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It is well established that women bear greater caring responsibilities than men, however 
little is known about how this care work influences the decision-making processes 
of female carers who are considering Higher Education (HE). These deliberations 
occur well before women commit to enrolling and frequently result in carers making 
decisions to delay or not pursue HE, with consequences for their own careers and 
the persistence of gender inequalities more broadly. A scoping review of academic 
literature published since 1980 which followed the PRISMA-ScR process for scoping 
reviews was conducted to answer the research question “What is the scope of the 
literature regarding the influence of caregiver responsibilities on Australian women’s 
tertiary education decision making processes?” Studying the literature in one national 
context enabled the influences of personal as well as contextual influences to 
be identified. The results show that very little is known about how women who have 
caring responsibilities make decisions about whether or not to undertake HE studies. 
Important issues were identified such as the lack of a clear definition of carer and 
recognition of this cohort as an equity group. A complex array of personal, cultural 
and structural factors which may enable women’s HE  decisions were identified, 
including the desire to achieve personal life goals, the encouragement and support of 
family members and supportive workplaces. However, constraints such as competing 
time demands, the continuing prevalence of traditional gendered expectations and 
idealised notions of HE  students as unencumbered were also noted. No studies 
directly addressed decision-making processes, or how the many elements combined 
to influence female carers prior to enrolment. The paucity of research points to an 
urgent need for studies which will address the gaps in knowledge. This review points 
to new directions in research and decision-making theories to encompass the role of 
context and care in decisions, and provides some advice meanwhile to inform career 
practitioners, HE providers and career researchers.
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1. Introduction

Women frequently wrestle with questions about whether they can balance higher 
education HE study with their caring responsibilities. These deliberations occur well before 
they commit to enrolling and often female carers make decisions to delay or not pursue 
HE. Female carers are the focus of this article, as they are an under-represented group in 
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higher education. They are a vulnerable group who contribute at 
least $10.9 trillion of unpaid labour annually to the global economy 
(Coffey et al., 2020), yet may not be recognized as an equity group 
for HE  purposes (Australian Government Department of 
Education, Department of Employment and Workplace Relations, 
2020). For individual female carers, foregoing HE  studies can 
impact mental health and manifest in lowered self-esteem, a 
lowered sense of self-fulfilment and identity issues (Cass et al., 2009; 
O’Shea, 2015; Irfan et al., 2017). Foregoing HE may also result in 
restricted workforce opportunities, increased vulnerability to 
redundancy, early retirement, lower wages, lower superannuation 
and a higher risk of poverty (Cass et al., 2009; Bimrose et al., 2015). 
At a societal level, there are economic, productivity and social 
mobility costs when women are under-utilised and/or 
underemployed (Wainwright and Marandet, 2010).This scoping 
review considers what research has been done and what needs to 
be done to understand the challenges that female carers confront, 
and what insights can inform career practitioners who support 
female carers.

Higher Education has long been recognised as a potential 
strategy for closing the persistent gender wage gap and addressing 
precarity. Global watchdogs including the World Economic Forum 
and the United Nations consistently highlight gender-based 
economic, political, educational and health inequalities (United 
Nations, General Assembly, 2015; World Economic Forum, 2021). 
Despite women’s participation in the labour force rapidly increasing 
over the course of the last century (Esteban et al., 2018), increasing 
participation rates in HE often hide the fact that women are more 
likely to have lower paid, casual and often precarious employment 
situations (Parvazian et  al., 2017) and that caring demands can 
preclude enrolment for many female carers.

Care work is time-consuming and can include providing 
“unpaid care and support to family members and friends who have 
a disability, a mental illness, chronic conditions, a terminal illness, 
alcohol or other drug issues, or who are frail or aged” (International 
Alliance of Carer Organisations, 2021) Unpaid care work also 
includes the care of children, domestic work and voluntary 
community work (Australian Government Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency, 2016). Women undertake the majority of this 
unpaid care work (Bainbridge and Broady, 2017; Aarntzen et al., 
2019; Schultheiss., 2021), with seven in 10 (71.8%) of Australian 
primary carers being women (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019). 
Recent statistics suggest that “women undertake more than three-
quarters of all unpaid care work … [and] 12.5 billion hours of 
unpaid care work every day” (Coffey et  al., 2020). Globally, the 
estimated monetary value of care work is $10.9 trillion annually 
(Coffey et al., 2020); in Australia, it has been estimated to be $650.1 
billion annually (Australian Government Workplace Gender 
Equality Agency, 2016). However, the economic contribution of 
women as carers is undervalued (Bimrose et al., 2019) and these 
contributions are omitted from national accounting measures 
(Australian Government Workplace Gender Equality Agency, 2016; 
Lynch et al., 2020).

It is well established in the fields of career education (Doherty 
and Lassig, 2013; Patton, 2013), economics (PricewaterhouseCoopers, 
2017; Craig and Churchill, 2021; DeRock, 2021), and feminist 
scholarship (Berik, 2018) that unpaid care work can hinder women’s 
employment opportunities and thus economic advancement. Higher 

education is frequently proposed as a response by policy reports, 
discussion papers, articles and commissions (Australian Human 
Rights Commission, 2008, 2013; Commonwealth of Australia, 2014; 
Gammage et al., 2019; Coffey et al., 2020; Kettell., 2020; International 
Alliance of Carer Organisations, 2021). Yet few researchers have 
focused on female carers’ decisions relating to HE (Lyonette et al., 
2015; Bainbridge and Broady, 2017). There is international 
recognition that female caregivers face a range of challenges in 
HE study, however the focus of these articles tends to be on mothers 
rather than carers more broadly, and on the influence of care work 
on female carers post-enrolment as opposed to at the decision-
making stage.

Care work brings additional time demands (OECD Development 
Centre, 2014), emotional giving (Fisher and Tronto, 1990), financial 
costs (Economic Security for Women, 2019; Gammage et al., 2019), 
and health precarity (Caputo et al., 2016), all of which can potentially 
influence women as they contemplate HE choices. It has been noted 
that “generational overlap” has increased demands on the “sandwich 
generation,” those generally middle-aged carers who are “squeezed” 
by simultaneously providing care for aging parents and children or 
grandchildren (Alburez-Gutierrez et al., 2021, p. 997). A study by 
Do and Brown (2014) found that sandwich carers faced increased 
health risks owing to the higher burden of caregiving and consequent 
reduction and self-care. Kavanaugh and Stamatopoulos (2021) 
highlight the particular inattention to young carers who have 
“existed on the fringes of the caregiving literature” (p. 487). Lynch 
et  al. (2020) have expressed concern that while care is a salient 
political issue, “academic debates about social justice, outside 
feminist scholarship, do not generally define care relations (namely 
affective relations of love, care and solidarity) as key considerations” 
(p. 158).

As Lyonette et  al. (2015) noted in their national (UK) 
longitudinal study, this care work does have “a significant impact on 
women’s choices and experiences before entering HE, during HE and 
afterwards” (p. 6). Caregivers are non-traditional students (McCall 
et  al., 2020) who are more likely to withdraw from HE  study 
(Kearney et al., 2018). While HE institutions may pride themselves 
on championing progress and equality, O’Hagan et al. (2019) have 
concluded that the role of universities within a culture of academic 
capitalism does not encourage universities to “challenge gender 
orders, but reinforces older hierarchies and traditional gender 
inequalities” (p. 218). In order to challenge these hierarchies and 
inequalities, more insights into the influences on female carer 
HE study decision-making processes are needed.

Decisions about HE  constitute a significant aspect of career 
decision making for many women (Xu, 2021), yet the tertiary 
education decision-making processes of female care givers is a 
particularly ill-defined field. This article is a scoping review of 
research that focuses on Australian female carer decisions in HE. A 
scoping review is a systematic process of literature searching, in this 
case informed by PRISMA-ScR scoping review protocols (Tricco 
et al., 2018), that enables researchers to “identify knowledge gaps, 
scope a body of literature and clarify concepts” (Munn et al., 2018, 
p. 1). As the topic of Australian female carers and their decision-
making processes about HE study has not been comprehensively 
reviewed previously, a scoping review is an appropriate choice to 
map and synthesise the key concepts which underpin the body 
of literature.
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2. Researching decision making for 
HE study – The importance of context

National cultural contexts as well as more personal carer 
responsibilities have a profound impact on decisions relating to work 
and study for women (Schultheiss., 2021). This was illustrated around 
the world by COVID-19 when different public health policies were 
introduced requiring children to stay home from school with 
restrictions regarding access to day care, aged care, disability respite 
care and palliative respite care, necessitating an increase in unpaid care 
work (Australian Government Department of Health, 2020; Bahn 
et al., 2020; Douglas, 2020; Carer Respite Alliance, 2021). In Australia, 
social media commentary suggested that women primarily took on 
the additional care work that was required due to COVID-19 
(Churchill, 2020). It is possible that this additional care work 
contributed to women postponing decisions to study in HE. According 
to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2020) (Table 22), there was a 
statistically significant decrease in the proportion of women aged 
15–64 years studying for a qualification at Certificate III or above level 
in 2020 (13.2%) compared to 2019 (14.4%). Such disruption 
underscores the importance of researching the influence of this care 
work in specific national contexts to understand the ongoing 
structural and cultural issues to do with work and study on women’s 
decisions about HE study. This review focused on HE in Australia, 
where Year 12 (senior year of high school) applicants represented only 
35.1 percent of total applications for undergraduate degrees in 2021 
(Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and 
Employment, 2021). Alternative entry points to Australian universities 
now dominate enrolments with mature age applicants (21+) able to 
utilise pathways which include enabling and bridging courses, 
vocational education and training pathways, credit for recognised 
learning and portfolio entryways which take into consideration work 
experience, endorsed programs and letters of support for applicants 
(Education Services Australia, 2022). There are opportunities for 
women with caring responsibilities to enter into HE study at multiple 
timepoints. However, the expectation that Australian students 
undertaking HE  pay course fees, and the conditions attached to 
Australian Government Study Assist programs which assist eligible 
Commonwealth supported students to pay their HE fees with a loan 
(Australian Government, 2021a) may prohibit female carers 
from applying.

Eligibility requirements, including income and asset tests may 
preclude female carers on a broad range of factors including income 
from any paid work they may do, owning a home, having managed 
investments and/or superannuation or having a partner, as their 
partner’s income may impact any eligibility for payments (Australian 
Government, 2021b). For female carers who have foregone 
employment or reduced their paid working hours because of care 
work requirements, reduced finances may mean that they are less 
likely to enrol (Andrewartha and Harvey, 2021). While there are a 
range of pathways through which mature age students might enter 
Australian universities, national study support structures may make 
this prohibitive for female carers.

This scoping review has focused on one national context, 
Australia, as access to HE also differs according to different contexts, 
and “client’s cultures and context influence their career development” 
(McMahon, 2019, para. 9). Xu (2021) likewise notes that career 
decision making is heavily subject to the context within which 

decisions are made. Country specific policies and funding 
arrangements for HE may directly impact carers and influence the 
decisions that they make regarding HE  enrolment (International 
Alliance of Carer Organisations, 2021). While this study is one of 
context, it points to the need for similar research to be conducted in 
other national contexts.

3. Decision making and care work in 
career theories

Calls for more diverse perspectives and for career theories that 
cater to the distinct needs and patterns of women have long been 
made. Patton and McMahon (2021) noted that the development of 
Traditional career theories and models such as Person-Environment 
models and the work of theorists including Super, Holland, and 
Tiedeman have been criticized as being “profoundly and, often 
unwittingly, influenced by broader macrolevel forces” which 
marginalized some sectors of the population, including women 
(Blustein, 2017, p.181). These theories have faced criticism regarding 
the way in which “white, male and middle-class assumptions” 
(Blustein, 2017, p. 183) including notions of traditional and stable 
career patterns comprised of continuous, full-time employment, have 
led to sexist constraints on women’s career options.

While few theories have been specifically designed for women, 
there are theories that have made adaptations and/or provision for the 
consideration of women’s careers. These have included Gottfredson’s 
Theory of Circumscription and Compromise which has been used to 
help women understand the ways in which they may have discounted 
careers deemed non-traditional for their gender (Bimrose, 2019). 
Hackett and Betz’ Self-efficacy theory (Patton and McMahon, 2021) 
factored in research which had demonstrated a difference in the self-
efficacy of women and men, including evidence which showed that 
“women’s self-efficacy expectations with respect to a number of career 
variables serve as a relevant barrier to career choice and development” 
(p. 292). This theory has helped women to perceive the ways in which 
“gender role socialization” may have limited their options (Bimrose, 
2019, p.  398) and has served to enhance self-confidence and a 
consideration of a broader range of career options – including those 
which are non-traditional with regard to gender. The metatheoretical 
Systems Theory Framework (Patton and McMahon, 2021) may 
support practitioners who are working with women to better 
understand the key influences on their career development. As clients 
are central to this theory, it serves to empower individuals through the 
telling and deeper understanding of their own stories, the 
identification of their own career issues and through collaboratively 
determining constructive actions, and thus is an effective theory for 
working with women.

While these theories have enabled practitioners to support 
women in their career development, they do not account for 
influences that prominent researchers have emphasised, including 
the fact that “women and girls have experienced, and continue to 
experience, persistent, deeply entrenched systemic disadvantages in 
their lives, including labour markets around the world” (Bimrose, 
2019, p. 395). Blustein (2015) has questioned the degree to which 
existing theories can adequately address these complex issues. While 
Bimrose (2019) has noted that work is currently being done in an 
attempt to fill theoretical gaps with regard to women, Patton and 
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McMahon (2021) have noted that “the construction of a unified 
theoretical understanding of women’s working lives and careers 
remains incomplete” (p297). An alternative theory of decision 
making that makes provision for the interconnections of career 
choices and care work could prove to be a welcome addition to the 
theoretical field.

One alternative explored in this article is Margaret Archer’s 
sociological critical realist Theory of Reflexivity (2000, 2007), which 
informed the conceptual framework for this review. Archer enables a 
study of personal, cultural and structural influences on decision 
making through a recognition of how individuals continually weigh 
up circumstances in an ongoing process of reflexivity (2007). 
According to Archer, learning about oneself via reflexive processes can 
enable individuals to develop a modus vivendi or ‘life worth living’ 
(2012). This is in line with one of the core aims of career counselling; 
to help clients achieve satisfaction by supporting them in the 
important decisions they make about their lives.

Archer (2007), identifies individual reflexivity as the core process 
of decision making and defines it as “the regular exercise of the mental 
ability… to consider themselves in relation to their (social) contexts 
and vice versa” (p. 4). It is exercised through the internal conversations 
which human beings commonly engage in (Archer, 2003). These inner 
conversations are important, as they are the foundation upon which 
people make decisions. Archer believes that the ability to conduct 
internal conversations makes most people “active agents … who can 
exercise some governance in their own lives, as opposed to ‘passive 
agents’ to whom things simply happen” (2007, p. 6). While this review 
does not focus on inner reflexivity, it does draw on Archer’s theory to 
scope out the personal, cultural and structural conditions that enable 
individuals to make decisions about what matters most to their lives. 
Additionally, ‘how’ the individual reflexively deliberates between 
personal, cultural, and structural considerations can be  noted by 
examining how some conditions enable and constrain decision 
makers. Importantly, Archer (2012) acknowledges that the responses 
of individuals to the constellation of constraints and enablements they 
face will be unique. In these ways, Archer’s reflexivity theory facilitates 
a consideration of the range of factors which influence decisions 
and actions.

Archer’s Theory of Reflexivity has been utilised in previous studies 
in various work contexts (Willis et al., 2017; Baker, 2019; Ryan et al., 
2019; Ryan and Barton, 2020). Naicker et  al. (2016) considered 
“cultural and agential enablements and constraints” on their school 
leadership practices (p. 3). Baker (2019) drew on Archer to note that 
a deeper consideration of the constraints which operate as barriers to 
HE  decision making could then serve as a catalyst for the 
implementation of supports which may enable students in this regard. 
Archer’s theory is a fitting choice given the range of well-acknowledged 
constraints female carers face in the pursuit of HE.

4. Methods

The objectives of this review are to determine the scope of the 
Australian literature on the topic of female carers and their decisions 
about HE study. This scoping review focused on research which has 
been conducted over the past 30 years. The process that was followed 
was the PRISMA-ScR Extension for Scoping Reviews (Tricco et al., 
2018) to answer the following research question:

 1. What is the scope of the literature regarding the influence of 
caregiver responsibilities on women’s tertiary education 
decision making processes?

The sub-questions for this review are:

 1.1 What are the key concepts and definitions within this 
extant literature?

 1.2 What is the focus in the literature about the influence 
of caregiver

responsibilities on women’s tertiary education decision 
making processes?

 1.3 What future research possibilities are evident?

A keyword search was conducted across nine academic data bases 
which were selected to provide coverage of a range of higher education 
sources (see Table 1) using search terms listed within the thesaurus of 
each database (where available). As there are common synonyms for 
each of the key search terms, “OR” was utilised in most searches.

Sources were included if they were focused on female, unpaid 
caregivers, HE study, Australian context, and were peer-reviewed in 
order to ensure the quality and reliability of the research. Papers which 
had been published since 1980 and were written in English were 
included. Bibliographic databases were searched between August 2020 
to January 2021 utilising the Search Strings as listed in Table 1: ERIC, 
Education Source, A+ Education, Proquest, SAGE Journals, Informit, 
APA Psycinfo, APAFT and AGIS. The electronic database search was 
supplemented by searching Google Scholar and scanning the abstracts 
of the first 50 of the 17,900 results returned and the titles of the next 
100. During each of the database searches, notes were entered into an 
Excel spreadsheet, including the authors, year of publication, record 
title, journal of publication and the abstract. The initial search 
returned 305 sources. Following an abstract scan of each of these, 
inclusion/exclusion criteria were applied and sources were retained or 
removed from the list.

Seven duplicates were removed and 26 sources were selected for 
detailed reading. Following this final phase, 13 sources were removed 
because they did not meet the criteria for inclusion, and one could not 
be located and thus was not included in this analysis. The remaining 
12 sources were selected for inclusion in this study (Figure 1).

A majority of the included papers were journal articles (9/12) with 
the remaining three being Government or research centre which drew 
on a range of national data. Research which was undertaken for the 
journal articles was predominantly qualitative and the three national 
reports were mixed method studies, utilising interviews and 
quantitative analyses of existing data sets (Cass et al., 2009, 2011; 
Skinner, 2009; Table 2).

5. Results

The initial scoping review highlighted that only a few Australian 
studies have considered the influence of care work on the decisions 
that women make regarding HE study (RQ1). The decision-making 
processes prior to enrolment in programs of study was not the focus 
of any of the articles and were only incidentally referred to, with the 
focus being on the influence of caring post-enrolment in study. 
Widening participation may be  an aspiration of HE  institutions 
(O’Shea, 2014; Grant-Smith et al., 2020), however the fact that only 12 
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TABLE 1 Database search results.

Database Search string Results

ERIC wom* (or female or woman or females) AND carers (or caregivers or family members or relatives or informal carers) 

AND Austral*“AND “tertiary educ”tion” or university or college or tertiary institutions

52

Education Sourc“ DE “Careg”vers” O “DE “Women careg”vers” O “DE “Caregiver educ”tion” AND Wom* AND Austral* 17

A+ Education (women OR females)“AND “care”work”“AND “higher educ”tion” AND Australia” SUA = “Family careg”vers” [Used 

thesaurus and just searched on subject]

27

ProQuest (women OR female) AND (carer OR caregiver) AND Australia“AND “higher education” AND student [Limited to Peer 

reviewed, English only and Australia only]

126

SAGE Journals wom* AND (Carer OR Caregiver OR caring) AND (higher education) AND Australia 52

Informit Wom#n or female AND caregiver OR caregivers OR care givers OR carers OR family caregivers OR spouse caregivers 

AND Australia“AND “higher education”

21

APA Psycinfo (women OR females)“AND “care”work”“AND “higher education” Australia 9

APAFT (women OR females)“AND “care”work”“AND “higher education” AND Australia 0

AGIS Women AND (carer OR caregivers OR family members OR informal carers) AND (tertiary education OR university 

OR college OR tertiary institutions) AND Australia

0

FIGURE 1

PRISMA flowchart of study selection process.
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TABLE 2 Summary of included Australian papers.

S. No. Author, year Title Research aims Participant 
number

Methods* Key findings

1. O’Shea (2015) “I Generally Say I Am a 

Mum First … But I’m 

Studying at Uni”: The 

Narratives of First-in-

Family, Female carers 

Transitioning into an 

Australian University.

Older women 

returning to university

45 I Care work has been characterised as 

feminised work. There are many 

risks in returning to study for older 

females. For carers, learning is 

punctuated by interruptions, 

distractions and responsibilities.

2. Stone and O’Shea 

(2019a)

My children … think it’s 

cool that mum is a uni 

student: Women with 

caring responsibilities 

studying online.

Dual identities when 

studying online

77 I, S Gendered roles place women at a 

disadvantage regarding HE study. 

They study within the constraints of 

competing responsibilities. Flexible 

practices are needed

3. Skinner (2009) Work-Life Issues and 

Participation in Education 

and Training. A National 

Vocational Education and 

Training Research and 

Evaluation Program 

Report.

How work-life 

pressure influence the 

capacity and 

motivation

2,748 D Work-life pressures are likely to 

be stronger for women who face a 

work-life penalty for participation in 

education Women report 

participation in education or 

training would create work-life fit 

and study-time problems

4. Day (2019) An empirical case study of 

young adult carers’ 

engagement and success 

in higher education.

To examine the 

educational 

experiences of 18–

25 year-old carers

13 I Young adult carers experience 

significant challenges due to 

competing role demands. Caregiving 

poses direct and future costs to 

young adult carers’ educational 

experiences

5. Stone et al. (2016) Opportunity through 

online learning: 

Experiences of first-in-

family students in online 

open-entry higher 

education.

To examine the 

experiences of online 

first family university 

students

44 I, S Opportunity provides an important 

impetus for study. Support and 

encouragement from family, friends, 

colleagues and institutions are 

important for this cohort as they 

pursue their studies

6. Cass et al. (2011) Young carers: Social 

policy impacts of the 

caring responsibilities of 

children and young 

adults.

Young caregiving 

including 

participation in 

education.

33 D, I, F Young women are more likely to 

be primary carers. There are socio-

cultural expectations drawing young 

women into care. There are gendered 

expectations of care

7. Cass et al. (2009) Young carers in Australia: 

understanding the 

advantages and 

disadvantages of their 

caregiving.

Young Australian 

carers

68 D, F Care incurs costs which include 

interruptions to completion of 

education. This could have long term 

implications for future secure 

employment, adequate income & 

emotional and mental wellbeing

8. O’Shea (2014) Transitions and turning 

points: how first in family 

female students story their 

transition to university 

and student identity 

formation’

Transitions of first in 

family undergraduate 

students

17 I Maintaining a study/life balance 

requires sacrifice and challenges in 

trying to fulfill all obligations. 

Expectation that students will “fit 

around” academic institutions

(Continued)

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.927792
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Munro et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.927792

Frontiers in Education 07 frontiersin.org

studies were located in a thorough search demonstrates that within an 
Australian context, little attention has been paid to this cohort of 
would-be learners. As Andrewartha and Harvey (2021) noted, “despite 
the large number of carers, their distinctive characteristics, and their 
educational challenges, little research has been conducted on carer 
access to, and achievement within, Australian HE” (p.  1). O’Shea 
(2015) likewise highlighted the need for further research in this area, 
saying “female caregivers are significantly represented in student 
populations across the globe, yet insight into the dilemmas and 
obstacles regularly encountered by these remains notably absent” 
(p.  255). Given the fact that universities are presently seeking to 
broaden their student base and the size of the potential student pool 
(Mallman and Lee, 2016; Grant-Smith et  al., 2020) it seems both 
surprising and concerning that more interest has not been directed 
toward this group.

5.1. Who is regarded as a carer?

There are varied definitions and conceptualisations of care/
caregiving/carer within the literature (RQ1.1). Cass et  al. (2009, 
2011) and Day (2019), defined young carers as ‘those who provide 
support to’ others. Carers were more usually defined by focusing on 
who is included in the “cared for” group (see Table 3). These ranged 
between care for “children, elderly parents and relatives” (O’Shea, 
2015) to “caring for the disabled, those with long-term health 
problems or elderly family members” (Nash and Churchill, 2020, 
p.  834). While no definition was provided in six of the articles 
(Skinner, 2009; O’Shea, 2014, 2016; Mallman and Lee, 2016; Stone 
et al., 2016; Stone and O’Shea, 2019a,b), some reference was made to 
those who are cared for. Care for friends, neighbours or others who 
have no relation to the caregiver was not evident. The range of 

responsibilities highlights the challenges for potential students, and 
the challenge of definition may be one reason why the experiences 
of this group are under-studied.

The definition of carer is clearly not straightforward. Categorical 
definitions do not address the complexity of the carer’s role which will 
often include multiple carer responsibilities that impact their life 
beyond engagement with those who are cared for. Importantly, while 
these studies do not focus directly on the decision-making processes 
undertaken prior to enrolling in HE study, their focus on practical 
ramifications of the choice to study on the lives of students and their 
significant others is informative.

The majority of studies used qualitative interviews which were 
thematically analysed in order to gather data. The studies tended to 
focus on two carer groups, mature age students or student mothers 
and the challenges they face in achieving successful HE outcomes 
after enrolment (RQ1.2). O’Shea and Stone are the leading 
researchers with six of the included studies authored or co-authored 
by these Australian researchers. These studies focus on the 
experiences of mature age, female, first-in-family caregivers who are 
undertaking university studies, together with the effect of online 
study options for this cohort. Three of the other studies focused on 
young carers between 15 to 24 years of age (Cass et al., 2009, 2011), 
and 18–25 (Day, 2019). Skinner’s (2009) report for the National 
Centre for Vocational Education Research focused on the work-life 
pressure which influence individuals’ capacity and motivation to 
engage in education and training, while the remaining articles 
considered how mature age students experience the dynamics of 
university (Mallman and Lee, 2016) and the impact of neoliberalism 
on women (Nash and Churchill, 2020). These influences are likely 
to both enable and constrain women when they are engaged in 
decisions about their HE and are therefore examined in detail in the 
following section.

TABLE 2 (Continued)

S. No. Author, year Title Research aims Participant 
number

Methods* Key findings

9. Nash and 

Churchill (2020).

A gendered analysis of 

Australian university 

responses to managing 

remote working and 

caring responsibilities.

Academics who are 

carers during 

COVID-19.

41 D The HE sector positions caring as a 

private matter. Neoliberal framing of 

the issue responsibilises women.

10. Stone and O’Shea 

(2019b)

Older, online and first: 

Recommendations for 

retention and success.

Mature age online first 

in family students

Study1:151

Study 2: 38

I HE institutions need to understand 

older first-in-family students have 

other pressing responsibilities in 

their lives

11. O’Shea (2016) Navigating the knowledge 

sets of older learners: 

Exploring the capitals of 

first-in-family mature age 

students.

Mature students Study 1: 13

Study 2: 19

I Mature age FIF students have 

existing capital which they draw on 

as they transition into university. 

Potential for. Strengths-based 

approach

12. Mallman and Lee 

(2016)

Stigmatised learners: 

mature-age students 

negotiating university 

culture.

first-year older 

learners negotiate 

HE culture

344 (64.5% female) R, Q Mature-age students encounter a 

university culture dominated by 

youth. Often viewed as liability 

because require additional help

*S = survey, I = interview, F = focus group, D = document or database analysis, R = reflection, Q = questionnaire.
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5.2. Influences that can enable women in 
study decision making

According to Archer’s (2003) theory of decision making, personal, 
cultural and structural influences often operate either alone or in 
conjunction with one another to enable individuals to make and 
enact decisions.

5.2.1. Personal influences and factors
Personal influences include the range of intrapersonal “emotions, 

beliefs, worldviews, efficacy and capabilities” which may influence 
individuals’ deliberations and decision-making (Ryan and Barton, 
2020, p. 222) A range of personal factors and influences which enabled 
women to decide in favour of enrolment in HE studies were identified. 
O’Shea (2015) found regionally located, first in family, first year 
university students drew on a range of personal influences including 
the desire to pursue a long-held dream, a desire to do something for 
themselves, personal achievement – to “prove oneself ” (O’Shea, 2015; 
Stone and O’Shea, 2019b) and the desire for independence and the 
development of an “own” identity (Stone et al., 2016; Stone and O’Shea, 
2019a). Stone and O’Shea’s (2019a) mixed methods study of interviews 
and surveys with 77 women revealed a similar range of personal 
factors including “the fulfilment of a long-deferred dream.” Personal 
life goals and dreams were likewise identified in Stone and O’Shea’s 
remaining articles (O’Shea, 2014, 2016; Stone et al., 2016; Stone and 
O’Shea, 2019b). Mallman and Lee’s (2016) qualitative study explored 
the ways that 344 first year learners negotiated the culture of 
HE. Participants comprised 64.5% females, who identified similar 
enablers which propelled them toward HE studies. As one female 
participant (aged 46–55 years) noted “being at university fulfils a 
dream I have nurtured for many years” (p. 691). As these studies have 
demonstrated, personal aspirations are powerful motivators which 
enable women to make decisions for their futures.

Stone and O’Shea’s, 2019a study, together with Stone et al.’s, 2016 
study highlighted women’s desire to be a role model to their own 
children as a motivation. Three studies (O’Shea, 2014; Stone et al., 
2016; Stone and O’Shea, 2019a) noted the importance of self-
confidence and three study of O’Shea’s (2014, 2015, 2016) highlighted 
self-motivation and persistence. These align with O’Shea’s (2015) 
noting of the importance of “inner resources” (p.  253) and how 
personal attributes may serve as enablers for women’s pursuit of 
HE studies.

5.2.2. Cultural factors and influences
A range of social and cultural influences enabled the participants 

in the included studies to commit to HE studies. Archer notes that 
cultural conditions are those that are grounded in ideas (2007). As 
Stone et al.’s (2016) noted, “the decision to engage in university study 
takes place within a social milieu that sometimes positively and 
sometimes negatively influence’s the student’s experience” (p. 157). 
The participants in the study of Stone and O’Shea (2019a) emphasised 
the importance of family members and friends in providing 
encouragement to pursue HE studies. Participants spoke of family 
members as the source of “inspiration and encouragement in making 
the decision” to study (p. 102) and of children who “inspired me” 
(p. 102). The study of Stone et al.’s (2016) similarly demonstrated the 
impetus family members and friends had provided regarding 
commencing and continuing HE  study. One student noted that 
“encouragement and support from my husband helped with the 
decision to go back and do a degree” (p. 157). The study of O’Shea’s 
(2016) reiterated the importance of these social networks and further 
outlined the practical supports provided including childcare, financial 
support and provision of food. Participants in the study of Stone and 
O’Shea’s (2019a) discussed the fact that as students, they desired 
support in the form of understanding; that family and friends would 
understand their need for time and an environment which is 

TABLE 3 Who is cared for?

“Cared for” includes

Authors, 
Year

Children Elderly Disability Chronic 
illness

Mental 
health

Partners Parents Drug/
alcohol

Relatives/ 
family

O’Shea (2015) ✓ ✓ ✓

Stone and O’Shea 

(2019a)

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Skinner (2009) ✓

Day (2019) ✓ ✓ ✓

Stone et al. (2016) ✓

Cass et al. (2011) ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Cass et al. (2009) ✓ ✓ ✓

O’Shea (2014) ✓

Nash and 

Churchill (2020)

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

Stone and O’Shea 

(2019b)

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓

O’Shea (2016) ✓ ✓ ✓

Mallman and Lee 

(2016)

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
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conducive to study. While some participants received this support, it 
was not forthcoming in all cases, with complaints that “I’m not 
available [and] I’m always tired and angry … because of the time 
I spend studying” indicated by participants (p. 104).

5.2.3. Structural factors and influences
This scoping study also highlighted the enabling influence of 

supportive workplace and HE environments. These are examples of 
what Archer theorises are the material, or structural conditions that 
inform decision making (2007). In the study of Skinner’s (2009), 
which examined national data from the Australian Work and Life 
Index it was stated that

Developing policies, practices and workplace cultures that support 
flexible work practices tomeet study needs is likely to support and 
encourage all workers’ participation in education and training, and 
women in particular. Indeed, in this study, time supports were most 
often discussed by participants in terms of having more time off 
work to study (p. 9).

Appreciation for supportive workplaces was noted in the study 
Stone and O’Shea’s (2019a) with one participant noting that her 
workplace had allowed her to have “time off for exams and placement” 
(p. 103). The difference that this sort of support makes to HE students 
was reiterated in the study of Stone et  al.’s (2016) where it was 
acknowledged that sometimes the leaders in organisations are the 
ones who encourage their employees to engage in study.

Online and flexible study options were another enabling structural 
factor. Caregivers in Stone and O’Shea’s, 2019a study emphasised that 
flexible work options made it possible for them to engage in 

HE studies, an enabling influence echoed in the study of Stone et al.’s 
(2016). One female caregiver shared that she “had family members 
with serious illness and dementia” whom she cared for and that she 
could not have engaged in study in any other way (Stone and O’Shea, 
2019a, p. 102). Another caregiver stated that for people with children, 
online options had “changed the whole ball game of going to 
university” (Stone and O’Shea, 2019a, p.  102). With regard to 
workload, the participant narratives indicated a variety of experiences. 
For some, their HE  institutions had provided flexibility regarding 
workload and assessment; others found navigating their 
HE institutions to be less supportive (Cass et al., 2009, 2011). The 
personal, cultural and structural conditions that were identified as 
mostly enabling for women carers engaging in HE are summarized in 
Table 4.

5.3. Influences that can constrain women 
in study decision making

Constraints may limit or control the degree to which female carers 
are able to exercise agency regarding HE  decisions. A sound 
understanding of the range of personal, cultural and structural 
influences (Archer, 2003, 2007, 2012) which individuals may 
experience as constraining their HE  decision-making will enable 
CDPs, HE providers and researchers to support these women and to 
consider strategies for overcoming potential barriers.

5.3.1. Personal factors and influences
While there are risks for all mature age students who choose to 

return to study after a significant period, the literature indicates that 

TABLE 4 Enablers indicated in studies.

Enablers P C S Authors, year

Personal life goal/dream O’Shea (2014, 2015, 2016), Mallman and Lee (2016), Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a,b)

Enhanced job prospects Skinner (2009), O’Shea (2015), Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Improved economic future for self O’Shea (2015, 2016), Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Improved economic future for children O’Shea (2015, 2016)

Desire to “prove” oneself O’Shea (2015); Stone and O’Shea (2019b)

Self-motivation and persistence O’Shea (2014, 2015, 2016)

Inner resources O’Shea (2015)

Desire for a “different” identity Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Desire for independence Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Desire to role model to own children Stone and O’Shea (2019a); O’Shea (2016)

Desire for fulfilment O’Shea (2014)

Self confidence O’Shea (2014), Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Support from family and friends O’Shea (2016), Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Making compromises O’Shea (2014), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Fellow student support Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019b)

Renegotiation of domestic duties O’Shea (2014)

Flexible HE arrangements Cass et al. (2009, 2011), Nash and Churchill (2020)

Supportive /flexible workplaces/practices Skinner (2009), Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Flexible study options (ie online) Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

*P = personal, C = cultural, S = structural.
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there are distinct risks for women, including a risk to their emotional 
well-being. For carers, the decision to study is fraught with emotions, 
with guilt frequently associated with the student role. Anecdotes 
included by several of the participants in the study of Stone and 
O’Shea’s (2019b) and in O’Shea’s, 2014 study reported feeling guilty 
and selfish as a result of participating in HE. Participants in Cass 
et al.’s, 2011 study registered worry, stress and depression, and it was 
noted in O’Shea’s, 2015 study that women feel anxious that time 
dedicated to study will come at the cost of time with those they care 
for and result in a “failure” to fulfil what seven of the articles referred 
to as domestic responsibilities or domestic labour expectations. In 
several studies (O’Shea, 2014, 2015; Stone and O’Shea, 2019a,b), 
participants expressed feelings of inadequacy, inferiority and 
uncertainty as to whether or not they ‘deserved’ to be a HE student. 
Concerns about not really belonging in a HE institution were shared 
and O’Shea observed that women who had not studied for some time 
may “regard themselves as imposters” (2014, p.  135). The studies 
highlighted the influential role that emotion may play in constraining 
women’s decisions about HE study.

The risk which HE study may pose to existing identities has also 
proven to be a constraint upon women’s decisions. In O’Shea’s, 2015 
study, she noted that “the theme of ‘male as breadwinner, female as 
homemaker’ remains dominant” (p. 253) and in her 2014 study of 
mature age students, she observed that older women may have “taken 
up the roles of mother and homemaker” (p. 137). For those women 
who have primarily seen themselves as homemakers or caregivers, the 
taking on of a new identity, that of “student,” can pose risks (Mallman 
and Lee, 2016). This new student identity may have to find its place 
alongside of several well-established identities, such as wife, mother, 
daughter, employee, and may “exist in contradiction to the established 
self ” (O’Shea, 2014, p. 138). While the formation of this new identity 
is important and may contribute to a new sense of self (Stone et al., 
2016), it has been noted that there are complexities in trying to 
establish a new identity – one which brings with it a level of 
independence and future focus -without compromising the existing 
caregiver identity which continues to exist in tandem and which 
continues to matter (O’Shea, 2015, 2016). The process of trying to 
balance these identities can create context sensitive identities which 
require persistent juggling that is not only challenging, but emotionally 
exhausting (O’Shea, 2015, p.  246). A sense of identity can help 
individuals to make complex decisions, as understanding ‘who 
you are’ can drive ‘what you do’, therefore challenges to established 
identities can prove to constrain women’s decisions.

Another tension is carer’s heightened risk of not being able to 
effectively manage the competing demands on their time (O’Shea, 
2015, 2016; Nash and Churchill, 2020). Stone and O’Shea’s study found 
that “managing the entire family’s responsibilities in addition to their 
own studies was regarded as quite normal” (2019a, p.  103). The 
normalised experience of this persistent juggling act was evident in 
eight of the studies. Carers in the study of Day’s (2019) referenced 
their constant tiredness and exhaustion. Caring for others made it 
difficult for caregivers to establish a routine conducive to regular 
attendance at classes and dedicated periods of time for study. The 
interrupted nature of study for carers was noted by Stone and O’Shea 
(2019a); with one participant commenting, “there’s never a normal 
day in my house … Things are just never constant” (2019, p. 9). Half 
of the studies referred to the lack of time to study (Cass et al., 2009; 
Skinner, 2009; O’Shea, 2015; Day, 2019; Stone and O’Shea, 2019a,b) 

yet the need for women to have to justify the time they did spend 
studying was also noted (Stone and O’Shea, 2019a). Day (2019) 
observed that carer responsibilities could influence carers’ studies to 
a degree where they felt they were not achieving to their potential and 
were receiving lower than desired results. O’Shea (2015, 2016) also 
found that women fear that engagement in study poses a high risk of 
failure, a perception that tends to be  reinforced by unsupportive 
family members and friends. Anticipation of the juggle may 
be sufficient to deter a woman from enrolling without recognising the 
normalized expectations at the root of the dilemma.

5.3.2. Cultural factors and influences
Recent Australian studies have highlighted the gendered nature of 

HE  experiences, including the enduring social identification of 
women as carers and men as providers (O’Shea, 2015). This persistent 
view of women as carers has proven “resistant to change” (Stone and 
O’Shea, 2019a, p. 99), with many women acknowledging that the onus 
is on them alone to figure out how to incorporate tertiary studies 
without negatively impacting on homelife (Stone and O’Shea, 2019a). 
As O’Shea reflected, women “bear the primary responsibility for 
making [HE study] work, the tacit permission of partners relying on 
their ability to maintain a ‘balance’, which actually meant the need to 
guarantee little intrusion or interruption within the domestic space” 
(2015, p. 253). A recurrent theme throughout the interviews with 
female caregivers was that of men openly expressing their concern 
about how their partner’s move into HE would impact upon them 
(O’Shea, 2015), indicating the ways in which persistent societal views 
of women’s’ roles may prove to constrain HE study decisions.

As it is women who still primarily bear the responsibility for 
caregiving and thus the organisation of family timetables and 
interactions, it is women who are most at risk of being blamed for 
disruption to existing family and social networks (O’Shea, 2014, 2015; 
Mallman and Lee, 2016; Stone and O’Shea, 2019a). A return to study 
can also lead to conflicts within relationships, as not all significant 
others (partners and/or family members and friends) will 
be supportive of this endeavour. It has been noted that significant 
others may be  disapproving of (O’Shea, 2015) and resistant to 
HE enrolment (O’Shea, 2014) and in fact “hinder” a return to study 
(O’Shea, 2016). For women who are juggling the roles of carer and 
breadwinner, there are risks that “… returning to education will 
be  perceived as a ‘selfish’ act resulting in possible ‘suffering’ for 
dependents” (O’Shea, 2016, p. 36), and which can result in judgement 
(Stone and O’Shea, 2019a). O’Shea has noted that “becoming a student 
challenges existing feminine identity positions that embrace the 
ideologies of (hetero) sexuality, maternalism, and domesticity. The 
learner identity may threaten the mother identity, as it is perceived as 
“outside” the ideology of the feminine” (2015, p. 246). Therefore, the 
negative reactions can be  understood in reference to the “clearly 
defined social and gender roles that … women [are] expected to 
adopt” (O’Shea, 2015, p. 251). Some will attempt compromises and a 
renegotiation of domestic duties, moves which are “not typically 
embraced or welcomed by many of the partners” (O’Shea, 2014, 
p. 148). For other women, it may require an acceptance that support 
will not be forthcoming and that they must draw on inner resources 
such as self-determination to pursue their dreams of HE  studies 
(O’Shea, 2014). While social influences can enable women to 
commence and persist with the pursuit of HE studies, they can just as 
easily constrain their decisions and ability to do so.

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2023.927792
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Munro et al. 10.3389/feduc.2023.927792

Frontiers in Education 11 frontiersin.org

In several of the studies (Stone et al., 2016; Stone and O’Shea, 
2019a; Stone and O’Shea, 2019b), participants referred to the 
importance of fellow student support. According to Mallman and Lee 
(2016), mature-age students will “select universities they feel are for 
people like them” as “friendship and community cohorts play a large 
part in one’s ability to imagine a place for oneself at university” 
(p. 697). However, it can be difficult for prospective students who are 
carers to identify whether particular universities are “for people like 
them.” Universities do not generally collect or publish data on student 
carers, perhaps because student carers are not one of the identified 
groups in the annual HE statistics each university must report to the 
Government. In their 2021 report, Supporting carers to succeed in 
Australian Higher Education, Andrewartha and Harvey noted that

a major barrier to increased support for student carers was the lack 
of data collection at the institutional, state, and national levels. 
Without reliable data, the size and nature of the student carer 
population remains undetermined and there is no empirical 
evidence of access, success, or outcomes for this group. It would 
be beneficial to be able to systematically identify carers at application 
or enrolment (p. 1).

The majority of universities publish no information online which 
has been specifically designed for current or prospective student 
carers. The provision of such information may serve to reassure or 
carers that there are other caregivers undertaking study, and that peer 
support with people in similar situations may be found.

5.3.3. Structural factors and influences
Female caregivers are presented with a broad range of structural 

barriers which may constrain their decisions about HE study including 
the gendered division of labour regarding care work. Recognition that 
women work a “second shift” of family care work after a day of paid 
work has been in evidence since the 1980s (Nash and Churchill, 2020). 
Caregiver responsibilities do not evaporate upon enrolment into a 
program of study. For caregivers, periods of learning must be worked 
around caring responsibilities and will frequently be disrupted by 
these (O’Shea, 2015). This cohort are “… unable to enact the student 
role in the ways expected by university discourses (O’Shea, 2015, 
p.  255) as there is an enduring view within tertiary education 
institutions of students as independent, unencumbered learners 
(O’Shea, 2015; Nash and Churchill, 2020). Consequently, female carers 
are generally unable to engage in dedicated and uninterrupted periods 
of study and may view any difficulties which they experience with 
their studies as a failure on their own part, as opposed to the result of 
system which lacks the support structures which would facilitate their 
success (Day, 2019). Nash and Churchill (2020) have already raised 
the important point that “… the gendered inequalities associated with 
caring and paid work are collective and structural” (p.  834). The 
continued idealisation of the independent learner perpetuates a set of 
beliefs about students and their situations that works against female 
caregivers rather than support them. The dominant ideology privileges 
unencumbered students and absolves educational institutions of a 
responsibility to address the underlying structures which can 
undermine female carer’s educational pursuits (Churchill, 2020). 
Furthermore, these existing structures would seem to legitimise these 
gendered inequalities, thereby rendering them invisible and making 
it difficult to both identify and challenge them.

Further exacerbating the challenges females caregivers face when 
deliberating about HE enrolment is that universities are not gender-
neutral, rather they “… ascribe roles and identity positions that are 
based on deeply embedded assumptions about men and women as 
well as masculinity and femininity” and that these gendered 
assumptions about the student role are more based on a masculine 
ideal “that is not distracted or defined by domestic responsibilities, 
poverty or self-doubt” (O’Shea, 2015, p. 254). This fact can present 
female caregivers with hidden obstacles which may impact negatively 
upon their studies and “responsibilise women for their academic 
success” (Nash and Churchill, 2020, p.  834). Neoliberal ideology 
promotes the notion that talent, hard work and dedication to this 
work will be rewarded and is a notion that Berlant (in Nash and 
Churchill, 2020, p. 835) terms “cruelly optimistic.” “Cruelly,” because 
the research highlights the fact that there are many talented women 
in the academic realm who are consistent and committed employees, 
but also caregivers and who find that they do not have the same 
opportunities to succeed that their male counterparts do.

In other words, even though women remain the primary caregivers, 
they are continually judged in ‘modalities of academic masculinity’ 
in which research success is premised on a strong career drive and 
the prioritization of organizational commitments over relational 
ties to children, parents and other family members (Nash and 
Churchill, 2020, p. 835).

Mallman and Lee (2016), Day (2019), and Stone and O’Shea 
(2019a,b) and all referenced structural barriers such as inflexible and 
unsuitable timetables, mandatory attendance requirements, inflexible 
due dates for assessment tasks and insufficient information provided 
to these learners. One participant in Cass et al.’s, 2011 study stated 
that “if you did not fit into the system, then you could not participate 
in the system” (p. 83). The study of Day’s (2019) highlighted the fact 
that for many carers, attendance at scheduled classes was challenging 
enough; participation in non-scheduled class activities such as 
collaborative and peer-assisted learning activities, was rarely possible. 
This can exacerbate feelings of ‘disconnection’ from peers (Day, 
2019), an important element in the building of a student identity 
(Mallman and Lee, 2016). Further, it highlights the point that 
decision making is an interconnected challenge in that issues of 
cohort disconnection are social, but caused by a lack of flexibility, 
support and understanding at an organizational level.

Additional structural constraints noted by study participants 
included a lack of access to or poor resources, including poor internet 
and access to library services (Cass et al., 2011; Stone and O’Shea, 
2019a). Transportation issues faced by carers were noted in five of the 
studies (Skinner, 2009; Cass et al., 2011; Mallman and Lee, 2016; 
Stone et al., 2016; Day, 2019) and Day noted that where support 
services for non-traditional students are available, universities have 
not put in place the systems to effectively communicate their 
availability to students. Further, HE  bureaucracy can present 
challenges, with O’Shea (2014) and Mallman and Lee (2016) noting 
the complexities that many learners face when attempting to navigate 
an unfamiliar bureaucratic HE environment. Inflexible placement 
and WIL requirements can present an additional barrier to 
prospective student carers who may baulk at enrolment in a course 
of study which will require the making of alternate care arrangements, 
which may not always be possible (Day, 2019). The literature suggests 
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that HE  institutions have a role to play in addressing their own 
gendered nature and prohibitive systems and processes, and that they 
should be advocates and agents of positive change for members of 
non-traditional cohorts. While traditional notions of the “ideal 
student” have served HE institutional interests well, this antiquated 
view of what it is to be a student results in organisational systems and 
structures which constrain the decisions that carers make about study 
(Table 5).

5.4. Context sensitive influences: Those 
which both enable and constrain women’s 
study decisions

While many of the factors and influences which have been noted 
in the literature can readily be designated as enabling or constraining 
there remain those which may both enable and constrain women’s 
decisions about HE study. Furthermore, these factors and influences 
may fit more than one of the “personal,” “cultural” or “structural” 
categories which have been discussed.

5.4.1. Financial factors and credentialisation
Financial factors may be considered as a positive motivator which 

can enable women’s decisions to enrol in HE  study. Financial 
considerations for HE  studies featured as personal motivators in 
vignettes of O’Shea’s (2015), including women’s desire to provide a 
more financially secure future for themselves and their families. This 
desire was also reflected in Stone and O’Shea’s later studies (Stone 
et al., 2016; Stone and O’Shea, 2019a). Stone and O’Shea (2019b) noted 
the importance of study in terms of its potential to help women to 
re-enter the employment market, secure or improve their employment 
and wage options and to better their children’s lives. Enrolment in 
HE studies as a means to enhance job prospects was noted in four 
studies (Skinner, 2009; O’Shea, 2015; Stone et al., 2016; Stone and 
O’Shea, 2019a). For other women, a desire to “earn my own way,” as 
opposed to relying on government benefits was expressed (O’Shea, 
2016). O’Shea (2014) observes that pursuing HE study is a necessity 
for many women who must “maintain economic viability” following 
life events such as divorce and separation (p.  137). In this way, 
financial considerations may be viewed as personal enablers as they 
may motivate women to pursue HE studies.

TABLE 5 Constraints indicated in studies.

Constraints P C S Authors, year

Lack of time to study Cass et al. (2009), Skinner (2009), O’Shea (2015), Day (2019), Stone and O’Shea (2019a,b)

Lack of a stable routine Cass et al. (2011), Day (2019)

Fear of negative impact on children O’Shea (2015)

Guilt O’Shea (2015)

Feelings of inadequacy/ inferiority O’Shea (2014, 2015), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Challenges with establishing new identity O’Shea (2014, 2015, 2016), Mallman and Lee (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Lower than desired outcomes Day (2019)

Persistent tiredness/exhaustion Day (2019)

Lack of support from significant others O’Shea (2014, 2015, 2016), Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a,b)

Disapproval and judgement O’Shea (2015), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Negative impact of study on relationships O’Shea (2014), O’Shea (2015), Mallman and Lee (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Domestic expectations O’Shea (2015), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Defined social roles O’Shea (2015), Stone and O’Shea (2019a,b)

Competing demands/roles and 

responsibilities

Skinner (2009), Cass et al. (2011), O’Shea (2014, 2015), Mallman and Lee (2016), Day 

(2019), Stone and O’Shea (2019a,b)

Interrupted nature of study Stone and O’Shea (2019a,b)

Disconnection from peers Day (2019)

Low value on care work Nash and Churchill (2020)

Requirement for credentials

Navigating the HE environment

O’Shea (2014)

O’Shea (2014); Mallman and Lee (2016)

Lack of access to/poor resources Cass et al. (2011), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Location/Transportation issues Skinner (2009), Cass et al. (2011), Mallman and Lee (2016), Stone et al. (2016), Day (2019)

Inability to participate in activities Day (2019)

Poor awareness of support services Day (2019)

WIL requirement challenges Day (2019)

Lack of support from workplace Cass et al. (2009)

*P = personal, C = cultural, S = structural.
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Financial factors may also constrain women’s decisions to enrol in 
HE study. The financial cost of study is high, and prospective students 
may feel concern about the debt which such a course of action will incur 
(O’Shea, 2016). This can prove to be prohibitive and to deter women 
from enrolment into HE studies. Financial factors may be considered as 
personal enablers or constraints as they relate to notions of personal 
identity which are inclusive of women’s beliefs, worldviews and abilities 
to provide for themselves and their families. They may also be considered 
as cultural enablers or constraints. Stone and O’Shea (2019b) noted the 
powerful societal perception of education as an indicator of achievement. 
This perception may act as a cultural enabler, particularly for women 
with a desire to “prove” themselves (O’Shea, 2015; Stone and O’Shea, 
2019b). Financial factors may also be considered as structural enablers 
or constraints. While personal beliefs about the importance of financial 
security may serve to enable women to commit to HE  studies, as 
participants in O’Shea’s studies noted, some families raised financial 
burdens as a concern. For mature age learners, return to study may bring 
the fear that failure would financially burden their families. University 
debts are structural, with organisations – most often governments, 
determining the nature and form of these. However, it is worth noting 
that debts are frequently framed as ‘personal’ issues. They therefore serve 
to reinforce and maintain structural systems which may impose a penalty 
(Nash and Churchill, 2020) on women who have taken time out of the 
workforce for care of others.

Likewise, the increasing “credentialisation of the workforce” 
(O’Shea, 2014, p.  137) may be  viewed as a structural enabler or 
constraint. Structural requirements for recency of formal qualifications 
may motivate and thereby enable women to pursue HE study, but these 
may also be viewed as symptomatic of an ingrained and systemic failure 
to recognise in any meaningful way the broad array of experiential 
capital that care work may bring to an individual (Stone and O’Shea, 
2019b). It is important for women to be  able to recognise these 
influences on their decision making so the impact of them may 
be understood in practice.

5.4.2. Timing
Timing is frequently regarded as an enabler of women’s HE studies. 

In three studies (O’Shea, 2014; Stone et al., 2016; Stone and O’Shea, 
2019a) it was noted that for many women, deliberations about study are 
precipitated by a significant life event or change of circumstances, such 
as the dissolution of a relationship, the arrival of a baby, diagnosis of a 

chronic illness in a significant other or a traumatic event. These events 
and circumstances are generally regarded as ‘personal’, however a view 
could be  taken that events such as the birth of a child is actually a 
cultural condition, as prevailing societal expectations are for women to 
put their careers on hold when a baby arrives. Similarly, prevailing 
societal expectations are for women to take up the role of carer in cases 
where significant others become chronically ill or experience an 
incident which requires them to be  cared for. Likewise, it may 
be regarded as a structural condition, as the lack of effective policies and 
supports to ensure that women are able to continue without a career 
interruption, ‘enable’ women to study by virtue of a forced career break. 
While flexibility is desirable, these examples highlight the fact that 
decision making is responsive to a range of conditions and must 
be understood within these broad contexts and the context of career.

5.4.3. He staff support
In half of the studies considered, carers indicated that they had 

found support from HE  staff and fellow students to be  a cultural 
enabler for their studies (Cass et al., 2009, 2011; Stone et al., 2016; Day, 
2019; Stone and O’Shea, 2019a,b). Others indicated a personal 
constraint of a discomfort or unwillingness to contact lecturers to 
discuss their situations, sometimes for fear of being stigmatised 
(Mallman and Lee, 2016; O’Shea, 2016; Day, 2019), which could 
be viewed as a personal or a cultural constraint. Participants in Cass 
et al. (2009) and Stone and O’Shea’s (2019b) studies suggested that 
there had been a lack of support from their lecturers, which could 
be viewed as a cultural constraint. This lack of support could also 
be considered a structural constraint. If the prevailing attitude within 
a HE institution is that the student will ‘fit’ the institution (O’Shea, 
2014) and if there is a failure to understand the distinct needs of 
students who are carers (Stone and O’Shea, 2019a, 2019b), then it is 
unlikely that the institution will have in place the systems, practices 
and resources which will encourage prospective carers to commence 
HE studies or to thrive (Table 6).

6. Discussion

The global gender inequalities which continue to impact on 
women’s career journeys include inequalities in the distribution of care 
work. Even though women now outnumber men in HE enrolments, 

TABLE 6 Context sensitive enablers and constraints.

Enablers /Constraints P C S Authors, year

Associated financial risks/challenges ✓ ✓ ✓ Cass et al. (2009), O’Shea (2015); Skinner (2009), Day (2019), Stone 

and O’Shea (2019a)

Timing (ie children finishing school, new baby, divorce) ✓ ✓ O’Shea (2014), Stone et al. (2016), Stone and O’Shea (2019a)

Connection to other students and lecturers ✓ ✓ ✓ Stone et al. (2016)

Supportive HE staff ✓ ✓ ✓ Cass et al. (2009, 2011), Stone et al. (2016), Day (2019), Stone and 

O’Shea (2019a,b)

Lack of support from lecturers ✓ ✓ Cass et al. (2009), Stone and O’Shea (2019b)

Unwillingness to discuss personal matters with HE staff ✓ ✓ ✓ Day (2019)

Fear of being stigmatised ✓ ✓ ✓ Mallman and Lee (2016), O’Shea (2016), Day (2019)

Attitude of family members ✓ O’Shea (2014)

*P = personal, C = cultural, S = structural.
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this scoping review, in answering Research Question 1 about the scope 
of the field, has demonstrated that there is very little research in 
Australia that has focussed specifically on how the disproportionate 
share of care work which is born by women influences their decisions 
to pursue HE study and their capacity to achieve to their full potential. 
The participants in the included research articles discerned a broad 
range of personal, cultural and structural influences which enabled 
their decisions to study a HE degree. However, the participants also 
discerned a broad range of personal, cultural and structural influences 
which constrained their deliberations. Furthermore, a number of 
influences were demonstrated to both enable and constrain women’s 
deliberations and decisions, according to the individual and her 
specific context. This finding highlights the fact that women are not a 
homogenous group. Acker (1994) (in O’Shea, 2015, p. 244) argues that

educational research should treat women as a discrete group without 
losing sight “of the diversity of women and the dangers of 
generalization”. Hence women should not be  solely bracketed by 
gender but instead recognised as unique social beings that are 
similarly dealing with gendered positions, such as the role of caregiver.

Carers likewise will experience the practical effects of care work 
and the broad array of factors which influence their HE study decisions. 
The summary tables provide some guidance for career practitioners. 
However, in answering the additional research questions through this 
scoping study there are some clear areas of focus where future research 
work may facilitate greater support for women (RQ1.3).

Firstly, the concept of care has primarily been considered through 
a perspective that focusses on who is cared for and on the types of care 
that are provided. Such a categorical approach does not easily enable 
the examination of conditions that are shared across categories or 
consider that women may have several types of carer roles. 
Alternatively, analysing the conditions in terms of enabling and 
constraining influences, demonstrates that there is often an interplay 
of personal, cultural and structural influences when women are asked 
about their experiences of HE studies and care work. Attention to how 
the concept of care is defined has implications for women in terms of 
the visibility of care work and the respect which this is accorded 
socially and organizationally. Prevailing conceptualisations of care 
work impact upon the support which female carers are able to access 
as HE students and the lack thereof may critically influence decisions 
that are made regarding enrolment. Further research about the 
intersections of care work, as well as attention to definitions in ongoing 
studies will be of benefit to the field.

Secondly, while notable research work has occurred in relation to 
carers and HE study in Australia and internationally (Lyonette et al., 
2015; Kettell, 2020; Lynch et al., 2020), gaps in the literature regarding 
the decision-making processes that women undertake prior to their 
enrolment in HE studies remain. The pre-enrolment stage has not yet 
been the focus of study in an Australian context and was not evident in 
a scan of international literature. Nor have the changes that may occur 
in carer’s HE deliberations over time, or the conception of decision 
making as more than an individual and rational approach been a focus 
of study. Yet practitioners who work with clients who are considering 
HE  studies would be  highly aware of the ways in which contexts, 
emotions and relationships can influence deliberations and an ultimate 
decision. Research that considers more situated career decision-making 
processes are needed to generate deeper understandings of the ways 

women deliberate about HE  study. Additional decision-making 
theories are needed to encompass common career counselling 
situations where female carers with ostensibly similar situations can 
deliberate and draw different but personally appropriate conclusions.

Finally, the importance of structural conditions that influence how 
women experience a broad range of enablers and constraints were 
made visible. As Mallman and Lee (2016) highlighted, “the ideal 
learner, from an institutional view, is young, well-resourced and not 
bound by conflicting family obligations; in other words, able to build 
their life entirely around the ‘greedy institutions’ of HE (p. 686). This 
scoping study has demonstrated that while female carers may face 
numerous barriers which inhibit an “ideal learner” identity, 
HE institutions contribute to the challenges through the imposition of 
structural obstacles, both tangibly and ideologically. This scoping 
review points a relatively new area of research with regard to the 
decision-making processes female carers undergo prior to enrolment 
in HE programs of study. This research could inform policies and 
approaches which will enable females to pursue HE study, and new 
areas of action for HE institutions and CDPs regarding the provision 
of support as they make the decisions to do so.

7. Conclusion

This scoping review focused on experiences of women in 
Australia as career decisions are among the most important that 
individuals will make for themselves, their dependants and significant 
others and they are context dependent. The paucity of research about 
female carers in Australian literature is similarly hard to find in 
international contexts. Further, it is well acknowledged that this is a 
cohort to whom little attention has been paid and whose work 
is undervalued.

This scoping review has revealed insights into the factors and 
influences which are enabling or constraining women’s decisions as 
they deliberate about enrolment in HE study. The literature review has 
also pointed to gendered aspects to caring which impact on women not 
only as they study but as they work through the initial decision of 
whether or not to pursue HE studies. Neoliberal HE structures and 
approaches are leading to a reinforcement of gender stereotypes which 
disadvantage women, and a continuation of the current gender 
segregation of the Australian workforce. These responses are 
constraining female carers’ decisions regarding HE study and their 
ability to succeed once a commitment to study has been made. This 
scoping review has highlighted the fact that despite the ostensibly 
positive enrolment figures, a broad range of issues perpetuate the 
inequalities that continue to negatively influence female carer’s 
enrolment into HE study.

Career development practitioners, high school teachers and 
university lecturers are well positioned to address these issues. 
There has long been a social justice aspect to the work of educators 
and counsellors. Helping individuals to consider the enablers and 
constraints which may be influencing their HE study decisions is an 
important aspect of work with this cohort. However, to date, too 
little attention has been given to female carers’ narratives. The issue 
of care work and its influence on educational decision-making 
processes is one which requires urgent attention, and collaborative 
and strategic responses. Research which investigates these processes 
is needed and HE institutions and policy makers must draw on this 
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research and recognise care in a way that better reflects how 
students experience it” (Alsop et al., 2008, p. 624). As the COVID-19 
pandemic has demonstrated, global issues may rapidly change the 
composition and expectations of the workforce and may also 
influence the decisions that women with caring responsibilities 
make about HE. Future research work regarding female carers as 
prospective HE students could lead to further understandings of the 
enablers and constraints that are factoring into their decision-
making processes and equip those who work with these cohorts to 
better support women as they deliberate about enrolment into 
HE study.
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