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5.6 million students were enrolled in master’s degree programs in the EU–28 countries in 2018 
according to Eurostat. One- and two-year master degree programs are relative newcomers to 
the higher education systems of continental Europe, having been introduced in most countries 
as a result of the Bologna process. A decade and a half later, very little is known about why 
students enroll in these master degree programs.

Individuals have a variety of reasons for pursuing a master degree. Theory and research from economics, 
sociology, and social psychology suggest that the most common reasons for enrolling in a master degree 
program include:

• Professional aspirations, such as getting a good job or getting promoted; 

• Educational aspirations, such as plans for applying to PhD programs; 

• The pursuit of knowledge for its own sake; 

• Aspirations for elevated social status by virtue of having a graduate degree; 

• Plans for moving to another country during or after graduate studies; 

• The goal of meeting new people and finding new opportunities; 

• The goal of experiencing being a student again; and 

• Instrumental reasons, such as remaining eligible for discounted fees when using public services. 

The relative importance of these various motivating factors among master students in Europe is not known.  
A fine-grained understanding of students’ reasons for enrolling in master degree programs has implications 
for student recruitment, curriculum design and student services at European higher education institutions.  
The relative importance of various reasons for pursuing a master degree also has policy implications in the 
areas of higher education quality assurance, funding, and skilled migration.



ABOUT OUR SURVEY

We conducted a pilot survey to assess students’ reasons for 
pursuing a master degree at continental European higher 
education institutions. The aim of the pilot survey was to test 
a new data collection instrument – a modified version of the 
Education Participation Scale developed by Roger Boshier – 
and to provide preliminary insights about the reasons why 
students pursue master degrees in Europe.

Over 1,000 master students opened our online survey link in the May and 
June 2019. Here we report the responses of only those survey participants 
who filled out all questions related to reasons for enrolling in a master 
degree program; this analytic sample consists of 544 individuals. Most 
respondents were enrolled in master degree programs in Romania (41% 
of the analytic sample), Austria (27%), Poland (15%), Estonia (10%), 
and Slovenia (5%). 71% of our respondents were women. The average 
age of our respondents was 25,8 years; 56% of them had at least one 
year of paid work experience. 13% of our respondents were international 
students. Respondents enrolled in a variety of study fields, including 
arts and humanities, business, law, social sciences, science, engineering, 
agriculture, health, and education. 16% of our respondents were enrolled 

in master degree programs taught in English. 

STUDENTS PURSUE MASTER DEGREES TO GET JOBS, KNOWLEDGE

  

Figure 1. Average motivational scores of survey respondents by domain* 
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* The motivational items in our survey were scored on a scale of 0 to 9. Average scores below 4.5 indicate that most respondents rated this domain to have 
had “little or no influence” on their decision to enroll in a master degree program. Average scores above 4.5 indicate that most respondents rated this 
domain to have had “moderate or much influence” on their decision to enroll in a master degree program. The results in Figure 1 are based on a sample of 
544 students.
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Some reasons are more influential than others in students’ decision to pursue a master degree.  

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

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

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

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

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

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

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