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2A Fragmented Provider Landscape

Most of the Market Exists Outside Higher Ed’s Traditional Realm 

Source: Examining the Value of Nondegree Credentials, 
Strada Education Network; EAB interviews and analysis.

Colleges, Universities Just One of 
Many Providers in the Market

Providers that Issue Nondegree Credentials

n=5,545 25- to 64-year-olds with a nondegree credential

Different-in-Kind 
Competitive Dynamics

Subsidized or ultra 
low-cost pricing

Direct employment 
pathways

Professional 
certifications

Looser standards, 
oversight

Hyper niche job 
skilling

~51% 
of nondegree credentials 
issued outside higher ed

Technical 
Colleges

Four Year 
Institutions

Community 
Colleges

Governments

Professional 
Associations 

Businesses

Other

19%

18%

12%17%

15%

10%

9%

Diverse business 
models & missions

https://www.eab.com/
https://cci.stradaeducation.org/pv-release-july-28-2021/
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Global, Older, and Growing Fast: Market at a Glance

Source: Fiona Hollands, Benefits and Costs of MOOC-Based Alternative Credentials: 2018 -2019 
Results from End-of-Program Surveys (2019); Council of Graduate Schools, Non-Traditional 
Students in Graduate Education Research Report (2020); Richard Garrett, The Deceptive Graduate 
Enrollment Growth Story (2021), Encoura; Coursera Impact Report (2020); NCES; Online Degree 
and Micro-Credential Market to reach $117B by 2025, HolonIQ; EAB interviews and analysis.

A Global Marketplace

77% 30%

A supermajority of students on large provider 
platforms are located outside the US

of Coursera learners 
are outside N. 
America

are based in Asia 
Pacific region

Experienced and Older Learners

The typical alternative credential student is ~10 
years older than the traditional Master’s student

~80% 35%
of enrolled 
students have a 
Bachelor’s degree

intend to complete 
a credential

Small, But Expected to Double in Size

Alternative credential students estimated at 
5-15% of traditional post-baccalaureate 
domestic enrollment in 2020-2022

$9.9B
estimated market 
value in 2019 

$20B+
expected market 
value in 2025

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.academia.edu/41001509/Benefits_and_Costs_of_MOOC_Based_Alternative_Credentials_2019
https://cgsnet.org/reports
https://encoura.org/the-deceptive-graduate-enrollment-growth-story/
https://about.coursera.org/press/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Coursera-Impact-Report-2020.pdf
https://www.holoniq.com/markets/higher-education/global-online-degree-and-micro-credential-market-to-reach-117b-by-2025/
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The Business Model

Source: Coursera, SEC Prospectus (2021); John Rosenberg, “edx Exits” Harvard Magazine, (2021); 
Phill Hill, “Three Charts that Help Explain the 2U/edX Acquisition” (2021); EAB interviews and analysis.

Formidable Barriers to Financial Sustainability 

Cutthroat Pricing

Intense competition among 
providers and against free 
yields little pricing power

Expensive Partners

High-take revenue shares and 
pricy fee-for-service eat at margins 

Few Extra Revenues

Limited non-academic revenue 
generated to cross-subsidize costs

Stiff Acquisition & 
Retention Costs

Marketing expenses continue 
to escalate without end

Learners Don’t Want to Pay

Consumers expect nondegree 
programs to be cheaper, or 
even free

Costly Capital Investments

Specialized staff, support 
infrastructure, and technology add 

steep upfront costs 

Business Model Realities by the Numbers

4.6%
Proportion of Coursera’s 
~90M registered learners 
that pay

Coursera’s net loss in 2020 
despite record revenue—largely 
due to $107M marketing spend

-$66.8M
Amount Harvard and MIT each 
invested in edX—proved insufficient 
to meet technology capital needs

$40M

https://www.eab.com/
https://investor.coursera.com/financials/sec-filings/sec-filings-details/default.aspx?FilingId=14843530
https://www.harvardmagazine.com/2021/09/jhj-edx-sold
https://philonedtech.com/three-charts-that-help-explain-the-2u-edx-acquisition/
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• Humanities

• Social Sciences

• Engineering

• Health &         
Medicine

• Art &                  
Design

• Science

• Education

An Asymmetric Market Opportunity

If You're Not Biz or Tech, You're Out of Luck

1) Data from Class Central July 2021.
Source: Class Central, Massive List of MOOC-based 
Microcredentials; LinkedIn, The Top Skills Companies Need Most 
in 2020—And How to Learn Them; EAB interviews and analysis.

Why Tech and Business, Instead of 
Other Subjects?

Nearly 75% of Alt. Credentials Are 
in Technology or Business 

Microcredential Distribution by Subject1

Technology

40.2%

Business

33.2%

Other 
Subjects

26.5%

Market Skews Towards  
Employers Who Pay 

In 2020, six of the top 10 hard skills 
on LinkedIn were in tech (e.g., 
blockchain); three were in business 
(e.g., business analysis)

Fewer Regulatory and 
Certification Barriers

Tech and business credentials don’t 
have to navigate licensure, 
accreditation, and certification to the 
degree other fields do (e.g., law)

Tech and Biz Optimized for Fast 
Online Alt. Credentials

Other subjects not so much—they 
require hands-on-learning (e.g., 
healthcare clinicals), which adds 
costs and limits online scalability

https://www.eab.com/
https://www.classcentral.com/report/list-of-mooc-based-microcredentials/
https://www.linkedin.com/business/learning/blog/top-skills-and-courses/the-skills-companies-need-most-in-2020and-how-to-learn-them
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6Carving Out the Higher Ed Niche

Decentralized 
Finance (DeFi) 

Primitives

COVID-19 
Contact Tracing

Functional 
Programming in Scala

Systems Thinking 
in Public Health

M
o

n
e
ti

z
a
ti

o
n

Monetization

Edutainment Applied Skills

High Intensity

Low Intensity

Best Market Opportunity for Higher Ed

• High value unlocked from credential and instruction

• Connects foundational competencies to hard skills

• Cross-disciplinary emerging topics and trends

Source: EAB interviews and analysis.

https://www.eab.com/

