECD, 2017). Snowden and Lewis (2015), argue that it is important for higher education 

institutions and the government to attract non-traditional students and develop effective 

strategies that encourage non-traditional students to persist. Furthermore, they argue that, 

the persistent inequality that exists among non-traditional students from disadvantaged 

backgrounds often mean that they experience insurmountable obstacles that result in 

either non-participation or early withdrawal. 

2.1.1.1 Barriers for Adult Learners 

 

Research has shown that adult learners can experience difficulty in transitioning into 

higher education when there is limited overlap between their prior experiences and their 

new role as a student which can impact on their continued participation (Kahu & Nelson, 

2018). Bergman et al. (2014) recognised that participation of adult learners in higher 

education are important for their social and psychological development; however, 

external environmental factors, such as family and work commitments, create barriers to 

their continued participation. While non-traditional students are an at-risk student 

population and have an increased likelihood of withdrawal this does not mean that they 

do not successfully complete higher education programs and graduate (Kahu & Nelson, 

2018; Zimmer, 2017). Adult students who enter higher education with a proactive and 
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receptive approach towards learning and accessing help when required have an increased 

likelihood of graduating (Tinto, 2015; B. Wong & Chiu, 2019). 

An adult learner’s decision to enrol in higher education often requires them to balance 

multiple roles. The number of roles that adult learners maintain vary with the most 

common combinations being student and parent, student and employee, and student, 

parent and employee (Denning et al., 2018; Jenner, 2017; Ross-Gordon, 2011). The 

balancing of these multiple roles is often a necessity rather than a choice for adult learners, 

especially roles that include employment (Denning et al., 2018; White, 2008). Chen 

(2017), and White’s (2008) research found that adult learners experienced difficultly in 

reconciling their multiple roles which created enormous pressure and stress. Benseman et 

al. (2006), Steele and Erisman (2016), and Willians and Seary (2018) found that 

significant demands placed on students by work and family obligations often resulted in 

non-traditional students having insufficient time to fully participate in their student role. 

The struggle that adult learners experience in balancing the expectations from each role 

can be fatiguing and demotivating. Furthermore, these roles can create conflict and 

require adult learners to make difficult decisions about where to spend their time and 

whether to persist (Jenner, 2017; Pizzolato et al., 2017; White, 2008). 

Obstacles can be created by higher education institution’s campus design and layout due 

to the fact that a large number were designed to meet the requirements of the traditional 

student; includes, the inability to bring dependent children on campus and/or no child 

friendly study space (Keyes, 2017; von Lehman, 2011). Higher education institutions 

often create barriers to adult students with children through the lack family spaces, limited 

childcare facilities, and policies preventing children being on campus (Keyes, 2017). The 

establishment of spaces that are designed to meet the specific needs of adult learners with 

dependent children would remove barriers for students in utilising all the services that the 

institution has provided to enable a student to succeed (Lindsay & Gillum, 2018). Kremer 

(2016) stated that “the academic system often disregards family and work commitments 

and the consequences of these multiple role engagements that non-traditional students 

face” (as cited in Andrade et al., 2017, p. 21). Accordingly, a lack of recognition by higher 

education institutions pertaining to the impact that multiple obligations have on adult 

learners prevents them in establishing effective programs to aid these students; therefore, 

higher levels of adult learner attrition continue. 
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2.1.1.2 Higher Education Institutions 

 

B. Wong and Chiu (2019) argue that higher education institutions management and staff 

need to recognise that not all adult learners who experience academic difficulty will 

proactively seek support. Findsen (2012) found that older learners needed to overcome 

personal insecurities pertaining to their ability to learn which can hinder their academic 

progress. Therefore, it is up to the institution to create mechanisms that will help to 

identify at-risk students prior to their difficulties becoming insurmountable leading to 

early attrition. Gaskell’s (2009) review found that when institutions established systems 

to monitor students’ progress, they can identify academic issues and organise appropriate 

support networks and that this can influence student satisfaction and retention. 

Moreau (2016) found that higher education institutions try to normalise their student 

population by the introduction of policies that treat all students the same and expect 

students to adjust to the institution. Furthermore, at some institutions there is an 

expectation that students will assume a perceived student identify that of a “disembodied 

universal learner (in reality a male, White, middle-class, childfree learner in disguise)” 

(Moreau, 2016, p. 919), which does not describe the majority of non-traditional students. 

In comparison, Kahu and Nelson (2018) determined that when students and institutions 

work together to form a partnership, institutions can deliver a more cohesive approach to 

engage and retain students in higher education. 

Adult learners’ attrition prior to completion or acquisition of any qualification has a 

negative financial impact on both the institution and the student (Merrill, 2015). The 

degree to which students are impacted financially often depends on their countries 

funding model. Although course fees may be partly or fully funded, students may need to 

accrue debt to cover associated costs, such as textbooks, computer technology, or living 

costs (Benseman et al., 2006; McKinney et al., 2015; Sotardi et al., 2019). Research has 

shown that adult learners have an increased likelihood of requiring student loans to meet 

financial costs related to both study and personal situations (McKinney et al., 2015). 

Student retention is a focus for higher education institutions as they carry an economic 

and political cost to the organisation (Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019; Oliveira, 2018a). 

When attrition rates are higher than anticipated institutions experience financial pressure 

which often results in a reduction of operational expenditure (Merrill, 2015). Higher 

education discourses pertaining to the ongoing inability of institutions to retain students 
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till they complete their qualification are critical so that the cause and effect can be 

identified and addressed (Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019). 

Historically New Zealand’s higher education funding has been tied to performance, of 

which course completion is one component (Scott, 2005). Low completion rates have 

meant that this aspect has become of increased importance to institutional management, 

at either program or institutional level (Scott, 2005). However, institutions acknowledge 

that measures introduced to address attrition will not fully eradicate the issue and that 

they should plan accordingly (Merrill, 2015). Radloff (2011) found that in New Zealand 

five per cent of the students surveyed intend to withdraw from their course and 22 percent 

plan to change institutions. 

2.1.1.3 New Zealand Higher Education 

 

OECD (2017) data highlights that the participation and graduation of adult learners, based 

on age, vary worldwide with a number exceeding the OECD average. Adult learner 

participation in New Zealand tertiary providers is varied with Institutes of Technology 

and Polytechnics and Wananga’s attracting more compared to universities (New Zealand 

Productivity Commission, 2017). Attrition patterns are inconsistent and fluctuate 

annually between the three primary providers, often being dependent on enrolment status 

of students, such as part-time, full-time, and/or ethnicity (Ministry of Education, 2018; 

New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2017; Theodore, Taumoepeau, Kokaua et al., 

2018).  In New Zealand, precise figures relating to all adult learner student attrition are 

not recorded nationally.  However, the number of domestic enrolments for 55-years and 

older increased and enrolments for 25- to 39-year-olds remained stable in 2016, whereas 

other age groups declined (Ministry of Education, 2018). 

Kahu and Nelson (2017) determined that the interaction between a student and a higher 

education institution can influence the non-traditional student’s decision to withdraw. The 

identification of factors that alienate non-traditional students by government and higher 

education institutions being receptive to altering institutional policy and practices may 

assist in their enrolment and retention (Findsen, 2012; Kahu & Nelson, 2017). Sotardi et 

al. (2019) determined that while New Zealand’s fees-free policy introduced in 2018 

motivated adult learners to enrol in higher education, they struggled both academically 

and socially which often lead to early withdrawal. Furthermore, they argued that to make 

this policy successful the government or institutions need to invest in “evidence-based 

activities such as teaching quality and student support” (Sotardi et al., 2019, p. 153). In 
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contrast, Hogan et al. (2017) discussed the impact that occurs when higher education 

institutions implement policy changes to degree entry requirements; as these can 

negatively impact adult learners by creating barriers to higher education, especially for 

Maori and Pasifika. 

Current and future equitable access to education in New Zealand is required to ensure 

social justice for members of the population who historically are low-income earners, 

these include Maori, Pasifika and women (Bowles & Brindle, 2017; Johnes & McNabb, 

2004; New Zealand Productivity Commission, 2017; Theodore, Taumoepeau, Tustin et 

al., 2018). Marginalisation within New Zealand education exists which can create barriers 

for Maori and Pasifika students successfully completing higher education (Findsen, 

2012). According to New Zealand Productivity Commission (2017) institutes of 

technology and polytechnics and wananga’s tend to be the more successful of the higher 

education institutions to provide options to enable Maori and Pasifika students the ability 

to enrol and succeed. 

Equity in education access will help to reduce the ethnic disparities that currently exist in 

New Zealand society. The ability to gain qualifications improve their ability to obtain 

higher incomes which has a natural flow on effect to their immediate and wider family 

groups (Theodore et al., 2017; Theodore, Taumoepeau, Kokaua et al., 2018). The reason 

being, that this can underscore the importance and relevance of higher education to their 

wider community with the result it can motivate other family members to enter higher 

education. A flow on effect is that graduates are more likely to become active with civic 

focused activities within their communities as well as being more likely to exercise their 

right to vote (Theodore et al., 2017; Theodore, Taumoepeau, Kokaua et al., 2018). 

2.1.1.4 Maori and Pasifika in Higher Education 

 

T. Williams (2011) states that “Universities have an obligation to ensure Maori and other 

underrepresented groups are able to access university education” (p. 66). This is 

reinforced by New Zealand’s special admission policy for students of Maori descent to 

access higher education. While open admission is still in effect at New Zealand institutes 

of technology and polytechnics and wananga there has been a change in entry for 

universities. T. Williams (2011), and Hogan et al. (2017) found that government 

education and funding reforms at universities has seen a shift in how enrolments are 

prioritised, which restricted entry to some programs. Unfortunately, this change has the 



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

22 
 

potential to alienate or prevent Maori and Pasifika adult learners from participation at 

universities, therefore narrowing their higher educational options (T. Williams, 2011). 

T. Williams (2011), qualitative study investigated the experiences of 16 Maori adult 

learners who entered a New Zealand university under the special admission policy; these 

students educational history contained few formal qualifications. The study found that the 

support whanau provided to students was critical in their success.  In addition, all the 

participants indicated that empowering their whanau was their motivation for enrolling in 

higher education. Whanau motivate members to participate in higher education and 

provide a significant amount of support, such as emotional, financial and academic, to 

enable them to pursue a higher education qualification. Unfortunately, ongoing whanau 

support does not guarantee success as T. Williams (2011) research determined that Maori 

students continued to struggle to remain in higher education or to complete their 

qualifications on time. Similar to other indigenous cultures Maori student’s participation 

in whanau and marae events or commitments could create conflict with course 

requirements (T. Williams, 2011). 

According to Benseman et al. (2006), Pasifika students have disproportionate rates of 

attrition which they have ascribed to reduced educational ‘culture capital’ as few family 

members have higher education experience and that financial concerns are prevalent. 

Similar to Maori, Pasifika students belong to a collectivist culture which results in 

students placing family and church commitments ahead of their education (Benseman et 

al., 2006). 

2.1.1.5 Summary 

 

The increased participation of adult learners in higher education is considered positive, 

however these students are faced with a number of barriers which impact on their ability 

to participate in higher education. According to Wyatt (2011) non-traditional students 

enter higher education with specific attributes and ambitions that can be the opposite of 

traditional students. Therefore, it is imperative that higher education increase their 

epistemological understanding of adult learners so that they can determine the type of 

services and support they require. 

2.1.2 Student Retention and Persistence Models in Higher Education 

 

Student retention and persistence is a focus of higher education institution mission 

statements and often utilised by institutions to measure student success (Emmons & 
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Wilknson, 2011; Oliveira, 2018a). Aljohani (2016) states that attrition rates have the 

potential to affect an institution’s image especially in relation to their reputation which 

can impact on the institution’s financial stability and affect future developments. 

Although the terms ‘retention’ and ‘persistence’ have different meanings when applied to 

lowering attrition rates in educational settings, how they are used in literature depends on 

where the literature is published (Burke, 2019). 

The majority of models that address student attrition, retention and persistence were 

created prior to 1990 (Aljohani, 2016; Burke, 2019). The primary models are Spady 

(1970, 1971), “Undergraduate Dropout Process Model”; Tinto (1975, 1993), 

“Institutional Departure Model”; Bean (1980, 1982), “Student Attrition Model”; and 

Bean and Metzner (1985), “Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Student Attrition” (Bean 

& Metzner, 1985; Burke, 2019). These theorists’ models were influenced by three major 

theories and conceptual models from the sociological, anthropological and human 

resource management fields: Durkheim (1951), Van Gennep (1960), and Price (1977), 

according to Aljohani (2016). Durkheim’s “Suicide Theory” was incorporated or formed 

aspects of Spady’s and Tinto’s models (Aljohani, 2016; Demetriou & Schmitz-Sciborski, 

2011). In addition, Tinto utilised Van Gennep’s “Rite of Passage,” to support the 

importance of social integration for the retention of students (Burke, 2019). Whereas, 

Bean claimed that there was insufficient evidence to support Durkheim’s theory regarding 

student attrition, as Bean argued that Price’s “The Study of Turnover” bore a closer 

relationship (Aljohani, 2016; Burke, 2019). Bean and Metzner developed their model 

partially from behavioural theories and Bean’s earlier model (Aljohani, 2016). 

Researchers are utilising these pioneering models to explain the phenomena that they are 

investigating, as well as to form the basis of their own models. In addition, researchers 

primarily compare the results of their research against the models of Bean and Metzner, 

and Tinto, however Spady’s model is also utilised (Burke, 2019; Demetriou & Schmitz-

Sciborski, 2011; Kerby, 2015). Researchers focused on the cause of attrition among non-

traditional students tend to refer to Bean and Metzner’s work to either argue the relevance 

of their model or to justify their research findings (Bowen et al., 2018; Kerby, 2015). 

Literature that relates to indigenous cultures argues that these historic models 

predominantly relate to students of European ethnicity and therefore are not relevant to 

all cultures, especially collectivist cultures. T. Williams (2011) states that Tinto’s model 

does not apply to Maori and other minority cultures in that it applies a universal approach 

which does not consider cultural diversity and collectivist cultures. 
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According to Burke (2019), these theorists’ models suggest that student retention is 

determined by pre-existing characteristics, and their interaction with the academic and 

social systems in higher education institutions. Spady’s, Tinto’s and Bean’s models all 

considered students in a study as a single population. Whereas Bean and Metzner’s model 

variables relate to personal factors that impact on non-traditional students’ decisions to 

withdraw, including their academic background and personal situation (Burke, 2019; 

Bergman et al., 2014). Demetriou and Schmitz-Sciborski (2011), argue that, rather than 

utilise the models to consider what has caused students to withdraw from higher 

education, researchers should instead shift their focus to what causes students to persist. 

They suggest that researchers apply a strengths-based approach to investigate what 

positive experiences influence a student’s decision to persist so that the institution can 

develop and implement programs based on these experiences to support all students. 

2.1.3 Retention and Attrition of Adult Learners in Higher Education 

 

2.1.3.1 Adult Learners in Higher Education 

 

Adult learner attrition rates have been an issue for institutions worldwide for decades 

which is reflected by the increasing amount of research conducted in this area. 

Researchers have utilised either Bean and Metzner’s (1985) conceptual model of non-

traditional student attrition or Tinto’s (1975) institutional departure model in an attempt 

to explain this phenomenon (Bowen et al., 2018; Kerby, 2015). 

Tinto (2015) argues that for adult learners to persist in higher education and eventually 

graduate they need to be self-motivated and determined to succeed. Without this 

determination adult learners’ find it difficult to overcome to challenges that they 

encounter in both their roles, personal and student. According to Chen (2017) adult 

students are significantly different from their traditional counterparts, especially in their 

stage of development and socially. Adult students are less likely to engage in the social 

activities that institutions provide due to their external commitments and activities are not 

designed for their age group nor family friendly. Furthermore, the provision of more 

youth-based activities and resources results in feelings of alienation and isolation (Chen, 

2017). 

Bowen et al. (2018), MacDonald (2018), and Webb et al. (2017) claim that the increased 

participation in higher education by non-traditional students especially degree programs, 

has been reflected in higher attrition rates. According to O’Kelly (2017) there are usually 



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

25 
 

multiple reasons behind a student’s decision to persist in higher education, however these 

can be both complicated and unmeasurable as they are personal to the individual. Even 

with the existence of long-standing theory that addresses student attrition and retention 

higher education institutions continue to experience this phenomenon (Aulck et al., 2017). 

Zimmer (2017) determined that non-traditional students were almost twice as likely as 

traditional students of withdrawing from their program. This was due primarily to 

external pressures that non-traditional students experience and that the figures are in part 

explained by the increased enrolment of this student population. Therefore, the problem 

of increased attrition figures will remain an issue for higher education institutions 

(Zimmer, 2017). Higher education policies can have a paradoxical effect upon adult 

learners’ ability to persist in their education endeavours and they need institutions to 

provide support and guidance for them to persist (MacDonald, 2018). In addition, 

MacDonald stated that adult learners need people to be patient as they work to overcome 

educational deficits and challenges in their personal lives. 

2.1.3.2 Higher Education Institutions 

 

Gilardi and Guglielmetti (2011) claim that higher education institutions encourage adult 

learners to enrol in part due to government or organisational emphasis on enabling 

lifelong learning. However, they tend not to alter existing organisational practices 

designed for the traditional student population. An institutions decision not to alter their 

current operational practices to meet the specific requirements of adult learners can lead 

to attrition (Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011). Iloh (2018), and Wyatt (2011) support the 

view that it is crucial for institutional management to review their practices so that they 

can more effectively engage with the adult learner population. An operational review will 

aid management to understand the unique needs and requirements of adult learners so that 

they can successfully integrate into the higher education environment and be more 

inclined to persist. 

Higher education institutions acknowledge that measures introduced to address attrition 

cannot fully eradicate this issue as factors external to the institution can play a pivotal 

role in students’ decision to withdraw (S. Bell, 2008; Hamshire et al., 2019). Institutions 

regularly develop and implement programs that are intended to reduce the amount of 

attrition within their organisation. Unfortunately, unless these programs are widely 

supported across the institution and become institutionalised, they tend not to endure 

(Tinto, 2006). Furthermore, the retention programs that do persevere often are not a core 
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policy or practice of the higher education institution, which reduces their ability to 

significantly impact attrition rates. 

Higher education institutions have started to shift away from wide ranging programs to 

investigating ways they can identify trends among at-risk populations. The direction that 

some institutions are moving into is the utilisation of behavioural data. Data from 

different sources throughout the organisation is utilised to build a predictive analytic 

model that is specific to the institution (Muller et al., 2017; Seidel & Kutieleh, 2017). 

According to Seidel and Kutieleh (2017) institutions move to predictive analytics 

capability is the right direction, nevertheless there is a weakness that institutions use data 

collected at the beginning of the year and subsequent data cannot be incorporated. 

However, Seidel and Kutieleh (2017) state that higher education institutions continue to 

lag behind how the commercial sector utilise and integrate behavioural data in their 

practices. 

Retention rates of a higher education institution are often utilised to rank an institutions 

quality, which the institution then utilises as part of their marketing programs to attract 

new students (Bowl, 2018; Howell & Buck, 2012). Consequently, when a higher 

education institution has high attrition rates this can potentially be viewed as an indication 

of failure on the part of the institution to achieve its mission (Oliveira, 2018a). However, 

this could be deemed a simplistic view as it may not necessarily be solely the institutions’ 

fault but a systematic failure from all concerned. No matter the reason, it results in 

student’s loss in confidence and the opportunity to improve themselves and institutions 

lose time and resources spent on the student (Bager-Elsborg et al., 2019; Oliveira, 2018a). 

2.1.3.3 Government Influences 

 

Political pressure is also experienced by institutions that receive government funding with 

specific targets and therefore need to justify excessive attrition rates (Merrill, 2015; 

McKinney et al., 2015). Some countries encourage individuals that are receiving welfare 

payments to enrol in either academic or training programs with the intention of providing 

them with the necessary qualifications and skills to obtain employment (Bookallil & 

Harreveld, 2017). Therefore, from an accounting perspective the student’s decision to 

withdraw attrition can be deemed as a failed return of investment for a government (Fortin 

et al., 2016). Bookallil and Harreveld (2017) found the decision to withdraw from higher 

education has a negative impact upon an individual no matter whether or not it was their 

decision to enrol. 
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Qualification completion became a concern for the New Zealand government in the early 

2000s due to the fact that New Zealand consistently rated poorly in the OECD table of 

completion rates (Scott, 2009). Therefore, the government initiated educational reforms 

with the objective to improve the country’s performance against other nations. Since this 

time, the New Zealand government has employed course completion rates as a measure 

for an institutions performance as well as the sector as a whole (Scott, 2009). Adult 

learners are not a specific area that the government focuses on, however Maori and 

Pasifika adult learners are monitored (Radloff, 2011). 

Reforms that have occurred in New Zealand’s higher education sector have been due to 

the government desire to receive a better return on its investment in the sector (Scott, 

2005). The governments’ objective was not only to improve the quality of the education 

students receive but also to improve student outcomes. Retention to graduation is one 

measure the government decided to base their determination of whether they have 

received an adequate return (Fike & Fike, 2008; Scott, 2005). One area that was of 

particular concern was the low retention rates for students enrolled in certificate programs 

(Scott, 2005). The argument for the lower completion is that the students enrolled in this 

type of program tend to belong to known at-risk groups, such as adult learners. In 

addition, these students are more likely to have a wide range of academic abilities, 

employed, family or other conflicts that impact on their ability to dedicate the time 

required to succeed (Scott, 2005). 

In comparison low equity groups in Australia have previously experienced difficulty in 

accessing higher education. This is exacerbated by low historical participation and/or 

academic success, which according to Snowden and Lewis (2015) is in large part due to 

the broader social disadvantage that exists in Australia. The Australian Government has 

utilised educational policy in an attempt to improve social and economic futures for non-

traditional students who have previously not participated in higher education in large 

numbers. The Governments intervention has resulted in Australian educational policy 

being linked to higher education funding with the aim to increase higher education 

participation (Snowden & Lewis, 2015). Unfortunately, similar to other initiatives that 

have been implemented in both New Zealand and internationally the anticipated results 

were not realised. Furthermore, Snowden and Lewis (2015) state that the failure of the 

Australian Government’s policy to attract non-traditional students could have been more 

due to the behavioural responses of the target population rather than the policy itself. This 
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failure highlights the difficulty in attracting and retaining non-traditional students in 

higher education. 

Kerby (2015) argued against accountability based educational funding as students are not 

provided sufficient time to adjust to the higher education environment and develop a sense 

of place. Kerby’s view is supported by other literature who consider that performance-

based funding has proven to be counter-productive to student retention (Rabovsky, 2012). 

In addition, funding decision-making by higher education institutions are undermined as 

the focus becomes centred on what will achieve government expectations rather than 

primary objective of a higher education provider (Kerby, 2015). From an institutional 

perspective student attrition becomes an issue as maintaining acceptable retention rates 

becomes a financial necessity for continued operational financial stability. In addition, it 

would impact on their ability to continue to deliver their range of academic programs as 

well as investigate future program expansion (Fike & Fike, 2008). 

2.1.3.4 Retention and Attrition 

 

Burke (2019), and Jenner (2017) claim that the risk of student attrition is at its peak in the 

first year of higher education. The reason for the high attrition in the first year is often 

due to the fact that adult learners tend to have additional responsibilities in addition to 

that of being a student. The pressure of managing these competition demands on their 

time, energy and attention can create conflict which causes adult learners to reassess their 

priorities (Jenner, 2017; Zepke et al., 2006). Literature that has focused on the retention 

and attrition of students within higher education has determined that early intervention 

by a higher education institution can influence the decision of students who are 

considering withdrawing (S. Barnes et al., 2015). The reason being that students are not 

always provided with sufficient time to adjust to their new environment. 

Enrolment patterns of adult learners can influence the likelihood of their retention. The 

factors that were found to influence retention rates within different student populations 

include subject, part-time, full-time, qualification level, and institution (Ellis, 2019; 

Manyanga et al., 2017). Studies have determined that the gender and/or ethnicity of a 

student and their enrolment option may influence the likelihood of student persistence. 

Ellis’s (2019) study found that female adult learners who enrolled part-time rather than 

full-time had a higher likelihood to be retained by the higher education institution due to 

extrinsic factors. In contrast Meehan et al.’s (2017) study found that while Maori studying 

full-time had slightly improved retention rates, the decision to enrol part-time was not 
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reflected in a significant increase likelihood of attrition. Likewise, the subject that either 

Maori or Pasifika students selected had limited influence on retention and completion. 

The defining aspect for Maori and Pasifika students continued participation is their 

overall academic performance (Meehan et al., 2017). 

B. Wong and Chiu (2019), point out that adult learners who experience difficulty in 

integrating both academically and socially have an increased likelihood in being 

disengaged or withdraw from the institution. the social alienation and discrimination 

experienced by adult learners have a role to play in the decision of students to withdraw 

(Bell, 2008; Bohl et al., 2017). Manyanga et al. (2017) claim that internal and external 

environments are key to identifying the factors that influence student’s decision-making 

processes when it comes to student retention. Bergman et al. (2014), and Lewis and 

Bailey-Webb (2019) have a similar perspective in that extrinsic factors impact on the 

retention of adult learners, such as work schedules and childcare. Whereas, O’Kelly 

(2017), holds that student retention is a complicated issue that consists of unmeasurable 

factors that influence whether a student remains in higher education. Consequently, 

identifying some of these factors and how an institution can address these are pivotal for 

adult learners who are balancing financial issues and family responsibilities while 

participating in academic study (Bowen et al., 2018; Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019). 

2.1.3.5 Summary 

 

According to Cotton et al. (2017) institutions need to review the type of support services 

that are provided for at-risk students so that programs can be introduced aimed at 

alleviating barriers especially in the critical first few weeks of enrolment. Merrill (2015) 

state that institutions need to listen to adult students to understand the reason(s) behind 

their decision to withdraw from higher education. The introduction of practically based 

solutions, such as financial support, childcare, computer and academic skills, for adult 

learners can help to prevent early withdrawal (Merrill, 2015). Wyatt (2011), and Scott 

(2005) claim that higher education institutions need to determine what adult learners 

require throughout their academic career rather than focus on one specific timeframe as 

students gradually withdraw from their program. The reason being that while adult 

learners can experience significant barriers in their first year, difficulties continue 

throughout their learning journey due to changing circumstances which places them at 

risk of attrition. This is view is supported by Springer et al. (2009) who found that if 
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graduate students, of either gender, who had dependents they were more likely to 

discontinue compared to non-parenting graduate students. 

2.1.4 Student Satisfaction 

 

Educational research considers either Herzberg’s two factor theory or Maslow’s hierarchy 

of needs to explain what can influence how satisfied a student is with their academic 

experience (Rizkallah & Seitz, 2017). According to Tinto (2015), research has shown that 

the degree of satisfaction of a student can be linked with their success and retention. As 

the measurement of student’s satisfaction can be difficult, researchers often refer to how 

service quality is measured in customer satisfaction (Gruber et al., 2010). Wilson et al. 

(2016), have interpreted customer satisfaction and dissatisfaction as: 

satisfaction is the consumer’s evaluation of a product or service in terms 

of whether that product or service has met the customer’s needs and 

expectations. Failure to meet needs and expectations is assumed to result 

in dissatisfaction with the product or service. (p. 72) 

Satisfaction ratings can be an advantage or disadvantage to a higher education institution 

especially in the highly competitve environment of adult learner enrolment in higher 

education (Howell & Buck, 2012). Institutions that have low satisfaction ratings among 

adult learners should insitgate programs to address issues causing the lower ratings as 

they may fail to attract future students (Abbas, 2016). 

2.1.4.1 Higher Education Institutions 

 

According to Gruber et al. (2010), students perception of service quality as well as 

personal and situational factors, and the price of education can influence how a student 

perceives the institution. This perception, whether its postive or negative, continues after 

they graduate or withdraw so it makes a lasting impression. Situational factors are often 

outside the control of the institution and relate to a students private life. Whereas, price is 

associated with the costs associated with enrolling in higher education and costs normally 

associated with coursework, for example textbooks (Gruber et al., 2010). Sotardi et al. 

(2019) found that while New Zealand fees-free policy has attracted students into higher 

education, their satisfaction is more influenced by their perception of their own ability, 

experience and wellbeing than a free year of higher education. 
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Student expectations can influence the how satisfied they are with the institution they 

attend and institutions actively attempt to meet or exceed these expectations (Burgess et 

al., 2018). Whether their expectations are routed in reality and are within the ability of 

the institute to meet is difficult to determine. Abbas (2016), and Duque (2014) argue that 

a students academic and social experience at an institution will influence their  satisfaction 

and therefore impact on their retention decisions. According to Leach (2019) students’ 

perception of ‘value for money’ can be connected with their satisfaction with their 

experience at an institution. However, a student may have a negative view of the value of 

their qualification until they have gained employment in their desired profession or 

achieved a high remunerated position. 

Globally institutional management monitor the reactions of students to what an institution 

provide; while how they obtain this information varies the objective is the same, which is 

to achieve better outcomes for both the institute and the student (Burgess et al., 2018). 

According to Schreiner (2009) student satisfaction is viewed from how this can assist the 

institution to achieve its strategic objectives of maintaining or improving retention and 

recruitment. Therefore, they tend to address issues that have the ability to impact on these 

factors. 

Campus climate is a important factor for students satisfaction and higher scores on this 

aspect of campus life were shown to increase a students intention to persist in higher 

education (Schreiner, 2009). However, this statistic was influenced by the length of 

attendance at the institution. Campus climate has the most significant influence on first 

year students intention to persist as students transtition into higher education, factors 

include feeling welcomed, informed of campus events and have a sense of belonging; this 

initial experience can make a lasting impression (Schreiner, 2009). Campus climate is an 

aspect that an institution can influence by the expanding or instigating new social 

opportunities and events to promote positive experiences and emotions. Al-Sheeb et al. 

(2018) argues that institutions should promote and encourage students to participate in 

social activties as it assists to integrate students into the institution and develop a sense of 

belonging. A student’s experiences while at an institution play a pivotal role in whether 

students are satisfied or dissatisfied at the institution (DeShields et al., 2005). Hence, the 

impact of an individual’s experience can influence their decision on whether to withdraw 

or persist. 



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

32 
 

Bryant and Bodfish (2014) claim that students responses to institutional satisfaction 

surveys enable a insitutition to assess how the organisation is performing so that 

management can base operational decisions on their end user perceptions. According to 

de Lourdes Machado et al. (2011) institutions should conduct regular student satisfaction 

surveys to obtain students perception of the organisation and their overall experience. 

Burgess et al. (2018) state that the measurement of student satisfaction needs to be both 

meaningful and conducted regularly to enable institutional management to identify areas 

of concern or weakness. Data from satisfaction surveys enable institutions to address 

students areas of concern to improve student satisfaction and retention rates (de Lourdes 

Machado et al., 2011). However, institutions need to maintain responsive attitudes, 

effective communication channels and provide students with the ability to socialise to 

benefit from these actions. 

A key objective of higher education institution managers is to maintain or improve the 

institutes ranking as this attracts students, research funding and donations (Bowl, 2018; 

Burgess et al., 2018). Managers need to consider how operational management and 

teaching quality shape how students perceive the institution and how the student can 

influence how an institution is governed (Burgess et al., 2018). Management can 

reevaluate areas of the institution that are underperforming and not meeting the 

expectations of students so that they can review and improve this aspect of delivery 

(Bryant & Bodfish, 2014). In addition, management can evaluate areas that are 

performing at acceptable or high levels to see what they are doing that students like, 

therefore that they can continue to buildup these services and increase student satisfaction 

(Bryant & Bodfish, 2014). However, Chong and Ahmend (2015) argue that while it is 

valuable to evaluate the services a higher education institution provides, it is how a 

student perceives their academic performance and results which often is a strong 

influencer on a students satisfaction with the institute. 

2.1.4.2 The Student View 

 

Diep et al. (2017), and Letcher and Neves (2010) found that levels of student satisfaction 

is based upon an individual student’s subjective evaluation of both their educational and 

personal situation experiences. In contrast Brennan and Williams (2003) argued that when 

it comes to student satisfaction measurement that the “research on this topic suggests 

student satisfaction is a complex yet poorly articulated notion that is influenced by a wide 

variety of contextual factors” (as cited in Gaskell, 2009, p. 193). Santini et al. (2017) 
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claim that as there is no consistent approach utilised by researchers to study student 

satisfaction in higher education due to “the conceptual breath of empirical findings 

resulting from different contextual and methodological approaches” (p. 2). Therefore, 

findings to determine the relationship between student satisfaction and consequent 

behaviours are heterogeneous. The theoretical argument being that when students are 

satisfied with the support received from an institution, they are more likely be retained by 

the institution (Abbas, 2016; Burke, 2019). 

Naylor et al. (2018) research determined that satisfaction levels were not always an 

indicator of whether students would withdraw or persist. Their results found that students 

who reported high stress, low engagement and satisfaction did not always express their 

intention to withdraw. Arguably dissatisfied students who have defined goals associated 

with participating in higher education will persist as they have placed an intrinsic value 

to obtaining an education (Gaskell, 2009). Whereas, students who reported high 

satisfaction levels did not necessarily indicate that they intend to continue at the institution 

(Naylor et al., 2018). 

Student satisfaction is not a constant through the life cycle of a student as their attitudes 

can alter as they progress through their program (Letcher & Neves, 2010; Rizkallah & 

Seitz, 2017). Gruber et al. (2010) research found student satisfaction declined based on 

the number of semesters students had attended; therefore, satisfaction peaked for first year 

students. Similarly, Al-Sheeb et al. (2018) results showed that first year students 

experienced higher levels of satisfaction when felt they belonged at the institution. 

Therefore, a students satisfaction can be influenced by the institution by altering or 

implementing new services or activities to change a students perception of the institute 

(Al-Sheeb et al., 2018). 

As satisfaction is specific to an individual there is not necessarily significant crossover 

between higher education institutions. Bryant and Bodfish (2014) found that although 

higher education institutions tend to offer similar services, students who attended 

different institutional types were not consitent in what services they found satisfiying. 

Annamdevula and Bellamkonda (2016) argue that management should strive to deliver 

high quality services to students as it can influence their perception of the institute. To 

achieve this objective management should regulary review and alter services to meet the 

ever changing needs and requirements of students. Andrade et al. (2017) found that the 

level of support that students experience while in higher education plays an important 
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role in determining whether they are integrated in the academic environment at the 

institution. Therefore, a focus on the provision of support services that an institution 

provides may influence academic performance and satisfaction (Green et al., 2017). 

However, Green et al. (2017) argues that higher education should not focus on one aspect 

of what influences a students satisfaction level as that answer is too simplistic as other 

factors will negatively impact on students. 

In general students levels of satisfaction or dissatisfaction are influenced by the grades 

they have received or overall results (Sauve et al., 2016). According to Green et al. (2015) 

a students academic performance and outcomes influences whether a student is satisfied 

and to what extent. Diep et al. (2017), and Kuo et al. (2013) research found that students 

who are high-achievers or are meeting their personal goals expressed higher levels of 

satisfaction compared to under-performing students and are more likely to persist with 

their education. However, even students who are high-achievers and satisfied with their 

progress still withdraw from higher education for personal reasons (Diep et al., 2017). 

Li and Carroll (2017) argue that higher education institutions need to provide high levels 

of support to students from low equity groups to increase both their confidence and 

satisfaction within the higher education environment. While satistifaction levels between 

from different strata have modest differences, Li and Carroll (2017) determined that there 

was an increased likelihood of low equity students deciding to withdraw when their 

academic performance is low or not to their personal expectations. L. B. Williams et al. 

(2018) state that the pressures that under-represented minorities experience in their lives 

impact on their satisfaction with a institution. Additionaly, students from minority groups 

often feel isolated, unwelcome or unsupported, therefore dissatisfaction with the campus 

environment often influences their decision to withdraw. 

2.1.4.3 Summary 

 

Bryant and Bodfish (2014), Guber et al. (2015), and Pseiridis et al. (2017) determined 

that higher education institutions that provide high quality facilities, such as library and 

computer suites, have an increased likelihood to have higher levels of student satisfaction 

and graduation. Accessibility to an institutions facilities and services plays a part in 

whether adult learners are satisfied (Green et al., 2017; Luzius & Webb, 2002). 

Accessbility includes access to buildings, hours of operation and the physical location of 

the service they wish to utilise when it fits around their personal situation. Institutions 

recogition to these contraints and willingness to adjust service hours, after hours access 



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

35 
 

and parking close to services will help to address some of the barriers adult learners 

experience in accessing services; therefore, this may be reflected in increased satisfaction 

levels (Hossain, 2014; Luzius & Webb, 2002). 

Institutions that have high student satisfaction ratings tend to find that this is reflected in 

higher than average number of students graduating (Bryant & Bodfish, 2014). Whereas, 

institutions where students express lower levels of satisfaction have lower personal 

motivation and incentive to continue in their education. According to Schreiner (2009), 

and de Lourdes Machado et al. (2011) there is a connection between the level of student 

satisfaction, higher education persistence and future enrolments. In addition, it was found 

that students who had a positive experience helped to increase the institution reputation 

through informal word-of-mouth promotion. Santini et al. (2017) state the satisfied 

students are more inclined to maintain a loyalty towards a institution, which is reflected 

by the student reccommending the institute, returning for higher qualifications, trust and 

continued involvement with the institute alumni. Hence, an individuals satisfaction with 

an higher education institution can be finanically beneficial for the institute after the 

student has graduated. 

2.1.5 Academic Student Support Services  

 

Research has shown that the provision of comprehensive academic student support 

services plays a critical role in the success and retention of students (Stevens et al., 2019). 

While the usage of academic student support services by students has been proven to 

reduce attrition rates in higher education, institutions have not necessarily responded by 

recognising the difficulties that adult learners have in accessing available services 

(Fishman et al., 2017; Morison & Cowley, 2017). Merrill (2015) argues that institutions 

need to listen to adult students to understand the reason(s) behind their decision to 

withdraw from higher education. Tilley (2013) state that academic student support 

services require in-depth knowledge about the students attending an institution so that 

they can apply the appropriate level of support to meet their requirements. 

According to Drury and Charles (2016), that while higher institutions are not always able 

to assist students with external difficulties the provision of academic student support 

services can help to address educational short falls. However, although institutions 

provide support services aimed at improving their student experience there is no 

guarantee that students will utilise them (Mestan, 2016). Furthermore, without being 

encouraged to utilise the services that would improve their academic performance 
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students find it difficult to overcome their reluctance or embarrassment to seek assistance. 

Mestan (2016) claims that while some institutions already integrate various support 

services into courses it isn’t always done effectively. Broady-Preston and Lobo (2011) 

explain that measurement of the value and impact of what a service provider delivers are 

difficult to achieve, especially when it is from the perspective of the student. In addition, 

academic student support services need to develop the ability to effectively communicate 

with both internal and external stakeholders to increase awareness of the value of the 

services they deliver. 

Academic student support’s visibility on higher education campuses and student’s 

knowledge of the type of services that are available can influence the degree that they are 

utilised (Cotton et al., 2017). When institutions develop standardised systems to ensure 

that students are aware of academic student support, they will utilise key services that are 

critical for success with the likelihood of increasing retention. The creation of learning 

commons in academic libraries has seen the centralisation of student support services in 

one place (Oliveira, 2018b). A. Cox (2018), argues that co-operation among the different 

student support services recognises that they can achieve better outcomes together rather 

than helping students in isolation, as this can cause some services to be marginalised. 

Norman and Newham (2018) explain that changing student demographics have resulted 

in institutions needing to assist students with a wide range of learning difficulties which 

aren’t always apparent to staff. Adult learners often enter higher education with pre-

existing educational barriers that can impede their ability to participate without support 

(Fishman et al., 2017; Norman & Newham, 2018). Bergman et al. (2014), and Scott 

(2005) determined that students academic abilities may be reflected in course completion 

rates.  Sotardi et al. (2019), New Zealand study found that low academic skills resulted 

in students struggling to participate and reduced their motivation to continue. The 

provision of academic student support services by higher education institutions can 

influence a students decision whether to remain in higher education (Veenstra, 2009). 

According to Cotton et al. (2017) institutions need to review the type of support and 

services provided for at-risk students so that programs can be introduced aimed at 

alleviating barriers especially in the critical first few weeks of enrolment. Students require 

academic support services at different times during their learning journey to meet 

different tutorial expectations and as the course difficulty increases (Hagel et al., 2012). 
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Carroll et al. (2009) found that institutions whose student support services are inadequate 

can have a negative impact upon retention rates. 

2.1.5.1 Academic Library 

 

Higher education institutions are increasingly requiring libraries to justify and measure 

their services to organisational objectives such as student success and retention (Currier 

& Wilhelm, 2017; Farmer, 2016; Sputore & Fitzgibbons, 2017). Sputore and Fitzgibbons 

(2017) advise that a demonstration of an academic libraries impact on student outcomes 

to the institutional management helps to reinforce the libraries place within an institution. 

However, libraries need to communicate their contribution to achieving the higher 

education institutions strategic goals. Due to the scarcity of literature and research by 

academics pertaining to how the academic library improves student retention there is 

insufficient comparisons to establish a base on which libraries can measure their 

contribution to retention (Emmons & Wilkinson, 2011; Oliveira, 2016b, 2018a). While, 

library research shows that there is a strong association between student retention and the 

library. 

Fallin (2015), claims that academic libraries need to work more proactively to engage 

students to alter their perception of what an academic library provides including 

technology, learning spaces and support. Although this is the ideal factors external to the 

academic library can influence how an academic library is operated, which is reflected by 

the lack of uniformity of academic libraries and what they provide (Harland et al., 2018; 

Lembinen, 2018). Library managers find that funding models, new technology, space 

redesign and changing student demographics often alter operational matters (Lembinen, 

2017; Spencer & Watstein, 2017). Additional factors can influence a library’s 

management approach to student support, including institutional policy and an individual 

managers ideology. 

Academic library space is being redesigned and reconfigured to improve student 

experiences in accessing and utilising the library (Dempsey & Malpas, 2018). 

Consequently, the library in some institutions has been reflected in a change to a library’s 

identity and image within an institution; usually positive. However, the library collection, 

both print and electronic, are still considered a key component to how the library support 

students (Dempsey & Malpas, 2018). The aim of space redesign is to enable the library 

space to reflect changing student demographics as well as increase the libraries’ ability to 

implement new technology. According to Crook and Mitchell (2012), and Oliveira 



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

38 
 

(2016a, 2018b) libraries need to design flexible spaces or provide specific areas for 

different study preferences. Khoo et al. (2016) recommends that library management 

analyse how users are currently utilising the space available to base decisions on future 

space allocation. 

Hegde et al. (2018) argues that library space design needs to be responsive to their user’s 

requirements as it can play a pivotal aspect in students’ satisfaction with the library. While 

this is admirable, Oliveira (2016a, 2018b) state that space utilisation and requirements are 

specific to an individual’s preferences and space redesign needs to allow for differing 

student requirements. Internal and external factors contribute to adult student’s 

requirements within the space available, such as quiet, social, family, technology and 

study rooms (Crook & Mitchell, 2012; May & Swabey, 2015). Academic libraries 

willingness to meet adult learners’ preferences are important as they have an increased 

likelihood of utilising library services and resources (Jameson et al., 2019; LeMaistre et 

al., 2018). 

Emmons and Wilkinson (2011) claim there is evidence that supports the hypothesis that 

libraries have a direct impact on student retention. Furthermore, they argue that a complex 

interrelationship exists between library related factors, such as usage, support and 

services, which can influence a student’s decision to persist. LeMaistre et al. (2018) 

applied a multi-regression analysis to determine that there was a link between the 

academic library and adult learners’ success and retention. Whereby, positive interaction 

with librarians, students and faculty combined assist student retention. However, Allison 

(2015), and Thorpe et al. (2016) claim that although there was a correlation between 

library use and retention there wasn’t enough evidence to definitely state a direct cause 

and effect relationship. 

Emmons and Wilkinson (2011), and Eng and Stadler (2015) found that constructive 

interaction between professional library staff and students, help to contribute to student 

retention in higher education. O’Kelly’s (2017) research determined that high impact 

practices and structured interaction between librarians and students increased student 

retention. However, this was in part due to increased awareness of library services and 

resources and reflected in higher usage statistics. In contrast, Jameson et al. (2019) 

participants found it difficult to identify librarians and what services they provided; 

therefore, a lack of visibility and awareness about the type of assistance provided 

impacted on the likelihood of students requesting assistance. Additionally, students who 
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did access librarians help expressed the view that while nothing prevented them 

requesting assistance, they only did so when they were desperate. 

Ramsey and Aagard (2018) found that “Academic librarians are natural connectors, 

guiding their users to not only resources, but also connecting them to people, services, 

and spaces that can provide assistance” (p. 333). Accordingly, a strength of librarians is 

to develop partnerships throughout an institution to provide a more effective support 

network. Librarians are often required to change operational practice in reaction to 

changes to technology and new developments in education (Andrews et al., 2016). These 

changes require librarians to evaluate services and library space to maintain their value 

and relevance to both students and academic staff. 

According to Merrill (2015), librarians provide specialist support that assists adult 

learners to learn how to access resources remotely to help reduce conflicts between their 

personal lives and study. Information literacy delivery by librarians provide students the 

necessary knowledge to improve their search skills and teach them strategies to locate 

information relevant to assessments (Sauve et al., 2016). In addition to group sessions, 

librarians’ provision of individualised support targeted to a specific student’s ability and 

information requirements can be essential for at-risk students. 

Adult learners’ needs are often unique and libraries need to adjust practices, however as 

adult learners are heterogenous this is not always feasible (Godfrey et al., 2017; 

Simmonds, 2001). Developing services that target adult learners need to consider the fact 

that they often have multiple roles, such as parent, caregiver and employee, which impact 

on their available time to access the library. Due to adult learner’s time restraints Carliner 

and Everall (2019) found that there is a demand among parent students for family study 

spaces to be provided. J. Barnes (2017), and Petit (2014) studies found that the provision 

of family study spaces proved to be beneficial to student parents as they reduced the stress 

or costs associated with childcare. Unfortunately, Keyes (2017) analysis of higher 

education institutions in America found that a large number of institutions whose policies 

where unclear whether children were permitted in the libraries and few allocated family 

study spaces. However, the higher education institutions that had considered this aspect 

of student life their response was varied with, negative, positive or neutral policies. 

N. Miller (2017), recognised that orientations targeted at adult learners can increase their 

awareness and understanding of the range of services that are available to them.  

Furthermore, Miller found that while adult learners tend to be highly motivated and self-
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directed, they require the initial information and tools to become independent learners. 

Library managers who implement a student-centred approach recognise the need to tailor 

their services to the ever-changing higher education environment and student 

requirements (J. Barnes, 2017; Cannady et al., 2012). In contrast, R. E. Miller (2018), 

argues that librarians and library management should focus on developing students’ 

abilities to enable students to become independent learners rather than librarians simply 

providing the answers. 

According to Cannady et al. (2012), adult learners can be intimidated by the physical 

library but they can overcome these fears to access assistance. Cooke (2010) found that 

students’ anxiety in utilising the library can stem from previous experiences, fear or low 

confidence. Anecdotal evidence from Tieman and Black (2017) research determined that 

the provision of “structured, embedded library instruction significantly reduces library 

anxiety” (p. 205), which is reflected in improved student outcomes. Therefore, librarians 

need to recognise that adult learners experience library anxiety so that they develop 

programs, services, and redesign space to encourage them into the library (Cooke, 2010; 

Tieman & Black, 2017). 

According to Oliveira (2018a), students who utilise the library and seek support from 

librarians are more likely to persist. Furthermore, Oliveira believes that libraries have a 

pivotal role as their engagement with assisting students succeed in coursework is where 

librarians make their most significant contribution to retention. 

2.1.5.2 Learning Support 

 

The provision of academic skills development and support is available in higher education 

institutions worldwide and is strongly recommended by governments and academic 

literature (Drury & Charles, 2016). The identification of appropriate learning support for 

students is a complex task that requires professionals to be able to identify and apply the 

necessary support to either an individual or a group (Norman & Newham, 2018). Graham 

and Regan (2016) state that experienced professional learning support staff have the 

ability and knowledge to assist adult learners to develop academic skills that help to 

contribute to successful student outcomes. Furthermore, they recommend that learning 

support and academic staff collaborate together to improve student retention and success. 

Adult learner demographics include students who haven’t participated in education for a 

prolonged period and who often experience difficulty in achieving the necessary 
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standards in reading comprehension and academic writing (Bergman et al., 2014; Watt & 

Gardiner, 2016). Adult learners potential lack of academic skills helps to create barriers 

to their learning and contribute to their decision to withdraw. Blackburn (2010) found that 

academic performance was a primary reason, if not the main contributing factor, for adult 

learners’ decision to withdraw from higher education. Higher education institutions 

provision of learning support professionals can alleviate academic skill shortage and 

student attrition with timely assistance (Drury & Charles, 2016; Fishman et al., 2017). 

Russo-Gleicher (2013) research highlighted the importance of academic staff’s awareness 

and attitude towards the services provided by learning support often influence whether 

students will utilise these services. Russo-Gleicher (2013), identified that when academic 

staffs attitude towards learning support is poor or indifferent the students in their courses 

are not referred or informed of the assistance available. This resulted in lower retention 

rates on these courses as students who are not achieving or do not meet their own 

expectations become discouraged and withdraw (Russo-Gleicher, 2013). 

According to Sauve et al. (2016) when academic staff identify students who are failing or 

experiencing difficulties and refer them to learning support it can decrease the likliehood 

of early attrition. The reason being that learning support can provide the students with 

advice to address current issues in their assessment. In addition, they help them to develop 

the ability and tools required to become independent learners (Sauve et al., 2016). 

Therefore, a co-operative relationship needs to be developed between academic staff and 

learning support to ensure that students receive the necessary support in a timely manner. 

Herzog (2018) argued that management of higher education institutions should consider 

the implementation of support targeted at students who could be considered at-risk of 

attrition due to low academic ability. 

According to Sauve et al. (2016) student withdrawal is often seen among students that 

struggle to achieve academically or adapting to the learning process which can be 

reflected in poor performance. B. Cooper and Maxwell (2009) recognised that 

collaboration between learning support and academic staff to embed academic skill 

development into the course curricula was beneficial to improving student learning, 

success and retention. Academic staff identification of at-risk students early within a 

program is important as it enables them to provide advice and to refer students to learning 

support and potentially retain the student (Sauve et al., 2016). A collaborative approach 

enables learning support to create a program that is specific to an individual students’ 
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academic requirements and increased the likelihood of the student successfully 

completing the course (Norman & Newham, 2018; Sauve et al., 2016). Seidel and 

Kutieleh (2017) claimed that targeted and just-in-time support for at-risk students would 

increase that effectiveness of the service that learning support provides. Woolley and Core 

(2018) determined that a student’s preference is for a personalised and consistent level of 

support. Additionally, that students prefer to be provided with face-to-face support that is 

appropriate for their requirements and provided within the necessary timeframe. 

Fraser et al. (2009) acknowledged that within New Zealand that there is inconsistent 

delivery of academic skill development in higher education institutions. Evidence 

obtained by learning support staff to measure the value or importance of learning support 

to students is primarily anecdotal, which makes it difficult to conclusively establish that 

the support provided has definitive impact on student success and/or retention. The New 

Zealand study conducted by Breen and Protheroe (2015) determined that the advice that 

learning support provided contributes to student success and retention. However, the 

degree to which this contributed to student outcomes were deemed to be marginal and no 

obvious link between learning support services and retention. Furthermore, they theorised 

that students who self-referred to learning support were highly motivated to succeed, 

therefore there was a high likelihood that these students were going to persist in higher 

education even without learning supports intervention. 

B. Cooper and Maxwell (2009) deemed that a barrier to New Zealand’s at-risk students’ 

ability to succeed in an art program in higher education was a lack of recognition among 

students the importance of academic writing. An additional barrier was students’ lack of 

confidence in their ability to adhere to academic writing requirements. Theodore et al. 

(2017) claim that a key problem among Maori and Pasifika adult students is that they are 

unprepared for the environment and rigors of higher education and often do not have the 

necessary study or academic learning skills, which impacts on the motivation to continue. 

Literature that considers the support required for students who experience academic 

difficulties is often “underpinned by a deficit model of student learning” (Norman & 

Newham, 2018, p. A-131). The provision of support viewed from a deficit perspective 

indicates that literature considers students unable to manage and achieve an 

understanding of academic requirements. However, Norman and Newham (2018) argue 

that the issues experienced by students could be the fault of the curriculum not the student. 
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Research conducted by Kimbark et al. (2016) determined that students who had received 

advice on how to develop strategies and skills from learning support helped students to 

achieve academic success and a higher incidence of persistence rates. Gilardi and 

Guglielmetti (2011) found that among the factors that differentiates adult learners who 

have withdrawn from those who have persisted in higher education is the amount of 

learning support that they have received. 

2.1.6 Family Responsibilities 

 

Family responsibilities have proven to be a critical factor in the decision that students 

make to withdraw from studies, these include children, partners, parents and other 

relatives (MacDonald, 2018). Adult learners typically maintain multiple roles and 

responsibilities while attending higher education, these being student, caregiver and 

employee (Bergman et al., 2014; Jenner, 2017). Adult learners who are balancing multiple 

obligations find that this often results in role conflict and stress (Jenner, 2017; White, 

2008). According to Chen (2017), and Stevens et al. (2019) adult learners experince ‘role 

strain’ due to the range of activities that they are often required to manage, which are all 

competing for their attention. Bergman et al. (2014), and Willians and Seary (2018) 

determined that students found the pressures of balancing study and family commitments 

as a main reason for early withdrawal with students indicating that the basis for their 

decision was that their family was their priority rather than continuing with their 

education. 

New Zealand students experience the same issues in attempting to balance their parent 

and student roles which can lead to attrition or delayed completion (Benseman et al., 

2006; White, 2008; Zepke & Leach, 2010). White (2008), and T. Williams (2011) both 

described how female students often experienced feelings of guilt in regards to not being 

able to dedicate the same amount of time to their families due to study requirements and 

paid employment to ease financial pressure. However, while family can be a barrier, they 

can also be a key to success as highlighted by T. Williams (2011) where whanau cultural 

capital, advice and support enabled Maori students to succeed. J. Barnes (2017) New 

Zealand study highlighted how an institution altering practices to match students’ 

requirements enabled non-traditional students to successfully combine family 

commitments and interact with academic student support services. 

Kettell (2018) found that similar issues exist among young adult carers in the United 

Kingdom who were four times more likely to withdraw from academic study due to the 
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difficulties they experienced in finding a balance between caring for a family member 

and attending university. Fishman et al. (2017) research highlighted that 28 percent of 

students enrolled in higher education in America were responsible for the care of 

dependent children or other family members. Lewis and Bailey-Webb (2019) found that 

students with dependent children are at risk of withdrawing from education prior to 

completing their qualification by 52 percent whereas students with non-dependent 

children are 32 percent more likely. This is supported by Brown and Nichols (2012) who 

found that 60 percent of students with dependent children will withdraw from higher 

education. 

Studies into the impact of family responsibilites on student attrition find that non-

traditional students with dependent children often experience a range of difficulties in 

maintaining regular class attendance (Bohl et al., 2017; Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019). 

Moghadam et al. (2017), found that parental responsibilities place a significant burden on 

students ability to successfully complete their education. Merrill (2015), and Andrade et 

al. (2017) findings support that family responsibilities are a primary reason for non-

traditional student attrition. This is supported by Carliner and Everall (2019) who 

determined that adult learners experience three primary obstacles in remaining in higher 

education, which are time management, financial difficulities and childcare. Chen (2017) 

found that when non-traditional students can successfully combine family and 

educational schedules they are more likely to persist. The availability and afforability of 

childcare options can be a contributing factor in the retention of non-traditional students 

(K. Miller et al, 2011; Nichols et al., 2017). 

Adult learners discover that the boundaries between their family and student roles often 

cross-over with school tasks being performed within the home and family tasks moving 

into the school environment (van Rhijn et al., 2018). Childcare failure can result in adult 

learners being required to choose between bringing children on campus or missing classes 

for the day (Brown & Nichols, 2012; Lindsay & Gillum, 2018). Bergman et al. (2014), 

and Moghadam et al. (2017) found that whenever an overlap between family and student 

roles occur that single parents needed to choose their family responsibilities over their 

education requirements. Lindsay and Gillum (2018) argued for the necessity of an 

institution to provide on-campus childcare and child friendly buildings to support student 

parents which removes the necessity of students making difficult choices and reducing 

some of their financial burden. 
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Higher education institutions need to recognise that adult learners with family 

responsibilities have unique requirements and require flexibility from the institution. 

According to Boyd and Shea (2015) institutional lack of knowledge pertaining to the 

demands placed on adult learners result in conflicts occurring with institutional policies 

and regulations, class schedules, and childcare conflicts with class group projects. 

Lindsay and Gillum (2018) research support the premise that institutional policies are not 

written with non-traditional students requirements in mind but are instead focused on the 

requirements of traditional students. Bergman et al. (2014) determined that institutional 

responsiveness to the needs of adult learners through the provision of a supportive 

environment was linked to a student’s decision to persist. 

Family responsibilities cannot be considered primarily as barriers as they can motivate 

adult learners to enrol and enable them to persist. Bohl et al. (2017), and Lindsay and 

Gillum (2018) determined that the motivations for adult learners to decide to enter higher 

education was to improve their ability to provide financial security for their family, being 

a positive role model and for increased job security. T. Williams (2011), and Benseman 

et al. (2006) found that in collective cultures that families provide emotional and financial 

support, and practical advice. Additionally, family and community can be the motivation 

for students to enter higher education with the objective of increasing knowledge and 

potentially wealth as the ability to earn a higher income enables them to increase their 

contribution. 

Research has shown that it is vital for adult learners to have familial support to enable 

them to meet the dual roles of parent and student (Bowen et al., 2018; Moghadam et al., 

2017; White, 2008). White (2008), found that the option to seek assistance from extended 

family and friends enabled trainee teacher student parents to balance the expectations of 

the teaching program with the necessity of organising their own children’s commitments. 

Bohl et al. (2017) research participants acknowledged that their decision to enrol in higher 

education meant the time spent with family reduced and stress levels increased. Boyd and 

Shea (2015), and Woods and Frogge (2017) claim that the obstacles that students who 

have dependent children experience are more than those of other adult learners. Student 

parents and their families are required to make sacrifices, such as reduced time with 

children, family and reduced sleep, which can influence their decision to withdraw. Fortin 

et al. (2016), and da Luz et al. (2018) state that there are a number of factors that can 

result in adult learners with dependent children deciding to withdraw; factors can be 

minor but due to other pressures students decide to leave or suspend their education. 
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2.1.7 Financial Issues 

 

Financial issues impact on all students to varying degrees depending upon their personal 

experiences, backgrounds and family financial situation (Adams et al., 2016; Bergman 

et., 2014; Fishman et al., 2017; McKinney et al., 2015). Financial constraints are an 

acknowledged factor of higher education attrition in North America (Terriquez, 2015; 

van Rhijn et al., 2016). Adult learners often experience additional hardship due to the 

additional costs of childcare, no financial base, work commitments and higher student 

loans (Bohl et al., 2017; Godfrey, et al., 2017; Olbrecht et al., 2016). 

Davey’s (2002) New Zealand study on older students determined that finance is a 

significant barrier due to these students often having families to support. Additionally, 

that Pakeha and Maori were more likely to have income from paid employment or from 

family contributions. Whereas, Pasifika students were more likely to rely on student loans 

and allowances (Davey, 2002). Sotardi et al. (2019) study found that free-fee students 

were 1.67 times more likely to consider early departure from higher education compared 

to fee paying students. Therefore, the removal of one barrier is not sufficient to fully 

address student attrition. 

According to Terriquez (2015), a lack of ability to afford college in America was the 

highest contributing reason for undocumented student attrition and that similar issues 

could be found in American citizens from non-affluent backgrounds. While student loans 

enable non-traditional students to enrol in higher education, they are also a significant 

financial risk for students that have a higher likelihood of early attrition due to loan 

repayments with no means to repay (McKinney et al., 2015). In America students are able 

to obtain federal loans to enable higher education participation. Although there are 

benefits in incurring loans various American higher education institutions that have 

decided “not to participate in the federal student loan programs” (McKinney et al., 2015, 

p. 330) for non-traditional students to prevent debt accrual or loan defaults for this at-risk 

student population. 

Non-traditional students have a high risk of withdrawing due to financial difficulties for 

reasons specific to their situation (Moghadam et al., 2017). Single parents have an 

increased likelihood of attrition due to low incomes, student loans and childcare expenses 

(Boyd & Shea, 2015; Carmen, 2018; Lindsay & Gillum, 2018; Nichols et al., 2017). 

International studies have determined that the creation of family spaces on higher 
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education institutions campuses helps to reduce adult learners’ financial pressure, which 

are created by childcare costs (Carliner & Everall, 2019; Lindsay & Gillum, 2018). 

First generation students’ financial difficulties are often due to the fact their families are 

unable to financially support their educational endeavours so either incur higher student 

loans or obtain work that fits around class (Adams et al., 2016). Adult learners who are 

employed often need to manage the demands of work and study so that they can continue 

their higher education objectives (Bowers & Bergman, 2016; Chen, 2017). 

An adult learner’s ability to access the necessary finances to enrol and to continue to 

participate in higher education is not always constant (Brown & Nichols, 2012; R. D. Cox 

& Sallee, 2018). Financial barriers for adult learners from low socio-economic groups or 

income brackets require the ability to access financial aid and student loans; in addition, 

their families are unable to provide financial support to cover any potential shortfalls 

(Olbrecht et al., 2016; van Rhijn, 2014). van Rhijn et al. (2015) study found that finances 

were an ongoing concern for adult learners, as they experienced difficulty in paying 

tuition, living costs and childcare expenses which were not helped when they were unable 

to obtain student loans. Adams et al. (2016) found that a student’s concern about their 

personal finances had a significant impact on their educational performance and retention. 

In addition, adult students whose background is reflected by low income and first in 

family to attend are more likely to be balancing full-time jobs with their education goals. 

However, Herzog (2018) argues that there is not a clear link between assisted financing 

or loan provision that enable students to participate in higher education and retention. 

Leveson et al. (2013) found that adult learners who were employed for more than 16 hours 

per week are at a high risk of attrition.  In contrast, Fortin et al. (2016) found that students 

who were employed for more than 20 hours per week did not reflect in increased student 

attrition. However, they did find that if students had employment prior to enrolment that 

there was an increased likelihood of attrition. Stevens et al. (2019) study determined that 

while adult learners who worked 40 hours per week experienced difficulty in balancing 

the demands of their job; however, their participation in and education did not necessarily 

reflect in higher attrition as they were willing or able to sacrifice other activities to meet 

to achieve academically. Whereas, Fortin et al. (2016), found that students who worked 

full-time had the highest likelihood of withdrawing from higher education. 

In New Zealand the difficulties that are associated with accessing higher education are 

similar to issues experienced overseas, such as poverty and ethnicity. The Digital 
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Inclusion Research Group (2017) found that households with low incomes access to the 

internet and computer technology was limited due to the ongoing cost, lack of interest or 

knowledge on how to utilise. These factors result in adult learners from these 

demographics needing to incur debt to purchase the necessary technology and incurring 

the additional cost of maintaining internet access (Digital Inclusion Research Group, 

2017; Sylvester et al., 2017). Therefore, making students reliant on being able to access 

a higher education institutions campus, which can have flow on difficulties or expenses 

if they have dependent children or employment. The government has introduced different 

mechanisms in an attempt to provide access to technology, by enabling students to access 

funds to purchase technology within the course related costs purview (Acharya & 

Crampton, 2016; Crothers, 2018; Lin, 2016). In addition, to reduce the information and 

communication technology inequality that exists in New Zealand the government 

introduced targeted programs to educate, provide access and work with suppliers to 

increase affordability (Sylvester et al., 2017). Additionally, the New Zealand government 

have been working towards increasing access with a set peak speed to the entire country 

by 2025 (Villapol et al., 2017). 

Institutions and governments worldwide experience financial loss due to reduced tuition 

revenue and the necessity of recruiting new students (Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019; 

Millea et al., 2018). New Zealand institutes have similar pressures with the additional 

expectation that when government targets are not achieved, that the government is 

reimbursed the associated funding. Internationally, student attrition impacts an institution 

both academically and economically, especially for institutions whose governmental 

funding is based on student success and retention (Bager-Elsborg et al., 2019). Fraser et 

al. (2009) argues the costs associated with student attrition are high to both an institution 

and their government. Institutions can experience a financial loss depending on when a 

student withdraws, due to the fact they are often unable to fill the vacant place on a 

program. While, governments who fund student’s higher education have socially based 

objectives including reducing inequality, increase population knowledge and 

employment opportunities fail to achieve their goals (Burgess et al., 2018; Snowden & 

Lewis, 2015). Therefore, when students withdraw prior to completion the government 

does not see a return on its investment and society fails to benefit from a more educated 

population (Fike & Fike, 2008; Fortin et al., 2016). 
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2.1.8 Summary 

 

The review has discussed the range of literature that is available on the area of adult 

learner retention in higher education. The increasing participation of adult learners in 

higher education increases the importance of understanding the pressures that they 

experience in participating in higher education. There are contrasting viewpoints to the 

extent that the library and learning support contribute in alleviating the barriers that adult 

learner experience while participating in higher education, thereby increasing student 

retention. It is clear from the literature that academic student support services need to 

identify and tailor their services to meet the needs of adult learners to varying degrees 

depending on the individual institution’s student population. 

Two of the key barriers that adult learner experience is associated with their financial 

situation and family responsibilities. Although the degree in which these barriers affect 

adult learners vary among this student demographic, they can result in increased stress in 

trying to participate in higher education and for some result in the adult learners deciding 

to withdraw. Student satisfaction levels are an important aspect in the whole student 

experience. If higher education institutions can identify ways that they can alleviate adult 

learners’ barriers and maintain adult learner’s satisfaction levels with what an institution 

provides there is the potential to reduce attrition levels. 

2.2 Theoretical Framework and Research Hypothesis 

 

The theoretical framework for this study is the principles of social justice (Nieuwenhuis, 

2010). Social justice is utilised in multiple subject areas, including in education, to explain 

or discuss how inequity and inequality can impact on both an individual and society as a 

whole (Richards et al., 2018). Social justice is not limited to just a few concepts, rather it 

has multiple aspects which arise from three primary aspects of society: the economic, the 

cultural and the political (Power & Taylor, 2013). According to Martin and Ngcobo 

(2015) people often associate social justice with making everything equal; they argue that 

social justice relates to equity and the provision of a “fair distribution of resources and 

opportunities” (p. 90).  In relation to education this would be by the provision of equal 

access for all individuals in society, enabling all persons the ability to participate and 

achieve. The United Nations (n.d.) state that “when people are able to get quality 

education, they can break from the cycle of poverty . . . education . . . helps to reduce 

inequalities and to reach gender equality” (p. 1). 
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The application of social justice theory in higher education helps to address the inherent 

inequality that exists especially among groups disadvantaged by their low socio-

economic status, gender or indigenous culture (Francis et al., 2017; Hart, 2019). Social 

justice in higher education is not a new concept, as it has been a concern in countries 

where education is viewed as a means to reduce inequality and poverty and to instigate 

social change (Francis et al, 2017; Richards et al., 2018). In contrast, Fox (2020), points 

out that in some higher education institutions, social justice is considered a means to 

attract students and as a point of difference. However, Fox found that the implementation 

of a social justice program increased staff and student awareness and the value placed on 

the concept. 

Further, social justice is not a static concept, as it is forever evolving and can be difficult 

to implement; although it is often framed as a binary ‘either or’ concept it is not limited 

to that application (Martin & Ngcobo, 2015). The primary works that are used by 

researchers to explain how social justice can be achieved are “the institutions-centered 

approach of John Rawls and the human-centered approach of Amartya Sen” (Boyadjieva 

& Ilieva-Trichkova, 2017, p. 99). 

Sen’s (2009) theory held that an individual’s capability is formed by their ability to 

achieve, based on the opportunities that are available to them. However, this view does 

not consider the prior education or the background of the individual (as cited in 

Boyadjieva & Ilieva-Trichkova, 2017). Humanistic models consider the value of 

developing lifelong learning among adult learners with the objective of reducing social 

inequality and injustice. Adult learners’ experiences at higher education institutions will 

vary, and can be dictated by their prior education, academic ability and acclimation (Hart, 

2019). For some students, the lack of access to cultural or economic capital compared to 

those who are more affluent, can be reflected in lower completion or success rates 

(Nieuwenhuis, 2010). However, lower cultural and economic capital does not necessarily 

equate to failure in higher education. 

Rawls (1972) separated his initial institution social justice theory into two primary 

principles (as cited in Martin & Ngcobo, 2015). Rawls’ first principle relates to the fact 

that an individual has the right to receive equal access to the basic liberties within their 

society. The second principle relates to the provision of social and economic benefits to 

members of society who are disadvantaged (Rawls, 1972, as cited in Martin & Ngcobo, 

2015). Rawls (1971) argues that ‘social justice as fairness’ starts with “the choice of the 
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first principles of a conception of justice which is to regulate all subsequent criticism and 

reform of institutions” (p. 208). Rawls subsequently developed a method to evaluate how 

just an institution is, as well as to identify behaviours that are in line with social justice 

(Boyadjieva & Ilieva-Trichkova, 2017). 

Overall, in the literature, the ideal of social justice in education is to remove barriers and 

increase accessibility to improve the lives of the disadvantaged. 

2.2.1 Conceptual Model 

 

The majority of the student attrition and retention models were created prior to 1990 

(Burke, 2019).  The primary models are Tinto’s Institutional Departure Model (1975) and 

Bean and Metzner’s Conceptual Model of Nontraditional Student Attrition (1985) 

(Burke, 2019). The models suggest that students’ retention is predetermined by pre-

existing characteristics and interaction with the academic and social systems within 

higher education institutions (Burke, 2019). Bean and Metzner’s research determined that 

student satisfaction is associated with retention.  In addition, while both genders can be 

satisfied with an institution, females are more likely to have institutional loyalty (Burke, 

2019). The application of Tinto’s or Bean and Metzner’s theories and models are still 

being expand or tested in current research (Burke, 2019; Kerby, 2015). 

Bergman’s (2012) Theory of Adult Learner Persistence in Degree Completion model 

origins were drawn from “Braxton, Hirschy and McClendon’s (2004) theory of student 

departure in commuter college and universities along with Bean and Metzner’s (1985) 

conceptual model of undergraduate non-traditional student attrition model” (as cited in 

Bergman et al., 2014, p. 93). Bergman’s model tested the impact of external environments 

had on adult learners’ ability to continue in higher education, which included finances, 

family and work influences (Bergman et al., 2014). 

Astin Input-Environment-Outcome model (1970) is used to evaluate student’s personal 

growth due to educational and cocurricular experiences while enrolled in higher 

education (Stemmer & Mahan, 2016). This model considers the contribution educational 

and cocurricular experiences, such as academic libraries and learning support, has on 

student growth, retention and academic improvement. While this is a holistically based 

model Stemmer and Mahan (2016) used quantitative research methodology for their 

research to measure students’ experiences over a four-year period. 
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Figure 2.1  

Factors Influencing Adult Learners’ Satisfaction and Retention (Working Conceptual 

Model)

 

Adapted from: Astin Input-Environment-Outcome Model (1970) (Stemmer & Mahan, 

2016, p. 362); Bergman (2012) Theory of Adult Learner Persistence in Degree 

Completion (Bergman et al., 2014, p. 93).   

2.2.2 Hypothesis 

 

Hypothesis 1: Family responsibilities will influence adult learners’ retention. 

Hypothesis 2: Family responsibilities will influence the satisfaction adult learners’ 

experience in their academic endeavours.  

Hypothesis 3: Academic student support services are positively related to adult learners’ 

satisfaction.  

Hypothesis 4: Satisfaction will positively influence adult learners’ retention.  

Hypothesis 5: Financial issues will influence adult learners’ satisfaction. 

Hypothesis 6: Financial issues will influence adult learners’ retention.  

2.3 Limitations of Previous Studies 

 

Research conducted and retention has been wide spread internationally for a number of 

years and is still a focus for many researchers. While a number of these researchers 

consider the variables that are included in this study, they do not necessarily combine all 

five variables with the demographic of this study. Internationally, studies on adult learners 
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are prolific especially in regards to retention and the factors that causes of early attrition; 

few current New Zealand focused studies are available. 

Research on student satisfaction often considers different aspects of a student’s life cycle 

within a higher education institution. Higher education institutions often employ surveys 

as a tool to evaluate student’s satisfaction levels; however, the focus of these tend to be 

more concerned to rate how the organisation is doing rather than a true evaluation of a 

student’s impressions (Burgess et al., 2018). The majority of the research has been cross-

sectional which provides a snapshot of what is occurring at that moment in time, rather 

than the life cycle of the student. Research has shown that a student satisfaction levels are 

not constant and can fluctuate throughout the duration of their enrolment (Letcher & 

Neves, 2010). Literature that considers the services that are under the purview of 

academic student support services tends to consider the impact of low academic success 

rates on satisfaction (Sauve et al., 2016). However, this literature does not necessarily 

have a library or learning support focus, rather it looks at the contributing factors of 

attrition. Other contributing factors that impact on student’s satisfaction include family 

responsibilities and financial issues (Gruber et al., 2010). The inclusion of academic 

student support services to these known factors that influence student satisfaction will 

help to fill a gap in research and knowledge on this aspect. 

Literature that investigates adult learners in higher education tend to consider these two 

factors whether looking at students’ reasons for enrolling in higher education or as 

contributing actors to early attrition. Literature that combines the objectives of 

governments to improve the outcomes of low socio-economic groups and indigenous 

cultures consider family and community influences as well as the financial barriers they 

experience. New Zealand studies regularly take into consideration the impact that 

ethnicity and socio-economic barriers when investigating the causes in student enrolment 

and attrition (T. Williams, 2011; Theodore, Taumoepeau, Kokaua et al., 2018). New 

Zealand studies that focus on adult learners’ success and retention are not as prolific as 

international studies; therefore, this study will add to the body of knowledge on this 

demographic. 

The author has identified a gap in the literature linking the retention objectives of the 

organisation and academic student support services provision for adult learners in New 

Zealand’s higher education industry. Limited research has been conducted on the impact 

that academic libraries or learning support have on adult learners’ interaction with either 
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service provider. Frequently the New Zealand literature has been formed by anecdotal 

evidence rather than quantitative or qualitative research practices (Breen & Protheroe, 

2015). While, this may provide an overview to what is occurring within a specific 

environment it cannot be validated. 

Individually, the services recognise that the services and support they provide can 

influence student’s satisfaction and retention rates but few joint studies have been 

conducted. The New Zealand research that has been conducted has been isolated to one 

service provider, either learning support or library services. International research studies 

show a similar trend of focusing on one service; however, this can be explained by the 

fact the journals that publish the literature tends to be publications that specialise in the 

profession of the author and what their profession can achieve. Therefore, not recognising 

or considering how the services can jointly impact on student success and retention. More 

research is required to understand how academic support services can cooperatively 

improve adult learner outcomes. 

2.4 Chapter Summary 

 

The preceding literature review and theorthical framework can be summarised in the 

following way. Increased participation of adult learners in higher education can be 

considered positive as it provides this student population has the potential to improve 

their future. Although, education provides adult learners with both social and future 

financial benfits they experience a number of barriers to completing their qualification as 

discussed in the literature review. Institutions can introduce a range of services and alter 

organisation practices that will potentially offset some of these barriers, but it is unlikely 

that all barriers can be mitagated. Adult learners satisfaction can contribute to adult 

learners retention; however, there is no guarantee that this is a turning point to a students 

decision making decisions. 

Governments worldwide appear to see higher education as a way to address the social 

inequality that may exist within their country. Education initiatives by governments are 

enforced in different ways depending on the country’s ideology on what is considered the 

best approach. The methods utilised can be placed on either the institution or the potential 

student. Institutions are provided funding specific to these initiatives or maybe required 

to allocate a percentage of seats to the targeted group(s); funding which is expected to be 

reimbursed if enrolment or retention targets are not achieved. Whereas, students can 
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either be given financial assistance to participate or to be coerced to enrol so that they 

satisfy the criteria to continue to receive social benefits. 

  



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

56 
 

Chapter 3: Research Method 
 

The aim of chapter three is to outline and discuss the research methods and process 

employed in this study. The chapter begins by discussing research philosophy and design 

which established the type of research that will be conducted. Secondly, the research 

design is outlined which includes the sampling techniques, sample population and size. 

Thirdly, the study outlines and discusses the unit of analysis, data collection and 

measurement. Finally, the data analysis strategy and methods are described, and the 

ethical considerations are provided. 

3.1 Research Philosophy  

 

The purpose of research philosophy is to create a framework that the researcher uses to 

determine the research process as well as situate the project within the discipline (Quinlan 

et al., 2019). Research philosophy describes the beliefs and assumptions that a study will 

use to obtain and develop knowledge on the research topic. The five primary philosophies 

utilised by business and management researchers are positivism, critical realism, 

interpretivism, postmodernism and pragmatism (Saunders et al., 2019). Assumptions 

made in research are usually made from ontological, epistemological or axiological 

viewpoints; the two opposing extremes within these assumptions are objectivism or 

subjectivism. Within business and management research there are three primary 

approaches to theory development, these are deduction, induction and abduction 

(Saunders et al., 2019). 

This study will build on existing knowledge pertaining to family responsibilities and 

financial issues impact on adult learner’s satisfaction and how these impacts on retention. 

Furthermore, the study will help to develop knowledge on academic student services role 

in aiding adult learners to remain in higher education. This study’s framework was formed 

with a positivist philosophy, epistemological and axiological paradigms and deductive 

approach. 

3.1.1 Positivism 

 

Positivism contains ontological and epistemological recommendations on research 

methodology that quantitative researchers can use to conduct their research (Sarantakos, 

2005). The appropriate method to collect data is via observation or measuring the target 

population with the application of surveys or similar instruments (E. Bell et al., 2019; 
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Saunders et al., 2019). Positivist research emphasises empirical methods that produce data 

and facts that is not influenced by potential bias (Saunders et al., 2019). 

The rationale for applying a positivist approach is that it enabled the study to utilise 

existing theories by which hypotheses can be developed (Saunders et al., 2019). As a 

positivist study, the objective was to produce value-free research so that bias was kept to 

a minimum. Positivism was an appropriate research philosophy for this study as it focused 

on a single organisation and utilised questionnaires, convenience and snowball sampling 

strategies (Quinlan et al., 2019). 

3.1.2 Research Paradigms 

 

Paradigms relates to different philosophical viewpoints based on ontological and 

epistemological assumptions (Tolich & Davidson, 2018). Paradigms provide researchers 

with methods to determine what is important, legitimate and reasonable and provides the 

logic and structure of the study (Sarantakos, 2005; Saunders et al., 2019). Research 

paradigms can influence how the research is designed, conducted, research population 

and data analysis (D. R. Cooper, 2019). 

In business research ontological studies tend to investigate how actions and events that 

occur within an organisation impact on the employee and how the organisation can 

harness these for their benefit (Saunders et al., 2019). Although this study considers how 

higher education institutes can alter practices to meet the needs of adult learners 

(customer), a number of the factors considered in this research are external to the 

organisation. Epistemology research provides answers to business related phenomena 

through the collection and analysis of data. The objective is for researchers to have 

confidence that the research design and techniques will generate quantifiable knowledge 

that can be utilised to inform policy and practice (E. Bell et al., 2019). Axiology relates 

to the role of ethics and values in relation to research. A researcher’s main challenge is to 

look at their own values and ethics and how this influences the study (Saunders et al., 

2019). 

This study has primarily employed an epistemological framework as the nature of the 

study is to measure the facts that impact on adult learners’ satisfaction and retention rates 

within higher education. The objective is to produce data that can be measured and 

replicated in future studies. Furthermore, the study’s objective is to add to existing 

knowledge on this subject especially from a New Zealand perspective where literature is 
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limited. Epistemological assumptions permit the investigation of potential causal 

relationships within the data so that the study can make generalisations (Saunders et al., 

2019). The inclusion of axiological assumptions forms the basis of the study ethical 

considerations and the value it places on how data is collected. The background of the 

study increased the likelihood of bias to be introduced into the collection and analysis of 

the data. Consequently, the study assigned more value to large amounts of information 

being collected using a quantitative questionnaire over personal interactions (qualitative 

interviews) which could be influenced by the interviewer. Therefore, taking into 

consideration potential bias the decision was made to collect empirical data. Ethical 

considerations were formed from both axiological philosophy and the requirements set 

out in the institution’s research policy. 

3.1.3 Deduction 

 

Theory is present in the majority of research projects, whether in the design or in the final 

presentation of results, although the degree varies (Saunders et al., 2019). There are three 

primary approaches, these are: deduction, induction and abduction. Deduction is the most 

commonly used approach as it is focused on the development of theory and evaluation of 

hypotheses related to existing theories using empirical data. Induction is used to develop 

theory based on observation of facts to identify themes and patterns, qualitative 

methodology. Abduction combines the processes of induction and deduction (Saunders 

et al., 2019). The approach chosen is dependent upon how a study intends to utilise theory 

into the research. 

This study has been designed with a deduction approach as the conceptual and theoretical 

framework were based on existing theories. The premise of the study was formed by 

existing literature which the study’s hypotheses and questionnaire were developed to test. 

The rationale for using a deductive approach is that would assist in the design of the study. 

Deduction is an appropriate approach to test, measure and analyse quantitative data. In 

addition, the approach places importance on “structure, quantification, generalisability 

and testable hypotheses” and is usually “underpinned by the positivist research 

philosophy” (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 154). 

3.2 Research Design  

 

The research design is a plan for how a researcher is going to answer the research 

questions (Saunders et al., 2019). The study considered the three research methodologies 



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

59 
 

utilised in business research prior to the selection of a method that would meet the study’s 

objectives, these methods are: quantitative, qualitative and mixed method. 

Quantitative research designs utilise a numerical approach to investigate a topic and 

primarily explain the results using statistical analysis (D. R. Cooper, 2019). Quantitative 

research is linked to numerical studies researchers collect either primary or secondary 

data to answer their research question(s). Researchers examine the data to identify the 

relationships that may exist between variables (Saunders et al., 2019). Qualitative 

research gathers information relating to the personal experiences, perceptions and 

interactions of their research sample (D. R. Cooper, 2019). Qualitative research is utilised 

in business research to interpret the meanings behind actions which quantitative research 

is unable to answer (Quinlan et al., 2019). Mixed method research combines quantitative 

and qualitative research techniques in a single study. The objective of combining the 

techniques is to determine whether there is reason (qualitative) behind the responses 

provided in the quantitative instrument or to support the conclusions drawn by the 

researcher (D. R. Cooper, 2019; Saunders et al., 2019). This study applied quantitative 

methodology to conduct the research. 

3.2.1 Rationale for Quantitative Research Methodology 

 

The rationale for using quantitative research methodology in this study was that it enabled 

the study to completed within the specified timeframe, geographical spread and bias 

limitation. This study, as part of the qualification had a specified timeframe in which to 

complete the project this influenced the decision was to conduct quantitative research. 

Furthermore, the geographical spread of Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology complicated 

identification and access to adult learners not located on the two main campuses. The 

application of quantitative questionnaires, both online and print, limited the amount of 

contact with the target population (respondents) and the study. Quantitative research is 

commonly associated with positivism; similarly, a deductive approach is closely linked 

to quantitative research (Saunders et al., 2019). 

This study consisted of descriptive research design with a positivism philosophical stance. 

Descriptive research provides the study with an accurate profile, in relation to the study 

variables, and factors that may assist Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology to retain adult 

learners. Quantitative research methodology determined the cause and effect of the 

factors to student attrition and to validate the generalisations in the research study 

(Quinlan et al., 2019). 
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The research was conducted with the objective of determining the influence the study 

factors have on adult learner’s satisfaction and retention. The subsequent sections will 

outline the plan used for the research project. 

3.3 Research Approach 

 

As part of the design of a research project a decision is required on whether the subject 

under investigation should entail a snapshot of a time period (cross-sectional) or to 

provide a long-term analysis of the situation (longitudinal). In part the design chosen is 

influenced by the research question however, this depends on the purpose of the research 

and time constraints placed on the researcher (Saunders et al., 2019). 

Cross-sectional research is utilised for studies that are investigating a specific 

phenomenon within a specific timeframe. The option to gather data within a specific 

timeframe makes this design is popular among students conducting research projects 

(Saunders et al., 2019). Cross-sectional studies gather data from more than one location 

and preferably sector so that a comparison can be drawn and differences identified 

(Sarantakos, 2005). Whereas, longitudinal research is utilised in studies whose objective 

is to determine what changes occur within a social phenomenon over a prolonged 

timeframe, sometimes decades. A benefit of conducting longitudinal research is that 

researchers have the capacity to study changes that occur naturally (Saunders et al., 2019). 

There is value in both of these designs however, this study has utilised a cross-sectional 

design. 

The rationale for applying a cross-sectional approach is that the study objective is to 

determine what aspects of the study’s factors are affecting the satisfaction and retention 

of adult learners. This approach provided the study with the option to employ either 

probability or non-probability sampling techniques to gather data (D. R. Cooper, 2019). 

In addition, a cross-sectional approach enabled the study to sample a segment of the adult 

learner population and identify the relationships that exist within the target population 

and the research variables (Quinlan et al., 2019). Finally, utilisation of this approach can 

be achieved within the study’s timeframe. 

3.3 Research Method  

 

3.3.1 Sampling Method  

 

Sampling provides the study the ability to obtain responses from a proportion of the target 

population when it is not feasible to conduct a census (entire population). Sampling 
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options considered for this study were probability and non-probability sampling. 

Probability sampling relates to how likely it is a participant is to be selected whereas, non-

probability selects participants from within the target population (Saunders et al., 2019). 

This study applied non-probability sampling techniques. 

3.3.1.1 Non-Probability Sampling 

 

Non-probability sampling refers to when the researcher cannot predict the likelihood of a 

respondent being selected from the target population. In addition, the researcher is not 

able to determine whether the respondent will be able to answer the research questions 

“or to address objectives that you require to make statistical inferences about the 

characteristics of the population” (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 296). However, non-

probability sampling does not mean that the population is chosen randomly as the 

researcher evaluates from the possible population to identify and select potential 

participants. This method is based on the researcher’s subjective judgement in selecting 

participants that may represent the target population (D. R. Cooper, 2019). 

3.3.1.2 Rationale for Selecting Non-Probability Sampling 

 

This study used nonprobability sampling as it enabled the study to apply their subjective 

judgement to identify and select potential research participants from the target population. 

Additionally, the study selected non-probability sampling techniques that were 

determined to increase the likelihood of collecting the desired completed responses (D. 

R. Cooper, 2019). Two non-probability sampling techniques were utilised for the purpose 

of data collection, these are; convenience and snowball sampling. 

Convenience sampling techniques have been applied by researchers when investigating 

student retention and academic student support services contributions (Harland et al., 

2018; Sauve et al., 2016). Convenience sampling will enable the study to collect a large 

number of completed questionnaires quickly and economically (Zikmund et al., 2013). 

Usage of a convenience sample will enable the study to locate participants that are the 

most accessible or utilise a method that is convenient (D. R. Cooper, 2019). The 

utilisation of convenience sampling will enable the collection of data from a range of 

student demographics within Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology. The study 

acknowledges that convenience sampling has the potential to introduce biased responses 

as they select the group(s) that are to be surveyed (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). Therefore, 
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subject areas not directly supported by the study were included in the sample to offset 

potentially biased datum. 

Convenience sampling was utilised for both the online and paper-based questionnaire as 

it allowed the study to select groups within the sample population (Quinlan et al., 2019). 

The paper-based questionnaire was delivered to Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology 

students in a lecture as the typical response rate is usually high. However, while the 

administration of convenience sampling would normally result high response rates, as 

this research has an age restriction this reduced the amount of completed questionnaires 

(E. Bell et al., 2019). As the study is unable to identify the target population prior to 

administrating the survey it is considered an appropriate method. 

Snowball sampling is often utilised to identify subgroups of a research population and 

utilises a referral approach to achieve an optimal number of responses (D. R. Cooper, 

2019). Researchers have found that the application of snowball sampling is beneficial 

when the sample population is difficult to identify sufficient participants. Snowball 

sampling utilises the existing networks of the initial participants as the networks tend to 

have similar demographic characteristics (D. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2014). 

Snowball sampling provided the study with the ability to select an initial group of research 

participants and request that they provide contact details of potential participants for the 

researcher to contact (D. R. Cooper, 2019; Zikmund et al., 2013). Snowball sampling 

provided the study with the ability to conduct the research until sufficient completed 

questionnaires are received (Quinlan et al., 2019). The study acknowledges that there is 

a risk of biased responses as participants are likely to share the questionnaire link with 

people who may select answers similar to their own responses (Zikmund et al., 2013). 

3.4 Unit of Analysis 

 

The unit of analysis utilised for this study is at the individual level as the aim of the study 

is to determine the impacts that financial issues and family responsibilities have on an 

individual’s intention to withdraw. Analysis includes an evaluation of the contribution 

that academic student support services provide as well as areas they can improve student 

retention. As a positivist research design was applied the unit of analysis will form the 

basis for the type of data for later analysis (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). 

Data analysis provides researchers with the ability to understand the data that has been 

collected so that they can identify patterns within the data relevant to the study (Zikmund 
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et al., 2013). IBM SPSS software was utilised to analyse the quantitative data collected. 

Additionally, SmartPLS3 was utilised to analyse the data as partial least squares structural 

equation modelling (PLS-SEM) is designed to analyse small sample sizes and can achieve 

a high level of statistical power (Hair et al., 2012). 

3.5 Operationalisation of constructs 

 

Operationalisation refers to the process that measures the concepts in research, the process 

consists of the identification of applicable scales that correspond to variance that is 

present within the concept (Quinlan et al., 2019). The study has used multiple variables 

for this study due to the complexity of the concept of student retention. A construct is the 

term that is used when a researcher is utilising multiple variables and assists researchers 

to operationalise a research concept (Zikmund et al., 2013). 

The questionnaire measurement instruments were either adopted or adapted from existing 

research literature instruments. Adapted questions were primarily altered to reflect New 

Zealand, Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology or the research topics terminology. The 

research from which the constructs were acquired usually linked two of the studies 

variables together, but no single study linked all five variables within the same study. 

3.5.1 Family Responsibilities 

 

Family responsibilities comprises of students who have dependent children and/or are 

caregivers for either a family or non-family member. Literature has shown that adult 

learners who are parents have dependent children are at a higher risk of attrition, 

especially students who are sole. Students who are sole or primary caregivers have an 

increased likelihood of withdrawing from higher education parents (Brown & Nichols, 

2012; Fishman et al., 2017; Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019). For this research, the 

operationalism of family responsibilities was based on six items that were adapted or 

adopted from previous studies (see Table 3.1). 

Table 3.1 

Family Responsibilities Questionnaire Constructs  

Variable Measurement Instrument Source 

FAR1 I feel guilty at times for not spending more time 

with my children or person I care for 

(Boyd & Shea, 

2015)  

FAR2 I feel guilty at times for having to rely on others (Boyd & Shea, 

2015)   

FAR3 My family supports me with the sacrifices I choose 

to make  

(Boyd & Shea, 

2015)  
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FAR4 Being involved in my family life interferes with my 

student-related activities 

(Hecht & 

McCarthy, 2010)  

FAR5 I feel that I have time to fully engage my academic 

journey 

(Stevens et al., 

2019) 

FAR6 It is more difficult balancing my time and 

responsibilities than I thought it would originally be 

(Pleitz et al., 2015) 

 

3.5.2 Academic Student Support Services 

 

Academic student support services comprise of two of the support services at Toi Ohomai 

Institute of Technology. The two services are the academic library and learning support, 

whose focus is improving knowledge, access and skills that assist adult learners to achieve 

academically. Literature has discussed the potential impact of both of these services; 

however, the impact has been implied rather than proven conclusively (Fraser et al., 2009; 

Oliveira, 2018a; Stevens et al., 2019).  For this research, the operationalism of academic 

student support services was based on six items that were adapted or adopted from 

previous studies (see Table 3.2). 

Table 3.2 

Academic Student Support Services Questionnaire Constructs 

Variable Measurement Instrument Source 

ASS1 The library staff has knowledge to answer my 

questions 

(Khaola & 

Mabilikoane, 2015) 

ASS2 Learning Support has helped when I have a 

specific idea what I want to write but am unable to 

express myself clearly 

(Sauve et al., 2018) 

ASS3 The library helped to instil confidence in my 

research skills 

(Khaola & 

Mabilikoane, 2015)   

ASS4 Learning Support has helped to improve study or 

academic skills (reading, writing etc.) 

(College Student 

Experiences 

Questionnaire 

Assessment 

Program, n.d.) 

ASS5 The academic student support services staff 

understand the needs of students 

(Davidson et al., 

2009) 

ASS6 I have received sufficient advice and support with 

my studies 

(Abbas, 2016)   

 

3.5.3 Financial Issues 

 

Financial issues consider the difficulties that students experience meeting the associated 

course costs, living costs as well as the impact that being employed has on their ability to 

participate in higher education. Literature has shown that financial issues on adult 

learners, especially those with families to support, to persist in higher education (Carmen, 
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2018; Olbrecht et al., 2016). Additionally, adult learners who combine work with study 

fine that the demands of one can impact the other which result in either financially 

difficulties or students choosing to withdraw (Fortin et al., 2016; Leveson et al., 2013). 

For this research, the operationalisation of financial difficulties was based on six items 

that were adapted or adopted from previous studies (see Table 3.3). 

Table 3.3 

Financial Issues Questionnaire Constructs 

Variable Measurement Instrument Source 

FIN1 Being involved in my studies at school interferes with 

my job-related activities 

(Hecht & 

McCarthy, 2010) 

FIN2 My job demands and responsibilities interfere with 

my school work 

(McNall & 

Michel, 2011) 

FIN3 Continuing with my studies is dependent on me 

working while I study 

(Forsman et al., 

2014) 

FIN4 My financial situation allows me to focus on my 

studies as much as the teachers demands 

(Forsman et al., 

2014) 

FIN5 I am able to overcome financial difficulties while in 

higher education 

(Abbas, 2016) 

FIN6 I am satisfied with the amount of financial support 

(advice, loans, allowances etc.) that I have received 

while attending this institution 

(Weng et al., 

2010) 

 

3.5.4 Student Satisfaction 

 

Student satisfaction considers an adult learners’ emotional response to their experience at 

Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology and the independent variables. Research has found 

that factors both internal and external to a higher education institution influence students 

satisfaction levels (Gruber et al., 2010; Burgess et al., 2018). Literature has proven that 

measurement of student satisfaction is changeable and alters throughout their educational 

journey; however, even satisfied students can withdraw (Letcher & Neves, 2010; Naylor 

et al., 2018; Rizkallah & Seitz; 2017). For this research, the operationalisation of student 

satisfaction was based on five items that were adapted or adopted from previous studies 

or major satisfaction survey (see Table 3.4). 
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Table 3.4 

Student Satisfaction Questionnaire Constructs  

Variable Measurement Instrument Source 

SSA1 I am satisfied with the value I receive for my study 

fees 

(Rizkallah & Seitz, 

2017) 

SSA2 I am satisfied with the level of positive school spirit 

on Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology campus(es) 

(Rizkallah & Seitz, 

2017) 

SSA3 I am satisfied with the quality of Academic Student 

Support Services 

(Annamdevula & 

Bellamkonda, 

2016) 

SSA4 When you think about your overall, I am very 

satisfied with my experience at Toi Ohomai 

Institute of Technology 

(Ang et al., 2019) 

SSA5 If you have needs that are different from the 

majority of students here, the institution has met 

these needs 

(Davidson et al., 

2009) 

 

3.5.5 Student Retention  

 

The measure the relationship between the independent and mediating variables and 

student retention at Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology adult learners. Literature has 

determined that adult learners are high risk students when it comes to withdrawing from 

higher education (Jenner, 2017; Zimmer, 2017). The factors that contribute to adult 

learners’ risk of withdraw include family responsibilities, financial issues, academic 

difficulties and low satisfaction levels (Blackburn, 2010; Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2017; 

Moghadam et al., 2017; Schreiner, 2009). For this research, six items were used to 

measure the influence of the independent and mediating variables have on student 

retention at Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology (see Table 3.5). 

Table 3.5 

Student Retention Questionnaire Constructs 

Variable Measurement Instrument Source 

REN1 Feelings of guilt due to less time spent with family has 

impacted on my desire to continue my studies 

(Boyd & Shea, 

2015)  

REN2 My feelings of isolation have impacted my desire to 

continue my education 

(Boyd & Shea, 

2015) 

REN3 I am motivated to finish my course and graduate (Rizkallah & 

Seitz, 2017) 

REN4 I have never considered dropping out from the course  (Abbas, 2016)  

REN5 When I run into problems, it makes me want to drop 

out  

(Sauve et al., 

2018) 

REN6 I often find it stressful managing my studies with other 

commitments in my life 

(Ang et al., 

2019) 
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3.6 Data Collection 

 

Questionnaires are structured data-gathering instruments and are commonly utilised for 

survey research in business studies. As this study is quantitative the results are based on 

factual data. The collection of quantitative data using a questionnaire reflects that a 

positivistic perspective and philosophical framework has been used. Quantitative 

questionnaires provide precise and concise data which is simpler to code and analyse 

when compared to qualitative data (Quinlan et al., 2019). Questionnaires are familiar to 

many people and the simple design makes them non-threatening to participants. The 

decision to utilise questionnaires was determined by the geographic spread, size of the 

potential population and participants access to technology (Quinlan et al., 2019). 

The study employed two quantitative data collection methods; online questionnaire and 

self-complete paper delivery and collection questionnaire. The questionnaires used a 5-

point Likert scale. This limited research participant responses to measure their opinions 

of the phenomenon being studied. 

The online questionnaire was created utilising a freely available online software package. 

There are multiple online survey software packages available to researchers the advantage 

to utilising these is that they assist in the design, administer the instrument and collate the 

responses (Quinlan et al., 2019). The design of the questionnaire was similar to that of 

the paper questionnaire, however the respondents were required to complete each section 

(part) prior to continuing. A link to the questionnaire was emailed to students of the 

institute and included information relating to the study, ethical requirements and the 

statement “Completion of this survey is taken to indicate consent.” The study was not 

provided with information relating to which students received the link and the online 

product did not record any respondents email address. The data from the completed 

questionnaires was collated by the online package and downloaded to an Excel sheet 

which was checked prior to being entered into SPSS and SmartPLS3. 

Online questionnaires tend to have low response rates, therefore the study decided to 

conduct a two-prong approach with the addition of a paper-based option. Paper-based 

questionnaires enable a respondent who do not have access to technology, or low 

technology literacy to participate. A self-complete paper delivery and collection 

questionnaire was utilised to meet target sample shortfalls and was delivered to adult 

learners using two approaches. Firstly, adult learners being requested to complete and 

return the questionnaire while they were in one of the two library locations. Secondly, the 
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questionnaires were handed out in a lecture and collected once completed. With both of 

these options each respondent was asked if they had already completed the online 

questionnaire to avoid duplication. Respondents were advised that completion was 

voluntary and they were not required to complete the questionnaire and to sign their 

permission for the data to be used in the study. Once completed each was coded so that 

the location was recorded in case a respondent decided to withdraw. All responses were 

added to the Excel sheet with the online data. 

3.7 Research Instrument Design  

 

The measurement of research responses is to determine what the underlying ontological 

and epistemological reasons that influence adult learner satisfaction and decision to 

persist in higher education (E. Bell et al., 2019). The questionnaire constructs are aimed 

at obtaining an individual participant attitudinal feeling toward the variables of this study. 

The questionnaires were constructed with nominal and interval scales, and contain closed 

questions. 

Measurement of the variables will enable the study to determine the differences that occur 

within each variable and construct (E. Bell et al., 2019). In addition, measurement will 

enable the study to determine to what extent, if any, that age, gender and personal 

situations play in participants attitudes. Measurement of each of the variables will enable 

the study to estimate whether a relationship exists between the independent, mediating 

and dependent variables (E. Bell et al., 2019). 

The measurement instrument used for this study was a 5-point Likert scale which is 

popular among research relating to this topic (Bass et al., 2016; Bergman et al., 2014). 

3.7.1 Rating Scales 

 

The questionnaire will be constructed with nominal and interval scales and consist of 

closed questions. 

The demographic section (Part 1) utilised nominal scales which provides the study with 

the ability to categorise each respondent based on their response (Saunders et al., 2019). 

The demographic section consists of five questions; three dichotomous (two values), two 

polytomous (multiple values). The dichotomous and polytomous questions are discrete 

as they have finite values (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018). This section is descriptive and 

enables the study to identify whether the adult learners at Toi Ohomai Institute of 
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Technology are evenly spread across all the categories or whether the respondents have 

diverse personal situations as stated by literature. 

Interval scales will be utilised for the remainder of the questionnaire (Parts 2-6), which 

will consist of a series of questions using a 5-point Likert scale. Likert scales are easy to 

administer and the scale limits the research samples potential responses to measure their 

opinions of the phenomenon being studied. Respondents will be requested to indicate 

their attitude, whether positive or negative, towards each construct (Zikmund et al., 2013). 

The five possible responses are: Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Neither Agree or Disagree, 

Agree, Strongly Agree, each of these responses has been assigned a numerical number, 

these are 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5. Preferably, use a 5-point Likert scale as all responses are equal 

as they are assigned the same value across each category (E. Bell et al., 2019; D. R. 

Cooper & Schindler, 2014). The distance between each response is identical across each 

of the categories (E. Bell et al., 2019). 

Interval data enabled the study to state that there is a difference between any two values 

for each variable, however the study is unable to state what the relative difference is 

(Saunders et al., 2019). As interval scales contain both nominal and ordinal properties its 

application enabled the study to obtain information about the differences that exist 

between each variable as well as the extent of the difference (Quinlan et al., 2019). 

3.8 Data Analysis Technique  

 

The study employed two statistical software packages to analyse the data gathered during 

the collection stage of the study. The initial analysis will be conducted using statistical 

package for social science (SPSS), which will be used to conduct data screening and 

preliminary analysis, data normality tests and identity measurement issues. The second 

stage of analysis will be conducted using partial least squares structural equation 

modelling (PLS-SEM), which was used to evaluate reliability and validity, assessments 

of the measurement and structural models and test the hypothesis. 

An evaluation of the study’s reliability and validity will be conducted utilising both SPSS 

and PLS-SEM. The reason being that these statistical software packages measure the 

reliability and validity differently and that a comparison of both will provide the study 

with a more comprehensive analysis (Hair et al., 2017; K. Wong, 2019). If there is 

variation between the two results the study will consider the what has influenced the 

different values and determine if these are a concern. 
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Although the study will use two statistical analysis tools, the assessment of the conceptual 

model and testing of the hypothesis will be conducted using PLS-SEM. The processes 

that the study will utilise to test this are described below. 

3.8.1 Structural Equation Modelling 

 

Structural equation modelling (SEM) is a second-generation statistical technique that 

analyses multivariate data. SEM was initially utilised by marketing researchers in the 

1980s and since that time its popularity has become more widespread within the business 

and management field (Hair et al., 2011; Hair et al., 2017). There are two primary types 

of SEM, these are covariance-based SEM (CB-SEM) and PLS-SEM (Hair et al., 2017). 

SEM is a collection of statistical techniques that examines the relationships between 

variables to be determined (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). SEM investigates the underlying 

concepts and theories of the model by evaluating the model’s parameters using the means, 

variance and covariance of the data collected (Kaplan, 2001). 

The successful application of CB-SEM or PLS-SEM is dependent on whether researchers 

understand which approach is suitable for their research parameters. Each of the 

approaches are recognised for a specific purpose and data type; CB-SEM theory and 

hypothesis testing and PLS-SEM for prediction and non-normal data (Hair et al., 2011). 

3.8.1.2 Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling 

 

PLS-SEM was developed as an alternative to CB-SEM that relaxed the demands of data 

normality, for the researcher to specify the relationship between variables, and provided 

with an emphasis on improving prediction capabilities (Hair et al., 2012). The partial least 

squares (PLS) aspect consists of a collection of algorithms that analyses data in a low-

structure environment (Henseler et al., 2009). PLS-SEM is a suitable statistical 

application if the researcher is unable to make strong assumptions, have small sample 

sizes and the data is deemed nonnormal (Hair et al., 2012; Henseler et al., 2009). 

A PLS-SEM path model consists of two elements, the structural model (inner model) and 

measurement model (outer model). PLS-SEM models can be evaluated based on 

reflective and/or formative measures. The direction of the single-headed arrows signifies 

whether the model is formative, reflective or a combination of the two. 
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For this study, PLS-SEM will be utilised to analyse the results of the research as the 

sample size is likely to be small and accurate assumptions cannot be made. The processes 

that will need to occur to analyse the results are describe below. 

3.8.2 Assessment of Measurement Model 

 

Assessment of the measurement model in PLS-SEM is achieved by investigating the 

internal consistency reliability, convergent and discriminant validity processes. 

The internal consistency reliability of a path model is determined by Cronbach’s alpha 

and composite reliability. Cronbach’s alpha is a traditional indicator which is also used 

in other statistical software. Cronbach’s alpha provides a researcher with an estimation of 

the reliability calculated by the intercorrelations of the variables. In PLS-SEM 

Cronbach’s alpha can be influenced by the number of items in the scale and is known to 

underestimate the internal consistency (Hair et al., 2017). For this reason, researchers 

utilising PLS-SEM also consider the composite reliability values as these are considered 

to be more accurate. The reason for this is that composite reliability considers the outer 

loadings of the variables (Hair et al., 2017). 

Convergent validity measures the correlation of a measure (indicator) that are linked to 

the same construct. Researchers need to recognise that the measures of reflective 

constructs need to join or share a high level of variance. The outer loadings and the 

average variance extracted (AVE) are taken into consideration when the convergent 

validity is being determined and evaluated (Hair et al., 2017). It is preferred that the values 

of the outer loadings of all the variables be statistically significant. The reason being that 

high values imply that the indicator’s value is higher than that of the measurement error 

variance. The AVE measures the mean value of the squared loadings of the items that are 

associated with the constructs. AVE is not suitable for single-item constructs however, 

this is not a consideration for this study as all constructs have a minimum of five items 

attached to each construct (Hair et al., 2017). 

Discriminant validity evaluates whether the study’s constructs are dissimilar from other 

constructs by empirical measures. This implies that the constructs being measured do not 

share phenomena. Researchers tend to employ two measures to evaluate discriminant 

validity, these are cross-loadings and Fornell-Larcker criterion (Hair et al., 2017). Firstly, 

cross-loadings are evaluated to determine whether an indicators values are greater than 

the other values on the same cross-loading (line). Secondly, the Fornell-Larcker criterion 

compares the squared root of each constructs AVE, whereby the individual construct’s 
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AVE should be greater than the correlation with other constructs. The logic behind this 

method is that constructs variance should be more closely aligned with its indicators than 

with other constructs (Hair et al., 2017). 

3.8.3 Assessment of Structural Model 

 

After the assessment of the measurement model has been concluded the next stage of 

evaluation is that of the structural model. Assessment of the structural model in PLS-SEM 

is achieved by evaluating the structural model metrics which are used to predict the 

variance of the dependent variables. The criteria that are used to conduct the evaluation 

are coefficient of determination, path coefficients and effects size (Hair et al., 2017). 

The coefficient of determination (R²) is commonly used to evaluate the structural model. 

R² evaluates the model’s ability to predict and is calculated by the squared root of the 

dependent variables actual and predicted values. The result represents the degree of 

variance between the dependent and independent variables. As R² is comprised of the 

data that has been used for model estimation which is used to evaluate a model’s 

predictive power (Hair et al., 2017). 

The path coefficients (arrows between variables/constructs) provide information relating 

to the strength that each independent (exogenous) variable has on the mediating and 

dependent (endogenous) variables. The weight of each coefficient enables the researcher 

to rank the statistical importance of the relationships (K. Wong, 2019). 

The effect size is determined by the exclusion of specific a single construct to evaluate 

whether the change impacts the R² value. The evaluation of the R² value is done to 

determine whether the removed construct had an impact on the dependent variable (Hair 

et al., 2017). The effect size measures strength of the relationship between the latent 

variables in the model (K. Wong, 2019). 

Multicollinearity occurs when more than two independent variables are highly correlated 

which can negatively impact multiple regression. Collinearity is when only two 

independent variables are highly correlated. The presence of multicollinearity can result 

in the fluctuation occurring in the coefficients, which impacts on the researcher’s ability 

to interpret the prediction of the variables with confidence (D. R. Cooper & Schindler, 

2014). The measurement of the impact is determined by the variable inflation factor 

(VIF), PLS-SEM has two options to evaluate this data, the outer VIF values and the inner 

VIF values (Hair et al., 2017). 
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3.9 Ethical Considerations 

 

Ethical approval is an essential aspect of conducting research that requires human 

interaction to ensure that potential harm to research participants is either eliminated or 

mitigated (Saunders et al., 2016). The study obtained ethical approval from Toi Ohomai 

Institute of Technology research ethics committee prior to collecting research data (see 

Appendix A). 

The researcher aims to protect the rights of the participants of this study; therefore, the 

questionnaire was designed to ensure that participants do not experience harm, 

discomfort, embarrassment or a loss of privacy. Prior to participating in the research, the 

adult learners were advised of the potential benefits, their rights and protection and 

consent was obtained (D. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2014). 

The demographic section included fields that were relevant to the study based on literature 

with the objective of removing any potential bias. The questions in the subsequent parts 

are neutral to enable an individual student’s opinion to be expressed and the results be 

analysed from a strength-based approach (Savage et al., 2014). This permits them to 

contribute should they choose to express their opinions on the topic under investigation. 

Participation in this research project will be voluntary and the study will not apply 

pressure to ensure participation. Participants can request to withdraw at any stage or view 

the final project at a later date. The researcher will make every effort to maintain 

confidentiality, anonymity and privacy of the participants. There will be no collection of 

personal information, therefore it is anticipated that no data will be identifiable due to 

being quantitative and consisting of closed questions. 

The completed questionnaires will be stored on Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology 

premises and only the researcher and supervisor will have access. The researcher and their 

supervisor are the only people who will be able to view the completed questionnaires. 

The questionnaires will be held in a secure location and be destroyed three years after the 

completion of the research project. Electronic questionnaires will be downloaded and 

stored on a memory stick and stored with the paper questionnaires, and then removed 

from Google Forms. 
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3.10 Chapter Summary 

 

The methodology of this research can be summarised as descriptive research design with 

a positivism philosophical stance. The data was collected utilising quantitative online and 

paper-based questionnaires. This study used nonprobability sampling as it enabled the 

researcher to apply their subjective judgement to identify and select potential research 

participants from the target population. 

The target population for this study are adult learners located on Toi Ohomai Institute of 

Technology’s campuses, in addition distance students may have responded to the online 

questionnaire. The sample size that the researcher aimed to achieve was 340, with the 

expectation that only a portion would be realistic. The unit of analysis has been explained 

and includes a breakdown of the independent, mediating and dependent variables. How 

these were measured has been discussed. 

The last stage of the methodology chapter explains how the data was analysed. This 

includes both the statistical software and the tools within these packages that were 

applicable for this study. Finally, the researcher has discussed the ethical concepts that 

they kept in mind while conducting the research and analysing the data.  
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Chapter 4: Data Analysis and Findings 

 

Chapter four presents the findings of the study. The chapter discusses the stages of the 

research analysis conducted. The initial discussion is focused on the analysis of the survey 

response consisting of the response rate and descriptive statistics. The data screening and 

preliminary processes to prepare the data for further analysis is discussed next, which 

includes data cleaning, missing values, outliers, common method bias and normality 

testing. The last discussion is focused on reliability and validity, measurement and 

structural model evaluation. 

4.1 Analysis of Survey Response Rate 
 

4.1.1 Response rate 

 

The total number of questionnaires distributed was 350. A total of 188 questionnaires 

were returned inclusive of both soft and hard copy. This sample size supports the 

application of partial least squares structural equation modelling where the rule of thumb 

is that the minimum number of respondents must be ten times the maximum number of 

independent variables in the outer model (Hair et al., 2012; Henseler et al., 2009). 

4.1.2 Descriptive Statistics 

 

The research participants in this study were adult learners currently enrolled at Toi 

Ohomai Institute of Technology in 2020. Participants were not requested answer 

questions based on ethnicity or type (domestic or international). The information provided 

in the descriptive statistics contains the breakdown of the respondent’s data used in the 

analysis which was captured in Part 1: Demographics section of the questionnaire. The 

demographic profiles of the respondents were not evenly spread across as outlined in 

Table 4.1. The descriptive indicators of each item with the constructs are shown in Table 

4.2. 

4.1.2.1 Gender 

 

The gender composition of the 163 respondents were predominantly from one gender. 

Female respondents constituted of 66.26% of the respondents whereas the male 

respondents constituted 31.29%, 2.45% of the respondents preferred not to indicate a 

gender (see Table 4.1). The disproportionate response rate of a single gender was 
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anticipated by the study as Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology (n.d.-b, n.d.-c) has 

enrolled 10-16% more females than males in the last two years. 

4.1.2.2 Age 

 

The majority of the respondents were in the 25-34 age group (65.03%), and the second 

largest age group 35-44 (22.70%) (see Table 4.1). The combined percentages of the 25-

44 age groups equates to 87.73% of the total number of respondents, whereas the 

combined 45-65+ age groups equate to 12.27% of the total number of respondents. This 

implies that adults aged between 25-44 are more likely to return to higher education 

institutions to gain their first or a higher qualification than older adult learners. The 

respondents who were in the 55-64 age group were the smallest group and represented 

0.61% of the total respondents. 

4.1.2.3 Children (Dependents) 

 

The ratio of respondents that currently had children (dependents) was 82:81 (see Table 

4.1). There is no real differentiation among respondents within this demographic and can 

be taken as all genders currently have dependents. 

4.1.2.4 Primary Caregiver 

 

The ratio of adult learners who are primary caregivers among the respondents was 75:88 

(see Table 4.1). Primary caregiver, encompasses adult learners who care for children as 

well as other family members. The study has not assumed that the female adult learner is 

the primary caregiver. The ratios imply that not all the respondents in the dependent 

variable are the primary caregiver. In addition, the ratios imply that the role of primary 

giver is not always the female student. 

4.1.2.5 Employed 

 

The ratio of adult learners who were employed among the respondents was 95:68 (see 

Table 4.1). This implies that the necessity of gaining employment among adult learners 

is determined by an individual’s personal financial situation. 

Table 4.1 

Profiles of the Participants 

Variable Category Frequency Percentage (%) 
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Gender 

Male 51 31.29% 

Female 108 66.26% 

Prefer not to say 4 2.45% 

 
 
Age 

25-34 106 65.03% 

35-44 37 22.70% 

45-54 16 9.82% 

55-64 1 0.61% 

65+ 3 1.84% 

Children Yes 82 50.31% 

No 81 49.69% 

Primary 
Caregiver 

Yes 75 46.01% 

No 88 53.99% 

Employed Yes 95 58.28% 

No 68 41.72% 

 

Table 4.2 

Descriptive of item indicators 

Constructs Code N. Min. Max. Mean Std. 
Deviation 

 
Academic 
Student 
Support 
Services 

ASS1 163 1 5 4.20 .800 

ASS2 163 1 5 3.92 .853 

ASS3 163 1 5 3.95 .830 

ASS4 163 1 5 3.94 .833 

ASS5 163 1 5 3.98 .885 

ASS6 163 1 5 3.96 .902 

 
Family 
Responsibilities 

FAR1 163 1 5 3.39 1.162 

FAR2 163 1 5 3.40 1.092 

FAR3 163 1 5 4.21 .913 

FAR4 163 1 5 3.04 1.116 

FAR5 163 1 5 3.54 .989 

FAR6 163 1 5 3.65 1.097 

 
 
Financial Issues 

FIN1 163 1 5 2.95 1.011 

FIN2 163 1 5 2.87 .978 

FIN3 163 1 5 3.07 1.052 

FIN4 163 1 5 3.33 1.006 

FIN5 163 1 5 3.37 1.024 

FIN6 163 1 5 3.25 1.107 

 
Student 
Satisfaction 

SSA1 163 1 5 3.29 1.018 

SSA2 163 1 5 3.87 .924 

SSA3 163 1 5 3.87 .910 

SSA4 163 1 5 3.95 .985 

SSA5 163 1 5 3.58 .881 

 
 
Student 
Retention 

REN1 163 1 5 2.86 .974 

REN2 163 1 5 2.78 1.042 

REN3 163 1 5 4.23 .912 

REN4 163 1 5 3.73 1.262 

REN5 163 1 5 2.42 1.099 

REN6 163 1 5 3.15 1.182 
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4.2 Data Screening and Preliminary Analysis 

 

Data screening is required prior to conducting the analysis of any of the completed 

questionnaire data using IBM SPSS (SPSS) and SmartPLS PLS-SEM (PLS-SEM). The 

screening of the data to identify errors or omissions that may have occurred during coding 

or data input with the objective to correct if possible (D. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2014; 

Saunders et al., 2019). The existence of data error reduces the reliability and validity of 

the research measures (Salkind, 2010). The editing of the data helps to certify that the 

data meets quality standards and that accuracy, consistency and uniformity is achieved 

(D. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2014). 

The accuracy of the data impacts is reflected in the quality of the results provided by the 

statistical software used for the analysis (Saunders et al., 2019). To improve the accuracy 

of the data prior screening is essential as it is otherwise the researcher may interpret the 

results based erroneous analysis (Mertler & Reinhart, 2017). Consequently, the researcher 

should ensure that they have screened the data to correct errors and ensure the accuracy 

of the data.  The measures that were applied in this study, are as follows: 

4.2.1 Missing data 

 

Missing data occurs within questionnaire research when participants unintentionally fail 

to answer a question, choose not to answer or do not how-to response so they leave the 

field blank (D. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2014). The presence of missing data can impact 

on the research depending on its frequently and quantity. If the missing data is 

concentrated to a few variables that are not central to the research the variable can be 

removed. However, if the missing data is located across multiple variables and 

questionnaires the removable may not be desirable as it may reduce the participants to an 

unacceptable level (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). Alternatively, researchers can replace 

missing values based on the mean of the value or by replacing missing values based on 

the average of the neighbouring values (D. R. Cooper & Schindler, 2014; Pallant, 2020). 

In this study, there were 54 paper-based questionnaires with various fields that contained 

missing data. However, as the missing data was within what is considered reasonable 

limits (less than 5% per value), fields that contained missing data was replaced using the 

appropriate data imputation technique (Hair et al., 2017; Quinlan et al., 2019). 
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4.2.2 Outliers 

 

Outliers have been defined as “an extreme response to a particular question or extreme 

responses to all questions” (Hair et al., 2017, p. 323). Outliers can increase the mean and 

the sum of the squared error larger which negatively impacts on the standard deviation 

and standard error. As the confidence intervals for the parameter and test statistics are 

created from these fields it can create bias in the data (Field, 2018). Outliers can be present 

in data due to four primary reasons. First, incorrect data entry has occurred and not 

corrected. Secondly, the researcher has failed to resolve missing data issues. Thirdly, the 

respondent is not a member of your research sample population. Fourth, that although 

from the specified research population, the value of the variable has an extreme value 

compare to the normal distribution (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). 

Although researchers have various software tools available to them to identify outliers 

these can be difficult to utilise and deemed unreliable (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). In 

this study, the Mahalanobis distance method was used to identity and remove outliers in 

the dataset (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). Based on the comparison between Mahalanobis 

and the chi-square value, 25 cases of outliers were identified and deleted. This put the 

total usable responses for further analysis at 163, hence constituting a 47.94% response 

rate for this study. 

4.2.3 Common Method Bias 

Common method bias (CMB) can be caused due to issue with the common method 

variance, which is the variance that is associated with the measurement method used 

rather than the research constructs (Hult et al., 2006). Researchers aim to control CMB 

by reducing bias during the development of the constructs and during data collection (Hult 

et al., 2006; Podsakoff et al., 2003). 

To minimise the impact of CMB in this study, the operationalisation of the construct and 

development of the measurement items were based on prior studies in this area. The 

Harman’s single-factor test was used to test for the impact or presence of CMB in this 

study (Hult et al., 2006; Kock, 2015). 

The analysis confirmed that, CMB is not an issue in this stance as no analysis as the 

extracted factor was 32.43 per cent. CMB problems exist when the single factor extracted 

is greater than 50 per cent (see Table 4.3) (Podsakoff et al., 2003). 
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Table 4.3 

Total Variance Explained 

 

4.2.3 Normality Testing of Data 

 

Normality testing of the research data is to evaluate whether the data has been gathered 

from a normally distributed population. This is reflected by the data values for each 

variable being normally distributed in a bell-shaped frequency distribution; which is the 

data being clustered around the variables mean in a symmetrical (bell) pattern. 

Researchers can evaluate the data values by utilising both statistical methods and graphs 

(Saunders et al., 2019). For this study, two techniques were utilised to test the normality 

of the data values, these are; skewness and kurtosis and Shapiro-Wilk. 

4.2.3.1 Skewness and Kurtosis 

 

Skewness and kurtosis statistics were used to check the distribution of scores on 

continuous variables. Skewness value enables a researcher to evaluate the symmetrical 

distribution; the distribution is considered skewed when the mean is not located in the 

centre of the graph. Kurtosis provides a researcher with information relating to the peak 

of the distribution to evaluate whether the data is not flat or too peaked (Pallant, 2020; 

Tabachnick & Fidell, 2018). The value of skewness and kurtosis should be less than ±1 

to be considered normal. As this study does not have a large sample the utilisation of this 

method is valid (Field, 2018). Solely based on the statistical results of skewness and 

kurtosis shows that: ASS4, ASS4, ASS6 and REN 3 are highly skewed; ASS2, ASS3, 

FAR2, FAR6, SSA2, SSA3, SSA4, SSA5 and REN4 are moderately skewed with the 

remaining items being approximately symmetric (see Table 4.4) (Hair et al., 2017). 
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Table 4.4 

Description of Items 

Item Min. 
Stat. 

Max. 
Stat. 

Mean 
Stat. 

Std. 
Dev. 
Stat. 

         Skewness 
 
Stat.              Std. 
Error  
 

       Kurtosis 
 
Stat.        Std. 
Error 

ASS2 1 5 3.92 .853 -.932 .190 1.739 .378 

ASS3 1 5 3.95 .830 -.957 .190 2.088 .378 

ASS4 1 5 3.94 .833 -1.062 .190 2.273 .378 

ASS5 1 5 3.98 .885 -1.045 .190 1.682 .378 

ASS6 1 5 3.96 .902 -1.154 .190 1.968 .378 

FAR1 1 5 3.39 1.162 -.343 .190 -.622 .378 

FAR2 1 5 3.40 1.092 -.530 .190 -.339 .378 

FAR6 1 5 3.65 1.097 -.659 .190 -.377 .378 

FIN4 1 5 3.33 1.006 -.264 .190 -.453 .378 

FIN5 1 5 3.37 1.024 -.266 .190 -.481 .378 

FIN6 1 5 3.25 1.107 -.375 .190 -.557 .378 

SSA2 1 5 3.87 .924 -.976 .190 1.090 .378 

SSA3 1 5 3.87 .910 -.934 .190 1.133 .378 

SSA4 1 5 3.85 .985 -.864 .190 .440 .378 

SSA5 1 5 3.58 .881 -.538 .190 .501 .378 

REN3 1 5 4.23 .912 -1.457 .190 2.486 .378 

REN4 1 5 3.73 1.262 -.708 .190 -.618 .378 

 

4.2.3.2 Shapiro-Wilk 

 

The Shapiro-Wilk technique was used to test to compare the scores to determine whether 

the data was normally distributed with the same mean and standard deviation. If the 

distribution of the data is p>0.05 it indicates that the distribution of the data can be 

considered normal, if p<0.05 the data is considered non-normal (Field, 2018). For this 

study, the Shapiro-Wilk technique results showed that all the items were significant 

(p<0.05) with a value of 0.000 (see Table 4.5); therefore, they are deemed as non-normal 

or significantly different from normal (Field, 2018). 

Non-normal distribution is an issue in multivariate analysis and structural equation 

modelling. However, SmartPLS PLS-SEM is robust in dealing with such issues using the 

bootstrapping method, which is appropriate for dealing with non-normality in data 

analysis (Hair et al., 2017). 

  



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

82 
 

Table 4.5 

Tests of Normality: Shapiro-Wilk 

 Shapiro-Wilk 

Item Statistic df Sig. 

ASS2 .822 163 .000 

ASS3 .810 163 .000 

ASS4 .806 163 .000 

ASS5 .819 163 .000 

ASS6 .808 163 .000 

FAR1 .904 163 .000 

FAR2 .890 163 .000 

FAR6 .864 163 .000 

FIN4 .903 163 .000 

FIN5 .905 163 .000 

FIN6 .903 163 .000 

SSA2 .830 163 .000 

SSA3 .836 163 .000 

SSA4 .846 163 .000 

SSA5 .868 163 .000 

REN3 .760 163 .000 

REN4 .846 163 .000 

 

4.3 Assessment of Measurement Model 

 

Assessment of the measurement model in PLS-SEM is achieved by investigating the 

metrics that utilising the empirical measure’s reliability, convergent and discriminant 

validity process. The core of the reliability and validity evaluation is multivariate 

measurement of the constructs within the model. The application of multivariate testing 

is that the measure will be more accurate than if the researcher was conducting univariate 

analysis (Hair et al., 2017). In this study, internal consistency and reliability will be 

evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability. In addition, the model will 

be evaluated utilising convergent and discriminant validity methods. 

4.3.1 Internal Consistency Reliability 

 

For this study, internal reliability testing was conducted using both SPSS and PLS-SEM. 

The indicators utilised to test the internal consistency of the research in PLS-SEM were 

Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability. 

Cronbach’s alpha use in PLS-SEM tends to provide a more conservative measurement 

therefore literature recommends that composite reliability to utilised to evaluate reliability 

(Hair et al., 2017; K. Wong, 2019). The Cronbach’s alpha score in PLS-SEM is low for 
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student satisfaction at 0.641 compared to SPSS’s 0.906; however, this is explained by the 

removal of items in PLS-SEM to improve the path coefficient. Composite reliability 

evaluates the outer loadings of the indictors (items) and varies between 0 and 1, the higher 

the value the higher the level of reliability. Composite reliability should be 0.7 or higher, 

whereas values over 0.95 are not desirable as indicates that all indicator variables are 

measuring the same phenomenon (Hair et al., 2017; K. Wong, 2019). The findings from 

the study show that the composite reliability value of higher than 0.7, which reveals that 

the measures are reliable (see Table 4.6). The variables family responsibility, financial 

issues, and student satisfaction are 0.848, 0.802 and 0.883 respectively, have high levels 

on internal consistency reliability. Student retention value of 0.935 could be considered a 

concern, however as there are only two indicators attached to this variable in PLS-SEM 

a higher-than-normal value is expected (Hair et al., 2017). Whereas, academic student 

support services value of 0.95 is on the cusp of being undesirable as it is at the maximum 

value (Hair et al., 2019). 

Table 4.6 

PLS-SEM Results of Internal Consistency Reliability and Average Variance Extracted 

(AVE) Analysis 

Variable Cronbach’s 
Alpha 

Composite 
Reliability 

AVE 

Academic Student 
Support Services 

0.934 0.950 0.791 

Family Responsibilities 0.733 0.848 0.653 

Financial Issues 0.802 0.810 0.883 

Student Satisfaction 0.641 0.843 0.730 

Student Retention 0.906 0.935 0.781 

 

4.3.2 Validity 

 

In research, validity is related with testing the integrity of the conclusions that are made 

in relation to the research that has been conducted. Validity in measurement model’s goal 

is to determine whether the measures are capturing the information that relate to the 

phenomenon under investigation. The validity of research is linked with reliability; due 

to the fact, that if a measure of a construct is unreliable, the measure cannot be determined 

as valid (E. Bell et al., 2019). PLS-SEM reflective measurement models’ validity is 

determined by conducting convergent validity and discriminant validity analysis (Hair et 

al., 2011). 
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4.3.3 Convergent Validity 

 

Convergent validity is degree that a measure (item) within a relates to the other items 

within the construct. However, in models that contain reflective constructs, the items are 

“treated as different (alternative) approaches to measure the same construct” (Hair et al., 

2017, p. 113). For this reason, the item of a reflective construct should have a higher level 

of variance. To determine the convergent validity of a reflective construct both the outer 

loadings of the items and the average variance extracted (AVE) are evaluated (Hair et al., 

2017). To confirm convergent validity the AVE each latent variable should be higher than 

0.5 (Hair et al., 2011; K. Wong, 2019). Another way to assess convergent validity is to 

evaluate the range of the values. Although, no set range has been officially established if 

the range is narrow and the lowest value is high it can be assumed that convergent validity 

is in the model (Esposito Vinzi et al., 2010). The AVE of this study’s constructs range 

from 0.653 to 0.883 (see Table 4.6); therefore, all constructs have surpassed the 0.5 

threshold. Convergent validity is assumed, based on the values of the constructs and as 

the range is narrow and the lowest value is high at 0.653. 

4.3.4 Discriminant Validity 

 

Discriminant validity evaluates the constructs by empirical standards to determine 

whether the constructs are independent of each other, not duplicates. It is important to 

establish that each construct is unique and captures phenomena than the other constructs 

that a researcher has utilised. Researchers tend to utilise two measures to evaluate the 

discriminant validity of a study, these are cross-loadings and the Fornell-Larcker criterion 

(Hair et al., 2017). 

4.3.4.1 Cross-Loadings 

 

Typically, the first measurement tool that a researcher utilises to evaluate discriminant 

validity of a study’s items is cross-loadings. The ideal is that each indicator outer loading 

is higher than the cross-loadings on other constructs (Hair et al., 2011). The rule of thumb 

for cross-loading is that a loading should have a value of 0.707 or higher. The high value 

indicates that the shared variance between the constructs and measure are greater than the 

error variance (Esposito Vinzi, 2010). The cross-loadings for this study meet the ideal 

value of 0.707, the majority of the constructs have obtained values over 0.800; with the 

exception of FAR6 (0.708) and REN4 (0.794), whose values are valid for this 

measurement method (see Table 4.7). The results of the cross-loadings show that each 
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item loads are higher than the constructs values in the same row, which implies that shared 

variance is greater than the error variance discriminant validity is present. 

Table 4.7 

Cross-Loadings of Constructs 

 Academic Student 
Support Services 

Family 
Responsibilities 

Financial 
Issues 

Student 
Retention 

Student 
Satisfaction 

ASS2 0.879 0.315 0.368 0.395 0.571 

ASS3 0.860 0.338 0.356 0.385 0.573 

ASS4 0.921 0.378 0.412 0.356 0.662 

ASS5 0.893 0.346 0.400 0.364 0.671 

ASS6 0.892 0.379 0.476 0.376 0.669 

FAR1 0.317 0.837 0.113 0.145 0.218 

FAR2 0.357 0.869 0.165 0.201 0.254 

FAR6 0.279 0.708 0.013 0.089 0.205 

FIN4 0.393 0.097 0.873 0.458 0.417 

FIN5 0.377 0.152 0.850 0.324 0.417 

FIN6 0.385 0.085 0.814 0.247 0.462 

REN3 0.444 0.269 0.339 0.911 0.584 

REN4 0.245 0.002 0.382 0.794 0.356 

SSA2 0.561 0.267 0.441 0.565 0.896 

SSA3 0.723 0.297 0.455 0.472 0.873 

SSA4 0.622 0.222 0.428 0.515 0.924 

SSA5 0.599 0.202 0.476 0.460 0.840 

 

4.3.4.2 Fornell-Larcker Criterion 

Fornell-Larcker criterion assumes that items within each construct have a higher degree 

of shared variance than with the latent variable of the structural model (Hair et al., 2011). 

Therefore, the squared root of the AVE assists researchers to establish discriminant 

validity if the value of each variable is higher that the correlation values among the latent 

variables. The table created by PLS-SEM has the square root of AVE bolded diagonally 

and the correlations between the constructs are located in the off-diagonal position (Hair 

et al., 2017; K. Wong, 2019). If the reflective constructs squared roots of AVE are higher 

than the correlations of the other constructs this is an indication that the constructs are 

valid measures of uniqueness (Hair et al., 2017). The square root of AVEs, 0.808 to 0.889, 

for this study are all higher than the correlations between the constructs (see Table 4.8). 

Hence, the constructs of this study are valid measures of uniqueness. 
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Table 4.8 

Fornell-Larcker Criterion 

 ASS FAR FIN REN SSA 

ASS 0.889     

FAR 0.396 0.808    

FIN 0.455 0.131 0.846   

REN 0.421 0.187 0.413 0.854  

SSA 0.711 0.281 0.509 0.569 0.884 

 

4.3.5 Multicollinearity 

 

Multicollinearity evaluates whether more than two independent values are highly 

correlated which can cause problems with the regression coefficients. Whether 

multicollinearity is present in the model can be determined by the outer and inner VIF 

which measures the effect of the independent variables on the regression coefficients (D. 

R. Cooper & Schindler, 2014). A VIF value 4.00 or more implies that the standard error 

has doubled, which would indicate that multicollinearity is present in this study. If a value 

exceeds 5 or more, it is recommended that researchers consider the removal of the 

corresponding items (Hair et al., 2017). 

The outer VIF results values generated by PLS-SEM were deemed as either good or 

borderline due to the colour code in the results (Gaskin, 2017). The majority of the VIF 

values were considered good with values all <3.00, these are in bold in Table 4.9, in the 

PLS-SEM results they were in green bold text. The remaining six VIF values are deemed 

borderline will values >3.00 but <5.00, in PLS-SEM results these values were black. 

None of the items were coded with red bolded text, which would indicate there were 

significant issues with multicollinearity and need to potentially be removed. The inner 

VIF values ranged from 1.086 to 1.440, therefore they were deemed as good. Hence, 

while six of the values in the outer VIF are borderline no items were removed. 
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Table 4.9 

Multicollinearity Assessment 

Items Outer VIF Values 

ASS2 3.419 

ASS3 2.715 

ASS4 4.583 

ASS5 3.357 

ASS6 3.302 

FAR1 1.658 

FAR2 1.632 

FAR6 1.281 

FIN4 1.821 

FIN5 1.817 

FIN6 1.594 

REN3 1.287 

REN4 1.287 

SSA2 3.179 

SSA3 2.472 

SSA4 3.973 

SSA5 2.288 

  

4.4. Assessment of Structural Model 

 

To evaluate the structural model the metrics that need to be reviewed are “R² (explained 

variance), and f² (effect size), Q² (predictive relevance) and the size and statistical 

significance of the structural path coefficients” (Hair et al., 2017, p. 105). This study does 

not utilise Q². 

4.4.1 Path Coefficient 

 

 Path coefficients are used to determine the relationship between or among variables. Path 

coefficients with a value close to 1 provides an indication that a strong positive 

relationship exists, the closer to coefficient is to 0, the weaker the relationship and not 

statistically significant (Hair et al., 2017). 

An evaluation of the relative importance of the exogenous diver constructs for student 

satisfaction, supports H3 that academic student support is significant with a value of 

0.599. H5 and H2 have little bearing on student satisfaction with values 0.235 and 0.013 

respectively. An evaluation of the relative importance of the exogenous diver constructs 

for student retention, supports H4 that student satisfaction is important aspect of retention 

with a value of 0.476. H6 and H1 have little bearing on student retention with values 

0.166 and 0.031 (see Figure 4.1). H6 and H1 low levels of significance is to be expected 
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as according to literature the financial issues and family responsibilities variables are 

changeable and vulnerable to the pressures of external factors. 

Probability values (p-values) measures the likelihood that an “observed difference could 

have occurred just by random chance” (Beers, 2020, “Key takeaways” section). The 

utilisation of p-values by researchers is to assess the significance levels and to avoid the 

possibility of rejecting a null hypothesis (Field, 2018). The usage of 5% (p = .05) 

significance level is the threshold used for confidence and the most commonly utilised 

value (Hair et al., 2017). Hence this significance level was utilised for this study, however 

this requires the p-values to be less than 0.05 for the relationship to be deemed significant. 

For this study, three p-values could be considered statistically significant with p = .000 

values, these are ASS>SSA, FIN>SSA and SSA>REN (see Table 4.10). Three p-values 

exceeded the 0.05 threshold and therefore deemed statistically non-significant, these are 

FAR>REN (p = .679), FAR>SSA (p = .821), FIN>SSA (p = .063). 

Test statistic (t-statistic) evaluates the data to determine the variation that exists in the 

model. The degree of variance that can be explained by the model indicates that what is 

being measured is less likely to have occurred by chance. As a statistically significant 

test, if the t-statistic supports the hypothesis it indicates that there is an effect within the 

target population; therefore, the null hypothesis is true (Field, 2018). The two-tailed test 

critical values that the t-statistic can be evaluated at are, 1% (α = .01) t-values above 2.57, 

5% (α = .05) t-values above 1.96, and 10% (α = .10) t-values above 1.65 (Hair et al., 

2017). For this study, the two-tailed critical value applied was 5%, therefore t-values that 

are above 1.96 can be assumed to be significant. From Table 4.10 it can be seen that three 

of the structural relationships are significant as they exceed 1.96. 
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Figure 4.1 

Path Coefficients  

 

4.4.2 Effect Size 

 

The effect size (f²) provides researchers with information on the extent that exogenous 

latent variable influences the R² value of the endogenous latent variable (K. Wong, 2019). 

During the analysis researchers may utilise f² to calculate whether the removal of an 

endogenous variable will have a significant effect on the R² value of the remaining 

variables. To assess f² the exogenous latent variables values of 0.02 (small), 0.15 

(medium) and 0.35 (large); a value less than 0.02 indicates no effect is present (Hair et 

al., 2017). 

For this study, the f² of ASS>SSA with a value of 0.539 indicates that a large effect is 

present and the most significant within the model (see Table 4.10). The f² of SSA>REN 

with a value of 0.240 implies that a medium effect is present, FIN>REN and FIN>SSA 

values of 0.031 and 0.095 respectively show small effect. The variables that had the least 

values are FAR>REN and FAR>SSA, their values of 0.001 and 0.000 respectively 

indicates that no effect is present on the endogenous variable. 
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Table 4.10 

Results of the Structural Model 

Hypothesised Path Path Coefficients T-Statistics value Effect Sizes (f²) p-values 

ASS>SSA 0.599 9.420 0.539 0.000 

FAR>REN 0.031 0.414 0.001 0.679 

FAR>SSA 0.013 0.227 0.000 0.821 

FIN>REN 0.166 1.862 0.031 0.063 

FIN>SSA 0.235 3.603 0.096 0.000 

SSA>REN 0.476 4.958 0.240 0.000 

 

4.4.3 Coefficient of Determination 

 

The coefficient of determination (R²) measures a model’s predictive power and is 

commonly utilised to evaluate a PLS structural model. The R² is determined by “the 

squared correlation between a specific exogenous construct’s actual and predictive 

values” (Hair et al., 2017, p.198). “The coefficient represents the exogenous latent 

variables’ effects on the endogenous latent variable” (Hair et al., 2017, p. 198) and 

represents the amount of variance that exists in the endogenous constructs. R² values 

range from 0 to 1, with 0.75, 0.50 or 0.25, for endogenous latent variables in the structural 

model described as substantial, moderate or weak, respectively (Hair et al., 2011). 

In the model summary PLS provides two output values, these are R² and adjusted R². For 

studies that contain small samples the R² value can be considered an overestimation of 

the actual value of the population. Whereas, adjusted R² statistics is advised for smaller 

studies as these values reflect a more accurate estimation of the values (Pallant, 2020). 

The adjusted R² for student retention is 0.330. This indicates that the exogenous variables 

explained 33% of student retention. The adjusted R2 for student satisfaction is 0.540; this 

indicate that the exogenous variables explained 54% of student satisfaction (see Table 

4.11). 

Table 4.11 

Coefficient of Determination 

Variable R Square R Square Adjusted 

Student Retention 0.345 0.330 

Student Satisfaction 0.549 0.540 
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4.4.4 Testing the Hypotheses 

 

Hypothesis testing in PLS-SEM can be calculated be using either the p-value and the t-

statistic (Kock, 2016). The t-statistic is seen as a variation of the p-value whereby the t-

values thresholds 1.64 or 1.96 are applied instead of p-values 0.01, 0.05 or 0.10 (Kock, 

2016). For this study, the hypothesis was tested using the bootstrapping technique in PLS-

SEM to assess the path coefficient significance. The parameters used to determine the 

path coefficients were: samples 5,000, t-values 1.96, significance level 5%, p-value 

p<0.05. The acceptance or rejection of a hypothesis is established on whether the path 

coefficients are considered significant. The results of the testing are shown in Table 4.10. 

The path coefficients for the inner model shown by the t-values indicate that three 

hypotheses are supported, these are H3, H4, H5. The unsupported hypothesis values 

varied significantly with H6 deemed unsupported by 0.098 at 1.862, whereas H1 and H2 

t-values, 0.414 and 0.227 respectively were non-significant by a higher difference (see 

Table 4.12). The p-values support the hypothesis conclusions of the t-values. 

While unsupported based on the t-values and p-values these results are supported by 

literature so a weak correlation is acceptable. The inclusion of these two direct paths was 

to avoid bias in the research and to control the effects of the latent variables (Kock, 2016). 

Literature relating to FIN (H6) and FAR (H1) indicate that these variables are associated 

more with early withdrawal rather than student retention (Adams et al., 2016; Sotardi et 

al., 2019; Willians & Seary, 2018; Woods & Frogge, 2017). However, it cannot be 

presumed that all adult learners who experience the same external pressures will influence 

their decision to withdraw (Chen, 2017; Fortin et al., 2016; T. Williams, 2011). H6 in a 

New Zealand perspective could be influenced by the introduction of government support 

mechanisms such as student allowances, loans and first year free fees (Lin, 2016; Sotardi 

et al., 2019). Whereas, similar government assistance is not always available or 

guaranteed, with the resulting attrition due FIN (Adams et al., 2016; McKinney et al., 

2015). H1 can influence an adult learner’s ability to maintain regular attendance which 

impacts on engagement, motivation and knowledge acquisition, which can result in 

attrition (Jenner, 2017; Willians & Seary, 2018; Woods & Frogge, 2017).  Research has 

shown when adult learners have sufficient family support that retention of these students 

increased (Bowen et al., 2018; Moghadam et al., 2017). As the study, was not considering 

the impact of mediation analysis combining the direct and indirect constructs was not 

conducted. 
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This study confirmed the path coefficient of the hypothesized relationships between some 

of the relationships. The f² values (see Table 4.10) range from insignificant to large effects 

of 0.000 to 0.539. The range of insignificant to large displays that the constructs have a 

range of impacts on the target population, adult learners, which is supported with 

literature. Therefore, the relationships between the hypothesised constructs cannot be 

deemed insignificant. 

Table 4.12 

Result of the Hypothesis 

 Hypothesis Result p-value t-value Sig. 
Level 

H1 Family responsibilities will influence 

adult learners’ retention 
Not 
Supported 

0.679 0.414 0.05 

H2 Family responsibilities will influence 

the satisfaction adult learners’ 

experience in their academic 

endeavours 

Not 
Supported 

0.821 0.227 0.05 

H3 Academic student support services are 

positively related to adult learners’ 

satisfaction 

Supported 0.000 9.420 0.05 

H4 Satisfaction will positively influence 

adult learners’ retention 
Supported 0.000 4.958 0.05 

H5 Financial issues will influence adult 

learners’ satisfaction 
Supported 0.000 3.603 0.05 

H6 Financial issues will influence adult 

learners’ retention 
Not 
Supported 

0.063 1.862 0.05 

 

4.5 Chapter Summary 

 

This chapter has presented the preliminary analyses, demographic information and 

findings of the analysis conducted on the data collected. The quantitative data was 

statistically analysed using two software programs; SPSS and PLS-SEM. The data was 

examined for outliers, missing values, normality and CMB. 

Assessment of the measurement model enables an evaluation of the study’s reliability and 

validity. The reliability of the data was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha and composite 

reliability. Analysis of this data showed that the data was reliable; although the 

Cronbach’s alpha score for one variable was not at an acceptable level in PLS-SEM the 

variable was verified by SPSS. The validity of the data was determined by convergent 

and discriminant validity measures and was determined to be in the thresholds accepted. 
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Assessment of the structural model consisted utilising multiple tools, these are; R², path 

coefficient, f², multicollinearity, p-values and t-statistics. The results of R² indicates that 

student satisfaction has a 34.5% impact on student retention; this is deemed a low effect. 

The path coefficients showed that all the independent variables had a positive influence 

on student retention; however, the degree of the impacts varied between the various 

combinations of the independent, mediating and dependent variables. The f² displayed a 

wide variation in the degree of effect among the variables, the results varied, these were; 

no, small, medium and large effect. Similarly, multicollinearity produced a range of VIF, 

eleven of the values were good and six were borderline, no values needed to be considered 

for removal. The p-values relationship evaluation indicated that three relationships were 

significant and three non-significant. The variation within the model was assessed using 

t-statistics the results indicated that three variations were significant and three non-

significant. 

This study asked four research questions, attempting to discern how the relationships 

between family responsibilities, academic student support services and financial issues 

and influence adult learner’s satisfaction and retention. 

Analysis of the shows that the family responsibilities can play a significant role in 

decreasing student satisfaction and retention. The external pressures that students 

experience as discussed in literature can result in adult learners’ experiences. Similar 

results occurred with the assessment of financial issues and student satisfaction and 

retention; however, the results from these variables were not as significant. Among the 

independent variables academic student support services had the most significant impact 

on adult learners’ satisfaction. The mediating impact of student satisfaction had an impact 

on student retention. Further discussion on the influences that the variables have on adult 

learners’ will be discussed in chapter five. 

  



INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

94 
 

Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 
 

Chapter five summarises the findings obtained from the SPSS and PLS analysis detailed 

in chapter four. The chapter reflects how the findings answer the four research questions 

and six hypotheses. The contribution and implications of this study has towards the 

retention of adult learners is discussed. Finally, the chapter considers the limitations of 

the study and provides suggestions for future research. 

5.1 Findings Summary 

 

The findings of this study support the concept that adult learners’ satisfaction and 

retention can be influenced by factors both internal and external to an academic 

institution. The degree to which these factors influence adult learners is at an individual 

level; therefore, if this study is repeated similar results may occur but exact duplication is 

unlikely. 

The findings indicate that external factors, family responsibilities and financial issues, 

have low or no significance in an adult learners’ decision to remain in higher education 

or on their satisfaction. Research has shown that these variables are associated with 

attrition rather than satisfaction and retention. However, as these were predominantly 

international studies and there were few New Zealand studies the investigations aim was 

to support the theory that these variables are a barrier rather than an enabler. Taking into 

consideration the descriptive statistics the findings reaffirm that an adult learners’ 

personal situation can influence their satisfaction and decision to persist in higher 

education. 

The findings indicate that internal factors, academic student support services, have a 

medium to high significance in adult learners’ satisfaction and retention. Research in the 

areas of academic student support rarely combine the two services as this study has nor 

are, they empirically based. 

Cronbach’s alpha scores varied depending on the software that the researcher used, higher 

Cronbach’s alpha scores were reported by SPSS than PLS. Therefore, the researcher 

relied on PLS composite reliability to evaluate the outer loadings of the variables; the 

results show that while was on the cusp of being unacceptable, the outer loadings all had 

values above the minimum of 0.7. 
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The PLS structural model shows that the independent variables have differing levels of 

influence on adult learners’ satisfaction and retention. Among the independent variables 

academic student support services had the highest significant and positive relationship 

with adult learner satisfaction and retention. The model shows that the mediating value, 

satisfaction, may have been lessoned by adult learner’s perception of their financial and 

familial situations; however, satisfaction (H4) is supported as a contributor to their 

continued participation in higher education. The dependent variable, retention, is 

influenced by the independent and mediating variables, the degree to which each variable 

influences an adult learner’s decision to persist in higher education varies. The path 

coefficient values for the study’s variables are graphically illustrated in Figure 4.1 and 

Appendix D The research questions for this study are outline in Table 5.1, this table also 

includes the results of the hypothesis testing. The statistical analysis supported three (H3, 

H4, H5) of the six hypotheses. 

Table 5.1 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 

 Research Questions and Hypotheses Outcome 

RQ1: Do family responsibilities, and satisfaction influence adult learners’ 

retention in higher education? 

H1 Family responsibilities will influence adult 

learners’ retention. 

Not Supported 

H2 Family responsibilities will influence the 

satisfaction adult learners’ experience in their 

academic endeavours. 

Not Supported 

RQ2: Does satisfaction of academic student support services influence adult 

learners’ retention in higher education? 

H3 Academic student support services are positively 

related to adult learners’ satisfaction. 

Supported 

RQ3: What impact does financial issues have on satisfaction and retention of 

adult learners in higher education? 

H5 Financial issues will influence adult learners’ 

satisfaction. 

Supported 

H6 Financial issues will influence adult learners’ 

retention. 

Not Supported 

RQ4: Does satisfaction influence adult learners  retention in higher 

education? 

H4 Satisfaction will positively influence adult 

learners’ retention. 

Supported 
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5.2 Answering the Research Questions 

 

The first research question in this study is: Do family responsibilities, and satisfaction 

influence adult learners’ retention in higher education? Through the study conducted it 

was determined that family responsibilities were not a significant indicator for student 

satisfaction or retention. The values used to analyse the relationship between family 

responsibilities, satisfaction and retention show that all the associated values were low 

therefore indicating a poor relationship. The first hypothesis which states that family 

responsibilities impact adult learner’s ability or desire to remain in higher education is 

not accepted; although the relationship between the values between the variables is 

positive, they are not statistically significant. The second hypothesis which states that 

family responsibilities influence the satisfaction adult learners’ experience in their 

academic endeavours is not accepted. Similar to the first hypothesis the relationship while 

the values between the variables is positive, they are not statistically significant. Hence, 

the researcher concludes that family responsibilities are more likely to cause a student to 

withdraw from higher education rather than persist. 

 

The second research question in this study is: Does satisfaction of academic student 

support services influence adult learners’ retention in higher education? This study 

determined that academic student support services are positively related to adult learners’ 

satisfaction. The values that measure the relationship between academic student support 

services and student satisfaction were high which indicate a strong relationship exists 

with student satisfaction. The third hypothesis examined the impact that academic student 

support services have on adult learners’ satisfaction. The impact that academic student 

support services were deemed to be positive and statistically significant. Therefore, it can 

be concluded that the services that academic student support provide have an impact on 

adult learners’ satisfaction. 

The third question in this study is: What impact does financial issues have on satisfaction 

and retention of adult learners in higher education? This study determined that the role 

that the financial position of an adult learner has mixed results on student satisfaction and 

retention. The values used to evaluate the relationship between these variables were either 

medium or low which indicate a potentially weak relationship. The fifth hypothesis 

examined the relationship between a student’s satisfaction level and their financial 

situation. The values associated with this aspect of the study overall were positive and 

had medium statistical significance; therefore, this was aspect of the research question is 
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supported. The sixth hypothesis related to the second aspect of the research question, as 

it examined the influence that finance has on student retention. The values associated with 

this aspect were overall positive but were statistically non-significant. Hence, the 

researcher concludes that financial issues would be more likely to contribute to student 

withdrawal than retention. 

The fourth research question in this study is: Does satisfaction influence adult learners 

retention in higher education? The study conducted determined that adult learners’ 

satisfaction is positively related to student retention. The values used to evaluate the 

relationship between student satisfaction and retention were high which indicate that a 

strong relationships exists between these two variables. The fourth hypothesis examined 

how adult learners’ satisfaction could potentially influence their decision to remain in 

higher education. Satisfaction influence on retention is positive and deemed statiscially 

significant. Hence, adult learners’ satisfaction with both internal and external factors can 

influence a learners’ decision whether to persist in higher education. 

 

5.3 Discussion of the Findings 

 

5.3.1 Hypothesis 1: Family Responsibilities will Influence Adult Learners’ 

Retention 

 

The first hypothesis formulated in this study is H1: Family responsibilities impact adult 

learners’ ability or desire to remain in higher education. Previous research has considered 

the impact that family responsibilities has had on adult learners’ motivation and/or ability 

to remain in higher education (MacDonald, 2018). The necessity and pressures placed on 

adult learners to multitask with the role of student and parent can result in role conflict 

and increased stress levels, which can result in student attrition (Bergman et al., 2014; 

Jenner, 2017; Willians & Seary, 2018). Recognition and development of programs and 

services by higher education institutions that assist of the needs of adult learners can 

potentially increase the likelihood of student retention (Bergman et al., 2014). 

 

The impact of an adult learners’ family responsibilities can be influenced by several 

situation factors which are not solely based on childcare, other factors include financial 

situation and familial support networks. In New Zealand familial and cultural 

expectations can result in conflict between fulfilling these expectations and academic 

requirements leading to attrition. However, wider familial support can aid Maori and 
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Pasifika students to persist and achieve in higher education with ongoing support and 

encouragement (T. Williams, 2011; Benseman et al., 2006).  Although this study did not 

gather demographic data relating to ethnicity this is an important aspect to consider as in 

2019 of the entire student population Maori equated to 43 percent and Pasifika 6 percent 

(Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology, n.d.-c). Therefore, it is assumed that at least a 

proportion of participants belonged to these ethnic groups. 

 

The PLS analysis determined that family responsibilities were not a significant indicator 

for adult learner retention as statistically family responsibilities have low or no 

significance. Previous studies associate family responsibilities more with attrition than 

retention (Bergman et al., 2014; Lewis & Bailey-Webb, 2019; Willians & Seary, 2018). 

These findings support previous research conducted on the impact of family 

responsibilities and adult learners’ ability to complete their qualifications (Boyd & Shea, 

2015; Woods & Frogge, 2017). Therefore, external environmental factors negatively 

impact on adult learners’ ability to complete their educational goals. Thereby, reducing 

the ability of some adult learners to improve their prospects of obtaining employment that 

would improve their ability to increase their family wealth and knowledge. Furthermore, 

hampering government objectives of improving social inequality of low socio-economic 

groups, reducing poverty, and developing a knowledgeable society which is in line with 

social justice theory (Francis et al., 2017; Hart, 2019; United Nations, n.d.). 

 

These findings are still important to higher education institutions although the values are 

statically insignificant as they confirm that family responsibilities negatively impact on 

adult learners’ ability to complete their education. Recognition of the potential impact 

that family responsibilities have on this student population whether positive or negative 

provides institutions direction on how they may mitigate the negative impacts and support 

the positive influences (Bergman et al., 2014). These findings support the importance of 

reviewing policy and procedures, and the introduction of family friendly spaces on 

campuses to enable students to bring children on campus. Research has shown that low 

socio-economic students often have limited access to technology, computer and internet, 

which inhibits their ability to learn; therefore, the introduction of family friendly spaces 

removes the barrier of childcare clashing with study demands (Digital Inclusion Research 

Group, 2017; J. Barnes, 2017; Lindsay & Gillum, 2018). Therefore, by altering 

institutional policy and space the potential of alleviating some of the pressures on adult 
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learners may help to increase retention rates. Although this increase in retention maybe 

minor it can develop good will towards the institution and if successful be utilised in 

marketing to encourage students with children to enrol. 

  

5.3.2 Hypothesis 2: Family Responsibilities will Influence the Satisfaction Adult 

Learners’ Experience in their Academic Endeavours. 

 

The second hypothesis formulated in this study is H2: Family responsibilities influence 

the satisfaction adult learners’ experience in their academic endeavours. This view is 

supported by other studies which highlighted the impact that external pressures induce 

stress and anxiety rather than satisfaction and have a detrimental impact on the ability or 

motivation of adult learners to persist in higher education (Jenner, 2017; Stevens et al., 

2019). In contrast, when students can successfully combine their external commitments, 

they are more likely to be satisfied and remain in higher education (Chen, 2017; J. Barnes, 

2017). 

The impact of family responsibilities and adult learners’ satisfaction is primarily focused 

on the ability to the combine their educational endeavours and family life successfully. 

Previous research has determined that evaluating satisfaction is a difficult proposition is 

influenced by situational factors. Often when people respond to research how they feel in 

that moment will influence how they respond, rather than basing their response on an 

overall perspective (Gruber et al., 2010). An additional factor that influences how students 

express their satisfaction is the expectations that they had prior to enrolment (Burgess et 

al., 2018). Therefore, adult learners’ perception on how they will be able to separate or 

combine the competing requirements of higher education and family may not be realistic. 

Thereby, leading to low satisfaction due to stress caused by the difficulties arising from 

balancing the needs of family and assessment requirements. 

The PLS analysis determined that family responsibilities were not a significant indicator 

for adult learner satisfaction. The research finding indicate that family responsibilities 

have no significance in the retention of adult learners, rather this variable is similar to H1 

is more likely to lead to attrition. These findings show that an adult learners’ familial 

responsibilities can influence the learner to such an extent that it will impact on their 

satisfaction levels. As seen in literature pressure and an inability to combine these factors 

with academic endeavours can impact on multiple aspects of a student’s life (Moghadam 
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et al., 2017). Therefore, family pressures can impact on adult learners’ satisfaction levels 

with their decision to enter and experience with higher education. 

The findings of this research show that family responsibilities do impact on student 

satisfaction levels. This finding can assist the institute to consider how they could 

potentially assist students to offset external factors to increase adult learners’ satisfaction 

with the organisation. Institutions already have programs established to appeal to new and 

existing students to welcome them to a new year as well as social events throughout the 

year (Al-Sheeb et al., 2018; Schreiner, 2009). However, research has shown that for many 

adult learners’ these are not necessarily what they need or suit their personal schedules as 

they are often on campus for limited timeframes (Ellis, 2019). Therefore, an 

understanding of their personal restrictions and activities designed for them could 

potentially increase satisfaction levels (DeShields et al., 2005). In addition, similar to H1 

the introduction of family friendly space would assist adult learners to combine their 

responsibilities to family and study, thereby reducing some of the stress and pressure they 

experience which impact on satisfaction (Lindsay & Gillum, 2018). 

5.3.3 Hypothesis 3: Academic Student Support Services are Positively Related to 

Adult Learner’s Satisfaction. 

 

The third hypothesis formulated in this study is H3: Academic student support services 

are positively related to students’ satisfaction. Research has shown that institutions that 

provide comprehensive academic student support services can increase success and 

retention (Stevens et al., 2019). Adult learners satisfaction is often tied with their 

academic achievement (Diep et al., 2017; Green et al., 2015; Sauve et al., 2016). 

Therefore, institutions provision of academic support is critical for adult learners to 

achieve and experience personal satisfaction. 

 

Academic student support is focused on enabling students to develop the necessary skills 

to enable them to become indpendent learners. The degree of learning support that adult 

learners require is variable as it depends on the educational and professional background 

of each individual (Norman & Newham, 2018). Academic libraries provide adult learners 

with knowledge on available services, how to access and utilise the resources available 

to them to make them indpendent learners (N. Miller, 2017). An important aspect in adult 

learner uptake of academic support services is the visability and accessibility of these 

services on campuses (Cotton et al., 2017). Learning support and the library collaboration 
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can provision of a comprehensive service for the adult learner so that they develop the 

skills necessary for higher education, thereby potentially circumventing early attrition (A. 

Cox, 2011). The likelihood increases when academic staff refer at-risk students to either 

or both of these services depending on the need of the individual early in their educational 

lifecycle (Norman & Newham, 2018; Sauve et al., 2016). 

The PLS analysis found a positive relationship between academic student support 

services and student satisfaction among adult learners. The research finding indicate that 

the services that academic student support services are at a high level at Toi Ohomai 

Institute of Technology, as they generated satisfaction among this study’s respondents. 

The institute annually conducts an annual student experience survey to evaluate the entire 

student population impressions of the institute (results for internal use). Learning support 

and the library tend to score well, therefore this result is not surprising; however, the 

institutions results are not separated by age demographics (Farac, 2019). 

The findings of this research indicate that quality academic student support service 

provision can be reflected in high satisfaction levels among adult learners. These findings 

justify the expenditure that higher education institutions invest in academic student 

support as it demonstrates that students personally perceive value in what they receive. 

In addition, as is seen in in H4 satisfaction levels can have an influence on whether adult 

learners persist.  Finally, the literature that is written in relation to academic student 

support is often based on anecdotal evidence so empirical evidence which supports this 

is valuable to both the student support departments but the wider institute. 

5.3.4 Hypothesis 4: Satisfaction will Positively Influence Adult Learners’ Retention 

 

The fourth hypothesis formulated in this study is H4: Student’s satisfaction will influence 

student retention. Research has shown that satisfaction with their academic achievement, 

educational experience and social integration at an institution can be associated with 

student retention (Abbas, 2016; Duque, 2014). While these factors are important external 

pressures can cause satisfied students to withdraw (Naylor et al., 2018). Whereas, students 

who are dissatisfied do continue, this is often associated with students who have defined 

goals (Gaskell, 2009). Therefore, while satisfaction is important it alone cannot be a 

determining factor in the decision to remain in higher education. 

Student satisfaction is fluid and can be influenced by both internal and external factors 

(Letcher & Neves, 2010; Rizkallah & Seitz, 2017). The perception of satisfaction is from 

an individual’s perspective which makes it difficult to design programs and services that 
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will meet the requirements of all. However, institutions can establish programs and events 

to be more inclusive to increase social integration among the different student 

populations. Additionally, institutions could look at the feasibility of creating an event 

that includes students’ families especially adult learners, Maori and Pasifika to make the 

institute appear more welcoming and understanding of the different group’s wider 

commitments. 

The PLS analysis found a positive relationship between student satisfaction and student 

retention among adult learners. The research finding indicate that the influence of student 

satisfaction on student retention is significant. However, the ability of satisfaction to 

predict retention measured by R² indicated that satisfaction is a weak predictor at 33 

percent (see Table 4.11). Therefore, satisfaction can aid institutions to retain students but 

cannot be used to predict whether an adult learner will persist; this conclusion is supported 

by Gaskell (2009) and Naylor et al. (2018) research findings. 

These findings that indicate that satisfaction cannot predict whether students will remain 

in higher education. In comparing the results of Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology 

student experience survey and the retention level in 2018; 91 percent of students were 

satisfied, however student retention for the same period was 73 percent (Farac, 2018; Toi 

Ohomai Institute of Technology, n.d.-b). As the data was not broken down by age 

demographics it is difficult to ascertain whether the results of this study reflect the 

institutional percentages. 

5.3.5 Hypothesis 5: Financial Issues will Influence Adult Learners’ Satisfaction 

 

The fifth hypothesis formulated in this study is H5: Financial issues will influence student 

satisfaction. Research has considered the financial pressures that adult learners’ 

experience when re-entering or enrolling for the first time in higher education (Adams et 

al., 2016; Fishman et al., 2017). Literature regarding this aspect of students’ experiences 

does tend not to use the terminology of satisfaction or dissatisfaction, instead authors 

discuss the impact that this may have on a students’ decision-making. 

Adult learners’ financial situation and their satisfaction pertaining to this is dependent 

upon their individual personal situation. Literature that considers financial issues alludes 

to the fact that finance is often a cause of stress and anxiety to adult learners as they are 

regularly balancing the reality of a reduced income with pre-existing or new outgoings 

(Bohl et al., 2017; Godfrey et al., 2017). New Zealand’s situation may be different from 
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other countries due to the availability of student allowances, loans and the introduction 

of the first-year fee-free policy which may reduce a degree of stress for some students. 

Unfortunately, the level of support that students receive is not universal so non-recipients 

will be susceptible to stress. As previously discussed, satisfaction levels among adult 

learners are often influenced by external factors which include financial, stress and 

anxiety. 

The PLS analysis determined that financial issues were a positive indicator for adult 

learner satisfaction. The research finding indicate that financial issues have a range of 

significance levels in relation to the satisfaction levels of adult learners, however the 

hypothesis is supported. Adult learners’ financial situation and academic performance can 

be linked to satisfaction levels. The results of the analysis show that currently the adult 

learners within this institution are receiving sufficient financial support while enrolled in 

higher education. 

The findings related to this aspect of the study, while positive, are probably among the 

more fluid indicators as financial stability can alter rapidly, therefore impacting on an 

adult learners’ satisfaction. Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology management have 

recognised that financial difficulties influence student’s wellbeing and have developed 

services across all campuses aimed at alleviating these obstacles. Student Support 

Services provide students with a wide range of assistance, these include; financial advice, 

emergency financial assistance, counselling, loan of technology. The combination of both 

practical and emotional support provided could potentially influence how an adult learner 

perceives how satisfied they feel. 

5.3.6 Hypothesis 6: Financial Issues will Influence Adult Learners’ Retention. 

 

The sixth hypothesis formulated in this study is H6: Financial issues will influence 

student retention. Research has determined that financial difficulties can significantly 

impact on student retention (Moghadam et al., 2017). The financial situation of an adult 

learner prior to enrolling in higher education can influence to what extent that they can 

focus on their studies; additionally, the financial costs associated with enrolling can be an 

issue (Adams et al., 2016; Gruber et al., 2010). The introduction of the New Zealand 

governments fee-free policy and availability to additional financial support has enabled 

some adult learners without the financial reserves to enrol. Although, the government has 

removed a main barrier its removal has not had a corresponding increase in student 

retention (Sotardi et al., 2019). 
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Adult learners come from diverse backgrounds and their enrolment in higher education 

often reflects the competing demands in their lives. Adult learners in paid employment 

can experience difficulty in maintaining a balance between their education and job that 

can result in attrition (Fortin et al., 2016; Leveson et al., 2013; Stevens et al., 2019). The 

financial pressures that adult learners experience is influenced by the type of support their 

government provides, personal situation and ability to access financial assistance. 

The PLS analysis determined that financial issues are not a significant indicator for adult 

learner retention. The research finding indicate that financial issues have low or no 

significance in the retention of adult learners. Financial issues in previous studies have 

been shown as a cause of attrition rather than retention, therefore a low retention value is 

a positive especially since the outer values of individual items are considered good at 

1.821, 1.817, 1.594, respectively. The low significance of this variable is theorised to be 

due to the introduction of fee-free policy and the ability to access student allowances and 

loans in New Zealand which reduce the necessity of adult learners withdrawing due to 

adverse financial difficulties. 

These findings show that the reduction of financial pressures on adult learners by the 

availability of financial support through the government and Toi Ohomai Institute of 

Technology may have reduced adult learners’ intention or need to withdraw due to 

financial hardship. These findings support the direction the institution has taken to assist 

students in financial and practical ways when they are experiencing periods of difficulty. 

5.4 Contributions and Implications of the Study 

 

There are limited New Zealand specific research on the factors that assist adult learners 

to remain in higher education. Worldwide there are a number of studies relating to adult 

learner retention, although different terminology is used. However, there are limited 

studies that consider whether the three independent variables in this study, family 

responsibilities, academic student support services and financial issues influence adult 

learners’ satisfaction. Furthermore, literature does not tend to connect all of these 

variables in relation to student retention. The strength of this thesis is the theoretical and 

practical contributions that it makes to the higher education sector in New Zealand and 

worldwide, this contribution is discussed below. 
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5.4.1 Theoretical Contributions 

 

This study contributes to the literature that focuses on the educational lifecycle of adult 

learners. The primary contribution of this study is that it addresses the lack of New 

Zealand studies and literature on the influence that family responsibilities, academic 

student support services and financial issues has on adult learners’ satisfaction and 

retention. Specifically, this research according to the researcher’s knowledge is unique in 

providing empirical evidence to support the contribution of academic student support 

services to adult learners’ satisfaction and retention; whereas financial issues and family 

responsibilities influence has been researched. Previous studies have considered financial 

issues and family responsibilities both as a barrier and a motivator to gain a higher 

education as it provides an opportunity to improve their earning capacity and social 

contribution (Bohl et al., 2017; Stevens et al., 2019; T. Williams, 2011). Additionally, 

previous studies investigated the barriers that exist for adult learners’ and how an 

institution can address these problems to reduce early withdrawal statistics. In addition, 

studies have identified which aspects of the student population are most at-risk, enrolment 

patterns and socialisation of adult learners (Bowen et al., 2018; Chen, 2017; Ellis, 2019; 

Jenner, 2017; B. Wong & Chiu, 2019). 

Secondly, this study has developed a conceptual model for the study of the factors that 

can impact adult learners’ satisfaction and continued participation in higher education. 

Student retention has been a focus of academic research for a prolonged period of time 

and the causes of attrition have been theorised since the 1970s (Burke, 2019). The initial 

theories originally considered the student population as homogeneous until Bean and 

Metzner’s conceptual model which focused specifically on the requirements of non-

traditional students (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Burke, 2019). Academic student support 

services have been considered in a limited number of subsequent models but not as a 

primary contributor. Hence, due to the absence of a theoretical framework focused on 

these variables, this study fills the knowledge gap in this regard. 

Thirdly, the conceptual model developed for this study goes towards answering the 

question whether family responsibilities, academic student support services and financial 

issues contribute to the satisfaction and eventual retention of students. As this study 

focused on adult learners’ and their participation situations the study cannot be 

generalised across the entire student population. The conceptual model answers the 

question to the extent that family responsibilities academic student support services and 
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financial issues influence satisfaction among adult learners; however, satisfaction is not 

a high indicator of student retention. 

Finally, this current study integrates the influence that family responsibilities and 

financial issues have in the degree of satisfaction that adult learners experience. The 

inclusion of factors that are usually associated with attrition has enabled the researcher to 

show whether they can also be associated with retention. In this study, while the 

significance values were either low or no significance, they did return positive values for 

both student satisfaction and retention. The assimilation of these variables and academic 

student support services shows that while no individual factor will influence a student’s 

perception of satisfaction or guarantee that they will persist. However, academic student 

support services can increase both satisfaction and retention. Hence, the removal of 

barriers and inclusion of services specially aimed at the individual may influence their 

decision. The investigation of these factors highlights the importance that understanding 

and responding to the individualised requirements of the student population can influence 

key performance indicators for an organisation. 

5.4.2 Practical Contributions 

 

The findings of this study have practical implications for the management of higher 

education institutions. The results reinforce the necessity of higher education institution 

management to adjust policy and procedures to meet the requirements of adult learners to 

alleviate barriers to enable them to persist. This study supports managements continued 

financial investment in both staff and resources that enable adult learners to succeed. This 

research will assist the organisation to understand: 

• The impact of family responsibilities on adult learners’ satisfaction and retention 

• The importance of academic student support services to adult learners’ 

satisfaction 

• The impact of financial issues on adult learners’ satisfaction and retention 

• The impact of external factors on adult learners’ satisfaction and retention 

The practical contribution of this research is discussed below: 

 

Family Responsibilities on Adult Learners’ Satisfaction and Retention 

 

The findings of this research showed that family responsibilities did not positively 

influence adult learners’ satisfaction or retention. The hypothesis that relates to the 
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relationship between family responsibilities and satisfaction (H2) and retention (H1) had 

the lowest values of the study and were both unsupported. This indicates that family 

responsibilities influence on an adult learner’s overall experience while enrolled in higher 

education is insignificant. Therefore, institutions need to recognise the degree to which 

these factors have adult learner’s decision-making in relation to early withdrawal. 

The low significance of the research respondents for these factors was anticipated as they 

are in-line prior research. Research has shown that higher educational institutions can 

disregard the impact that family responsibilities have on an adult learner which can impact 

satisfaction and retention (Andrade et al., 2017). The multiple roles that adult learners 

have of parent, caregiver and student can result create stress, reduce satisfaction and 

motivation to persist for some learners (Chen, 2017; Denning et al., 2018; Jenner, 2017, 

Stevens et al., 2019). Higher education institutions acknowledgement of the difficulties 

that adult learners experience with the introduction of support and course scheduling can 

improve their satisfaction and retention (Andrade et al., 2017). Therefore, adult learners’ 

experience in higher education institutions can be influenced by their personal situation. 

The findings of this research confirm that New Zealand adult learners experience the same 

or similar family conflicts when enrolled in higher education. New Zealand studies by 

Benseman et al. (2006), T. Williams (2011), and Theodore et al. (2017) have highlighted 

that indigenous and collective cultures can be more at risk of attrition due to the 

responsibilities that they have to their wider communities and religion. However, T. 

Williams (2011) study found that emotional support and advice provided to Maori 

students by their whanau (family) also enables students to succeed and achieve. Research 

studies not specifically focused on an ethnic group determined that family commitments 

contributed to early withdrawal or delayed completion of qualifications (Scott, 2005, 

2009; Radloff, 2011; White, 2008). 

Research has found that managerial recognition on the role that family plays within the 

decision-making of adult learners can result in the creation of an environment more 

conducive to adult learners’ persistence (Bergman et al., 2014; Kahu & Nelson, 2018). 

Enhanced knowledge on the requirements of this student population would potentially 

enable the institution to develop strategies to offset some of these difficulties and/or 

become more inclusive towards a student’s external responsibilities (Boyd & Shea, 2015). 

The establishment of family friendly spaces which enable adult learners with dependent 
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children to access the resources and support without the additional worry of childcare and 

financial commitments (J. Barnes, 2017; Keyes, 2017). 

Academic Student Support Services to Adult Learners’ Satisfaction 

 

The findings of this research support the observations and claims made in literature that 

the support provided by academic libraries and learning support can influence the 

satisfaction of adult learners. The empirical evidence from this study and from 

institutional satisfaction surveys can be used to support the anecdotal evidence gathered 

by support staff. How each of the services aid adult learners can vary but the focus for 

management could potentially relate to the removal of barriers and increase awareness. 

The respondents were highly satisfied with the academic student support services at this 

institution; however, the institute cannot become complacent with this result as adult 

learners’ satisfaction can fluctuate depending on their academic results and personal 

situation. Adult learners’ reasons for dissatisfaction with academic student support are 

often based on accessibility, lack of awareness, and inability to bring dependent children. 

In addition, research has shown that conflicts with external factors such as family and 

employment can impact on adult learners’ ability to access support services (Fishman et 

al., 2017; Morison & Cowley, 2017). 

Institutional acknowledgement of these factors can act as a driver for change in policy 

and procedure, operational hours and service delivery provision being evaluated. Adult 

learners’ personal insecurities and anxiety in approaching academic student support 

services can also negatively impact on them accessing the assistance required to succeed 

(Cannady et al., 2012; B. Cooper & Maxwell, 2009). Therefore, support services 

management need to develop multiple strategies, these include; marketing strategies to 

ensure they are aware where and how to obtain help; strategies to remove barriers caused 

by anxiety so that they will access services they require. Additionally, relationships with 

academic staff need to be developed or reinforced so that at-risk students are referred to 

the support teams (Russo-Gleicher, 2013; Tieman & Black, 2017). 

This study did not include a direct path analysis from academic student support services 

to student retention. Therefore, the researcher cannot claim a that academic student 

support services can influence retention. However, as satisfaction can influence retention 

the study argues that there is an indirect affect. 
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Financial Issues on Adult Learners Satisfaction and Retention  

 

For this study financial issues have a lower direct significance on student retention 

compared to student satisfaction. The low values associated with both satisfaction and 

retention in this study were anticipated based on prior research that indicates financial 

difficulties are associated with attrition rather than retention (Brown & Nichols, 2012; 

McKinney et al., 2015; Moghadam et al., 2017). Adult learners with limited financial 

reserves and/or families to support are more susceptible to financial pressure and require 

additional support (McKinney et al., 2015). Financially based problems for adult learners 

can depend on their ability to access to financial support provided by government 

agencies. Adult learners’ who experience difficulty in accessing financial support are 

reliant on obtaining employment to sustain their education and living costs (McKinney et 

al., 2015; Olbrecht et al., 2016; Terriquez, 2015). 

The values of this study are considered low and in line with literature that states that 

financial issues have a detrimental effect on adult learner’s continuation in higher 

education. While low, the fact that the values are not negative are indicate that not all 

adult learners experience financial pressure to such an extent that they withdraw from 

higher education. The results of this study could be indicative of the accessibility of 

student allowances and loans, as well as fee-free study options available to adult learners 

in New Zealand. However, Sotardi et al. (2019) found that even with the introduction of 

free fees there was no guarantee for students to persist in higher education. As New 

Zealanders access to financial support is not universal, respondents’ ratings for each 

question would vary. The study theorises could be due to greater social acceptance of the 

necessity of accessing financial support while participating in higher education. 

Student satisfaction and financial issues has a higher path coefficient value than that of 

retention. Research has shown that financial difficulties have an adverse effect on student 

satisfaction. This is usually associated with the struggles that adult learners’ experience 

in having sufficient financial reserves to meet both their educational and living costs 

(Bergman et al., 2014; McKinney et al., 2015). However, this can be dependent on an 

individual adult learners’ personal situation. Adult learners who come from a more secure 

financial base have fewer concerns compared to students with no financial security and 

are more satisfied with their experience while in higher education (Adams et al., 2016; 

van Rhijn, Lero, Dawczyk et al., 2015). Employment status of adult learners can be a 

motivator for enrolment among students who aim to progress in their career (Stevens et 
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al., 2019). However, adult learners who are required obtain paid employment can be at a 

higher risk of attrition due to the demands placed on them by employers in addition to 

their academic requirements (Leveson et al., 2013; Fortin et al., 2016; White, 2008). 

Hypothesis (H5) supports that adult learners at Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology are 

currently satisfied with their financial situation. However, financial issues can alter 

quickly due to unexpected expenses or changes to a student’s financial situation. 

Hypothesis (H6) relating to adult learners’ financial situation enabled them to remain in 

higher education was unsupported. Therefore, while the respondents were deemed 

financially satisfied this cannot be considered as surety that adult learners will be retained 

by an educational institution. Although this study has not included the financial options 

available to students at this institute, Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology provides 

students with practical assistance as well as financial advice. 

Adult Learners’ Satisfaction and Retention 

 

The findings of this research did not conclusively support the concept that adult learner 

satisfaction results in increased retention. This is supported by previous research which 

determined that even satisfied adult learners can withdraw due to reasons external to the 

institution. Adult learners who are high achievers and are performing at an academic level 

that they are satisfied are more likely to persist, but can still withdraw for personal reasons 

(Diep et al., 2017; Kuo et al., 2013). Research has shown that adult learner’s satisfaction 

and dissatisfaction are closely associated with their academic performance (Sauve et al. 

2016). 

As satisfaction and retention are closely associated with adult learners’ academic 

performance the academic support that the institution provides becomes increasingly 

important. Research has shown that provision of high-quality library and learning centres 

have an increased likelihood of higher satisfaction and graduation levels (Bryant & 

Bodish, 2014; Gruber et al., 2015; Pseiridis et al., 2017). The values that respondents 

associated with academic support services highlight the level of importance that adult 

learners place on the assistance that they receive. While, the R² value indicates a lower 

significance this rating has been probably caused by the low values associated with family 

responsibilities and financial issues. 

The respondents of this study were satisfied with different aspects of the experience at 

the institution. The influence of external factors were the primary cause of lower 
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satisfaction and retention intentions. Considering timeframe that this study was conducted 

the respondents who participated in this study have sufficient support and motivation to 

continue their program.  However, as previously determined adult learners’ motivation to 

persist can alter at any time during their participation in higher education. Hence, higher 

education institutions can only influence adult learner’s satisfaction and retention to a 

degree, especially as they have limited abilities to address issues that adult learners 

experience in their personal situations. 

5.5 Limitations of the Study 

 

Limitations within a study are difficult to avoid, therefore they exist within this study. 

The study acknowledges that the student population at Toi Ohomai Institute of 

Technology are regularly requested to complete both institutional and student research 

surveys which can cause research fatigue. Research fatigue is an issue as it can impact on 

the quality of the responses given in the study (Fortin et al., 2016). Therefore, the 

demographic section was minimised in the hope that they would complete the remaining 

sections and each variable had a maximum of six constructs. However, this decision did 

reduce the study’s ability to determine if there were trends within other areas that may 

influence the responses; such as, marital status, ethnicity, qualification and study level. 

The first limitation associated with this study have been created by the research design 

which focused on one geographic location and institution which reduced the ability of the 

researcher to generalise the findings of this study at a national level. While the results 

provide a snapshot of what influences adult learners at one institution it would have been 

preferable to compare a minimum of two institutions. 

The second limitation was the inability to access and motivate the sample population to 

participate which became difficult due to the introduction of coronavirus in New Zealand. 

The resulting national lockdown and reduced physical presence of students reduced the 

study’s accessibility to the target population, especially in relation to the print 

questionnaire. The use of convenience and snowball sampling may have limited the 

generalisation of the findings of this study, especially since of the limited pool the 

respondents were obtained from. 

The third limitation of this study is that the respondents were current students, therefore 

the impressions of students who had already withdrawn from higher education were not 

obtained. The study theorises that for a percentage that the variables of this study would 
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have played a part in their decision-making. However, as the study was not able to access 

data relating to students who had already exited due to privacy restrictions this limitation 

was unavoidable. In addition, it would be unlikely that the rate of response from these 

students would have been high. 

The fourth limitation is that the study restricted the variables to three independent 

variables and one mediating variable. The research problem and objectives of this study 

focused on the relationships that exist between the independent variables and mediating 

variables and whether these can influence adult learner retention rates. Adult learner’s 

retention is a complex issue and there are multiple factors that can influence their decision 

to remain in higher education. The amount of research that relates to each of these areas 

is significant and the inclusion all the potential factors would have made the questionnaire 

daunting for potential respondents. Therefore, the decision to limit the number was based 

on the practicality of recruiting an acceptable sample and the ability of conducting a 

comprehensive study in a limited timeframe. 

There are limitations associated with each of the study’s variables, these are primarily 

based on the decisions made to reduce the size of the study. Family responsibilities could 

have been expanded to determine whether the marital status or number and age of children 

influenced how satisfied they were and whether this influenced their decision to persist. 

Similarly, financial issues could have been separated to determine the percentage of 

respondents who access government support, such as student loans, allowances, free fees. 

This would have enabled the study to determine which measure influenced satisfaction 

and retention the most. Academic student support services focused on only two of the 

support services available at Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology; however, inclusion of 

all services would have made the study unmanageable. Satisfaction is emotionally based 

and is influenced how respondents feel at that moment. The inclusion of a construct to 

measure how satisfied they were based on the respondent’s year of study may have been 

useful to determine whether their length of study influenced satisfaction levels. 

The methodological limitations of this study relate to the reduced number of constructs 

that were used as this made it impacts on the generalisations that are possible for each of 

the study’s variables. In addition, inclusion of open questions or to alter the study to mixed 

method may have provided more depth to respondent’s responses. Inclusion of more 

constructs for each variable may have helped to identify what the core issue(s) that 

influence adult learner’s satisfaction and their decision whether to persist or withdraw. 
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The decision to restrict to a maximum of six constructs per variable was made with the 

knowledge that the longer the questionnaire the less likely respondents were to complete. 

5.6 Suggestions for Future Studies 

 

Future research could be conducted with the objective to replicate and extend the existing 

study. Future research projects could be conducted utilising one or more of the 

recommendations outlined below. 

Firstly, the study could be replicated and extended to one or more ITPs in New Zealand. 

This would enable the researcher to determine whether adult learners located in other 

geographic locations exhibit the same or similar characteristics. The benefit of replicating 

the research would be determine whether there is consistency across all the ITPs or 

whether some are out performing the others. In this situation it would be beneficial to 

others to determine what aspect of their services are better and to investigate whether 

implementation at other institutes would provide the same results or if they are unique to 

that institute. The number of students enrolled and geographic spread of the sixteen ITPs 

around New Zealand would make it difficult for a single researcher to conduct this 

research. Therefore, it would advisable for the study to become a collaboration project 

with the academic student support services in the chosen locations. 

Secondly, a change of the study to longitudinal would enable the researcher to track the 

changes that occur within a specific group of adult learners during their student lifecycle. 

This change would require a significant investment in time and would require some of 

the constructs to be changed to reflect the change of direction for the study. Additionally, 

the research could be altered to become mixed method so that the researcher can clarify 

points and changes in respondents’ answers. The researcher would need to consider 

carefully the longitudinal study population to ensure that it met the needs of the study 

prior to selection occurring. A potential roadblock to altering the study to a longitudinal 

study is locating sufficient willing participants to commit to a long-term study. 

Thirdly, access to students have already withdrawn from a course would remain difficult 

unless a special exemption was applied for and granted by both the institutions research 

committee and the governing body of the organisation. The situation may be different in 

a longitudinal study as access to participating students could potentially be easier to 

achieve. As part of the research project the researcher could negotiate at the beginning 

with participants to complete an exit survey or interview prior to formerly withdrawing 
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from their course. The exit survey and/or interview would need to be developed for this 

situation. If departing students agreed this, it would provide information relating to what 

can cause adult learners to withdraw. 

Fourthly, the inclusion of the other support services at an institution would require a 

significant change to this study; therefore, it would become a new study. If this course 

was chosen the researcher would likely remove the family responsibility and financial 

issues variables and focus solely on student support services, satisfaction and retention. 

Therefore, all aspects of the study would need to be altered to reflect the new direction of 

the study. 

5.7 Conclusion 

 

This study helps in bridging the gap the exists in the body of knowledge pertaining to the 

influence of academic student support services and adult learners’ satisfaction and 

retention. This study explored the literature on adult learners’ participation, retention and 

attrition in higher education. In addition, the researcher explored literature that focused 

on academic libraries and learning support services as these services tend not to be 

included in retention and attrition literature.  Finally, literature that relates to social justice 

which formed the theoretical framework for this study. 

The literature review consisted of a comprehensive overview on which to base this study, 

this included a review of the various models that are associated with retention and 

attrition. The conceptual model was developed after an evaluation of various models, 

especially models that were designed based on Bean and Metzner’s (1985) Conceptual 

Model of Nontraditional Student Attrition. The review assisted in the development of the 

four research questions which were answered by the six hypotheses. This study’s research 

design is consistent with research conducted in this area and the questionnaire constructs 

were adapted from literature gathered for this purpose. 

The structural model showed that there is low significance for two of the three 

independent variables, these are family responsibilities (β = .031; β = .013) and financial 

issues (β = .166; β = .235). The remaining independent variable, academic student support 

services had a high significance value (β = .599). The mediating variable, student 

satisfaction (β = .476), had medium to low significance on the dependent variable, student 

retention (see Figure 4.1). The study, has considered that the lower significance values of 

two independent variables have impacted on the significance level of the mediating 
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variable. The adjusted R² value for student retention endogenous latent variable was 0.330 

(33%) (see Table 4.11). This indicates that student satisfaction is a weak explanation 

predictor for student retention. 

The six hypotheses have not all been supported by the PLS-SEM analysis conducted; 

three are supported and three are not supported. The hypotheses that were not supported 

relate to family responsibilities and financial issues influence on satisfaction and 

retention. The three supported hypotheses relate to academic student support services, 

satisfaction and retention. Overall, the findings of the research show that satisfaction with 

academic student support services are more likely to influence an adult learner to persist 

in education than family responsibilities and financial issues are. Financial issues findings 

varied with the hypothesis relating to satisfaction being supported and retention 

hypothesis not supported. Whereas, family responsibilities hypotheses found that this 

variable to be a cause of low satisfaction among adult learners to the extent that it 

influences their educational experience to the extent that it can lead to early withdrawal. 

This thesis provides theoretical conceptualisation and empirical evidence relating to the 

importance of academic student support services to continued student satisfaction and 

retention. Hence, this study has laid a foundation for further studies in this area. 
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Appendix B: Institutional Comparison (Student Retention) 

 

Institution Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology 

Year Total EFTs Students Enrolled EFTs over 25 Retention 

2017 6,282 12,332 55% 71% 

2018 6,156 11,973 50% 73% 

2019 5,870 11,875 49% 50-59% Level 4-7  

45-72% Level 7 degree 

Institution Waikato Institute of Technology 

Year Total EFTs Students Enrolled EFTS over 25 Retention 

2017 6,478 12,747 43.6% 56% Levels 1-2 

69% Level 3 and above 

2018 6,456 14,268 55% 71% 

2019** 6,282 13,325 54% 61% Level 4 to 7 

75% Level 7 degree 

Institution Eastern Institute of Technology 

Year Total EFTs Students Enrolled EFTS over 25 Retention 

2017 4,518 9,324 58% 55.4% Levels 1-2 

68% Levels 3+ 

2018  4,794 10,325 59% 34.2% Levels 1-2 

58.1% Levels 3+ 

2019 ^ 4,957 10,817 61% 40-70.4% Levels 4-7  

40.9-74.3% Level 7 degree 

Institution Southern Institute of Technology 

Year Total EFTs Students Enrolled EFTS over 25 Retention 

2017 4,952 13,823 56% 60% 

2018 5,132 13,131 58% 21-43% Levels 1-2 

38-43% Level 7 degree 

2019^ 4,895 13,290 58% 33-52% Levels 1-2 

36-45% Level 7 degree  

Institute Manukau Institute of Technology   

Year Total EFTs Students Enrolled EFTS over 25 Retention 

2017  6,532 14,545 51% 49% Levels 1-2 

69% Levels 3+ 

2018 6,302 13,623 52% 52% Levels 1-2 

71% Levels 3+ 

2019 ^ 6,121 13,922 56% 39-53% Level 4-7 

65-80% Level 7 degree 

Institute Nelson Marlborough Institute of Technology 
Year Total EFTs Students Enrolled EFTS over 25 Retention 

2017 3,107 7,437 60% 66.4% Levels 1-2 

68.4% Levels 3+ 

2018 3,001 7,218 62% 52.3% Levels 1-2 

71.4% Levels 3+ 

2019^ 2,883 7,029 60% 42.4-51.6% Levels 4-7 

72.9-75.9% Level 7 degree ^^ 

Note. 2019: Retention totals not always provided by institutions, separated into Level 4-7 (3 ethnicity 

groups), Level 7 degree (3 ethnicity groups), levels 1-3 percentages not provided. ** Figures only 

available for level 4 to 7, and Level 7 to degree. Changes due to reporting changes to Tertiary 

Education Commission. ^ Retention based on first year of study. ^^ Excluded 1 ethnicity due to 

single enrolment that skewed percentage range. Source. Eastern Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, 

Annual reports (https://www.eit.ac.nz/about/corporate-information/annual-reports/); Manukau 

Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, Annual reports (https://www.manukau.ac.nz/about/about-the-

institute/plans-and-strategies); Nelson Marlborough Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, Annual 

reports (https://www.nmit.ac.nz/about/how-we-operate/publications/annual-report/); Southern 

Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, Annual reports 

https://www.eit.ac.nz/about/corporate-information/annual-reports/
https://www.manukau.ac.nz/about/about-the-institute/plans-and-strategies
https://www.manukau.ac.nz/about/about-the-institute/plans-and-strategies
https://www.nmit.ac.nz/about/how-we-operate/publications/annual-report/


INFLUENCING ADULT LEARNERS’ SATISFACTION AND RETENTION 
 

145 
 

(https://issuu.com/southerninstituteoftechnology/docs/); Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology, 2017-

2019, Annual reports (https://en.calameo.com/books/); Waikato Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, 

Annual reports (https://www.wintec.ac.nz/about-wintec/publications).  

 

Appendix C: Institutional Comparsion (Student Satisfaction) 

 

  Year 

Institution Survey 

type 

2017 2018 2019 

Toi Ohomai Institute of 

Technology 

Overall 91% 91% 92% 

Waikato Institute of 

Technology (WINTEC)^ 

Overall 90+% 90+% 90+% 

Eastern Institute of Technology 

(EIT) 

Program 95% 94% 94% 

Southern Institute of 

Technology (SIT) 

Overall 93% 94% 94% 

Manukau Institute of 

Technology 

Overall 93% 95% 95% 

Nelson Marlborough Institute 

of Technology (NMIT) 

Overall 81% 82% 82% 

Note. WINTEC does not provide a precise statistically percentage in annual report. Source. Eastern 

Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, Annual reports (https://www.eit.ac.nz/about/corporate-

information/annual-reports/); Manukau Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, Annual reports 

(https://www.manukau.ac.nz/about/about-the-institute/plans-and-strategies); Nelson Marlborough 

Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, Annual reports (https://www.nmit.ac.nz/about/how-we-

operate/publications/annual-report/); Southern Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, Annual reports 

(https://issuu.com/southerninstituteoftechnology/docs/); Toi Ohomai Institute of Technology, 2017-

2019, Annual reports (https://en.calameo.com/books/); Waikato Institute of Technology, 2017-2019, 

Annual reports (https://www.wintec.ac.nz/about-wintec/publications). 
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Appendix D: SmartPLS Path Model 

 

 

 




