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Abstract— According to Malaysia Education Blueprint 2013-

2015, the nation‟s success depends on the knowledge, skills and 

competencies of the people. The more people there are in the country 

with higher education, the more economic prosperity the country will 

have. Among the 11 shifts in the education transformation is to have 

high performing leaders in the country. As such, the government 

encourages lifelong education among its people and this means more 

people are encouraged to enrol in postgraduate studies. The objective 

of this research is to find out the extent of the influence of the factors 

on the students decision to enrol in postgraduate programs of higher 

learning public institutions. Specifically, this research will look at the 

influence of students‟ motivational factors and institutional 

characteristics on enrolment decision. In addition to that, this 

research will also investigate the relationship among socio-

demographic factors, motivational factors, and perceived institutional 

characteristics. This descriptive research attempts to unravel the 

factors that influence adult learners to pursue post graduate studies. 

The data will be analyzed quantitatively to enable the researcher to 

describe the relationship of the factors. Findings of this research will 

have implications towards understanding postgraduate students‟ 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation decision to enrol in their studies. 

 

Keywords—Institutional characteristics, motivational 

characteristics, postgraduate, socio-demographic  

I. INTRODUCTION 

URSUING a PhD is more common now than it was forty 

years ago. Previously, it was seen as a quest to prepare for 

a career in the academic field. However, these days, we see 

an increase in the numbers of experienced and highly-skilled 

professionals who return to universities to follow doctoral 

studies, even with the prospect of years of gruelling training 

and an uncertain outcome. These candidates would have made 

profound decisions before undertaking their PhD, knowing full 

well the competing demands their studies would have on both 

their personal and professional lives. An understanding of the 

different influential factors at play here as well as the extent to 

which these factors significantly influenced students' 
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enrolment decisions is important for creating the crucial 

student support and establishing universities as the preferred 

establishments for PhD studies. There are a number of motives 

related to the decisions namely, the intrinsic motives of 

personal, career, and family reasons, and the extrinsic motives 

of the characteristics of higher learning institutions. 

This study attempts to answer the following questions: 

(1) What is the most influential factor in a student‟s 

decision to enroll in a PhD program? 

(2) Are there any significant differences between the 

categories of the socio demographic factors on the 

motivational and institutional factors? 

II. REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

A. Socio Demographic Attributes 

Previous studies found that student‟s ability influences the 

decision to enroll in a university. The higher the students‟ 

academic ability, the higher the selectivity of their chosen 

university (Liu, 2005). Socioeconomic status is another 

influential variable in deciding an institution. According to Liu 

(2005), the combination of ability and socioeconomic status 

significantly influences the level of complexity of the choice 

process. Chapman (1979) discovered that students from high 

socioeconomic backgrounds choose their universities based on 

quality rather than cost.  Dehne (2002) found that students who 

learn about certain universities from their friends and 

colleagues are nearly four times as likely to apply and twice as 

likely to enroll in that university, 

B. Motivational Factors 

 The decision to enroll in an education institution for 

working adults is derived from a variety of reasons. Slotnick, 

Pelton, Fuller, and Tabor (1993) discovered that the primary 

reasons for adult learners to enroll are career advancement, 

career change, and life enhancement. Another study by 

Greenwood (1987), suggested two primary motivations: 

enhancement of current occupational skills and attainment of 

specific vocational goals. Gamson (1989) offered three factors 

that serve to motivate enrolment by working adults: more 

employers require college degree holders, more professional 

associations require college degrees to gain credentials, and 
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employees look for greater job security. A promotion to a new 

designation and higher status or pay is another motivational 

factor for working adults to enroll in an education institution 

(Cross, 1981).  

C. Institutional characteristics 

According to Maslow‟s Hierarchy of Needs Model, the 

desire for a higher level of education is the highest state of 

self-fulfillment. Even if the intention of obtaining a higher 

paper qualification is for the sole purpose of career 

advancement, individuals who undertake these studies are 

highly motivated to pursue their desires and seek the best 

service provider. Institutions, however, should be able to 

differentiate between “serving” and “recruiting” these matured 

individuals (Cross, 1981). Since their needs and expectations 

are different from fresh full-time students, their motivation to 

enroll for courses through recruitment program should be 

examined.Institutions, therefore, should focus on the 

recruitment of this segment of students in order to remain 

competitive and effective (Kezar, 2000).Finally, Paulsen 

(1990) proposed that recruitment strategies could be 

effectively developed if institutions understand the impact of 

institutional characteristics on student‟s university choices.  

III. METHODOLOGY 

This section discusses the research design, the respondents, 

instrument used, data collection, and analysis procedures. This 

is a descriptive research as it attempts to unravel the factors 

that influence adult learners to pursue post graduate studies. 

The data will be analyzed quantitatively to enable the 

researcher to describe the relationship of the factors. 

The respondents chosen in this study are students who have 

enrolled in the doctoral degree program at institutions of 

higher learning. They embark on this program as adult students 

and enroll in either the full time or part time mode.  

The instrument utilized in this study is a self-administered 

questionnaire. The questionnaire is an adaptation of a 

combination of questionnaires used in two separate research: 

mainly by Lei and Chuang (2010) who looked at the 

demographic factors that influence future graduate studies. 

The second research is by Mohd Taib et al., (2009) who 

looked at general factors that influence future graduate studies. 

However, some factors were changed to suit the Malaysian 

context. The questionnaire adapted in this study is divided into 

3 parts.  

Part A is on socio demographic factors. This section looks 

at the respondents‟ gender, age, ethnicity, marital status, 

monthly income level, the time length between the completion 

of Masters and enrolment in doctoral program and lastly, the 

source of financing. 

Part B is on students‟ motivational factors, which consist of 

three categories; career factors, personal factors, and family 

reasons. Altogether there are 16 items to assess motivational 

factors, categorized into 5 items to measure career factors, 4 

items on personal factors and 7 items on family reasons. Each 

item is then measured with interval scales on a 5-point Likert-

type of 1 (unimportant), 2 (slightly important), 3 (important), 4 

(very important), and 5 (extremely important). 

Part C is on perceived institutional characteristics, measured 

by 19 items that cover the attributes such as location, facilities, 

quality, courses, cost, reputation, financial aid, employability, 

skills, alumni, and publicity. Similarly, a 5-point Likert-type 

scale is employed as the assessment to place the importance of 

each of the items.  

Data collection and procedures 

The self-administered questionnaires were distributed 

through electronic mail to selected participants accessible by 

the researchers. Participants were asked to answer the survey 

questions in approximately 15 minutes. A total of 31 responses 

were collected and analyzed using SPSS version 20 to 

determine the frequency of scores, the correlation between 

variables, and the variance among variables.  

Descriptive analysis 

The socio demographic profiles of 31 respondents were 

tabulated using frequency and percentage distributions. Males 

constituted one third of the total respondents, a difference 

between 10 males and 21 females. Respondents‟ age ranges 

from below 30 to above 50 years old. Both the ranges of 30 to 

39 and 40 to 49 years old have the highest equal score 

(38.7%). With regard to ethnicity, Malays were the highest 

number of respondents (93.5%) followed by Indians and 

Chinese (each 3.2%). A large percentage of participants are 

married (74.2%), 22.6% are single and 3.2% are divorced. The 

range of monthly income of RM5001 to RM8000 recorded the 

highest score (58.1%) while the ranges of income below 

RM5000 and above RM8000 have almost the same score. 

Respondents were asked of the length of time between the 

completion of their Masters degree and the enrolment in the 

Doctoral degree. The majority of them (35.5%) indicated the 

time range of 4 to 6 years, followed by the time range of more 

than 10 years at 25.8%. On the question of financial source of 

studies, 38.7% stated personal income as their source of 

payment while 35.5% are awarded scholarship and the rest 

utilized their EPF education fund and personal savings. All in, 

the majority of the respondents has the attributes of age range 

of 30 to 49 years old, female, married, Malay, earning a 

monthly income of between RM5001 to RM8000, taking 4 to 

6 years from a Masters degree to embark on Doctoral degree, 

and using their own income to finance their studies. 

IV. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

Preliminary analysis  

To fulfill the assumptions of parametric techniques, the 

analysis procedure was done in two phases. Firstly, the test of 

normality on the variables and secondly, the test of reliability 

on the scales. In examining the association among the 

variables, Pearson correlation was utilized to indicate the 

significance of association. 

The variables of gender, motivational factors, and 

institutional characteristics are found to be normally 

distributed since the statistic of Kolmogorov-Smirnov shows 

the p-value of more than 0.05, indicating no significance 

difference of distribution of scores between male and female 
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on the motivational factors and institutional characteristics.   

The reliability test of Cronbach Alpha was conducted to 

check the internal consistency of the scales. The reliability 

coefficients of the three dimensions of motivational factors 

exhibit consistency; career factors as measured by 5 items 

produce 0.610, personal factors with 4 items yield a coefficient 

value of 0.765, and family reasons of 7 items exhibit 

coefficient value of 0.709. Institutional factors, which consist 

of 19 items, also yield a high consistency value of 0.933. Thus, 

the scales that measure all four dimensions have good internal 

consistency as the Cronbach‟s Alpha values exceed 0.6, as 

shown in Table 1. 
TABLE I 

CRONBACH‟S ALPHA COEFFICIENT 

Variable Dimension Items 
Cronbach‟s Alpha 

coefficient 

Motivational Career 5 0.610 

 Personal 4 0.765 

 Family 7 0.709 

Institutional  19 0.933 

 

Correlations among the variables were explored by 

computing Pearson product-moment correlation coefficients to 

indicate the strength of the relationship between variables. The 

results as shown in Table 2 reveal that the socio demographic 

factors of monthly income and motivational factors have 

strong negative correlation (-0.556). The same goes for 

monthly income and institutional characteristics (-0.619). This 

finding implies that higher level of monthly income is strongly 

associated with lower level of motivational factors and 

institutional characteristics. Another significant correlation is 

found between age and each of the independent variables; 

motivational and institutional, indicating medium negative 

correlation (-0.397 and -0.363). In another words, there is a 

medium association between the higher level of age and the 

lower level of motivational and also institutional factors.   
 

 

TABLE II 

CORRELATION MATRIX 

 
Analysis of research questions  

Research question one intends to find the most influential 

factors of motivational and characteristics of institution on the 

decision to enroll in a doctoral or PhD program. Based on the 

mean score of the items (Figure 1), the finding reveals that the 

students indicated the most influential motivational factor to be 

a personal factor that is „to add on to my formal education‟ 

(MP2). This is then followed by the factors with the same 

score; „to be better at my job‟ (MC1) and „to become confident 

with myself‟ (MP1). As for the category of family reasons, 

„availability of additional time‟ (MF5) has the highest score, 

which is trailed by „encouragement from spouse‟ (MF3) and 

then, „encouragement from parents‟ (MF1).   
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Fig.1 Mean score of motivational factors 

 

Figure 2 reports the mean scores of institutional 

characteristics with 19 items. The highest score goes to two 

items, „courses offered‟ (IC5) and „learning resources and 

facilities‟ (IC6). The second highest score is recorded for item 

IC4, which represents „quality of the faculty‟ and then closely 

followed by two items with equal score; „different modes of 

study available‟ (IC3) and „cost of attending course‟ (IC14). 
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Fig. 2 Mean score of institutional characteristics 
 

Research question two proposes to examine whether the 

categories or levels of the socio demographic factors on the 

motivational and institutional factors reveal a significant 

difference in the mean scores. Five socio demographic factors 

with two or more levels were chosen in the analysis; gender, 

age, income, length of time between completion of masters and 

doctorate enrolment, and financial resources. Independent-

samples t-test is employed to assess between two categories 

and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) for levels of more 

than two. The statistical output of the two analyses is shown in 

Table 3. 

The first socio demographic factor of gender is put to test to 

evaluate whether males and females have different mean 
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scores on the motivational and institutional factors. The t-test 

resulted in p-value of 0.427, indicating that there is not a 

statistically significant difference in the mean motivational 

score for males and females. In other words, both males and 

females are equally influenced by the motivational factors 

when enrolling in a doctoral program. The same finding is 

extracted when assessing the difference in the mean scores of 

institutional factors. Males and females perceive institutional 

factors as having almost the same influential effect on the 

decision to enroll. This finding is not in accordance with that 

by Lovik (2004) who found that compared to women, men are 

more likely to enroll in graduate studies. 

Age of the participants is divided into four groups; below 

30, 30 to 39, 40 to 49, and 50 and above. To evaluate whether 

there are significant differences in the mean scores on the 

motivational and institutional factors across the four groups, a 

one-way ANOVA was conducted. A p-value of 0.049 shows 

that there is a significant difference among the mean scores of 

the motivational factors for the four groups. A closer look 

reveals that the age groups of below 30 years and 50 above are 

significantly different from one another on perceiving 

motivational factors as influential to the enrolment decision. 

This finding is in accordance with the research by Lei and 

Chuang (2010) who also agreed that age is an important factor 

for the future graduates‟ decision to embark on studies.  On the 

contrary, for the institutional characteristics, there is no 

difference among the mean scores (p-value = 0.095). As such, 

regardless of the age group, the participants agreed on the 

same level of influence by institutional characteristics to the 

enrolment decision.  

Monthly income was initially categorized into four levels; 

RM 3000 and below, 3001 to 5000, 5001 to 8000, and 8001 

and above. There was no respond in the first level of RM 3000 

and below thus, only three subsequent income levels were 

computed against the mean scores of motivational and 

institutional factors. Based on the statistical output, there are 

significant differences in the mean scores on both the 

motivational and institutional factors across the three income 

levels. This can be interpreted as participants in the three 

income levels differ significantly in their motivational as well 

as institutional scores as factors that influence enrolment 

decision. Previous researches on the influence of income on 

the decision to further studies have shown that income has 

positively influenced future graduates‟ decisions (Waugh, 

2011; De Zoysa, 2007; and Mohd Taib et al., 2009). 

Length of time between completion of masters and doctorate 

enrolment is recorded into five levels of time-period; less than 

a year, 1 to 3 years, 4 to 6 years, 7 to 9 years, and 10 years and 

more. The results show that there are no significant differences 

in the mean scores on motivational (p-value = 0.527) and also 

institutional (p-value = 0.261) factors across the five levels. 

This implies that regardless of the different length of time that 

participants took to start their doctoral degrees after the 

completion of their Masters, the influence of motivational 

factors as well as institutional characteristics to enroll in 

doctoral degree does not significantly differ. 

Financial resources are divided into five categories; 

personal income, savings, scholarship, bank loan, and EPF 

withdrawal. None of the participants took bank loan and thus, 

the categories are reduced to four. Again, this socio 

demographic factor exhibit non-significant difference from one 

another on the motivational factors (p-value = 0.920) and 

institutional characteristics (p-value = 0.579). This finding 

gives the implication that enrolment decisions, as influenced 

by motivational and institutional factors are equal for the 

participants in spite of the diverse resources to finance their 

studies.  
TABLE III 

ANOVA TABLE 

Socio 

demographic 

Dependent 

variable 

Mean 

difference 

F Sig.(2-

tailed) 

Gender Motivational  0.205 0.427 

(t-test) Institutional   0.604 0.069 

  
Mean 

square 
F Sig. 

Age Motivational 1.061 2.987 0.049 

 Institutional  1.205 2.349 0.095 

Income Motivational 1.992 6.345 0.005 

 Institutional  3.370 8.803 0.001 

Length of time Motivational 0.356 0.816 0.527 

 Institutional  0.775 1.402 0.261 

Financial 

resources 
Motivational 0.076 0.164 0.920 

 Institutional  0.402 0.668 0.579 

V.  DISCUSSION 

Figure 3 shows the summary of findings for PhD studies of 

this research. This study reveals interesting influences on 

future graduates‟ decision to enroll. Age and monthly income 

has shown to be the main influential social demographic 

factors among the respondents. In addition, this study revealed 

a variety of reasons that motivate the respondents to enroll in 

graduate programs.  

 
Fig. 3 Summary of Findings 

VI. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

  In summary, the findings described in this paper are largely 

consistent with the findings of previous studies (Liu, 2005; 

Burns, 2006; Howard, 1994). This means that the decision for 

a person to pursue doctoral studies is a complex process with 

Enrolment Decision to 

Pursue a Doctoral Degree 

Socio Demographic 

Factors 

(gender, age, income) 

Motivational Factors 

(to be better at job, to be 

more confident, add on to 

formal education, 

encouragement from 

parents and spouse, 

availability of extra time) 

Perceived Institutional 

Characteristics 

(different modes of study 

available, quality of 

faculty, courses offered, 

cost of attending course) 
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multifaceted concerns. It is however, important to note that 

since the age group and monthly income are crucial factors, 

universities offering PhD need to consider facilities and infra 

structure to cater to students of different age groups who have 

varying expectations.  

The findings of this study reveal the candidates‟ motivation 

and preferences for PhD studies and this information can be 

used by the universities to attract potential students. These 

students are deemed to be intrinsically motivated and thus, 

universities should take advantage of the students‟ readiness 

by providing a conducive learning environment hence, 

fulfilling the extrinsic motivation.  
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