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Research question: “How are international students influenced in their education-choice and how  

    important are university services for addressing students’ needs during this  

    process?” 
 

Purpose of research: The purpose of this research is to develop a model for higher education- 

    choice of international students including influencing factors for their choice 

     and the interaction with university services. This could serve as a guideline  

    for universities in order to show how to address important aspects for  

    international students by offering requested services. Furthermore, this study  

    provides an example of how universities can evaluate areas for improvement  

    regarding their services by using the case of Mälardalen University (MDH).  
 

Method: To answer the research question, a combined qualitative and quantitative 

research was chosen. For this reason, different data collection methods were 

used through the study’s research. The investigation was divided into an 

exploratory, qualitative stage with an expert interview and a focus group to 

gain a better understanding of the subject. This is followed by the collection 

of descriptive data, where a questionnaire was used as a tool to gather 

necessary information for the study’s purpose of research. 
 

Conclusions:  In conclusion, the model for higher education-choice of international students 

and its interaction with university services provides valuable insights about 

the influencing factors of students and shows that HEIs can address these by 

providing services in a well-performed way along the whole choice process. 

Universities considering this final model can gain a deeper knowledge about 

their customers’ needs in order to satisfy them. Therefore, this model 

contributes to the theory by offering a guideline for universities and assisting 

them in creating a better impression about the university while satisfying the 

consumers’ needs which can finally influence a student’s education-choice in 

a positive way.  
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1 Introduction 
 

In order to create a better understanding regarding the problem of an internationally increasing 

competition for universities, background information about this development is presented with an 

emphasis on the importance of university services. Afterwards, the study’s research question and 

purpose is described as well as the structure of the project and its delimitations. 

 

1.1 Background 

Considering the globalized world we are living in nowadays, students can choose from numerous 

possibilities to study internationally. This is reflected by a growing number of international students 

searching for higher education and the inclusion of new countries as destinations for this purpose 

(Cubillo, Sánchez, & Cerviño, 2006). Since the beginning of the millennium, the number of 

international students travelling abroad to study has risen by over 80% (Högskoleverket, 2012). 

Therefore, universities compete both nationally and internationally with an increasing number of 

institutions (Jarvis, 2000), which makes it highly difficult for them to create a competitive advantage. 

Therefore, universities need to enable students to gain an increased amount of information in order to 

reach well-informed decisions (Veloutsou, Lewis & Paton, 2004). On the one hand, the choice of 

which Higher Education Institution (HEI), meaning which university to attend may be considered 

carefully by most of the potential students due to the high number of alternatives and a complex 

application process. On the other hand, a deeper knowledge about this education-choice process offers 

administrators of HEIs the possibility to market themselves more effectively to potential students by 

providing a good service and helpful assistance during this process (Mpinganjira, 2009; Vrontis, 

Thrassou, & Melanthiou, 2007).  

 

When attracting international students, a university generally needs to distinguish between exchange 

students and free-mover students. Exchange students travel within an exchange program, which means 

that they receive assistance during the preparation, financial help and are supervised during their stay 

abroad. On the contrary, free-mover students do not get any of these benefits and the whole process of 

studying abroad depends on their own initiative. They need to find a way to finance their studies and 

stay abroad without any help from a home university (Dervin, 2008). Therefore it can be assumed that 

the education-choice process as well as the services requested by these students differ a lot with a 

higher need for a suitable service for free-movers due to the fact that they do not receive the support 

exchange students get. 

 

1.2 Problem Formulation 

In the field of consumer behavior, marketers nowadays need to know everything they can about their 

consumers in order to satisfy their needs. Besides evaluating those needs as well as factors that 

influence their decision-making, consumer behavior theories particularly focus on how consumers 

make decisions (Schiffman, Kanut & Hansen, 2012). Considering students as consumers, their need 

for higher education in foreign countries has increased which makes it necessary for HEIs to 

understand the behavior, meaning the decision-making and the influencing factors of these consumers 

(Cubillo et al., 2006). However, there is limited research that encompasses the decision-making of 

international students in general despite the growth of this sector around the world (Cubillo et al., 



A model for higher education-choice of international  

students and its interaction with university services  Introduction 

2 

 

2006; Maringe & Carter, 2007; Shah, Sid Nair, & Bennett, 2013). Furthermore, there is evidence that 

the general decision-making process of consumers developed during the last decades can only be 

applied to some extent because of the fact that a student’s high involvement decision-making process 

requires a stronger emphasis on the evaluation of alternatives in order to reduce the perceived risk of 

students (Moogan, Baron & Harris, 1999; Brown, Varley, & Pal, 2009). Even though various 

education-choice models have been developed during the last decades, most of these models have 

been done regarding local universities and very little has been developed specifically for the 

international student population (Li, Liu, & Rojas-Méndez, 2013). Therefore, it needs to be evaluated 

to which extent they are still applicable for the current higher education market and the decisions of 

international students. However, bearing in mind the contemporary competitive context universities 

are operating in, it is even more important for them to understand the complex process of education-

choice of current international students, how they are influenced in their choice and how HEIs can 

address those needs, for example by offering an appropriate service during the application process.  

 

1.3 Research Question and Purpose 

“How are international students influenced in their education choice and how important are university 

services for addressing students’ needs during this process?” 

 

The purpose of this research is to describe a model for higher education-choice of international 

students, including influencing factors for their choice and the interaction with university services. 

This could serve as a guideline for universities in order to show how to address important aspects for 

international students by offering requested services. Furthermore, this study provides an enhanced 

understanding of how universities can evaluate areas for improvement regarding their services by 

using the case of Mälardalen University (MDH).  

 

1.4 Delimitations 

Due to the differences regarding exchange and free-mover students and the higher need of the latter 

ones for support and service, this study will focus on the target group of free-mover students only. 

Therefore, in the following study, when talking about international students, the term only refers to the 

free-mover students. Furthermore, the model will be tested with the case of Sweden and Mälardalen 

University and only focus on the services provided by universities before the students start with their 

studies. 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
 

The aim of this chapter is to create a theoretical framework called model for higher education-choice 

of international students and its interaction with university services. This is developed after (1) 

describing education-choice as a field of consumer behavior, (2) the presentation of education-choice 

models suggested in the existing literature, (3) the evaluation of influencing factors for international 

students and finally (4) including the importance of university services and their interaction with the 

education-choice process.  

 

2.1. Consumer behavior of students in their education-choice 

Schiffman et al. (2012) define consumer behavior “as the behavior that consumers display in searching 

for, purchasing, using, evaluating and disposing of products and services that they expect will satisfy 

their needs” (p. 2) which agrees with the definition of Kotler and Keller (2009) who state that 

“consumer behavior is the study of how individuals, groups and organizations select, buy, use and 

dispose of goods, services, ideas or experiences to satisfy their needs and wants” (p. 190). Regarding 

the field of education-choice, students can also be perceived as ‘consumer’ because of the costs 

associated with university attendance. Furthermore, education is in this case the product that the 

students are purchasing (Brown et al., 2009; Vrontis et al., 2007). Mpinganjira (2009) also highlights 

the importance in considering the benefits associated with the product ‘education’, as this does not 

mean that they are buying a degree but the benefits that come along with their education, such as 

employment, lifestyle and status among others. 

 

In order to satisfy the consumers’ needs, in this case the needs of students, HEIs need to be aware of 

the influential factors that affect the students’ decision and gain a better understanding of these 

variables in order to satisfy these needs effectively (Moogan, et al., 1999). This is in line with 

Schiffman et al. (2012) who state that marketers need to know everything they can about consumers in 

today’s dynamic and rapidly evolving marketplace. Additionally in these days of ever-widening media 

choices, they need to know where and how to reach their target audiences (Schiffman et al., 2012). 

According to Kotler and Keller (2009), a consumer is influenced in his or her behavior by cultural, 

social and personal factors, which shows the necessity to evaluate these influencing factors and 

differences between the various kinds of international students in a deeper way. 

 

Besides evaluating consumers’ needs and influencing factors, consumer behavior theories further 

focus on how consumers make decisions to spend the available resources (Schiffman et al., 2012). 

Regarding the decision-making of students, the need to understand their university choice while 

ensuring that they make the right decision is increasingly important (Moogan et al., 1999; Dawes and 

Brown, 2003; Whitehead et al., 2006 as cited in Brown et al., 2009). However, some students make 

wrong decision due to the lack of accurate and relevant information or poor advice (Moogan & Baron, 

2003). Brown et al. (2009) argue that the reduction of the perceived risk of a consumer is an important 

element in a high involvement decision-making process such as the education-choice of students. 

Customers in a high involvement decision-making process need to be convinced of the fact that the 

benefits are more significant compared to the risks (Mpinganjira, 2009). Furthermore, Moogan et al. 

(1999) state that consumers can feel more confident about making a decision by gaining more 

knowledge and an increasing amount of searching and information.  
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Regarding the general consumer decision-making process, marketing scholars have developed a five-

stage-model during the last decades in which the consumer passes through the following stages: 

problem recognition, information search, evaluation of alternatives, purchase decision and finally the 

post-purchase behavior (Kotler & Keller, 2009). However, a study of Moogan et al. (1999) reveals that 

a potential student finds this decision-making process to be complicated and risky, because students 

usually spend long periods of time in investigating and examining alternatives. For them, students do 

not have the opportunity to test drive their future higher education course. Furthermore, services like 

education are associated with a high degree of intangibility, which results in the fact that the quality 

and quantity of information available for the consumers prior to purchase might be too small (Moogan 

et al., 1999). Brown et al. (2009) agree with this argument and state it as a reason why the application 

of the five-stage-model is not really possible for students. According to them, students choose 

different tactics during the process and have the need to consider the results of this long-term decision 

carefully. Therefore, the five-stage-process cannot be easily applied to the decision-making of 

students, which makes it necessary to evaluate and examine models for the education-choice in more 

detail, specifically for international students (see Section 2.2). 

 

 

2.2 Education-choice models in the existing literature 

After giving an overview about education-choice models, the Hanson and Litten Model and the 

Jackson Model are selected as the most appropriate ones and are described in more detail.  

 

2.2.1 Overview about education-choice models 

According to Obermeit (2012), there are three main subjects that are discussed in the literature 

regarding the education-choice process of prospective students. Some of these theories concentrate 

mainly in the choice models; others in the influencing choice factors and others concentrate in the 

sources of information that students use to explore their possibilities. When referring to the first 

subject, namely the choice models, some of these models do not only consider the choice-process but 

even intent to illustrate information sources as well as factors that influence the potential students, 

such as environmental, individual or background characteristics. Therefore, for this research, two 

models have been selected which consider all the aforementioned three important subjects. To further 

put more emphasis on the influencing factors particularly for international students, theories about this 

subject are described in more detail in Section 2.3.  

 

Regarding models that incorporate the three main subjects mentioned before, frameworks have been 

developed and can be classified into economic/econometric models, status attainment/sociological 

models, and a combination of both, called combined models (Obermeit, 2012; Simões & Soares, 2010; 

Vrontis et al., 2007). The economic/econometric models consider the student as a rational consumer 

that makes a choice based on the calculation of costs and perceived benefits of the different 

institutions. In contrast, the status attainment/sociological models consider the influence of the 

interaction between behavioral variables such as the students’ academic performance and background 

variables like social status or parents (Simões & Soares, 2010; Vrontis et al., 2007). 

 

As suggested by Hossler et al. (1999 as cited in Vrontis et al., 2007), combined models that include 

both types of processes previously described, may have a stronger value than single perspectives. The 

combined models can use the sociological part that the status attainment models propose including the 

decision-making standpoint that the economic models propose. For this study, The Hanson and Litten 
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Model (Litten, 1982) and The Jackson Model (1982), both combined models, have been considered as 

the basis to develop the theoretical framework because of their contribution in the development of the 

education-choice theory (Sia, 2011). Using both models, all the important aspects for this study are 

addressed, especially the necessity of evaluating alternatives carefully in this high involvement 

decision-making process as well as the influencing factors for students. In the following subchapters, 

both models are described in more detail and further arguments are given for their usage when 

developing a framework in Section 2.5. 

 

  

2.2.2 The Hanson and Litten Model  

The Hanson and Litten model aims to explain the higher education-choice process by dividing it into 

three phases, where the first stage refers to higher education aspirations. The second stage represents 

the stage where the student searches for institutions and creates a list of candidates. The last stage 

refers to the application and enrolling to the chosen HEI. However, the three stages can be further 

recognized in five particular processes: having higher education aspiration, starting the search process, 

gathering information, sending applications and enrolling. Furthermore, an additional step called 

‘University Actions’ occurs between the steps of sending applications and enrolling (Vrontis et al., 

2007). 

 

While developing the study’s model, Hanson and Litten included a specific description of the 

components that affect HEI choice in each one of the five stages (see Figure 1) (Litten, 1982). These 

components are grouped by personal attributes, student characteristics, high school characteristics, and 

college characteristics (Cremonini, Westerheijden, & Enders, 2007; Vrontis et al., 2007).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1:  The Hanson and Litten Model (Vrontis et al., 2007, p. 982) 
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In the center of Figure 1, the linear process proposed by Hanson and Litten (Litten, 1982) is 

presented. Additionally, boxes containing the influencing variables are shown surrounding this 

process. The arrows indicate the direct influence of these variables towards the different stages. 

 

The Hanson and Litten Model (Litten, 1982) has been chosen because of two strengths. First, the 

model is one of the first ones including the financial aid policy as one of the influences that affect the 

student when selecting a university (Sia, 2011). This aspect is important due to the fact that this study 

includes students from the EU and from outside the EU, meaning non-fee-paying and fee-paying 

students. The second strength is that Hanson and Litten identify a wider set of variables that influence 

the process; they include different characteristics such as “background characteristics, personal 

attributes, high school characteristics and college characteristics” (Sia, 2011, p. 184). However, the 

model’s criticism is that even though it includes the financial aid, Hanson and Litten do not further 

explain the impact of this aspect in a student’s decision (Sia, 2011). Nevertheless, another reason for 

choosing this model was because Hanson and Litten (Litten, 1982) considered Kotler’s (1976) five-

stage decision-making process from where they built and expanded their theory towards the education-

choice process (Sia, 2011). This aspect contributes to the idea of similarities between a customer in the 

consumer behavior theories, and the student as customer in the education environment.  

 

2.2.3 The Jackson Model  

Like the Hanson and Litten Model, the model proposed by Jackson (1982) is a three-stage process, 

which is divided into the sections preference, exclusion and evaluation (see Figure 2). According to 

Jackson (1982), the first phase called ‘Preference’ is about developing aspirations, which is mostly 

influenced by a student’s prior academic achievements. While this stage is similar to the first stage in 

the Hanson and Litten Model, Jackson explains the way students exclude and evaluate alternatives in a 

more detailed way in further phases. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: The Jackson Model (Jackson, 1982, p.239) 
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During the second stage called ‘Exclusion’, students go through a process of excluding some 

institutions from their prospective list. This is done by considering the options and rejecting the ones 

that are unfeasible because of tuition fees, location, academic quality or a lack of information. 

Considering that misinformation or a lack of information leads to the exclusion of positive alternatives 

can be crucial for HEIs (Jackson, 1982). According to Jackson (1982), location has the strongest 

influence during this stage, followed by the availability of information and finally the family, 

academic and vocational background. However, the remaining options after this phase are the choice-

set of institutions students take into serious consideration (Jackson, 1982). 

 

This choice-set is further evaluated during the next phase called ‘Evaluation’. Students translate their 

preferences into a rating scheme that helps them to rate the remaining options and finally do a 

selection (Jackson, 1982). For Jackson (1982), the four factors family background, academic 

experience, location and college costs have the strongest effects on a student’s choice. This is followed 

by factors having a moderate effect such as information, college attributes and job attributes, as well 

as the factor of social context, which only has a weak effect. 

 

Besides putting more emphasis on the evaluation of alternatives, the Jackson Model (1982) has been 

selected due to the fact he is further discussing the importance of various influencing factors in his 

model. He includes the idea that some of the factors that influence a student are more or less important 

at the different stages of the education-choice process. Moreover, his theory incorporates important 

influencing such as parents and family, academic achievement, social and economic factors (Sia, 

2011). However, one of the weaknesses encountered with this model as well as with the one from 

Hanson and Litten (Litten, 1982) is the lack of investigation regarding international students. Hence, 

to add a this factor to this study, theories for this particular group of international is included in the 

theoretical framework (see Section 2.3) 

 

 

2.3 Influencing factors in the education-choice of international students 

Mazzarol (1998) states that the decision of studying abroad is one of the most important and costly 

projects that a student takes. Hence, HEI should pay attention to the importance of this decision. HEIs 

are interested in understanding what influences a student during the application and enrollment 

decisions (DesJardins et al., 1999 as cited in Mpinganjira, 2009). Gaining knowledge about these 

factors enables HEIs to look for strategies to match what the university has to offer and what the 

students are looking for. Additionally, it allows organizations to plan and create better recruitment 

approaches that can effectively be managed specially in terms of usage and limited financial resources 

(Mpinganjira, 2009; Shah et al., 2013). 

 

During the last years, several studies have focused in outlining the motivations of a student to study 

abroad. Some of the reports in this area have been done from different perspectives, as factors that 

influence undergraduate studies choice, postgraduate studies choice or international students’ choice 

(Simões & Soares, 2010). However, these ones have mainly concentrated in student migration to 

Western countries e.g. Australia. Some of these studies have been done by “Baldwin and James 

(2000), Mazzarol (2001), Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Moogan et al. (1999) and Gomes and Murphy 

(2003) among others” (Maringe & Carter, 2007, p. 463). These researchers have contributed to the 

theory by developing a series of factors that have been modeled and are now being incorporated in the 

education-choice process among different countries (Maringe & Carter, 2007). Nevertheless, these 

perspectives are still open for additional analysis (Simões & Soares, 2010). 
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When referring to international students, Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) propose a combination of “push- 

pull” factors that motivate students to study abroad. “Push” factors can be understood as those found 

in the student’s home country, which motivate them to study in a different destination. “Pull” factors 

on the other hand are the ones that attract students and are usually found in the host country. They are 

affecting a student’s decision when selecting a country and choosing an institution. Moreover, these 

factors are not only helping students to decide for a particular institution but also to reject it if their 

needs are not satisfied (Rodríguez González, Bustillo Mesanza & Mariel, 2011). As noted by 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), these “push-pull” factors are important in order to understand the 

motivations behind a student’s choice.  

 

When the student selects a country and an institution, “pull” factors play an important role since some 

countries or institutions are either more attractive or unattractive than other ones. According to 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), factors that have an effect on their choices of country are knowledge and 

awareness of the destination, personal recommendations, cost issues, the environment for studies and 

lifestyle in the destination country, geographic proximity as well as social links which refers to 

whether the student has family or friends in the destination country. Similarly, variables that influence 

the selection of a HEI abroad are university’s characteristics such as reputation, range of courses, 

degree of innovation as well as resources (Mazzarol, 1998). 

 

In a next step, the influencing factors mentioned by Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) are merged with the 

ones proposed by Hanson and Litten (Litten, 1982) as well as Jackson (1982) (see Section 2.2). The 

results are displayed in Table 1, where they are divided into two different groups namely, “push” and 

“pull” factors. Afterwards, within each group, similar factors were classified into distinctive 

categories, such as students’ characteristics or university characteristics. These factors are included in 

the model presented in Section 2.5 as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1: “Push-pull” factors influencing higher education-choice 
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According to Davey (2005 as cited in Maringe & Carter, 2007), there have been interesting results, 

especially when it comes to the differences in the influences to study abroad for a student depending 

on the origin or nationality. The results of the decision-making process for a student is influenced by 

factors that involve the context in which the decision is taken, such as environment, individual 

influences or personal factors that would determine the student’s personal value system and 

perceptions (Maringe & Carter, 2007). When sufficient evidence can be found regarding the 

differences in the influences among the students from different regions of the world, HEIs can create 

segmentation techniques that are useful to develop marketing activities and understand their existing 

and potential customers, in this case international students. Additionally, institutions can better satisfy 

the student’s needs and expectations (Wilkins, Balakrishnan, & Huisman, 2012). Therefore, this 

distinction is considered in the research of this study. 

 

 

2.4 Services of HEIs for international students during the education-choice 

process 

Considering the aforementioned theories about the complex process of education-choice, it can be 

assumed that students need assistance and services to be able to make good decisions. In the 

following, the characteristics and importance of university services are discussed and their impact on 

the education-choice process is evaluated. 

 

2.4.1 Characteristics of university service and its importance for HEI 

According to (Shank, Walker, & Hayes, 1995), higher education services possess characteristics of the 

service industry due to the fact that they are intangible, heterogeneous, variable, perishable, 

inseparable from the person delivering it and the student as a customer participates in the process. 

 

In order to evaluate the importance of university services for HEIs, it is necessary to define them first. 

According to Tait (2000), services for students can generally belong to three categories of support: (1) 

cognitive support like providing assistance for learning, (2) affective support which is related to the 

well-being of students and (3) systemic support such as information management and administration. 

Due to the fact that this paper aims to evaluate the university services during the application process 

and the information required by students to make a decision, mainly systemic support will be 

considered and referred to as “services” in the following.  

 

As the market of higher education matures, the quality of these services has become a means of 

differentiating one HEI from others (O'Neill & Palmer, 2004). This is supported by the results of 

studies which show that the quality of support services can just be as important in influencing 

students’ choice of university as the core academic strength itself (Park & Lessing, 1977; LeBlanc & 

Nguyen, 1999 as cited in O'Neill & Palmer, 2004). According to Brown et al. (2009), the added value 

of delivering a good customer service during the application process can further even assist 

universities in differentiating their offer from other competitors. Due to this, it is imperative for HEIs 

to actively monitor the quality of the offered support for a continuous improvement and to understand 

the desires of incoming students (Joseph, Yakhou & Stone, 2005). 
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2.4.2 Impact of university services during the education-choice process of students 

Having a clear understanding of how a potential student is attracted to an institution and how he or she 

is stimulated during the process of education-choice is crucial for HEIs (Moogan, 2011). This 

subchapter provides more detailed information about how services affect the student’s education-

choice process and further discusses how services can address influencing factors in a students’ choice 

process.  

 
University services affecting the student’s education-choice process  

After the student has passed the university aspirations stage, a need for information and evaluation of 

the different options arises and according to Vrontis et al. (2007), universities have the opportunity at 

these stages to contact students and influence their choice. The importance of these stages can be seen 

because of the fact that they lead to the decision of purchase or consumption. This is supported by 

Moogan (2011) who states that HEIs need to consider the importance of well-informed students and 

the fact that the quality of the information is critical. Therefore, a need for understanding sources of 

information and factors that influence students to apply to a particular university is vital (Simões & 

Soares, 2010). Moreover, potential students try to reduce the uncertainty associated with the decision 

during the selection process (Veloutsou et al., 2004). Therefore it is necessary to evaluate what kind of 

information students wish to receive and if they prefer a specific type of information source (Moogan, 

2011). Considering the stages of the previously developed model, services offered by a HEI can occur 

at most of the stages, at least by providing assistance if requested by students. However, their desire 

for support and services in terms of receiving information occurs mainly in the stages ‘Search Process’ 

and ‘Evaluation and Exclusion of Alternatives’.  

 

University services addressing influencing factors of a student’s choice 

In order to provide requested information and services, it is necessary for HEIs to identify the factors 

that influence the students’ choice (Absher & Crawford, 1996; Goff et al., 2004; Naude & Ivy, 2004 as 

cited in Moogan, 2011). Like mentioned before, international students are attracted by “pull” factors 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Rodríguez González et al., 2011). Some of them, such as the 

characteristics of a country, can hardly be influenced by a HEI. However, influences are possible for 

the characteristics of the HEI itself, which can be seen as a possibility to convince students and are the 

most important factors in a student’s university. Knowing these factors enables a university to actively 

provide the requested information in order to create a better university image and further convince 

potential students when selecting the institution (Veloutsou et al., 2004).  

 

In order to display this interaction, the aforementioned university services are included in the 

conceptual framework developed in the following Section 2.5. 

 

 

2.5. Conceptual framework 

In a final step of this theoretical framework, the aforementioned theories – education-choice models, 

influencing factors and university services – are combined in a conceptual framework for this study 

(see Figure 3), called model for higher education-choice of international students and its interaction 

with university services. First, the models of Hanson and Litten (Litten, 1982) and Jackson (1982), are 

combined while considering all the aforementioned characteristics of both. Taking the Hanson and 

Litten Model, which also considers university’s actions, the whole process of education-choice is 

explained in detailed steps. Due to the fact that this process can be seen as a major decision in a 
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student’s life with a high involvement, the importance of evaluation and exclusion of alternatives 

needs to be considered, which is the reason for including the Jackson Model. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While the turquoise boxes explain the main process of a student’s higher education-choice, the 

influencing factors for international students displayed in Table 1 are included as “push-pull” factors 

with dark blue boxes and arrows pointing to the various stages. Additionally, the interaction of 

university services is displayed by the orange boxes and arrows. Due to the fact that university 

services are not only affecting the education-choice process itself but can also address the influencing 

factors, a dotted frame is placed around the turquoise and dark blue boxes in order to show the 

interaction of services with both. This main process as well as its interaction with influencing factors 

and university services is described in more detail in the following. 

 

University Aspirations:   

In this first phase of the education-choice process, a student develops aspirations to study and decides 

to attend a HEI. For international students, this stage is the one when they decide to study abroad and 

get influenced by the “push”-factors mentioned before. Regarding university services, this is the stage 

at which HEIs can create awareness about the university and the benefits a higher education offers for 

students. 

 

Search Process:  

In this stage, students search for institutions and gather information in order to create a list of 

alternatives. International students further collect information about different destinations and their 

characteristics as well as the country-specific higher education systems. At this point of the process, 

they are influenced by both, “push” and “pull” factors, which steers them in a specific direction in 

their search process. Therefore, it is important for universities to advertise their programs at this stage 

in order to gain the students’ attention. 

 

Evaluation and Exclusion of Alternatives:  

Having a list of alternatives, students exclude options that are not feasible and gather more detailed 

information about the remaining ones. This information will be evaluated according to the students’ 

preferences, resulting in a final set of choices. Regarding international students, this stage refers to the 

Figure 3: A model for higher education-choice of international students and its interaction with university services (Own illustration, 2015) 
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selection of country and institution. However, the evaluation of alternatives continues until the last 

stage of ‘Enrolling’, which is visualized in Figure 3 through an extension of the box with a fading-out 

color. Due to the fact that students might apply to more than one university, resulting in more than one 

offer, they need to continue the evaluation process until the final decision. In order to understand a 

student’s evaluation, it is important to consider the “pull”-factors which influence the choice. HEIs 

can address them by providing the requested information and assistance to facilitate this evaluation 

process for students. 

 

Sending Applications:  

After choosing a final set of HEIs a student wants to apply to, applications are sent to the institutions. 

From this stage on, international students need to consider the different country-specific higher 

education systems, which shows the necessity for HEIs to provide information about important aspects 

in order to assist the student at this point. Furthermore, it is at this stage where international students 

might apply for scholarships which demands further support and assistance. 

 

University Actions:  

University actions include the university’s decision process to admit or reject a student, as well as if he 

or she can be granted financial aid like scholarships. This stage can be seen as the point when a 

university makes the first official contact with the student, for example asking for missing documents 

or letting him or her know about the admission results.   

 

Enrolling: 

After having received admission results from all HEIs the student applied to, he or she finally 

evaluates the remaining alternatives and decides in which institution to enroll. During this final 

evaluation, the “pull” factors play an important role and influence the student’s decision. Therefore, it 

is crucial for a university to address these important aspects and to offer assistance in order to 

convince the student. 
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3 Methodology 
 

This chapter explains the overall research strategy, the choice of company and the approach of 

reviewing the literature. The operationalization of the theoretical concepts used for the primary data 

collection is presented and a pilot test is explained, leading to the final questionnaire. Likewise, ethical 

considerations, reliability and validity are addressed and limitations stated. Lastly, as a basis to answer 

the research question, the methods to analyze the data are explained.  

 

3.1 Research strategy 

The purpose of this research is to investigate how students are influenced in their education-choice 

when considering to study abroad and how important university services are for addressing students’ 

needs along this process. For this reason, a combined qualitative and quantitative research has been 

chosen. The objective of this type of investigation is to acquire a better understanding of a particular 

situation (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). As for the method for gathering data, a multi-method 

with a mixed-model approach has been selected. This type of method refers to the fact that more than 

one data collection technique is used (Saunders et al., 2009). The aim of this chosen design was to 

initiate the research with an exploratory stage by using an expert interview (see Section 3.4.1) and a 

focus group (see Section 3.4.2) that allowed the authors to gain a better understanding of the subject. 

By utilizing this type of method, the research question is clearly defined and the research design can 

be developed in accordance with the study (Cooper & Schindler, 2013). This is followed by the 

collection of descriptive data by the application of a survey with a questionnaire as a tool. 

 

3.2 Choice of organization 

Before choosing a potential organization to work with, the authors decided to have Consumer 

Behavior as a field of study. However, considering that this is a wide subject that can be applied to 

various industries, the authors decided to contact different B2B and B2C companies by email. A list of 

organizations was found in two different catalogs published by MDH and Chalmers University in 

Gothenburg. Additionally, a contact list with interesting companies was compiled by the authors. In 

total 84 organizations were contacted by email (see Appendix 1). From all the companies contacted, 

the one that suited the best with the selected subject was MDH in Västerås. To gain a better 

understanding, an interview with the responsible person for International Student Recruitment of the 

Division of Communications and External Relations was arranged where the subject was discussed 

and a decision regarding the direction of the research while considering the time limit of the thesis was 

made. 

 

3.3 Approach to review the literature 

Mainly scientific journal articles were used to review literature and to gather information in order to 

develop the theories for this study. These articles were retrieved from search engines such as the MDH 

library searching system and Google Scholar by using keywords such as consumer behavior, 

education-choice, international students, influencing factors, application process, university services 

and Importance-Performance Analysis. Journal articles are typically written by experts and contain 

relevant information from earlier research and their reliability increases due to the fact that they have 
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to go under various reviews before it is accepted for publication (Saunders et al., 2009). After 

examining 64 potential articles in more detail, the authors decided to use 30 of them in order to build 

the presented model in the theoretical framework. For this study, the authors tried to only use peer-

reviewed articles from graded journals. In this case, the articles’ ranks were examined according to the 

Academic Journal Guide 2015, published by the Chartered Association of Business School (ABS). 

Exceptions were made only in case the article was beneficial for the study’s purpose and was further 

cited by other reliable authors. 

 

3.4 Exploratory stage to test the model 

As a support and complement to the theoretical framework, an exploratory strategy was used to test 

the developed model with the case of Sweden and MDH (see Section 4). Furthermore, the model was 

expanded in order to have a more detailed base for the study’s research. This type of approach allows 

the investigators to develop concepts and definitions more clearly and an improvement of the research 

design can be attained (Cooper & Schindler, 2013). The techniques used during this stage were a 

structured interview with an expert and a focus group. 

3.4.1 Expert interview 

A structured interview contains predetermined direct questions but these could remain flexible 

(Cooper & Schindler, 2013; Saunders et al., 2009). The interview (see Appendix 2) was conducted 

with the responsible person of the International Students Recruitment of MDH. Due to the fact that the 

person interviewed is knowledgeable about the education-choice process, she was considered an 

expert and therefore the information provided was included in the development of the aforementioned 

model. 

 

3.4.2 Focus group 

For this method, a purposive sample that involved eight students from different nationalities currently 

studying different international programs at MDH was chosen. With the use of a focus group a topic 

can explicitly be discussed and clearly defined (Saunders et al., 2009). The discussion was guided 

through a semi-structured interview (see Appendix 3) (Cooper & Schindler, 2013). The aim was to 

have an open dialogue between the interviewer and the participants to gain new ideas and to increase 

the understanding about the perceptions and impressions through the elaboration of their answers. The 

subject discussed was in line with the theories developed in the theoretical framework (see Section 2). 

In total, the students were asked six questions regarding their perceptions concerning the developed 

model by the authors and the accuracy that this one had with their own experience. Additionally, they 

were asked which services they received from MDH during the different stages. 

 

3.5 Primary data collection 

3.5.1 Sample 

Given that this is a qualitative study, a nonprobability and specifically a purposive sampling was used 

(Cooper & Schindler, 2013). This type of sampling implies that the authors choose the participants 

because of their characteristics, experiences, perceptions or attitudes that are useful for the study. The 

group of interviewees was categorized as heterogeneous because of its composition. The description 

of the sample needed for this research was free-mover students; hence, exchange students that were 

currently studying at MDH were not included. The participants were also catalogued as non-experts 

because they had the desired information required by the authors but were not aware or were not 
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experts in the research subject (Cooper & Schindler, 2013). The same sampling approach was used for 

the focus group and the survey. To find this particular sample, the authors searched for courses from 

the different programs currently taught in English at the university. Later, the professors who are 

responsible for these courses were contacted and requested whether it was possible to visit their 

classes to administer the survey. The total amount of fifty-seven respondents that participated in this 

study was found after visiting eight different courses from different international programs (see 

Appendix 4). Moreover, from this sample, thirty students interviewed were from the EU and twenty-

seven from outside the EU. From the latter, sixteen students were studying with a granted scholarship, 

while eleven were tuition-fee payers.  

3.5.2 Questionnaire 

To gather the data during the descriptive stage of the study, the primary data collection instrument 

used was a structured questionnaire. According to Cooper and Schindler (2013) some of the 

advantages of using this type of tool is that the participants have more time to think about their 

answers, it is more anonymous and allows rapid data collection to the researchers. The questionnaire 

was designed based on the model for higher education choice of international students and its 

interaction with university services developed previously (see Section 2.5). The concepts involved 

were divided and operationalized (see Table 2) in two main areas, the education-choice process with 

its influencing factors and the university’s services.  

 

The first part was later divided into three stages that encompass the education-choice process while the 

second part about the services evaluates them according to importance, performance, usage and the 

interaction with the mentioned process. Through operationalization, definitions are converted into 

variables that can be measured (Cooper & Schindler, 2013). Based on these areas, ten questions were 

developed and included in the questionnaire along with four administrative demographical questions. 

This instrument was used during the pilot test (see Section 3.5.3) conducted by the researchers prior to 

the final application to the selected sample. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2: Operationalization of concepts used for the questionnaire 
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The questions were designed to provide two distinctive types of data and facilitate the statistical 

analysis: nominal or categorical and ordinal or ranked data. To gather nominal or categorical type of 

data, one dichotomous, yes-no question (Cooper & Schindler, 2013) was constructed to assess if a 

student had used different MDH’s services or not. Additionally, four questions were constructed as a 

checklist to let the students choose as many alternatives as needed. Two open-ended questions were 

also included which according to Cooper and Schindler (2013) allow the participants to use their own 

words, which could reveal aspects that had not been considered by the researchers. Furthermore, one 

multiple-choice question was designed to evaluate the students’ thoughts regarding the education-

choice process. This type of question offers several alternatives to the participants but at the same time 

compel them to choose one single option (Cooper & Schindler, 2013).  

To generate ordinal or ranked data, three questions were constructed in a Likert scale-type. Cooper 

and Schindler (2013) explain that these are typically used to measure a favorable or unfavorable 

attitude towards a situation. For this questionnaire, these questions were used to measure the 

perception that the students had regarding the importance and performance of MDH’s services.  

 

3.5.3 Pilot testing and final instrument application 

As stated by Cooper & Schindler (2013), a pilot test is usually done to detect flaws in the design of the 

instrument prior to the application to the selected sample. When conducting a pilot test, the subjects 

interviewed should be respondents from the target population that do not need to be statistically 

selected. The form of pilot testing used by the authors is called pretesting (Cooper & Schindler, 2013), 

where the purpose was to refine the questionnaire with the help of the suggestions provided by the 

respondents. 

A sample of fourteen students from different international programs studying at MDH participated in 

the pretest. After evaluating the results, the variables previously described in the operationalization 

(see Table 2) were maintained while the structure was modified in order to solve the confusion some 

participants had when answering questions. Additionally, it became obvious that the presented figure 

of the education-choice process was not necessary to answer the questions. Furthermore, the terms of 

some services were rephrased to be more specific in order to create a better understanding. As a result 

of these changes, a final tool (see Appendix 5) was developed.  

 

3.6 Ethical Considerations 

Every respondent in this study was informed about the purpose of the investigation. This means that 

no deception was involved. Their participation was voluntary and consent of their participation was 

granted after the motives why they had been contacted were explained. This aspect follows the 

recommendations of Saunders et al. (2009) of not having a population of participants unaware of the 

reasons for their participation. Additionally, confidentiality (Cooper & Schindler, 2013) of the internal 

data of the university and anonymity of all participants has been maintained along the study. The 

expert interview and the focus group were recorded after permission was granted. It was explained 

that the information needed to be transcribed to avoid misunderstandings of data that could be 

necessary for the development of the study. However, the results were presented without mentioning 

the names of the participants. 

 

3.7 Reliability and Validity 

Reliability refers to the “accuracy and precision of a measurement” (Cooper & Schindler, 2013, p. 

257). Taking this in mind, to build up the reliability of the answers provided by the participants, the 
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questions were constructed with the aim to receive unequivocal and direct responses from the sample. 

The questionnaire was constructed carefully, providing the reader with sufficient information to take a 

position and clear response choices to allow the participant to choose the answer that was closer to 

their opinion. Furthermore, the testing of the model (see Section 4) before the construction of the 

questionnaire increased the reliability of the developed framework as a good basis for the study’s 

research. This helped to enrich the level and effectiveness of the questions and the design of the 

research tool (Cooper & Schindler, 2013). 

 

In order to present reliable results, the distinction between students from inside and outside the EU 

was considered and mentioned when necessary. The results were not only assessed arithmetically but 

also with a specialized software for statistical calculations that confirmed and supported the findings 

in general. This deeper analysis ensures more reliable and valid results. Moreover, a detailed 

procedure has been described along the study to strengthen the confidence of the reader, regarding the 

research itself and the recommendations given (Cooper & Schindler, 2013). Furthermore, the 

pretesting lead to a more reliable measurement tool due to the fact that a clearer understanding was 

ensured. 

 

On the other hand, validity refers to the level to which a tool like a questionnaire measures what it is 

intended to measure (Cooper & Schindler, 2013). To have a trustworthy instrument regarding the 

content, the authors made sure that all the theories that were part of the theoretical framework were 

included. This is consistent with the suggestion of Saunders et al. (2009) stating that the authors need 

to be cautious when presenting findings because findings might not be applicable in other research 

settings.  

 

Even though only students studying at MDH were included in the research, the results can still be 

considered valuable and valid for other universities due to the fact that those students also applied to 

other international universities and therefore also used the evaluated influencing factors in the 

consideration of other alternatives. However, the results regarding the importance and performance of 

services are only valid for MDH itself even though this validity is ensured for all international, non-

exchange students of the university due to the fact that bachelor and master students of all 

international programs were included in the survey and the exploratory stage. 

 

3.8 Limitations 

The present study underwent different limitations to reach the specific type of sample and a specific 

amount of data that could have had a greater level of significance. Due to the time constraint to gather 

data and the difficulties to reach the professors, it was not possible to reach students in classes later 

than April 30, 2015 which resulted in a total number of fifty-seven participants. Furthermore, to 

ensure that the specific sample needed would be the one answering the questionnaire, an online tool 

could not be used. This resulted in the necessity to visit different courses where international students 

were expected to be enrolled which was the reason for only using the case of MDH for this study.  

 

3.9 Analysis Method 

For analysis purposes, three different methods were used. After explaining the basic techniques, the 

description of the statistical tests used for deeper analysis is presented. Subsequently, the explanation 

of the Importance-Performance Analysis (IPA) and its usage is illustrated as an example.  
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Basic techniques 

The assessment of the results was first done through basic arithmetical calculations such as 

summations, means, percentages and Confidence Intervals (CI) in a database created in the software 

Microsoft Office Excel. The CI is used to estimate the population parameter with the usage of the 

observed sample data (De Veaux, Velleman & Bock, 2011). For the checklist, multiple choice and 

dichotomous questions, this statistic technique was used to estimate the unknown population 

parameter of the international students that did not answer the questionnaire. This means that if this 

study was replicated with a different sample of free-mover students from MDH, the new proportion of 

the results is expected to be located within the calculated interval. For the calculations of the CI, the 

level of confidence used was 95%, which means that the results for the total population lie within the 

presented interval with a confidence of 95%. When referring to the total population of students, it 

should be understood that this population is the amount of free-mover students that are currently 

studying or are potentially deciding to study at MDH. 

 

 

Statistical tests 

As a second part of the analysis, the database was exported to the Statistical Package for the Social 

Sciences (SPSS), which is a software specialized to generate statistical analysis. The calculations done 

with this software fall into the category of non-parametric techniques. According to Pallant (2007), 

these techniques are commonly used when the sample is small and when the type of data gathered is 

nominal (categorical) and ordinal (ranked). Due to the fact that the information gathered through the 

questionnaire collected this type of data (see Section 3.5.2), two different non-parametric tests were 

chosen: Chi-square test for Independence and Wilcoxon Signed Rank test. For this study, a significant 

difference can be stated when the results of these tests are 0.050 or smaller. 

 

The Chi-square test for Independence is typically utilized to explore the connection between two 

categorical variables (Pallant, 2007). This test was used to evaluate a possible association between the 

sample and the variables in the checklist, multiple choice and dichotomous questions. Additionally, 

for the Likert scale-type questions, the Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test was used to identify possible 

differences in the results of the sample between two different variables (Pallant, 2007). This was done 

regarding the importance and performance of services in order to evaluate whether there is a 

significant difference in the perception of the students regarding the various variables. For the 

presentation of the results, basic graphs and tables were created to present the outcomes.  

 

 

IPA to measure the quality of services  

Although educational managers face a lot of choice to measure students’ perceptions of service 

quality, many of these techniques are too costly, too complicated or just inappropriate for what should 

be measured. The basic simplicity of the IPA developed by Martilla and James (1977) offers an 

advantage compared to other popular approaches and furthermore suggests actionable strategies for 

allocating resources (Joseph et al., 2005). In order to not only consider the performance or the quality 

of a service but also its importance, the IPA provides a two-dimensional importance-performance grid 

(Feng, Mangan, Wong, Xu, & Lalwani, 2014). Therefore it is possible to identify more and less 

influential attributes, which makes this technique more suitable for directing improvement (O'Neill & 

Palmer, 2004) and further provides important insights into which aspects a firm should devote more 

attention to as well as identifying areas that may be consuming too many resources (Martilla & James, 

1977). 
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By plotting the values of importance and performance of attributes against each other, the results of 

the IPA can be divided into four quadrants that are shown in the following Figure 4. While the 

horizontal axis measures the performance of attributes, the vertical axis measures the importance of 

them. Each service is plotted in the graph according to its mean of importance and performance. The 

quadrants themselves are divided by the overall mean of all means measured for importance and 

performance which are displayed by the dotted lines (Martilla & James, 1977). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Using this technique of Martilla and James (1977 as cited in Joseph et al., 2005), the four quadrants of 

the grid can be described like this: 

 

 Quadrant A “Concentrate here”: these service factors are considered to be of relatively high 

importance. However, customers feel that they receive less than the desired service 

performance. Therefore, a company should concentrate on improving these factors. 

 Quadrant B “Keep up with the good work”: these factors are considered to be of relatively 

high importance as well, but customers feel that they are receiving a desirable service 

performance. Companies should maintain the good approach they use to work on these 

factors. 

 Quadrant C “Low priority”: Customers consider these factors to be less important and feel that 

they receive a less than desired service performance. Nevertheless, these factors should be on 

a low priority for companies. 

 Quadrant D “Possible overkill”: These factors are perceived to provide a better than desired 

service while they are considered to be of relatively less importance. 

 

During the last 40 years, modified approaches of this method evolved. Comparing these, it can be 

stated that the traditional IPA is the most popular used one due to its simplicity (Feng et al., 2014). 

This outweighs the limitations in the IPA’s assumptions mentioned by Feng et al. (2014).  

In Section 5.2, the IPA is used with the case of MDH in order to present a tool for the evaluation of 

services for other universities.  

Figure 4: Traditional importance-performance grid (Own illustration, adapted from Martilla & James, 1977) 
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4 Testing the higher education-choice model with the    

   case of Sweden and MDH 
 

In order to evaluate whether the developed model is applicable, the case of Sweden and MDH is used. 

In a first step, background information about the Swedish higher education system and MDH is 

presented. Afterwards, an exploratory stage is used in order to test the developed model and include 

the university services offered by MDH during the application process. This will provide a base for the 

study’s research. 

 

4.1 Mälardalen University as part of the Swedish higher education market 

Regarding Sweden, the number of international students has risen since 2000, resulting in a proportion 

of entrants with an international background of 18.00% in 2010/2011. However, the Swedish 

Parliament decided in 2010 to introduce a tuition fee for students from outside the European 

Union/European Economic Area (EU/EEA) and Switzerland (in the following referred to as the EU). 

This resulted in a significant decline of about 80.00% regarding the number of applicants to 

international programs. Therefore, Swedish HEIs lost their competitive advantage of free education 

and have been forced to compete in the international higher education market (Mitchell, 2013). 

 

In general, the Swedish application system has characteristics of a unique pooled admission system: 

the students can apply for all universities with the same application and only need to submit one set of 

documents (“Overview of the application process - Universityadmissions.se”, n.d.). According to 

universityadmissions.se (“Application process - Universityadmissions.se”, n.d.), international students 

need to follow a detailed process with specific due dates. First, they create an account on the website 

universityadmissions.se, search for programs and rank this selection. After applying, supporting 

documents are submitted and the student needs to document its citizenship which defines if an 

application and tuition fee needs to be paid. This is followed by the selection made by the 

universityadmissions.se institution. The student is notified about the results and replies to the offer in a 

last step (“Application process - universityadmissions.se”, n.d.).  

 

MDH as part of the Swedish higher education market is actively recruiting international students 

through their services since the introduction of tuition fees in 2011. Besides having over 250 

agreements with universities all over the world, the university is currently offering the two English 

bachelor and six English master programs (“An International University - Mälardalen University 

Sweden,” 2014). Although the total number of students studying these programs is 385 (J. Forsström, 

personal communication, March 30, 2015), exchange students and Swedish students need to be 

subtracted to calculate the final number of free-mover students, which are 260 (Statistics Sweden, 

2014). 

 

4.2 Exploratory stage: Testing the model and including MDH services  

In the following exploratory stage, information gathered through an expert interview with a university 

employee and a focus group with international students is presented in order to test the developed 

framework. This information is further used to adapt the model to the characteristics of Sweden and 

MDH in order to have a base for the research following in Section 5.  
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4.2.1 MDH perspective 

In a first step, Johanna Forsström, responsible for the international student recruitment at MDH, was 

asked to describe the education-choice process of international students (J. Forsström, personal 

communication, March 30, 2015). From her perspective as a university employee, this process 

contains at least three steps: recruiting, after-recruiting and when they are registered. Furthermore, she 

admits that there are even more, smaller steps for the students in all the stages. In order to see the 

accuracy of the developed framework, Forsström was asked if she agrees with the process which was 

confirmed. 

 

Regarding the services MDH is offering, she further provided more detailed information about the 

university’s effort. According to her, the university’s ambition for its service is to provide help to 

enable students to help themselves. This is achieved by guiding them through the application process 

or referring to the university’s website which contains all necessary information (J. Forsström, 

personal communication, March 30, 2015). 

 

First of all, MDH is providing information about offered programs, the university itself and the city in 

general at fairs, on its website and online students’ portals, as well as on an English Facebook 

webpage in order to create awareness among potential students. Besides this kind of passive service 

that does not contain personal contact with potential students, the university is answering questions 

and providing further information upon request by email or phone during all the stages of the 

education-choice process. This assistance concerns helping students with different types of questions, 

ranging from guidance for registration at the universtiyadmissions.se website to questions referring to 

courses, teachers, schedules or living arrangements. MDH sometimes even guides students with a very 

detailed description including screen shots of the various stages of the application process. Although 

questions sent by students are answered with standardized emails, MDH aims to create a personal 

feeling for the students (J. Forsström, personal communication, March 30, 2015). 

 

Furthermore, MDH proactively contacts the students to thank them after receiving their application. 

Students further receive a message after the first selection by universityadmissions.se to congratulate 

them and invite them for an online seminar, called webinar. The latter will be used for the first time 

this year to convince students to accept the offer and provide further information for preparations. 

After enrolling, the university sends students a welcome-letter and gets in touch with them again 

during the summer to remind them about all necessary preparations. In addition to the online seminar 

mentioned before, seminars about international programs are planned for the next application period to 

provide more information for students before sending the application (J. Forsström, personal 

communication, March 30, 2015). 

 

However, Forsström admits that the way the services are provided by the university is varying from 

staff to staff. Additionally, the university only has little resources to provide services for students in 

terms of staff and budget. Therefore it is even more important for Forsström to carefully evaluate 

whether services can be implemented or not. Additionally, it is difficult for her to measure at which 

stages services are requested more often and whether there are questions asked more frequently due to 

the highly individual nature of students (J. Forsström, personal communication, March 30, 2015). 

 

4.2.2 University services of MDH from international students’ perspective 

In order to include the students’ perspective in the testing of the model, a focus group with 

international students of different programs was conducted.  
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After presenting the students the education-choice model with the interaction of university services, 

they were asked to confirm the accuracy of this process or add additional suggestions. During the 

discussion, no major discrepancies occurred. The only issue they emphasized in a stronger way was 

the necessity for fee-paying students to apply for scholarships at the stage of sending the applications 

to the university. 

Afterwards, the participants were asked to state the most important influencing factors in their 

decision to study abroad. Regarding the development of aspirations to study abroad, the students 

stated “push” factors such as own aspiration as well as friends and family to be most important. 

During the stages search process and evaluation and exclusion of alternatives, they further mentioned 

university characteristics including English programs and the location of the university as “pull” 

factors (Focus Group, 2015). These results match with the influencing factors included in the 

developed framework (see Section 2.5) which confirms the applicability of this framework for the 

following research. 

 

When asking the students which services they experienced throughout their education-choice process, 

the results mostly matched with the services mentioned by Forsström. Most of them informed 

themselves online and used either portals or the university’s website. One of them became aware of 

the university through a fair at his home university. Even though one student got in contact with the 

university by phone, most of the students mentioned that there was no need for personal contact at all 

before sending the application. For them, the information provided on the website and portals was 

sufficient. However, when asked whether a direct contact would have created a positive attitude 

towards the university, most of them agreed. 

 

Considering the scholarship applications as an important issue, the students also mentioned that they 

needed assistance for this step. Due to the fact that costs were a decisive factor for them, the support 

for sending and finally the confirmation of receiving a scholarship was crucial. This shows a 

difference between fee-paying and non-fee-paying students and the necessity to examine this 

distinction in more detail in this study, which is evaluated through the results in Section 5. 

 

Another difference compared to the university’s perspective can be seen in the contact requested by 

the students after enrolling. This was the point when they contacted the university via mail or 

Facebook in order to receive information. Even though this service is not affecting the recruitment 

directly, it is still important. Especially when considering the fact that students can still change their 

decision and enroll in another university if this information is not provided appropriately. 

Regarding the media used to gather information and get in contact with the university, the students 

mentioned the university’s website, portals like universityadmissions.se and the Swedish Institute’s 

website, social media such as Facebook as well as E-Mail and phone as preferable to have personal 

contact.  

 

In addition to the previously developed framework (see Figure 3), the services described by the 

university and the international students can be found in the light orange boxes in Figure 5. This 

framework is further used as a base to evaluate how international students are influenced in their 

education-choice and how important university services are for addressing the students’ needs.  
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Figure 5: A model for higher education-choice of international students and its interaction with university services, including the case 

of Sweden and MDH (Own illustration, 2015) 
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5 Presentation and analysis of the survey’s results 
 

In the following chapter, the survey’s results are presented and analyzed in order to create a better 

understanding of the education-choice process of international students. The chapter is divided in two 

parts. Part (1) presents results regarding influencing factors, the media used to gather information and 

general results in terms of the importance and necessity of university services. This is followed by part 

(2) which is used to exemplify the usage of the IPA for the case of MDH in order to present a potential 

tool that could be used by other universities as well. Additionally, to provide information regarding the 

types of free-mover students, pertinent distinctions between EU (non-fee-paying) and non-EU students 

(fee-paying) are made when necessary. 

   

5.1 Findings and analysis regarding an international student’s education-choice  

This first section provides general findings about the education-choice of international students and 

the interaction with university services. These findings are analyzed in order to evaluate the most 

important influencing factors, the preferred media to gather information and the importance and 

necessity of university services during this process. 

 

5.1.1 Influencing factors for international students 

In the following the different “push” factors as well as “pull” factors that influence free-movers 

positively and negatively during their choice are described.  

“Push” factors 

As indicated by Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), the first stage a student goes through before enrolling in 

an HEI, is the development of aspirations to study abroad. Nevertheless, this choice is influenced by 

different variables that are categorized as “push” factors (see Section 2.3). To evaluate these factors 

for international students, they were asked what influenced them to decide to study abroad. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
Figure 6: Results of influencing factors for international students at MDH to study abroad 
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The respondents had the opportunity to choose several options out of 12 alternatives, from which the 

most prevalent factor (see Figure 6) chosen was own aspirations that obtained a value of 64.91%, 

followed by friends in home country with 17.54%. The lowest values went from 5.26% to 3.51% 

corresponding to university advertisement, parent’s education, teachers and counselors, and university 

fairs. The alternatives that were not chosen at all were high school, high school visits and public 

policy. The results indicate that the majority of the current free-mover students are influenced to study 

abroad mainly by their own aspirations, followed by the influence of their friends in their home 

country and others such as friends living in other destinations or previous Erasmus experience.  

 

Calculating the CI for the variable own aspirations, it can be stated with a 95% confidence that 

between 52.52% and 77.30% of the rest of the population of free-movers is influenced by this factor as 

well. This indicates that this is generally a crucial factor for students when developing university 

aspirations. Regarding the CI for the variable friends in home country, the results between 7.67% and 

27.42% show that, even though the interval is rather low (under 30%), this factor in general can still 

be slightly significant. The rest of the values of CI for each of these influencing factors can be found 

in Appendix 6. 

 

When doing a comparison between EU and non-EU students (see Appendix 7), no major differences 

can be found in terms of the trend of the factors. However, according to the results, three factors seem 

to present differences when the two groups of the sample are compared. The factors others with a 

value of 20.00% and language abilities with a value of 13.33%, had a higher response from European 

students. On the other hand, the non-EU students gave a higher value to the factor relatives in my 

home country with a value of 18.52%. The comparison of the CIs of this variable for both groups, 

which do not overlap, further supports the aforementioned differences (see Appendix 8). This means 

that there is a significant difference between the groups with a higher influence of relatives in my 

home country for non-EU students. Although, a chi-square test for independence confirms the 

association between non-EU students and this factor, no further significant associations between other 

factors and the students’ origin can be found (see Appendix 8). 

 

Due to the fact that the “push” factors are usually found in the students’ home country, the students 

cannot be easily persuaded by universities abroad. Furthermore, it might be difficult for a university to 

influence relatives or friends of a potential student in its home country.  

 

“Pull” factors 

“Pull” factors on the other hand, can be found in the host country and the HEIs abroad. These have an 

important influence on the students since different countries and universities have a different level of 

attractiveness (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). These variables were categorized earlier (see Table 1), and 

continuing with this classification, the free-mover students were asked to select different options that 

influenced them to choose a destination and a HEI abroad.  

 

According to the findings presented in Figure 7, the factors that mostly influenced the students were 

the courses and programs portfolio of a university with a value of 54.39% followed by the tuition fee 

with 45.61%, teaching language with 43.86%, friends/relatives living in the destination with 35.09% 

as well as location of the university and country’s application system with a value of 33.33% equally. 

The lowest values given were to the factors relatives/friends recommendations, personal 

recommendations, others and teachers quality. No level of influence was found in the factor alliance 

with home university. These results are confirmed by calculating the CIs, which further show that the 
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values for these factors can be generalized for the rest of the population in the intervals presented in 

Appendix 9. Another interesting result is the rather low value for reputation which shows that other 

factors are more important for the students when choosing a university. Therefore, HEIs should rather 

focus on the “pull” factors with a higher value and emphasize them when advertising the university.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Regarding the factors that can also make students reject or exclude alternatives, students gave the 

highest value to the factor costs which further confirms the high importance of this issue in a student’s 

decision and that it can be a crucial factor when having the option of paying or not paying a fee (see 

Appendix 10). Additionally, the high value for location further indicates that this factor plays a major 

role in a student’s decision and cannot only be seen as an advantage for a university but can also 

signify a disadvantage when the university’s location is not the best one or the desired one for a 

student which can also make them exclude and alternative (see Appendix 10). 

 

When the sample is divided between EU and non-EU students, similarities and differences between 

their opinions can be found (see Appendix 11). It is possible to observe that there is a significant 

higher value for European students in the factors courses and programs portfolio, tuition fee, teaching 

language, location of the university, amount of information and country’s application system.  

While non-European students seem to be influenced by the same factors but with a lower value, they 

furthermore value friends/relatives living in destination, level of technology, and teachers’ quality in 

comparison to the European students. According to the results of a chi-square test (see Appendix 12), 

there is a significant association between the students’ origin (EU/non-fee-paying and non-EU/fee-

paying) and the factors tuition fee, courses and programs portfolio and amount of information. 

Additionally, the CIs for each one of these factors show that the intervals do not overlap, which 

confirms the aforementioned differences (see Appendix 12).  

 

Considering the aforementioned findings, it can be assumed that students are influenced by a great 

variety of “pull” factors with a high importance for issues like the courses and program portfolio, 

Figure 7: "Pull" factors. Factors that mainly influence international students to evaluate destinations and 

universities abroad 
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costs like tuition fee and living expenses as well as the location. All these factors are furthermore 

mentioned by MDH students (see Appendix 13), which confirms their importance and provides more 

detailed insights. Regarding the location it further needs to be stated, both kinds of locations, the 

country’s location and the location of the university have together a big influence. However, the 

destination of HEIs could be even more important which was confirmed by the university-specific 

results for MDH in which students emphasized the close location to Stockholm as one of the main 

reasons to choose this HEI (see Appendix 13). 

 

5.1.2 Media used to collect information  

Bearing in mind that organizations need to know where and how to reach their target audiences in 

these days of ever-widening media choices (Schiffman et al., 2012), the students were asked which 

media they used to collect information by choosing one of the given six options. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8 shows that the alternatives chosen most frequently were university website with a response 

rate of 84.21%, followed by study portals with 42.11%. According to the CIs, it can be stated that 

these factors are in general the media chosen most often by the whole population of free-movers (see 

Appendix 14). 

 

However, non-European students gave a slightly higher importance to the university website while 

European students used study portals significantly more often when comparing both groups. 

Additionally, there is a significant difference in the value for the alternative social media where 

European students seem to use this channel more than non-European students. The opposite can be 

seen with the factor family and friends where the values vary with a higher one given by non-

European students in comparison to the students that belong to the EU. Moreover, the results of the 

chi-square test of independence (see Appendix 15) show a clear association between the factors social 

media and study portals and the origin of the students. The CIs indicate that there is a significant 

difference between the two groups regarding each of the aforementioned factors, with a higher 

Figure 8: Different media channels used to collect information about universities and programs 
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importance for European students. These results show that European students are not only relying on a 

university’s website but also consider other media such as study portals and social media when 

gathering information.  

 

5.1.3 Necessity and importance of services during the education-choice process  

Adding value for the students by delivering a good service during the application process can assist 

universities in differentiating their offer from other HEIs and therefore makes it crucial to evaluate the 

necessity and importance of services during the education-choice process (Brown et al., 2009). 

According to Moogan (2011), it is furthermore important to have a clear understanding of how a 

potential student is stimulated during the process of education-choice. One way of stimulating the 

student could be achieved by providing services at the stages of the process where they are most 

necessary. In order to evaluate this, the students were asked to mark the appropriate option. The results 

are portrayed in Figure 9. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 shows that services are most necessary for all of the students at the stages where they are 

searching for information with a response rate of 26.32% and evaluating and excluding alternatives 

with 21.05%. Therefore it can be assumed that services provided at these stages are generally of high 

importance for free-movers and can be crucial in the evaluation of alternatives. 

 

The high value of 29.63% given by non-European, fee-paying students to the necessity of services 

when sending applications can be explained by the fact that they need to send scholarship applications 

at this point and therefore need assistance for that. Even though a clear association between this stage 

and the origin of students cannot be stated, there is a significant difference between the two groups of 

students, which is confirmed by the CIs that do not overlap (see Appendix 16).  

Figure 9: Necessity for services during the application process 
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The values at the stage of enrolling further indicate that the necessity of services rises again at this 

stage of the education-choice process due to the fact that this is the crucial stage of the process where 

the final decision is made. The results further indicate that students want to have further services at 

this point in order to facilitate their decision. Universities can consider this as an opportunity to 

increase their chances to be selected by potential international students. 

 

Besides having a clear understanding about the necessity of services at the various stages, it is 

furthermore important for HEIs to have knowledge about which kind of services are important for 

students. This is confirmed by O’Neil and Palmer (2004) who mention that the quality of services has 

become a means of differentiating one HEI from others. Therefore, the case of MDH was used in the 

university’s services were evaluated by the students in terms of their importance. 

 

By stating their opinion from very unimportant (1) to very important (5), a mean was calculated for 

each service. In Table 3, the services are ranked according to the perception of the surveyed students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These results show that services considered to be of higher importance for students can be seen as the 

ones providing information about programs on mdh.se on rank 1, and information about the university 

on mdh.se on rank 2. Afterwards, there is a significant difference shown by the Wilcoxon significance 

level between the latter one and the service information at online students’ portals on rank 3. Even 

though these results are only considering the services provided by MDH, it can be generally assumed 

that services regarding information are the most important ones for students which also matches with 

the high necessity of receiving services at the stages of the process at which they gather information. 

Furthermore, the students might also reject or exclude alternatives in case of a lack of information 

which is shown by the results in Appendix 10. Considering the results regarding the various kind of 

assistance, including personal contact, it can be stated that those services are important as well even 

though they are not as important as services regarding information. 

Table 3: Means calculated for the importance of services 
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Services which seem to be rather unimportance are the welcome-letter of MDH, the Facebook 

webpage of the university and the MDH representation at university fairs. For the latter one, the 

Wilcoxon test even confirms this low importance and the significant difference. Even though these 

services are university specific, most other HEIs might offer similar ones which further indicates that 

those results can also be applied to other universities. 

 

In conclusion it can therefore be assumed that the most important services for students are the ones 

used to gather information, followed by services related to assistance and personal contact.  

 

5.2 The IPA as a tool for universities to measure services 

Due to the aforementioned importance and necessity of university services, it is imperative for HEIs to 

actively monitor the service quality for a continuous improvement (Joseph et al., 2005). The necessity 

of measuring it is further shown by the European students’ opinion regarding factors that make them 

reject or exclude alternatives and the value they give to the factor bad university service (see 

Appendix 10). Therefore, in this second part, the case of MDH will be used in order to evaluate 

whether the IPA is a potential tool for other universities in order to measure the service quality.  

 

In a first step, the means of importance (see Table 3) and performance (see Appendix 17) for MDH’s 

services are plotted against each other in an importance-performance grid. While the vertical axis 

represents the importance of the services, the horizontal one shows the performance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The spots in the importance-performance grid in Figure 10 represent the various services and their 

size describes the amount of usage (see Appendix 18). Besides asking if the service was used or not, 

students were also asked to give a reason for that and decide between the options “I did not need the 

service” and “I was not aware of the service”. This provides deeper insights for the university and 

indicates that the reason for not using a specific service was mainly because it was not needed and not 

Figure 10: Importance-Performance grid for the total number of participants 
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because of unawareness (see Appendix 19). Furthermore, there are three round spots which represent 

recently introduced services. Due to the fact that the participants had no experience of them, it was 

only possible to measure their importance but not the performance.  

 

The grid can further be divided into four quadrants, which are defined by putting the overall average 

of all means for each axis, and displayed by the bold black lines (see Figure 10). These quadrants 

show areas of improvement and provide information about how resources should be allocated: 

 

Quadrant A: “Concentrate here” 

As mentioned before, factors plotted in this quadrant are of high importance but customers receive less 

than the desired service. Regarding the services of MDH, the services information at students’ portals 

and assistance for preparations are clearly located in this part of the grid. Regarding the latter one, 

students even stated barriers in terms of residential issues like problems with the real estate company 

Bostad Västerås when asked if they experienced any barriers (see Appendix 20).  

In addition, there are two services - personal contact with MDH and assistance during the application 

process - which are located between quadrant A and quadrant C. This could further indicate that the 

university should also consider concentrating on them. Even though these two services are not of 

really high importance for students from the EU (see Appendix 21), they are more important for the 

ones from outside this area (see Appendix 21). Furthermore, the necessity of concentrating on 

improving these services is also confirmed by the barriers regarding the personal contact stated by the 

students (see Appendix 20). Additionally, the two online seminars should be considered in this 

quadrant as well. These findings indicate that MDH should allocate its resources towards the services 

located in this quadrant in order to improve their performance. 

 

Quadrant B: “Keep up with the good work” 

Factors located in this quadrant are not only of high importance but also performed in a desirable way. 

Identifying the service information about programs at mdh.se in this quadrant means that MDH 

should keep the good approach they use to work on providing this information. Another service which 

is located between quadrant A and quadrant B can be seen in information about the university at 

mdh.se which means that the university is already using a good way of working on this service 

although there is space for further improvement.  

Considering the different perceptions of the two groups of international students, the service 

assistance for scholarship application needs to be plotted in this quadrant as well because of its high 

importance for students from outside the EU (see Appendix 22). Therefore, it can be assumed that 

MDH should also maintain the way the university is working on this service. 

 

Quadrant C: “Low priority” 

The services Facebook webpage of MDH and MDH at university fairs are located in this part of the 

grid which means that they are of rather low importance for both groups of international students and 

their performance is perceived to be less than desired. This indicates that these services should be of 

low priority for the university and MDH should rather concentrate on other ones which are more 

important. When only considering students from the EU, two further services - personal contact with 

MDH and assistance during the application process - can be considered to be in this quadrant (see 

Appendix 21). This shows a difference in how to handle the two groups of students and indicates that 

it is more important to establish a personal contact and offer assistance for students from outside the 

EU. 

 

 



A model for higher education-choice of international  Presentation and  

students and its interaction with university services  analysis of the results 

32 

 

Quadrant D: “Possible overkill” 

Even though factors in this quadrant provide a service which is better than the desired performance, 

they are of relatively less importance. Although the service assistance for scholarship application is 

located in this quadrant, it still needs to be considered of high importance for fee-paying students from 

outside the EU and therefore cannot be seen as a possible overkill (see Appendix 22). However, the 

service welcome-letter of MDH is clearly plotted in this part of the grid by all students and therefore 

resources should rather be allocated to other services in order to improve those ones. 

 

Considering the presented analysis for MDH, it can be assumed that the IPA offers the possibility to 

give recommendations for a university in terms of which services need improvement and how to 

allocate resources in an appropriate way. Therefore it can be concluded that this tool is in general a 

useful tool for universities and should be considered when measuring university services. 
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6 Discussion of the results and adaptation of the   

   higher education-choice model  
 

In this section, the results are discussed by relating them to the theories regarding consumer behavior 

and education-choice in order to adapt the developed framework.  

 

On one hand, the results of this study agree with the theories in the existing literature but on the other 

hand this contributes to new and more detailed insights regarding the education-choice of international 

students in today’s competitive higher education market. 

 

Regarding the linear education-choice process, the importance of including the evaluation and 

exclusion of alternatives mentioned by Jackson (1982) was confirmed by the focus group and the high 

necessity of receiving a service at this and the following stages. Considering, Mazzarol’s (1998) 

statement that the decision of studying abroad is one of the most important projects that a student 

takes, shows the necessity to incorporate the factors that influence the students in their decision. 

However, there is a wide variety of factors stated by Hanson and Litten (Litten, 1982), Jackson (1982) 

as well as Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) and other authors which makes it necessary to evaluate which 

are the most important ones. The results for the influencing factors match to some parts with the ones 

mentioned in the theoretical framework, for example when considering costs and location as two of 

the most influential factors. Moreover, Jackson (1982) states that information and college attributes 

only have a moderate effect while the results of the research on the contrary indicate that both have 

big influence, especially the factor courses and programs portfolio of a university. Furthermore, the 

necessity of students to receive sufficient information about a HEI is confirmed when considering the 

interaction with the university services and the importance of services related to gathering 

information.  

 

Considering international students, Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) propose a combination of “push-pull” 

factors and explain the necessity of the distinction of these factors in the fact that HEI can influence 

“push” factors only to some extent while they can address “pull” factors in order to attract students. 

This distinction is further supported by the results of the study’s research which show that there is a 

difference in the factors that influence students in developing aspirations and the ones that are 

considered by them when evaluating and excluding alternatives. Furthermore, the high necessity of 

services along the stages at which “pull” factors influence the students’ choice further indicates that 

universities can address these factors with their services in order to satisfy the students’ needs. In order 

to develop marketing activities, differences in the influencing factors among the students from 

different regions of the world need to be considered (Wilkins et al., 2012). This is confirmed by the 

results and the necessity to make a distinction between European and non-European, respectively non-

fee-paying and fee-paying students. 

 

Additionally, Jackson (1982) mentions that a lack of information or a bad university service can 

influence a students’ decision negatively which is confirmed by the study’s results and further makes 

it necessary to also incorporate university services in the model of higher education-choice of 

international students. This is further supported by the general high importance given to most of MDH 

services by the students. According to Brown et al. (2009), delivering a good customer service can add 

value for a student and help to differentiate a university’s offer from the ones of other competitors 
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which is shown by the fact that services are necessary for the students at most of the stages of the 

process. However, in order to not deliver a bad university service, which can influence a student 

negatively, universities need to monitor and measure the quality of the offered services, which is also 

supported by Joseph et al. (2005).  

 

Although the existing literature suggests various education-choice models, none of these are 

specifically related to international students (Li et al., 2013) and the existing models further lack the 

interaction of university services. However, considering the facts that universities need to ensure that 

students make the right decisions (Moogan et al., 1999; Dawes and Brown, 2003; Whitehead et al., 

2006 as cited in Brown et al. 2009) and organizations need to reduce the risk of consumers in a high 

involvement decision like the education-choice (Brown et al., 2009; Mpinganjira, 2009), this model 

can be used as a guideline for universities. Developing this higher education-choice model for 

international students and adapting it according to the results provides an insight that is in line with the 

existing consumer behavior theories in the fact that marketers need to have a detailed knowledge about 

consumers in order to satisfy their needs (Schiffman et al., 2012). 

  

Therefore, the results of this study are used in order to adapt the framework developed in Section 2.5. 

In Figure 11 the “push” and “pull” factors previously discussed (see Section 5.1.1), are included in 

the blue boxes and separated into the two groups of students that have been considered in this study. In 

both boxes the factors are shown in order of value. Therefore, some of them are either the same, 

similar or completely different when comparing both groups. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the bottom of the model, some of the five orange boxes which represent university services are 

adapted with a darker orange color, indicating the importance and necessity of services at these stages. 

Additionally, services during the stage sending applications have a higher importance for non-EU 

students and are therefore displayed with a darker orange frame to the box and arrow. Moreover, the 

IPA was included below the boxes of the services in order to provide a tool for universities to measure 

the quality of university services. 

Figure 11: Adjustment of the adapted model for higher education-choice of international students and its interaction with 

university services (Own illustration) 
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This model therefore is applicable for the education-choice of international students, considering all 

important steps of the process as well as influencing factors for students and the interaction with 

university services. Lowering the perceived risk in this high involvement decision-making process by 

offering requested information and providing well-performed services can enable a university’s 

consumers, namely the international students, to feel more confident about making a decision. 

Therefore, this model contributes to the theory by presenting a framework and a guideline for 

universities in order to gain a better knowledge about their consumers and further explains how HEIs 

can satisfy their consumer’s needs by offering well-performed services.  
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7 Conclusion and future research for MDH 
 

In order to finally answer the research question about how students are influenced in their education-

choice and how important university services are for addressing the students’ needs during this 

process, conclusions based on the previous research of this thesis are drawn. Furthermore, practical 

implications for universities are presented and suggestions for future research are made. 

 

First and foremost, the process of education-choice for international students needs to be considered 

carefully as a basis, especially the fact that the evaluation and the exclusion of alternatives is a stage 

that continues until the very end of this high involvement decision-making process. However, there 

are different kind of factors influencing students at the various stages which can be divided into 

“push” and “pull” factors. While it is remarkably challenging for universities to address “push” factors 

such as own aspirations or friends and families in the students’ home countries, “pull” factors can be 

easily approached by HEIs. Furthermore, they need to be considered by HEIs in order to emphasize 

the important issues for students, for instance addressing the course and program portfolio or the good 

location of a university due to the fact that these are some of the most important “pull” factors for 

international students. Considering university services as a tool to address those factors in order to 

convince students in their choice is vital for HEIs which further shows the necessity for them to 

monitor and measure continuously. However, the discussion of the results shows that it is also 

necessary to consider differences in the origin of students and whether they need to pay a tuition fee or 

not when deciding about strategies to attract students and how to allocate a university’s resources. 

 

In conclusion the model for higher education-choice of international students and its interaction with 

university services provides valuable insights about the influencing factors of students and shows that 

HEIs can address these factors by providing requested services in a well-performed way which is 

important and necessary along the whole education-choice process. Universities considering this final 

model can gain a deeper knowledge about their customers’ needs and satisfy them in a better way. 

Furthermore, a more detailed understanding of this high involvement decision-making process enables 

HEIs to use their services in order to highlight the benefits of the product ‘education’ for their 

consumers, the potential students. Therefore, this final model contributes to the theory by offering a 

guideline for universities and assisting them in creating a better impression about the university while 

satisfying the consumers’ needs which can finally influence a student’s decision in a positive way.  

 

 

Practical implications 

Considering the aforementioned model (see Section 6) as a guideline for HEIs, there are some 

important aspects for universities when using it. First of all, universities need to address the important 

aspects represented by the “pull” factors and emphasize the benefits the university is offering for 

students related to those factors. To give an example, MDH should emphasize its close location to 

Stockholm due to the fact that this aspect can influence a student’s choice in a positive way. 

Additionally, HEIs need to use the right media to reach the students which can be achieved by 

focusing on the university’s website as well as online students’ portals. However, the usage of social 

media should be considered for the future due to the fact that also other competitors might use it as a 

tool to handle the personal contact with students. 
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Regarding the services, it is furthermore necessary for HEIs to measure the service quality in order to 

provide well-performed services. Therefore, this study suggests the IPA as an appropriate tool, which 

helps universities to evaluate areas of improvement and the allocation of resources. 

Moreover, it is necessary for HEIs to make a distinction between the two groups of international 

students and adjust the university’s approach and the allocation of its resources depending on the 

different target groups. 

   

 

Future research 

Although differences between the current free-mover students were considered in this study, an in-

depth investigation should be executed for the fee-paying students from different countries in order to 

gain more detailed knowledge about their influencing factors. This could be useful for universities to 

create effective approaches and attract more fee-paying students. The assessment could also contribute 

in informing the university on the level of efforts needed to attract this particular group of students and 

estimate if these actions are worth the effort. Another investigation that could be beneficial for HEIs is 

the evaluation of the performance of recently introduced services to consider the reallocation of 

resources in this area in future years for future potential students if necessary.  

 

Finally, due to the fact that during this study only the services offered by the university during the 

application process were considered, it would be compelling to investigate the importance and 

performance of services offered after enrolling, meaning after the last stage of the education-choice 

process. This would provide more knowledge and potential approaches to create a higher satisfaction 

and student loyalty, which could be further used to increase the engagement of those students to 

become ambassadors for the university. 
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