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Abstract
Open online education experiences persistently high 
dropout rates, and the efficacy of dropout interven-
tions has been questioned. Despite considerable 
research, dropout reasons are not fully understood, 
and further in- depth investigation has been called for. 
Prior qualitative retention studies have frequently re-
lied on smaller samples that are unable to generate 
deeper appreciation of dropout reasons. Over 200 
in- depth interviews were therefore conducted with 
students that had dropped out of open online educa-
tion. The probability- based qualitative sample facili-
tated capture of subthemes down to a 5% incidence 
level or frequency of occurrence. Thematic analysis 
revealed 41 subthemes within 10 broad dropout rea-
sons. While the broad dropout themes have been 
identified previously, the subthemes are new and 
provide richer understanding. This study also cap-
tured students' suggestions for what might have pre-
vented their dropout. Thematic analysis identified 19 
subthemes within 5 broad intervention themes that 
respond to the root dropout causes. Many interven-
tion subthemes address personal and learner con-
text dropout factors that have often been considered 
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INTRODUCTION

‘Open education’ refers to education without academic admission requirements and is 
typically delivered online (eg, Stone et al., 2016). The advancement of online learning de-
livery has stimulated the significant growth in open education, providing millions globally 
with access to courses that were traditionally only offered on- campus (Qayyum & Zawacki- 
Richter, 2018). This escalation in open online education has significantly altered the higher 
education landscape, including a notable shift in the characteristics of higher education 

uncontrollable and unavoidable. This paper therefore 
redefines dropout in open online education and of-
fers new insights for improving retention. It also pro-
vides a strategic framework for evaluating dropouts 
and prioritising student- informed interventions that 
respond to the main dropout causes.

K E Y W O R D S
large qualitative sample, non- traditional student dropout, open 
online education, student retention strategy, student- informed 
intervention, thematic analysis

Practitioner notes

What is already known about this topic
• Persistently high open online education dropout suggests existing interventions 

are ineffective.
• Prior qualitative retention studies identified the main dropout reasons, but small 

sample sizes failed to generate deeper insights and more in- depth investigation 
has been called for.

What this paper adds
• A probability- based qualitative sample of 226 participants captured dropout sub-

themes down to a 5% level of incidence or frequency of occurrence.
• Thematic analysis identified 41 subthemes, within 10 broad dropout reasons. 

These subthemes are new and offer richer understanding.
• Thematic analysis also identified 19 subthemes within 5 broad dropout interven-

tion areas that students suggested could have prevented their dropout. These in-
clude new insights for addressing dropout causes that have often previously been 
considered unavoidable.

Implications for practice and/or policy
• The strategic framework provides a retention management approach that priori-

tises responding to the main dropout causes with student- informed interventions.
• This approach and the deeper understanding afforded by robust qualitative inves-

tigation should help reduce persistently high dropout rates.
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learners over the past two decades (Kember et al., 2021). For example, compared to tradi-
tional students, open online learners are more likely to have complex life circumstances and 
face a wider array of study challenges (Stone & O'Shea, 2019). They subsequently drop out 
more often than their on- campus counterparts, which has been a longstanding concern for 
online educators globally (Simpson, 2013; Stone & O'Shea, 2019).

The high dropout rates of non- traditional students often lead to revenue loss for the 
open education institution, particularly as many exit at the introductory course stage and 
fail to enrol on other modules. Furthermore, institutional performance is often measured 
by their own student's success rates, which may also be linked to levels of government 
funding (Netanda et al., 2019), this places online educators at a disadvantage com-
pared to on- campus only educators. The high dropout undermines the perceived quality 
of open online education and is also often associated with lower student satisfaction, 
with many students disillusioned they did not manage to complete their study (Moore & 
Greenland, 2017).

High open online education dropout rates have persisted globally, despite extensive stu-
dent attrition research (eg, Greene et al., 2015), elucidating the need for novel studies that 
attain a deeper understanding of the relevant drivers/reasons (Lamon et al., 2020). The 
persistent high dropout is commonly viewed as a pressing and complex problem, requir-
ing further research to inform effective online retention strategy (Xavier & Meneses, 2020), 
including appropriate student- informed support interventions (Netanda et al., 2019). This 
paper responds to these industry- wide calls for further research, via a detailed case study 
investigation of student dropouts at Open Universities Australia (OUA).

Furthermore, the call for open online education research has become more pertinent 
since the COVID- 19 pandemic emerged in 2020, with most global educators having to tran-
sition to online delivery, with varying degrees of success (Viner et al., 2020).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Student retention research can be traced back several decades, initially focused on what 
is now commonly known as the ‘traditional student’ context. A traditional student is most 
often determined as one that has graduated from secondary school and progressed into 
on- campus higher education, and is typically aged 18– 25 years (Holder, 2007). Most con-
temporary studies of online education dropouts have built on this earlier research per-
spective, as well as subsequent studies, meaning that the understanding of such dropouts 
has evolved and expanded over time. A brief summary of salient literature is therefore 
presented below in chronological sequence. These are studies with an emphasis on drop-
out reasons such as student characteristics and life circumstances, as well as mitigation 
strategies.

Contemporary online education dropout research has often drawn on Tinto's (1975) 
Student Integration Model, which identifies on- campus student level of engagement with 
institutional services and social memberships as likely determinants. It depicts traditional 
student dropout as being determined primarily by dimensions of academic integration (eg, 
student ability and enjoyment of study) and social integration (eg, friends and social groups 
that support learning). There have been many former studies (eg, Mannan, 2007) that have 
validated the relevance of these dimensions for on- campus students, with this model also 
continuing to influence contemporary higher education retention policy for non- traditional 
students (French, 2019).

Bean and Metzner (1985) expanded on the Student Integration Model by adapting it to a 
‘non- traditional’ on- campus student context, referring to those who were generally older, studied 
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part- time, did not reside on- campus and were not directly out of secondary school as with many 
typical traditional students. Their Non- traditional Student Attrition Model added to Tinto's (1975) 
model with the extra dimension of external support from outside the academic environment, 
which was emphasised as particularly important for non- traditional student retention.

Kember (1989) also built on Tinto's original model by developing one specifically for long- 
distance correspondence students. While this student cohort was found to have similar 
characteristics to the non- traditional on- campus student, the additional model dimensions 
of family, education background and individual student life circumstance attributes such as 
employment were factored in as key dropout factors.

Following on from earlier non- traditional on- campus student studies, Rovai (2003) was 
one of the first to examine online student dropout reasons. Another form of the non- traditional 
student, this cohort was determined as one that does not study on and may never have been 
on- campus. Extending on the former models of both Tinto (1975) and Bean and Metzner 
(1985), Rovai developed the Composite Persistence Model to better understand the factors 
affecting online student attrition. While identifying similar external dimensions, additional 
internal dimensions were included in this model, reflecting the impact of the institution's pol-
icies (including pre-  and post- admission) on online student dropout.

Simpson (2004) subsequently explored the distinction between the notions of avoidable 
and unavoidable dropouts in the context of online distance learning, including both the in-
ternal and external drivers of student attrition. Aligning with both Bean and Metzner (1985) 
and Rovai (2003), this author found weakness in institutional policy in terms of its inability 
to ameliorate dropouts due to external factors such as illness or work and/or domestic chal-
lenges, and thereby determined such dropout as unavoidable. Most subsequent research 
considering unavoidable student dropout rates has been informed by or is strongly aligned 
with Simpson's (2004) findings. For example, Lee et al. (2013) and Beer and Lawson (2017) 
also found that most student dropouts related to work and family, which were deemed as 
external to an institution's locus of control and therefore unavoidable.

Romero (2011) also investigated online education dropout in relation to external factors 
and introduced the Distance Learners' Work- Life Learning Balance Framework. It helps to 
define the balance between work, family, socialisation and learning in the context of the 
online student's ability to self- regulate their time. This framework highlighted poor time man-
agement as a key dropout reason among online students, and that online educators need to 
focus more on providing students with learning survival skills. This is a dimension that has 
since been echoed in similar studies in the context of student- informed interventions (eg, 
Kibelloh & Bao, 2014; Laux et al., 2016).

Other research has validated the distinctive characteristics of non- traditional online stu-
dents, with prior academic experience, ICT skills and resources, and demographics such 
as gender and age identified as significant dropout determinants (eg, Cochran et al., 2014; 
Greene et al., 2015; Safford & Stinton, 2016; Stone & O'Shea, 2019). Online student isola-
tion, anxiety and cognitive overload have also been identified as dropout influencers (eg, 
Laing & Laing, 2015; Safford & Stinton, 2016).

This study's literature review has uncovered that most research- recommended student 
dropout interventions are focused on specific stakeholders. For example:

• institution/faculty- focused:
○	 identification	 of	 students	 at	 risk	 via	 enrolment	 data	 and	 learning	management	 sys-

tem (LMS) analytics and follow- up support (Cochran et al., 2014; de Almeida Neto & 
Castro, 2015; de Freitas et al., 2015)

○	proactive	retention	and	recovery	policies	and	guidelines	(Australian	Government,	2017a;	
Russo- Gleicher, 2013)
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• teacher- focused:
○	 improving	program,	pedagogy	and	technology	designs	(Burns,	2013;	Fridriksdottir,	2018;	

Lee et al., 2013; Stone, 2017a)
○	 facilitating	academic	social	interactions	(Stone,	2017b)

• student- focused:
○	self-	improvement	of	learning	skills	and	time	management	to	better	balance	study,	work	

and life (eg, Kibelloh & Bao, 2014; Romero, 2011).
Furthermore, despite the plethora of research, the high dropout rates of non- traditional 

online students remain an ongoing challenge, with continued calls for further detailed investi-
gation (eg, French, 2019; Lamon et al., 2020; Netanda et al., 2019; Xavier & Meneses, 2020). 
This paper consequently expands on existing global knowledge via its in- depth investigation 
of online student dropout reasons, with OUA as the case study, including their personal 
opinions on how the education providers could have prevented their attrition.

OUA IN THE GLOBAL OPEN ONLINE EDUCATION CONTEXT

OUA is one of Australia's largest open online education providers. Since its launch in 1993, 
OUA has enrolled over 450,000 students (Open Universities Australia, 2021), serving the 
ever- increasing demand for more flexible higher education among older working Australians 
(Bradley et al., 2008).

OUA is ‘open’ in that students enrol and pay for individual modules without having to 
sign up for a full degree. There are no entry requirements for introductory modules, and 
most subsequent modules are also without any prerequisites. In addition, up to the fourth 
week within each 13- week study period, students can withdraw from modules without in-
curring any financial loss or academic penalty. OUA is therefore different from some of the 
other open access online ventures such as free massive open online courses (eg, Salmon 
et al., 2017).

OUA programs are administered and accredited by around 20 Australian universities, 
with each providing the online teaching for their respective modules and degrees (Open 
Universities Australia, 2021). Most OUA students complete modules as electives, often 
involving several different online education providers, before completing eligibility for an 
award.

Despite its phenomenal growth, like many other open online education providers, OUA 
has been plagued by high student dropout rates. Similar to global trends, non- traditional 
online education dropouts are two and half times more likely than for traditional on- campus 
students in Australia— 30%– 35% compared with 10%– 15% respectively (Australian 
Government, 2017a, p. 32). This is often a significant issue for Australian online educa-
tors, with degree completion rates used by the federal government as performance indi-
cators to determine institution funding (Beer & Lawson, 2017). Such indicators overlook 
the core differences between non- traditional online and traditional on- campus students, 
and thereby place open online education providers at a financial disadvantage (Moore & 
Greenland, 2017). The need to understand and respond to open online education dropout 
rates is therefore more pressing than ever.

METHOD

Among those researchers calling for more in- depth investigation of high online student drop-
out rates, O'Shea et al. (2015) recommended qualitative methodology for a deeper, more 
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specific understanding of these students' needs, to enable student- informed interventions. 
Butcher and Rose- Adams (2015, p. 128) also advocated qualitative research to capture 
“learner voices to remind policymakers of the kind of barriers which continue to limit ac-
cess to HE (higher education)”. This sentiment was also echoed by Manca et al. (2017), 
who emphasised the positive impact of qualitatively listening to the student voice to improve 
practices and enhance end user experiences.

Qualitative research has been previously used to investigate higher education student 
retention. However, most of these studies have relied on smaller samples (eg, Aypay 
et al., 2013; Devos et al., 2017), which may not have been large enough to provide the 
“new and richly textured understanding of experience” that this research approach prom-
ises (Sandelowski, 1995, p. 183). While Creswell (2007) recommended 20 to 30 inter-
views as adequate for theme saturation in qualitative research, as the point where no new 
issues will be identified, numerous student retention studies have been based on less 
than 20 participants (eg, Gupta et al., 2020; Russo- Gleicher, 2014; ten Hoeve et al., 2017; 
Webber, 2018).

Recently, qualitative sample validity has received increasing attention, with calls for more 
robust research design, where sample size justification moves beyond the basic rationale 
of thematic saturation to consider the necessary level of granularity (Vasileiou et al., 2018). 
The questioning of data adequacy has subsequently occurred in reviews of highly cited 
qualitative research papers, including education studies, where the majority used small 
qualitative samples without any sampling strategy or rationale beyond saturation (eg, 
Guetterman, 2015; Vasileiou et al., 2018).

More rigorous qualitative sample design has been deemed as imperative to yield mean-
ingful and useful results across a range of research contexts, particularly in relation to the 
identification of subthemes within themes, which is a key focus of thematic analysis (Nowell 
et al., 2017). In this study of the reasons for open online student dropout, appropriate sample 
size was determined based on Fugard and Potts' (2015) thematic analysis sample size tool, 
which highlights the required sample size as a function of anticipated theme prevalence in 
a population. In line with this tool, a sample of 200 has a 99% probability of detecting five 
theme instances for a theme prevalent in 6% of the population; thus, 200 was set as the 
minimum sample target for this study.

The methodology in this research involved qualitative in- depth telephone interviews, av-
eraging 15 min, conducted with students that had recently dropped out of modules delivered 
by one of OUA's online education providers. These modules came from a broad range of de-
grees including business, information systems, psychology, media and creative writing. The 
interview schedule was open- ended to facilitate in- depth discussions and was piloted prior 
to commencing the interviews. After a general warm- up question regarding the merits of 
open online education, the main reason why the student participant had dropped the module 
was sought. Interviewers then probed for at least two other factors that had influenced their 
dropout, with participants then asked if there was anything the university could have done to 
help them complete their studies.

Four interviewing waves were conducted over a 12- month period, covering OUA's four 
annual study periods. Data collection was completed prior to 2020 and the COVID- 19 pan-
demic, with the online education provider supplying anonymised OUA student records, 
where names were replaced by a unique case identification number. The records included 
student telephone numbers, dropout status and associated module code, as well as gender 
and date of birth. Overall, the student records consisted of a 55:45 female to male ratio, 
an average age of 32 years, and a mean dropout rate of 16.5%. This dropout level is con-
sistent with that reported in other OUA online education focused studies (eg, Greenland & 
Moore, 2014).
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All of the interviewers had prior experience in conducting in- depth interviews and re-
ceived training in telephone interviewing protocol specifically for this study (eg, Australian 
Government, 2017b). They were briefed on potential sensitivities surrounding reasons for 
dropout, with participants directed to support services should they need them at the end of 
the call. Interviewers were supervised and monitored throughout the data collection stage, 
via a computer- assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) system that managed the calls and 
captured audio- digital recordings. Interviewers used these recordings immediately after 
each interview to generate ‘verbatim’ transcripts of the dropout reasons. Transcript and re-
cording were saved with the same case unique identification number as in the initial contact 
records.

After filtering out students who had completed their studies, telephone numbers for stu-
dents that had dropped out of units were randomly selected and were only called once. 
Among those that were selected, 13% of the phone numbers were incorrect or no longer in 
service, and 49% of the calls were either unanswered or directed to voicemail. The research 
was received favourably by those that did answer the call, with only 13.4% of them declining 
participation. The overall responding sample was comprised of 226 participants.

All of the collected responses were subsequently analysed using thematic analysis, 
which is commonly applied for qualitative studies because it allows for inductive discov-
ery and subsequent interpretation of themes and subthemes (Braun & Clarke, 2014). 
This analysis first involved reading through all the responses, to identify and sort them 
into key themes and subthemes. After several iterations, code frames were developed, 
and counting of the themes and subthemes was undertaken to facilitate further analysis 
(Ibrahim, 2012), including comparison of the relative theme and subtheme frequencies 
(Namey et al., 2008).

RESULTS

This study's research sample comprised of 127 women and 99 men, with a mean age of 
33.45 years, was similar to the overall population characteristics of the provider's OUA 
students. The 226 participants provided a sample size with a 99% probability of detect-
ing subtheme instances down to a prevalence level of 5% of the population (Fugard & 
Potts, 2015).

The analysis and results reporting format presented in this paper follow guidelines for 
thematic analysis (eg, Maguire & Delehunt, 2017). While some researchers have recom-
mended against using percentages to report qualitative findings (eg, Braun & Clarke, 2014), 
others have recognised its merits, particularly when there is a large qualitative sample (eg, 
Maxwell, 2010). In line with the latter recommendation, the results tables include percent-
ages relating to theme prevalence. These results are then further interpreted in the subse-
quent discussion section, which includes verbatim comments from the participants.

Table 1 presents the 10 main reasons (themes) for open online education dropouts, along 
with 41 associated subthemes. In this table, the frequency or number of mentions for each 
theme and subtheme is provided. The second column shows the frequency of students that 
listed the themes and subthemes as their initial main reason for dropping out. These themes 
are presented in the order of frequency of mention/occurrence. The third column shows the 
frequency of mention for all the reasons for dropping out that students related, which were 
generated by interviewer probing. The percentages in column 2 ‘Main reason’ therefore 
relate the proportion of the total 226 participants that mentioned each theme as their main 
reason for dropping out. In contrast, the percentages in column 3 ‘Reasons overall’ relate 
each theme's mention as a proportion of the total 565 dropout reasons given.
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TA B L E  1  Main reasons and associated subthemes for student dropouts from open online education

KEY THEMES and subthemes Initial main reason % Reasons overall %

(Base: 226 participants) n n

EMPLOYMENT 35.8% 22.8%

81 129

Overestimating capacities/unable to balance work and 
study

36 59

Work changed/changing job role 13 17

Work unexpectedly busy/greater work commitment 
needed

11 19

Started a new job so no time for studies 11 17

Unexpected work travel 6 11

Unemployment— priority became job seeking 4 6

LEARNER ENROLMENT APPROACH & MOTIVATION 10.6% 9.4%

24 53

Trialling module/s— not committed to finishing 10 20

Enrolling multiple modules— unable to complete all/
unrealistic

7 21

Trialling provider/s— not committed to finishing 7 12

FAMILY & RELATIONSHIPS 8.8% 8.7%

20 49

General family commitments (unspecified) 7 12

Parental child commitments (incl. new baby) 4 16

Relationship (mainly breakups) 4 8

Caring for health of others 3 8

Bereavement 1 3

Travel— relating to sick relative or funeral 1 2

HEALTH 8.8% 6.4%

20 36

Physical illness/injury/operation 11 17

Pregnancy- related 7 10

Psychological/depression (medium to longer term) 2 4

General health issue (unspecified) 5

STUDY TIME MANAGEMENT 8.0% 18.8%

18 106

Not enough time to study (unspecified) 12 49

Fell behind and could not catch up 3 12

Temporarily unable to manage studies/will return later 2 35

Priorities changed— less study time available 1 10

SITUATION & LOCATION 6.6% 4.2%

15 24

Holiday/respite –  needed a break 9 13

Relocation/moving 6 11
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When asked what the university could have done to help them complete their studies (ie, 
not drop out), 190 of the 226 participants (84%) initially responded ‘nothing’, and that the 
dropout was entirely their own fault and beyond the institution's control. For example:

Nothing. I dropped out because my family commitments made study difficult.

However, after further probing by the interviewers, 134 of the 226 participants (59%) 
made suggestions on what type of support could have helped, although most only offered 
one suggestion. The thematic analysis identified 5 main open online education dropout in-
tervention themes, as well as 19 subthemes (see Table 2).

KEY THEMES and subthemes Initial main reason % Reasons overall %

(Base: 226 participants) n n

PERSONAL (UNSPECIFIED) 5.8% 6.4%

13 36

Personal issues 7 13

Other personal priorities 6 23

ENROLMENT & ADMINISTRATION 5.3% 4.1%

12 23

Subsequent exemption given/or prerequisite required 4 10

Incorrect enrolment/module not required 4 8

Admin issues/problems and delays accessing LMS 4 5

LEARNER RESOURCES & EXPERIENCE 5.3% 8.3%

12 47

Financial resources (eg, tuition, textbook, computer) 5 10

Lacks online experience/dislikes online/prefers 
face- to- face

4 13

Low IT competence/LMS difficult/software or hardware 
issues

1 9

Internet connectivity/network coverage 1 8

Unprepared for study/lacks study skills 1 7

MODULE DESIGN & DELIVERY 4.9% 11%

11 62

Perceived difficulty— module too hard/beyond ability 3 9

Poor module induction and introduction 2 14

Assessment- related— could not make deadline/get 
extension

2 11

Learning content/design/information 2 10

Poor lecturer/student support 1 14

Value proposition— not worth the effort required 1 4

TOTAL 226 565

Italic values represent the broad theme and overall totals.

TA B L E  1  (Continued)
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TA B L E  2  Key student- informed interventions and associated subthemes to avoid dropouts from open 
online education

KEY THEMES and subthemes Mention %

(Base: 134 participants) n

MOTIVATION, TIME MANAGEMENT & ONLINE STUDY SKILLS 33.1%

52

Provide personal and motivational support to overcome the challenges faced by online 
students, including networking to overcome isolation

20

Improve induction for students new to online study/impart online study support skills 16

Train students in better time management study skills 16

UNIVERSITY POLICIES & PROCESSES 21.7%

34

Flexible semesters— allow students to pick up from where they left off in another semester 8

Improve administration processes— reduce enrolment errors/faster exemption process 8

Improve withdrawal policy— make it easier to withdraw without penalty/free withdrawal/
refund/do not charge for re- enrolment

6

Improve inquiry response from administration— avoid delays 6

Institutional financial support— help students with fees and textbook costs 4

Limit the number of modules students can enrol on to avoid overreaching ability 2

ASSESSMENT DESIGN & POLICY 20.4%

32

Extend assignment deadlines/have more flexible deadlines/simplify the extension policy/
make it easier to defer hand in dates

15

Improve group assignment processes/avoid group assignments/give option of individual 
assignments instead of group- work

12

Improve assignment instructions and support 3

Avoid over- assessment/too many assignments and reduce the time and effort required 2

TUTOR SUPPORT 17.2%

27

Greater one- on- one personal communication from tutors, including phone support and where 
possible face- to- face support

10

Improve tutor support— more frequent input and interaction with Blackboard, including more 
announcements and online discussion

8

Tutor induction— clarify expectations from the outset/improve the module introduction 5

Tutors to facilitate online relationships/network building to stimulate greater interaction 
between students

4

MODULE CONTENT & DESIGN 7.6%

12

Improve the presentation and delivery of module content 10

Change the LMS (Blackboard) to one student is familiar with (Moodle) 2

TOTAL 157
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DISCUSSION

Open online education dropout reasons

The results illuminate the complexity of open online education students' study- life chal-
lenges, and the multifaceted and cumulative effects these have on dropouts. While dropouts 
were mostly driven by one key reason, with interviewer probing many participants related the 
effects of additional factors. The initial main reason and the reasons overall for dropping out 
are presented below (ranked in order of frequency).

Initial main dropout reason Overall dropout reasons

1st Employment 1st Employment

2nd Learner enrolment approach & motivation 2nd Study time management

3rd Family & relationships 3rd Module design & delivery

4th Health 4th Learner enrolment approach & motivation

5th Study time management 5th Family & relationships

6th Situation & location 6th Learner resources & experience

7th Personal (unspecified) 7th equal Health

8th equal Enrolment & administration 7th equal Personal (unspecified)

8th equal Learner resources & experience 9th Situation & location

10th Module design & delivery 10th Enrolment & administration

These dropout reasons (themes) were subsequently grouped into the following three 
broader categories:

1. Personal circumstances— employment, family and relationships, health, situation and 
location, as well as unspecified personal reasons.

2. Learner context— enrolment approach and motivation, study time management, as well as 
their learning resources and experience.

3. Institutional/teaching context— enrolment and administration and module- related aspects.

These categories have been previously touched on in the literature. For example, per-
sonal circumstances such as students juggling multiple commitments while studying was 
also recognised by Safford and Stinton (2016), while retention barriers relating to learner 
contexts was observed by Cochran et al. (2014), and institutional and module- related as-
pects by Xiong et al. (2015). However, this study's large qualitative sample ensured all rele-
vant dropout themes within these three categories were captured, which in conjunction with 
a robust interviewing process led to the identification of a further 41 subthemes. These sub-
themes offer new dropout insights and are discussed below in order of frequency of mention:

1. Personal circumstances (65.8%)

Almost two- thirds of the students related personal circumstances as the main cause of their 
drop out, which supports the observations of earlier online education researchers such as Beer 
and Lawson (2017). Within this category, employment was the most frequent theme mentioned 
by 35.8% or 81 out of the 226 participants as their main reason for dropping out (see second col-
umn in Table 1). Out of the overall 565 dropout reasons generated through interviewer probing, 
22.8% (129) were employment- related (see third column in Table 1). For example:
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I started a new job and found the study time commitment difficult as I was also 
training too much on the job.

While other studies have identified employment as a key online student dropout determinant 
(eg, Lee et al., 2013), this research deepens this understanding through its identification of six 
employment subthemes. Out of the 81 participants that cited employment as their initial main 
dropout reason, 36 explained that they had overestimated their capacity to balance work and 
study. For others, their employment role had changed after enrolment, so they had less time 
for study (13 out of 81), while for some their job had become unexpectedly busy (11 out of 81). 
Some had commenced a new job, which reduced their study time (11 out of 81). Unpredicted 
work- related travel was another common employment subtheme (6 out of 81), followed by job 
loss which meant switching priorities from studying to seeking work (4 out of 81).

Family and relationships were another personal circumstance theme that accounted for 
8.8% of the students' initial main reasons for dropping out. For example:

I've withdrawn twice. First when my father was diagnosed with cancer and the 
last time when he died.

This theme comprised six subthemes related to student family commitments, studies being 
disrupted to care for loved ones, including the sick, children and the elderly. Relationship 
breakups, bereavement and family related travel were other notable subthemes.

Another personal circumstance's theme that also accounted for 8.8% of the students' 
initial main reason for dropping out related to the students' own health. For example:

I got bad flu and then couldn't catch up.

This study identified four student- health subthemes. Students' physical ill- health, injury 
and need for surgery was the most frequent, accounting for around half of the health- related 
reasons. The next subtheme was pregnancy- related issues, followed by psychological con-
ditions including depression, and then unspecified general health issues.

The next frequent personal circumstance's theme was situation and location that ac-
counted for 6.6% of the initial main dropout reasons, consisting of two subthemes relating to 
holidays and moving house. For example:

I moved to Melbourne. The stress of changing jobs and real estate hassles all 
added up to the need for me to withdraw temporarily.

Lastly in the personal circumstances category, 5.8% of the student participants indicated 
personal issues as their main dropout reason but were unwilling to elaborate further.

2. Learner context (23.9%)

The learner context category accounted for almost one- quarter of the initial main reasons 
for student dropout. The most frequent theme (with three subthemes) was learner enrolment 
approach and motivation, which was also the second highest reason overall (10.6%). The 
two most common subthemes here related to trialling modules and providers. The open na-
ture of universities like OUA meant that some students enrolled with no intention of comple-
tion, while others trialled and compared several different modules and/or providers before 
making a study commitment. For example:

I tried out [University x] and [University y], and then went with the one I preferred.
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The last learner enrolment approach and motivation subtheme related to students that 
had enrolled in too many modules and could not cope.

Poor study time management was another learner context category theme, consisting 
of four subthemes that were mentioned by 8% of the student participants as their main 
cause of dropout, but this increased to 18.8% for reasons overall. The subthemes included 
not having enough study time, falling behind and other life demands being prioritised over 
studying, such as:

Family comes first, then work and then study. I prefer to withdraw rather than fail.

Within the poor study time management theme, 35 out of the 226 participants reported 
their changing priorities as temporary and that they intended to return to their studies later.

Another learner context category theme (with five subthemes) was learner resources and 
experience, mentioned by 5.3% of student participants as their initial main reason for drop-
ping out. Inadequate financial resources were the most commonly cited subtheme, followed 
by dropout due to a lack of online learning experience, which was frequently associated with 
disliking online learning. For example:

I’m not sure online is for me. I've tried it now and I feel disconnected from study. 
I can't help it. You cannot go and talk to people.

Lastly, within the learner resources and experience theme, a small amount of the reasons 
overall for dropping out (8 out of 565 reasons) related to internet connectivity and network 
coverage issues, as well as poor online skills in general (7 out of 565).

3. Institutional/teaching context (10.2%)

Among the main reasons for dropping out, one- tenth of the students referred to factors 
that are within the university's control. Enrolment and administration were the most common 
theme (5.3%), with three subthemes relating to errors with exemptions and prerequisites, as 
well as administrative issues and delays. For example:

The admin people don't seem to be able to handle different needs. It took me 
weeks to get access to the Blackboard site.

The other institutional/teaching context theme (with six subthemes) that accounted for 
4.9% of students' initial main reasons for dropping out related to module design and deliv-
ery aspects. Although with interviewer probing, this theme frequency increased to 11% of 
reasons overall (62 of the 565 reasons). The subthemes included perceived difficulty, poor 
module induction, assessment and content aspects, as well as the lecturer/tutor and effort 
required. For example:

The different delivery styles and methods and inconsistent quality of materials 
made it tough.

Student- informed open online education dropout interventions

Following on from reasons for dropping out, participants were encouraged to discuss inter-
ventions that their university could have provided to help them complete their module. Most 
students (84%) initially viewed their dropout as being beyond the university's responsibility 
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and ability to support and did not make any suggestions. Unavoidable factors have been 
recognised in many other non- traditional student and online education dropout studies (eg, 
Bean & Metzner, 1985; Beer & Lawson, 2017; Lee et al., 2013; Rovai, 2003; Simpson, 2004). 
However, in this study the interviewer probing facilitated deeper reflection among the partici-
pants, and 59% (134 students) were subsequently able to suggest interventions.

The dropout interventions were thematically analysed, with 5 key themes and 19 sub-
themes emerging. Many of these offer insights into how universities might ameliorate per-
sonal circumstance and learner context dropout causes that have often previously been 
considered as unavoidable (eg, Simpson, 2004). The interventions suggested by students 
are discussed below in order of frequency of mention.

1. Motivation, time management & online study skills (33.1%)

Providing students with personal motivation support, including improvement of their time 
management and online study skills was the most common intervention theme. For example:

Study time management is critical for success. There should be a University for 
Dummies preliminary unit to help students who are getting back into later- life 
study.

This finding was not unexpected, as study survival skills have been identified in previous 
research (eg, Romero, 2011). Although three subthemes were identified in this study, re-
lating to improved training in online education and life- study time management skills at the 
outset of courses, as well as at the start of individual modules. Most of the students recom-
mended that such support be cost- free.

2. University policies & processes (21.7%)

While improvements to policies and processes have been reported as a potential student 
dropout intervention in earlier research (eg, Russo- Gleicher, 2013), this study drilled down 
to identify six more detailed subthemes in open online education. The most common related 
improved enrolment and withdrawal procedures and response times, such as:

Stop delays dealing with admin, which delays your learning while you're waiting 
for answers.

More flexible policies that enable semesters and modules to be broken down into smaller 
components, including micro- credentialing, was another common subtheme identified in 
this study. This would allow students to discontinue a module in one semester and then pick 
it up again in the next, without incurring any financial penalty. Such flexibility would help 
students to overcome unpredictable and changing personal circumstances that had caused 
them to dropout.

Policies and processes that facilitate a reduction in education costs relating to fees and 
textbooks were also suggested by some of those student participants that had struggled 
with limited financial resources.

3. Assessment design & policy (20.4%)

Adjustments to assessment to reflect non- traditional student circumstances was the next 
most common open online education intervention theme, with the main subtheme relating to 
greater flexibility. For example:
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Deferring exams is possible, but overall the rigid university structures and sys-
tems don't help or make it easy.

The minimisation of group- work and improved group assignment processes was the next 
most frequent assessment design and policy intervention subtheme that could reduce stu-
dent dropouts. For example:

Group assessments don't work. The reason for doing online study is to fit in with 
my schedule. Group- work means I have to fit in with everyone else's.

This was followed by subthemes relating to improved assessment instructions and avoid-
ing overassessment.

4. Tutor support (17.2%)

Higher- level tutor support was the next most common intervention theme identified in 
this study. This consisted of four subthemes with better module communications the most 
frequently mentioned:

Better communications. If you post questions, sometimes the response time is 
too long from tutors or lecturers. It took weeks to sort my issue.

F I G U R E  1  Strategic framework for evaluating and responding to open online student dropouts
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Other subthemes related improved tutor accessibility and interaction, clearer module in-
duction, as well as facilitating more interaction between students.

Encouraging student interactions to build study support networks to help overcome the 
isolation of open online education aligns with the observations of other researchers (eg, 
Laing & Laing, 2015; Safford & Stinton, 2016). For example:

Being the first subject I’d taken online I found it daunting. I didn't know how to 
interact online with the tutor and other students.

Such tutor support has become even more relevant in the COVID- 19 era, based on the 
global shift to online delivery for many courses.

5. Module content & design (7.6%)

There were two subthemes identified in this study, in the context of improving module 
content and how it is delivered in open online education. For example:

Make studying more flexible so it can fit around my family … I don't want to have 
to be somewhere at a certain time.

Changing between different Blackboard layouts and different lecture approaches 
between subjects is confusing.

Open online student retention strategy— A framework for 
evaluating and responding to dropout causes

Despite extant literature providing an array of recommendations for improving online student 
retention, consistently high dropout rates suggest that practitioners need to be more strate-
gic in their approach to student retention.

In the context of developing effective retention strategy, there are a range of useful in-
sights within more general business and management literature. For example, Reed (2015) 
highlighted that effective strategic planning within most organisations first requires analysis 
to more deeply understand the relevant issues. This better informs strategy development 
and implementation, which can then be evaluated against the achievement, or otherwise, of 
these strategic goals. Adhering to this perspective, Figure 1 presents a strategic framework 
for evaluating and responding to the causes of dropout within the context of open online 
education.

Figure 1 presents a concise synthesis of this study's thematic analysis and proposed 
strategic retention perspective. It provides insights into the contribution of the key dropout 
reasons to open online education dropout rates, which then inform the design and prior-
itisation of appropriate retention initiatives. The left- hand side of the framework lists the 
three broad dropout categories (ie, personal circumstances, learner context, and institu-
tional/teaching context), which are made up of the 10 key dropout themes. The percentages 
and the physical size of the pie charts and their segments reflect the contribution of each 
category and theme to dropout. The right- hand side lists the 5 dropout intervention themes 
and the subthemes, reflecting students' suggestions on ways that could have helped them 
complete their studies.

Evaluation of the above- listed main reasons for open online education dropouts, and 
the interventions that could prevent this from happening, will better enable universities to 
develop student- informed retention strategy. Intervention initiatives that specifically address 
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the key dropout causes, with corresponding targets to reduce such outcomes, can then be 
more confidently decided upon. The feedback loop at the bottom of the model indicates how 
such initiatives could be assessed, by continually monitoring dropout causes including any 
changes in their contribution to dropout.

Lastly, former research has highlighted the importance of identifying at- risk students (eg, 
de Freitas et al., 2015) to proactively target them with support interventions. The capturing 
of personal circumstances and learner context data, as defined in this study, could be used 
to better identify at- risk students (ie, those likely to drop out).

CONCLUSION

Globally, open online education has experienced tremendous growth (Qayyum & Zawacki- 
Richter, 2018). However, it suffers high dropout rates that cause concern for online educa-
tors by creating negative perceptions of online learning, revenue loss and reduced student 
satisfaction (Moore & Greenland, 2017; Simpson, 2013; Stone & O'Shea, 2019). A consider-
able amount of research has therefore investigated these non- traditional student dropouts, 
to try to improve retention.

Despite substantial research, and many institutions claiming their open online programs 
respond to student needs (Butcher & Rose- Adams, 2015), the persistently high dropout rates 
suggest existing interventions are having little if any impact (eg, Xavier & Meneses, 2020). A 
lack of in- depth understanding of open online student dropouts has been cited as the under-
lying problem, with more detailed investigation called for (eg, Lamon et al., 2020; Netanda 
et al., 2019; Xavier & Meneses, 2020). The COVID- 19 pandemic has furthered the demand 
for adequate online education delivery, meaning the need to understand and respond to 
students' life- study challenges is more pertinent than ever (Greenland et al., 2021).

This study's research design demonstrates the value of using a larger qualitative 
probability- based sample, in conjunction with in- depth interviewer probing and thematic 
analysis to investigate non- traditional student dropouts. While prior qualitative research has 
often used smaller samples (Creswell, 2007), recent studies have highlighted the need for 
more rigorous sample design to enable subthemes within themes, which is the key purpose 
of thematic analysis (eg, Nowell et al., 2017). This study's sample moved beyond simple the-
matic saturation rationale, with consideration of the level of granularity required (Vasileiou 
et al., 2018). That is, 226 participants had a 99% probability of capturing all relevant dropout 
reason subthemes, down to a 5% incidence level or frequency of occurrence (Fugard & 
Potts, 2015). This study therefore presents a definitive typology of non- traditional student 
dropout in open online education.

The thematic analysis identified three main categories of dropout reasons (personal cir-
cumstances, learner context and the institutional/teaching context), comprised of 10 key 
dropout themes and 41 subthemes. While previous research has already covered the three 
categories and many of the corresponding main themes, the myriad subthemes identified in 
this study are novel. They provide richly textured insights into the core reasons for dropping 
out. Furthermore, the in- depth interview protocol used in this study highlighted the multifac-
eted nature of dropout reasons, with most of the students mentioning three or more factors.

Furthermore, the reporting of theme and subtheme incidence identified the relative im-
portance of the themes and subthemes, which helps to prioritise the foci for dropout inter-
ventions. The findings revealed that personal circumstances and learner context account for 
90% of non- traditional students' main reason for dropping out. Thus, effective interventions 
must accommodate these challenges in order to improve retention. Many universities and 
practitioners have often considered such dropout causes as unavoidable or uncontrollable 
(Bean & Metzner, 1985; Beer & Lawson, 2017; Lee et al., 2013; Rovai, 2003; Simpson, 2004), 
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meaning their retention efforts have focused on what they perceive to be controllable as-
pects, such as enhancing online pedagogy and module design (Xavier & Meneses, 2020). 
This may explain the inefficacy of open online education dropout intervention that has been 
reported (eg, Xavier & Meneses, 2020).

To inform dropout interventions, this study captured the student voice regarding how the 
university could have helped them to avoid dropping out. Thematic analysis identified 5 in-
tervention themes and 19 subthemes that reflect the students' opinions on what might have 
helped them to complete their studies, providing new insights for overcoming dropouts that 
have often previously been reported as unavoidable. These interventions include more flex-
ible university policies and procedures, as well as more flexible assessment design, which 
help to accommodate students’ unpredictable study- life challenges.

In conclusion, this study's methodology and the strategic framework for evaluating and re-
sponding to open online student dropouts can help practitioners to develop more effective re-
tention strategy and support initiatives. Addressing the persistently high dropout rates requires a 
retention strategy that responds to the main causes of student dropout. The strategic framework 
provides a retention management approach for prioritising student- informed interventions ac-
cording to the dropout reason's contribution to the overall dropout rate. The impact of interven-
tions can then be evaluated against quantifiable performance targets for reducing these specific 
causes of student dropouts. This approach, in conjunction with the deeper understanding of drop-
out afforded by robust qualitative investigation, should therefore result in improved retention.

As with most research, there are limitations in this study that should be acknowledged. 
In particular, this study only examined one non- traditional, open online student cohort, in 
Australia, which means the results may not always be generalisable. Other limitations in-
clude the limited potential for statistical analysis (eg, Cooper & Schindler, 2014) and subjec-
tive judgement (eg, Sandelowski, 1995), which are typical within qualitative investigations. 
Future research should therefore seek to further validate and quantify the dropout themes 
and subthemes, including how their relative importance compares across different educa-
tion contexts and student types.

Lastly, another potential limitation is that this study was conducted prior to the COVID- 19 
pandemic. Retention dynamics will no doubt have shifted since then, with higher dropout 
levels attributable to COVID- 19- related health and primary carer responsibilities, as well 
as associated job loss and reduced income. Furthermore, since more students will have 
encountered online education as a result of the pandemic, future dropouts stemming from 
lack experience may reduce. The findings presented in this paper can guide future explora-
tion of dropout in the dynamic online learning environment. Quantitative investigation of the 
subthemes generated by robust qualitative research presents a wothwhile avenue for future 
exploration.
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