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Big Thunder Mountain Railroad

Dumbo the Flying Elephant

Jungle Cruise

“it’s a small world” 

Mad Tea Party

Peter Pan’s Flight

Pirates of the Caribbean

Prince Charming Regal Carousel

Space Mountain

The Haunted Mansion

Tomorrowland Transit Authority PeopleMover

Career Builder (Non-degree)

Career Builder (2-year Degree)

Career Builder (4-year Degree)

Career Builder (Graduate Degree)

Adult Learner (Non-degree)

Adult Learner (2-year Degree)

Adult Learner (4-year Degree)

Adult Learner (Graduate Degree)

Degree Completer

Traditional Students (2-year Degree)

Traditional Students (4-year Degree)



About the Research

Carnegie completed online learning research in late 2025.

Full thematic report with insights and recommendations is available for all conference aendees.

Reporting includes quantitative outcomes, qualitative themes and quotes, as well as extensive data tables.

Learner data is broken down across 43 demographic categories; leader data across 11 categories.

Includes 11 key audience profiles for targeted marketing or program adjustments.
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2 Online 
Surveys
One of prospective and 
current online learners 
in the United States; 
the other with leaders 
in higher education.

10K+
Voices
A nationwide panel 
sample with diverse 
backgrounds and 
demographics.

140
Online leaders 
also surveyed.

45%
Of online learners and 
prospects said they would 
only consider online 
learning.

77%
Of online learners 
and prospects 
wanted to earn a 
full degree.
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Motivations 
and Online 
Programming
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Enhance my 
career skills.

Career Builders (2-year)
Career Builders (Graduate)
Degree Completers

+

Motivations
Which of these motivations for continuing your education is most true for you?

Study a personal 
passion of mine.

Adult Learners (Non-degree)
Adult Learners (Graduate)
Traditional Students (2-year)
Traditional Students (4-year)

+
Increase my 
earning potential.

Top Choice Overall Sample
Career Builders (Non-degree)
Career Builders (4-year)

+
Qualify for 
a new career.

Adult Learners (2-year)
Adult Learners (4-year)

+
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Which of these motivations for continuing your education is most true for you? (Select up to 4.)



Don’t discount 
factors that were 
picked less often in 
the data; use it to 
personalize!
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“A big part of why I want to go 
back to school is to meet 
people outside my industry 
but facing similar challenges 
because they might have 
unique solutions.”

     Career Builder(4-year) who picked “Make Connections.”
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What are the greatest barriers to you continuing your education? (Select up to 4.)



A lack of scripting 
is the biggest 
psychological 
barrier to any 
action.
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“I have a hard time imagining 
what it would look like to take 
college classes online. It 
sounds so difficult.”

     Adult Learner(2-year) who picked “Low Self-eicacy.”



Like with motivations and 
barriers, selections for how to 
pick a program were highly 
dependent on audience factors 
and demographics.

This is the 
importance of 
personalization.
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Strongly
Speed to 

Degree

Somewhat 
Speed to 

Degree

Slightly 
Speed to 

Degree

Slightly 
Lighter 

Schedule

Somewhat 
Lighter 

Schedule

Strongly 
Lighter 

Schedule

42% 25% 15% 10% 5% 4%

Programming
Dichotomies.

By using a 6-point “no 
fence-siing” scale on some 
program factors, Carnegie 
can see preferences across 
online learners and for 
specific audiences.

Time to Degree

Learning Synchronicity

Instructor Type Preference
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Strongly
Asynch.

Somewhat 
Asynch.

Slightly 
Asynch.

Slightly 
Synch.

Somewhat 
Synch.

Strongly 
Synch.

30% 28% 21% 12% 5% 4%

Strongly
Traditional 
Educators

Somewhat 
Traditional 
Educators

Slightly 
Traditional 
Educators

Slightly 
Industry 
Leaders

Somewhat 
Industry 
Leaders

Strongly 
Industry 
Leaders

34% 25% 19% 12% 6% 4%



90% of leaders 
believe their 
online audience 
changed in the 
past 5 years.
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“Keeping up with online 
student changes has been 
difficult. They all want 
different things, but we’ve 
treated them as a single 
group for so long.”

     Online leader at a large, public institution.



Student Needs and 
AI Support
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Academic 
planning.

Adult Learners (2-year)
Adult Learners (4-year)

+

Rating Support Services
Rate how important these student services would be for you if you were completing an 
online education.

Technical
support.

Top Choice Overall Sample
Career Builders (Non-degree)
Adult Learners (Non-degree)
Degree Completers

+
Library and 
research support.

Career Builders (4-year)
Career Builders (Grad)
Adult Learners (Grad)

+
Career 
planning or 
job search.
Career Builders (2-year)
Traditional Students (2-year)
Traditional Students (4-year)

+
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Leaders 
Align on 
Support and 
Access
Many institutions are 
already oering 
robust support 
services for online 
students, and some 
oer access to 
in-person amenities 
as well.

Two-thirds of leaders surveyed said their school 
offers some exclusive support services.

Almost all the rest said the online students simply have the same support 
services as in-person students.

Online students have the opportunity to use 
on-campus amenities at 4-in-5 surveyed schools.

However, less than 1 in 10 is heavily encouraged to use these facilities or 
speaks about them heavily in marketing materials. 

Online students are allowed to take an in-person 
class at 3-in-5 surveyed schools.

While this may be rare in actual use cases, it does relate to why some online 
learners prefer an institution near to them. Just having the option is 
appreciated.

UNDERSTANDING TODAY’S ONLINE LEARNERS  19



AI Opportunities 
and Concerns

Student use of AI and interest 
in an online AI support tool 
shows a high likelihood of a 
need in this space. 
But students and leaders have 
some concerns.

Students worry about disruption.

AI was the top trend to watch 
among leaders.

Leaders worry about falling behind.
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Only a quarter 
of leaders felt 
staff/budgets 
for online are 
adequate.
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“Budgets are cut a lot despite 
online being a core focus. AI 
is a possible way to solve some 
of the shortfall in staffing, 
but we aren’t harnessing it 
well yet.”

Online leader at a small, private institution.



Online Learning 
and Brand
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Confident, 
powerful, 
and assertive.

Career Builders 
(2-year)
Career Builders 
(4-year)

Student Personality
Which of these personality archetypes is most associated with each audience?

Supportive, 
caring, 
and selfless.

Adult Learners 
(Non-degree)
Adult Learners 
(2-year)
Adult Learners (Grad)

Entertaining, 
energetic, 
and dynamic.

Traditional 
Students(2-year)
Traditional Students 
(4-year)

Innovative, 
visionary, and 
forward-thinking.

Career Builders 
(Non-degree)
Career Builders (Grad)
Degree Completers
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Creative, original, 
expressive, and 
unique.

Top Score Overall 
Sample
Adult Learners 
(4-year)



Don’t Leave 
Your Brand 
Behind
Building a reputation in the online space 
is important. The top schools identified 
by prospects of being of interest were 
scored higher because of history in the 
space.

1-in-5
Prospects said 
institutional 
reputation was a 
top selection 
criteria factor 
for them.

30%
Of schools have 
a separate online 
marketing 
budget.

95%

Of prospects said  it is 
at least slightly 
important to pick a 
school with a 
recognizable brand for 
their online learning. 

30%
Of prospects 
will study your 
website 
extensively 
when picking 
an online 
program.
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35%
Of prospects are 
using general 
keyword search 
to look for 
programs. 



Online learners 
see brand as 
vital to the 
value of their 
degree.
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“There is something about 
having a degree from a certain 
place that has power in the 
room. You don’t get that same 
impact without it.”

Career Builder (4-year).



Online Learner 
Profiles
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Online Learners are 
not a Monolith.

Carnegie created 11 audience profiles 
for segmented online audience 
outreach.

Online Learner Profiles consist of 
audience targeting information, a 
learning profile, a communications and 
outreach primer, and key motivational 
and behavioral characteristics.

Consider which audiences are most 
relevant to your online programs and 
adjust strategies, brand building, and 
communications plans accordingly 
based on each profile. 
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One-size-fits-all 
really means 
one-size-fits-none 
in online learning.
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“I think the most frustrating 
thing for me has been that 
schools think I’m applying to 
be a normal undergrad, but 
when they find out I’m online 
they send me resources for old 
people. I just want to get a 
degree online, man. Doesn’t 
mean I’m ancient.”

     Traditional Student (4-year).



Questions?

210 Lileton Road, Suite 100 Westford, MA 01886

978-692-5092  |  info@carnegiehighered.com

carnegiehighered.com

Jared Brickman
jbrickman@carnegiehighered.com

Shankar Prasad
sprasad@carnegiehighered.com


