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ABSTRACT 

International students are increasingly important to many universities around the 

world. Despite this, surprisingly little research has examined their decision-making 

processes.  While some research has examined students’ online and face-to-face 

learning, little research has examined the effects of education delivery mode (DM), 

on international students’ perceptions.  Further, Country of Origin (COO) is also 

critical in the choice of international university. Thus, the focus of the research was 

to examine the effect of COO, DM, as well as other relevant university level 

attributes on Malaysian and Chinese pre-university students’ preferences for and risk 

perceptions of international universities. Conjoint analysis was used for this purpose. 

The study also sought to identify student segments that differed in terms of 

preferences and risk perceptions and, if so, to develop background profiles based on 

several individual factors of interest, namely; Materialism, Ethnocentrism and 

Personal Values. 

An initial qualitative phase found Malaysian students preferences were influenced by 

risk perceptions (performance, financial and social), as well as some previously 

identified attributes (academic reputation, course suitability, teaching quality, job 

prospects and total cost), which led to the decision to include risk in the subsequent 

quantitative phase of the study. The quantitative study indicated that despite the 

presence of student segments that differ in their preferences and risk perceptions for 

international universities; these segments do not differ in terms of individual factors 

studied. However, and more importantly, the quantitative phase of the study found 

COD and DM were extremely important factors that dominated the pre-university 

students’ preferences for (and risk perceptions of) international universities. Online 
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distance learning was the least preferred option, while offshore campuses were more 

acceptable to the Malaysian students than to the Chinese students. The Malaysian 

students preferred to study in the UK, while the Chinese students favoured Australia. 

The Malaysian students were also cost sensitive than the Chinese students, while the 

Chinese students were more influenced by job prospects.  

These results have important implications for international higher education service 

providers. As Malaysia and China are important source countries, it is crucial for 

international higher education marketers to understand their similarities and 

differences if they are to create effective marketing strategies in both countries; as a 

one-size fits all marketing plan is likely to fail. International higher education 

marketers need to focus on different university attributes in different markets; decide 

whether to have a bricks-and-mortar strategy and consider how to reduce students’ 

risk perceptions, particularly as it applies to COO issues. 
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DEFINITON OF TERMS 
 
The terms used in this study are as follows: 

 

• International Universities: As defined by Knight, (2014), the term ‘international 

universities’ refers to higher educational institutions which offer their products to 

foreign students (non-local). Ways for higher educational institutions to 

internationalise their services include: (1) an internationalised university with a 

diversity of international partnerships, international students and staff and multiple 

collaborative activities (main campus overseas); (2) universities with satellite offices 

in the form of branch campuses (offshore campuses or online distance programs in 

students’ home country); and standalone institutions co-founded or co-developed by 

two or more partner institutions from different countries.  

 

• Higher Education Institutions (HEI): According to the 1998 Amendments to the 

Higher Education Act of 1965, the term “institution of higher education” means “an 

educational institution that: (1) admits as regular students only persons having a 

certificate of graduation from a school providing secondary education; (2) is legally 

authorized within to provide a program of education beyond secondary education; 

(3) provides an educational program for which the institution awards a bachelor's 

degree or provides not less than a 2-year program that is acceptable for full credit 

toward such a degree, or awards a degree that is acceptable for admission to a 

graduate or professional degree program.  

 

• Country of Design (COD): COD is a component of Country of Origin (COO), 

which is the country in which a university is located and the educational programs 
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are designed. It may also refer to the Country Brand of a university. For example: 

Monash University’s COD is Australia.  

 

• Delivery Mode (DM): The method by which the education services are distributed 

internationally (i.e. Main Campus Overseas, an Offshore Campus, and Online 

Distance Learning) 

 

• University-Level Attributes: Micro-level “pull” factors that may attract students to 

pursue education in certain universities (i.e. Academic Reputation, Course 

Suitability, Teaching Quality, Job Prospects and Total Costs) 

 

• Main Campus Overseas: This traditional delivery channel is similar to the one used 

by the tourism industry, as people are moved to physical institutions. Students who 

wish to obtain a degree from a foreign university, through this mode, must be able to 

physically undertake the course at the institution of choice. For example: to obtain a 

degree from Monash (COD is Australia), the student would have to physically move 

to Melbourne. In this case, the country of manufacture (COM) and the country of 

design (COD) are the same. 

 

• Offshore Campus: This delivery channel refers to a university’s utilization of a 

“forward integration” strategy, in which ‘host’ country institutions are established in 

‘home’ countries (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001).  Universities built brick-and-mortar 

facilities (offshore campuses) in which students interacted directly with the service 

providers.  These offshore campuses offered their services in a home country 



 xv   
 

(COM), using their own faculty and facilities (MacDonald, 2006). Example: Monash 

University in Malaysia.  

 

• Online Distance Learning: This delivery channel refers to  electronic learning (e-

learning) as a medium of instruction to deliver educational services to students who 

are not physically present in traditional classroom settings. Teaching methods rely on 

technology, such as emails, video conferencing, web conferencing, instructional 

television and, increasingly, on MOOCs. Students are often taught on an individual 

basis, rather than in large groups of students. Students are able to obtain an 

international degree without having to study overseas, or even at a bricks-and-mortar 

facility located at their home country. 

 

• Pre-University Students: Students who are currently enrolled in some preparatory 

course (A-Levels, Foundation, Diploma, and such) and will be pursuing international 

higher education (an undergraduate degree) within a year. 

 

• Part-Worth Utilities: A part-worth utility score is a score reflecting the salience of 

an attribute with respect to a dependent variable such as choice. The conjoint 

analysis method requires respondents to evaluate a number of product profiles 

described via different levels of such attributes in terms of the dependent variable.,  
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CHAPTER 1 
 

INTRODUCTION 

“Live as if you were to die tomorrow. Learn as if you were to live forever.”  

Mahatma Gandhi 

1.1 Background of Study 

In today’s world, knowledge is the key to development, and failing to acquire it 

sufficiently is a major constraint to a nation’s economic and social progress. The 

higher education sector plays a critical role in facilitating and distributing 

knowledge, and due to globalization, the production of knowledge itself has become 

dependent on market forces. The higher education sector has increasingly becoming 

a market-oriented activity, which involves foreign investments and, intense 

competition whilst producing a profit at times higher than any other sector. 

Globalization in higher education is evident in the privatization of public institutions, 

and the emergence of private universities as an alternative (Varghese, 2004). Cross-

border education is the best visual example of globalization in higher education, 

which implies the mobility of students, lecturers and programs across national 

boundaries (International Institute of Educational Planning, 2008). This means that a 

higher educational institution’s product, which is the production and dissemination 

of knowledge can be offered from one country to another. Students moved from one 

country to another in traditional overseas programs, while transnational educational 

providers may offer courses in the students’ home country. Cross-border education 

has become a tradeable commodity under the General Agreement on Trade Services 

(GATS) (Knight, 2002) and may be distributed through various modes, including: 
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(1) physical consumption abroad where the students cross the border, such as 

traditional overseas study programs, (2) physical consumption through a  provider in 

the students’ home country in the form of branch campuses or twinning agreements, 

and (3) virtual consumption through an international supplier whereby students 

remain in the country and undertake e-based distance education programs.  

Indeed, it is clear that higher education operates in a well-established, global market, 

especially in major English speaking countries (Binsardi and Ekwulugo, 2003), with 

the number of international students studying overseas trebling, from 1.3 million in 

1990 to nearly 4.3 million in 2011 (OECD, 2013). Australia, the United Kingdom 

and the United States host 36% of all international tertiary students worldwide 

(OECD, 2013). In 2010, the number of international students in the USA increased 

2.9% over the previous year to 690,923 students (Institute of International Education, 

2010), of whom 18.5% come from China. This upwards trend can also be seen in 

Australia, where there were 227,230 international students enrolled in the higher 

education sector in 2010, a growth of 7.6% over the previous year (Australian 

Education International, 2010). China was the largest source of students for 

Australia’s higher education sector (35%), while other developing countries, such as 

Malaysia, Vietnam and Indonesia, reported increases in student numbers in 2009. 

International student outflow from Malaysia has also seen an upward trend; from 

58,963 students studying overseas in 2009 to 79,254 students in 2010. Statistics 

indicated that students from Malaysia prefer to study in English speaking countries 

such as Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States as study destinations 

(Statistics of Higher Education Malaysia, 2010).The economic impact of 

international students is profound. In the United States, international student 

enrolments contribute more than US$18 billion to the national economy every year. 
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In Australia, international education activity from international students studying and 

living in Australia contributed to $17 billion to the nations’ economy in 2014, an 

increase of 7.4% from earnings recorded in the previous year (Australian Education 

International, June 2015).This figure has grown by 94% since 2004. International 

students do not just contribute to the economy through their university fees; they also 

spend a considerable sum on goods and services, such as accommodation, 

restaurants and retail purchases and, thus, have a flow on effect throughout the 

economy. The tourism industry is also directly enhanced, as sightseeing is a very 

popular activity among international students and there is an increased inflow of 

friends and family of these students. On average, more than 70% of international 

students expected at least two or more friends, as well as family members, to visit 

them in Australia while they were studying (CRC Tourism Report, 2010).  

Given the importance of international students, it is crucial to recognise the increase 

in competition among higher education providers in the global education market. In 

1999, one in four students chose to study in the United States, while this number 

dropped to one in five in 2007 (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2011). The world’s 

population of international students is more diversely spread than it was a decade 

ago and this is likely to continue. While China remains a large importer of 

educational services, it has presided over the world’s largest expansion of post-

secondary education in recent years, suggesting it may become a significant 

competitor in the future.  India and Saudi Arabia have also made million dollar 

investments to improve their domestic education system in recent years, while Hong 

Kong is moving away from its traditional British-influenced system of three-year 

degrees to four-year degrees that are more commonly found in the United States.  
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These changes will increase these countries’ capacities to accommodate domestic 

students and attract international students. Interestingly, there is also evidence that 

the percentage of students studying in their home countries is on the rise. In 2013, 

there were 331,410 Bachelor students enrolled in Malaysian public universities, an 

increase from 305,141 in the previous year. In the same year, private higher 

education universities accounts for 141,185 student enrolments studying for an 

undergraduate degree; 12,047 students of which were enrolled in a branch campus of 

a foreign university (Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia, 2013). Meanwhile, 

China continues to be attractive market for international branch campuses, due to its 

world-leading ability to quickly roll out first-class infrastructure, and Chinese 

demand for quality higher education as China transforms its economy from a low 

quality producer into the world’s biggest middle-class consumer. In 2013, the 

number of international branch campuses in China increased from 10 to 17 (ICEF 

Monitor, 2014). International universities such as Duke University, Bryant 

University and University College Dublin are opening branches across China in 

partnership with various Chinese education institutions. While tapping into the 

demand for an international education among Chinese students who prefer not to 

study overseas, the proliferation of foreign branch campuses is also expected to 

attract more international students to China. Indeed, the percentage of East Asian 

students studying within the region increased from 36% in year 1999 to 42% in 

2007, suggests that more Asian students are opting to study in their own countries, 

rather than pursuing an international education. This is significant for higher 

education providers, as Asia is the world’s major source of international students. It 

is clear the international higher education industry is becoming increasingly 

competitive, and this trend is set to continue for years to come.  
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1.2 Research Problem 

Marketing research allows organizations to create an effective marketing strategy, 

which is to appropriately allocate and coordinate marketing resources and activities 

to accomplish organizational objectives. By specifying target-market segments to 

pursue, organizations may seek competitive advantage by planning a well-integrated 

program through marketing mix elements (Walker, Boyd and Larreche, 1992). 

Despite recognising the significance of the international higher education industry, 

surprisingly little research has examined the marketing side of international higher 

education (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001); even though past research suggests 

marketing is critical for the growth of educational institutions, particularly in the 

international arena (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka, 2006). Although education itself 

is a well-established scientific discipline, most education research is reported in 

education-specific journals; and is underrepresented in top service marketing 

journals and textbooks (Wilkinson, Young and Buford, 2013). As an illustration of 

this, an examination of the service context of articles published from 2001-2010 in 

the Journal of Service Research (JSR), only three were found to utilize education as 

a context (Page and Spreng 2002; Teas and DeCarlo, 2004). 

Recognizing the importance of marketing research in this area and lack thereof, 

international higher education institutions cannot compete effectively without an 

effective marketing strategy (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001). In addition to that, not 

only does a university have to be effective in providing quality core services in its 

educational programs, it must also be able to convey an effective image to students, 

parents, employers and stakeholders.   
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Previous work on students’ choice of universities has focused on university level 

characteristics that appeal to prospective students (e.g. Hooley and Lynch, 1981; 

Soutar and Turner, 2002).  However, there are several gaps in our knowledge about 

marketing education. Firstly, despite the globalisation of higher education services, 

little research has examined the effects of country of origin (COO) in service 

contexts (Javalgi, 2001; Berentzen al., 2008; Stanton and Veale, 2009) and, in 

particular, in international higher education services.  COO is especially important 

for credence services, such as education, as such services are difficult to evaluate 

(Zeithaml, 1981), leading to greater perceived risk (Darby and Karni, 1973) that may 

affect students’ preferences. 

Secondly, while research has examined students’ online learning (McNabb, 1994; 

Wang, Sierra, and Folger, 2003; Ponzurick et al., 2000) and face-to-face learning 

(Ponzurick et al., 2000; Diaz and Cartnal, 1999), little research has examined the 

effects education delivery mode has on students’ preferences. Recent technological 

advances have changed students’ study options, leading to new questions such as: 

“Do international students still want to study at a bricks and mortar campus?” or 

“Has new technology changed international students’ behaviour (e.g. are they 

becoming more independent from lecturers?). New technologies (e.g. online 

programs) can separate users from service providers; improving access and 

convenience, but potentially increasing perceptions of risk (Keh and Pang, 2010).  

Clearly, international students’ decision-making processes are complex and 

understanding the trade-offs students make with respect to university attributes 

would help education providers implement more effective marketing strategies.  
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Therefore, the overall research questions this study will attempt to answer are; what 

are the trade-offs pre-university students’ make across  attributes including country 

and delivery mode in evaluating international universities in terms of preference and 

risk perceptions? Are there any differences in these trades-offs between students 

from different major international students’ source countries (i.e. Malaysia and 

China)? 

1.3 The Present Study 

International students are encouraged to study at a particular institution through a 

number of factors, which can be classified as “push” or “pull” factors (Mazzarol and 

Soutar, 2002). “Push” factors are found in a student’s home country and include the 

level of wealth and the availability of educational opportunities in that country 

(McMahon, 1992). They are, therefore, beyond the control of higher education 

marketers. On the other hand, “pull” factors operate in a host country and are the 

factors that make that destination attractive to international students (Mazzarol and 

Soutar, 2002). These “pull” factors can be divided into macro level factors (the 

characteristics of the host country) and micro level factors (the characteristics of the 

educational institutions themselves). 

As was mentioned in Section 1.2, previous research into student’s choice of 

universities has focused on micro level characteristics that appeal to prospective 

students (e.g. academic reputation, course suitability, job prospects and the quality of 

staff) (Hooley and Lynch, 1981; Soutar and Turner, 2002).  To date, it appears no 

research has examined how an educational institution’s home country influences 

students’ preferences for international universities and whether this impact differs 

between education delivery modes, which led to the decision to undertake the 
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present study. Here, the effects a university’s country, delivery mode and other 

university level attributes had on students’ preferences for international universities 

were examined. In particular, this issue was examined by obtaining data from 

samples of pre-university students in Malaysia and China who were planning to 

study at an overseas higher education institution. 

As already mentioned, previous research has focused on micro level factors and has 

not included the possible effects country and delivery mode might have on students’ 

preferences for international universities.   The present study built on Soutar and 

Turner’s (2002) earlier research by including country and delivery in the set of 

attributes included in the analysis. The attributes included in the study fell within 

three broad categories: 

1. Country of Design (COD) - a component of COO, which is the county in 

which an education institution is located and where its educational programs 

are designed (e.g. Australia, United Kingdom, United States and Singapore). 

2. Delivery Mode (DM) - the method by which the education services are 

distributed (i.e. Main Campus Overseas, an Offshore Campus, Online 

Distance) 

3. University level attributes – some micro-level “pull” factors of individual 

universities (i.e. Academic Reputation, Course Suitability, Teaching Quality, 

Job Prospects and Total Costs) 

It is important to note that, in this study, COD and DM are aspects of a broader 

Country of Origin (COO) construct. For example: A Malaysian student may study at 

Monash University’s main campus in Melbourne, which means both the COD and 
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DM are located in Australia; thus, DM and COD are one and the same. However, 

should the student chooses to study in Monash’s offshore campus in the students’ 

home country (i.e. Malaysia), the COD of the university remains Australia, but the 

DM is now located in Malaysia. It is essential to understand the competencies related 

to specific countries and to evaluate the impact these competencies have on students’ 

preferences. 

While country may be the most important determining factor for many students, 

prior research and the initial qualitative investigation, discussed later in this thesis, 

suggested this may not always be the case and that students vary in their decision 

processes. Therefore, the study also investigated the existence of student segments 

based on their preferences for international universities that differ in terms of 

individual factors. Such market segmentation is crucial to those exporting higher 

educational services (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001). Indeed, higher educational 

institutions are becoming increasingly aware that they need to market themselves to 

overseas students in light of the increased international competition noted earlier in 

this Chapter. 

Clearly, international students’ decision-making processes are complex and the 

factors that influence their decisions need to be better understood.  Students often 

face situations that require choosing among several alternatives when selecting an 

international university. Understanding the trade-offs, which are students’ values for 

international university attributes would help providers implement more effective 

marketing strategies.   Therefore, the main objectives of the present study were to: 

1. Identify the factors students consider important when selecting an international 

university.  
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2. Examine the trade-offs Malaysian and Chinese students make when selecting an 

international university by: 

(a) Estimating the part-worth utility scores of the COD, DM and other university 

level attributes when students’ preferences is considered. 

(b) Examining the relative importance of Country of Design (COD), Delivery Mode 

(DM) and other university level attributes with respect to student preference. 

3. Determining whether student segments exist that differ in terms of these attributes 

and, if so, develop student profiles based on a number of individual factors.  

4. Examining the importance of the various attributes in determining students’ 

preferences for international universities across students from Malaysia and China. 

5. In practice, determining how existing, exemplar international universities can 

improve students’ preferences by making changes to its COD, DM and other 

attributes. 

The study used a mixed method research approach, which integrates quantitative and 

qualitative data collection and analysis in a single study (Crewell, Plano, Gutmann 

and Hanson, 2003). The purpose of using a mixed method approach in this study is 

to use qualitative information to develop an instrument for data collection, as a 

means of instrument design modelling.  

In order to meet the first research objective; which is to determine factors that 

students considered important when selecting an international university, a 

qualitative study was undertaken. This phase was also used to obtain insights into the 
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impact COD and DM might have on students’ preferences for international 

universities, as these constructs had not been extensively examined in prior research.  

To meet the subsequent research objectives, following Soutar and Turner (2002), a 

conjoint analysis approach was used to investigate the trade-offs students made when 

considering higher education institutions.  Conjoint analysis is a commonly used 

marketing research technique and is an important tool used by marketers to examine 

trade-offs between competing attributes of products and services (Green and Rao, 

1971; Green and Srinivasan, 1990; Soutar and Turner, 2002). A general framework 

used to guide this study is depicted in Figure 1.1. In this study, a set of university 

profiles were created from attributes that had been suggested from prior research and 

findings from the qualitative study undertaken within the present study. This aspect 

is discussed in detail in Chapter Two (Literature Review) and Chapter Three 

(Qualitative Phase). This framework was applied to pre-university students from 

Malaysia and China to provide a cross-country comparison. Finally, as a practical 

application, a simulation study was conducted through an online survey to determine 

whether existing prototypes of international universities can improve students’ 

preferences by making changes to its attributes of interest in this study. 
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Figure 1.1: General Framework for Trade-Offs in Students’ Preferences for 

International Universities 

 

 

1.4 The Significance of the Study 

From an academic perspective, the present study contributes to the international 

higher education marketing literature in several ways. First, it adds to previous 

research on university choice frameworks by studying two important factors that 

seemed likely to be important in students’ evaluation of international universities 

that had not considered before (i.e. COD and DM). Past researchers have examined 

international student decision making as a process, (e.g., Jackson, 1982; Maringe and 

Carter, 2007), which typically includes problem recognition, information search, and 

evaluation of alternatives, purchase decision, and evaluation of the purchase 

decision. Another stream of research has concentrated on the factors that influence 

students’ choices of country and/or institution. Unlike the previous models, the 

“push-pull” model includes country as an important attribute. For example, Mazzarol 
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and Soutar (2002) and Chen (2007) suggested that students who wish to pursue 

international higher education use a sequential three step selection process, in which 

the student: (1) decides whether or not to study internationally, (2) selects a host 

country in where to study in, and (3) selects a higher education institution within the 

chosen host country. This study  determines whether certain attributes (such as 

country) are more important than others (DM and other university-level attributes) 

by looking at a combination of attributes considered simultaneously. Secondly, the 

study examines whether there were segments of students in these markets which 

differ in their preferences for international universities, which has not always been 

the case in previous studies (e.g. Soutar and Turner, 2002). Finally, the study 

provides a cross-national comparison between two important international student 

source countries (Malaysia and China) as it examines the similarities and differences 

in terms of  importance of attributes in forming university preference and risk 

perception across these two developing countries. 

From a managerial perspective, through a simulation study, the present study 

provided information about students’ university selection processes beyond the 

university level “pull” factors examined previously. By also considering COD and 

DM, higher educational institutions should be able to implement a more effective 

marketing strategy that will attract more international students.  

1.5 The Scope of Study and Delimitations 

The study is confined to pre-university students from Malaysia and China currently 

enrolled in some preparatory course (A-Levels, Foundation, Diploma, and such) and 

who will be  pursuing international higher education (an undergraduate degree) 

within a year. This study focused on students pursuing an international 
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undergraduate degree, since this is the bulk of the international education market. 

Although the number of postgraduate students pursuing international education has 

increased in recent times, it is relatively small compared to the undergraduate student 

market (Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia, 2013), and therefore undergraduates 

would be of more  interest to international higher education providers. It is important 

to note that postgraduate students currently studying at an international university 

were used in the simulation study, as these students having completed their 

bachelor’s education, would have better knowledge of international universities and 

its attributes.  

1.6 An Overview of the Thesis  

Chapter One explained the importance of international higher education to provider 

countries, as well as some gaps in the international services marketing literature that 

suggested the importance of the present study. Chapter Two discusses the prior 

literature that provided a foundation for the present study. Chapter Three outlines the 

qualitative research undertaken to better understand the factors pre-university 

students felt were important when selecting an international university. Chapter Four 

presents a theoretical framework that was derived from prior research and the 

qualitative phase undertaken in the present study. Chapter Five discusses conjoint 

analysis, which was the central data analysis method used in the study, and the 

approach used to obtain the required data.  Chapter Six outlines the results obtained 

in Malaysia, while Chapter Seven outlines the results obtained in China.  Chapter 

Eight makes some comparisons between the results obtained in the two countries.  

Chapter Nine discusses the implications of these results, draws a number of 

conclusions and makes some suggestions about potentially useful future research.   
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1.7 Chapter Summary  

The present chapter began by highlighting the importance of higher education and its 

contribution provider countries’ economies. It noted the increased competition in 

higher education and suggested there was a need for more research in this area. The 

chapter listed some gaps in the higher education and international services marketing 

literature and suggested how these gaps might be addressed by the current research 

project. Finally, it described the significance of the research and provided an 

overview of the thesis. In the next chapter, some relevant literature that has 

examined aspects of higher education and international marketing are discussed, as 

these provided the present study’s foundation.  
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CHAPTER 2 

A LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.0 Introduction 

The present study aimed to identify the factors that students consider important when 

selecting an international university, to investigate the trade-offs in attributes 

(university-level, COD and DM) students’ make in terms of their preferences for 

international universities, and to determine whether student segments exist that differ 

in terms of those trade-offs based on individual factors. The literature review begins 

with an understanding of the importance of marketing in international higher 

education; seeing that education is a high involvement credence service. This is 

followed by an overview on past student university choice models and decision-

making processes to determine factors that students consider most important when 

selecting an international university. Next, the elements of Country of Origin, 

particularly the construct of interest (COD) and how it may affect students’ 

preferences are discussed, followed by recent trends of alternative modes of 

education delivery. The literature review concludes with the identification of several 

personal factors that may differentiate students based on their preferences for 

international universities. 

2.1 Education as a Marketable Service 

Colleges and universities are embarked on what has been called a ‘management 

revolution’ (Krachenberg, 1972). In the process of major development, the higher 
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education industry has increasingly incorporated many management principles in its 

business, with marketing, in particular (Krachenberg, 1972). Evans (1995, p. 4) 

suggested that educational marketing was “the management process of identifying and 

satisfying the requirements of consumers and societies in a sustainable way.”  Past 

research suggests marketing can be critical for the growth of educational institutions 

and many are using marketing strategies to gain a competitive edge, particularly in 

their attempts to attract a larger share of the international market (Hemsley-Brown and 

Oplatka, 2006). Universities in the United States are now often evaluated by ‘business 

criteria’ rather than by educational quality, which has led to an increase in educational 

institutions’ advertising and public relations activities (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001). 

Without a proper marketing strategy, higher learning institutions may not be able to 

sustain themselves in the current competitive international environment (Mazzarol and 

Soutar, 2008). Not only does an educational institution have to be effective in 

providing quality core services in its educational programs, it must also be able to 

convey an effective image to students, parents, employers and stakeholders (Brown 

and Mazzarol, 2009). 

As was highlighted in the previous chapter, education services are significant 

contributors to nations, both socially and economically (Gylfason, 2001). However, 

despite its importance, there is surprisingly little research on marketing in international 

higher education (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002) and even less that has viewed education 

as a marketable service (Wilkinson, Young and Buford, 2013). This is evidenced by 

the under-representation of education services in top services marketing journals and 

textbooks (Wilkinson et al, 2013). However, as education has become increasingly 

commercialised it should be treated as a service that operates within competitive 
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markets, especially as there are many lessons that could be learned by doing so 

(Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001). 

2.1.1 The Distinguishing Factors of Education as a Service 

Researchers conceptually differentiate services from goods, arguing traditional 

marketing principles, which were derived from the marketing of physical goods, are 

not entirely suited to the marketing of services (Zeithaml, 1981). Several have argued 

services have distinguishing characteristics that be generalised across all services 

context (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry, 1985).  Zeithaml (1981) identified four 

such primary characteristics, namely:  

1) Intangibility 

Services are intangible, which makes them difficult to evaluate. Because 

services are performances or actions, rather than objects, they cannot be seen, 

felt, tasted or touched in the same manner as tangible goods (Zeithaml, 

1981).  Educational services are clearly actions performed by institution for 

students (e.g. admissions processing, delivering classes and holding 

examinations). These services cannot be seen or touched, although they may 

be able to see and touch some tangible components (e.g. university campus 

and lecture halls). 

Zeithaml (1981) suggested three product properties (search qualities, 

experience qualities and credence qualities). Search qualities are attributes 

customers can see, feel or touch, such as those found in tangible products. 

Experience qualities are attributes that can only be determined after purchase 

or during consumption (e.g. the teaching quality of a lecturer). Credence 
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qualities are attributes consumers may find it impossible to evaluate even 

after purchase or consumption (Darby and Karni, 1973), perhaps because 

they do not have the knowledge or skill to do so.  The outcomes of 

educational services may be in this category. Students may look for cues such 

as reputation of the university brand, good recommendation from people they 

know or respect and such. As a credence service, international higher 

education services tend to be customized to the different target markets, 

making it difficult to compare across alternatives. For example: the teaching 

experience for students studying in Monash University in Melbourne may 

differ from Monash University in Malaysia. However, students may use the 

university ‘brand’ (i.e. Monash) as an indicator of teaching quality. Most 

services are experience or credence based and is more difficult to evaluate 

than goods because they are less concrete and more intangible. 

2) Heterogeneity 

Educational services are heterogeneous, which means they are difficult to 

standardise. Services are seldom precisely alike because they are 

performances by humans (e.g. lecturers or administration staff). The service 

provider delivering the service may differ in their performance from day to 

day. The quality of lectures delivered by two different lecturers on the same 

subject may also be perceived differently by the same student. 

3) Perishability  

Perishability is an issue, as services cannot be saved, stored, resold or returned 

(Zeithaml, 1981).  This may lead to problems with under-supply or over-supply (e.g. 

for a traditional bricks-and-mortar education delivery mode, a class with only a few 
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students cannot be “saved” for other students; also  a class in a lecture hall that fits 

only 100 students cannot be expanded to meet demand from 200 students without a 

repeat). Consequently, demand forecasting and creative planning for capacity 

utilisation is important for this mode of education delivery. However, as an 

alternative, the online distance mode may address the issue of ‘perishability’ by 

offering schedule flexibility and ease of accessibility. Students may access their 

course and can review lectures, discussions which is made available at any time, from 

anywhere, as long as they have access to the a computer and the Internet.4) 

Inseparability  

Most goods are produced, then sold and consumed, as can be seen in Figure 

2.1(a). For example, a television can be manufactured in China and sold two 

months later in Australia. In contrast, most services are sold first and then 

produced and consumed at the same time (Zeithaml, 1981). Marketing in this 

case is used as a facilitating medium for both consumption and production 

that is happening simultaneously, as can also be seen in Figure 2.1(b). The 

red production/consumption overlap in Figure 2.1(b) highlights the 

inseparability characteristics of services. In a typical setting, educational 

services cannot be provided until a student has already been admitted and the 

education experience is inseparable, being essentially produced and 

consumed at the same time. Frequently, students must be present to be 

educated and may be required to take part in the education process to obtain 

the greatest benefit. 
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(a)                                                                         (b) 

Figure 2.1: Marketing in Product (a) and Service (b) Contexts 
 

2.1.2 The Separability of Services in Education  

Services are characterised as being largely inseparable, as can be seen in the red 

consumption/production overlap in Figure 2.1(b). However, recent research suggests 

inseparability is not a universal distinguishing service characteristic (Keh and Pang, 

2010). Consider two contrasting scenarios:  

1. A consumer visits a salon and a hairdresser styles her hair. This type of service 

is unseparated because the customer is physically involved in the service 

production process. 

2. Consumer leaves an evening gown at the dry cleaners and the gown is cleaned in 

her absence. This type of service is separate because the production and 

consumption of the service are not undertaken simultaneously.  

Lovelock and Gummesson (2004, p. 29) suggested “there is a large group of separable 

services that do not involve the customer directly, with the result that production and 

consumption need not be simultaneous”.  According to Betancourt and Gautschi 
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(2001), the production and consumption of a service can be joined or separated along 

two dimensions (time and space).  

Consider an example in educational service context. A student living in Malaysia 

might be studying overseas at a university located in Australia. This may be 

considered an inseparable service in both time and space dimensions.  It is inseparable 

in terms of time because lectures (production) are delivered to students (consumption) 

simultaneously. It is inseparable in terms of space because students have to be 

physically on the campus in Australia in order to attend lectures.  

In contrast, consider a student living in Malaysia who studies through an online 

distance learning program from an Australian university. This student is connected to 

the university by teleconferencing infrastructure or can obtain material from recorded 

lectures that were delivered at other times. In this case, in terms of time, the 

production and consumption of the service may vary according to whether the student 

uses live lecture teleconferencing or views the lecture recordings at a later time. In 

terms of space, the student is separated geographically from the university, as it is 

located overseas. It is clear there are varying degrees of service separation depending 

on the types of education delivery mode that may affect students’ preferences for 

international universities, which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

2.2 The Student University Selection Process 

The importance of higher education cannot be denied, as past research has indicated 

that students who pursue degree qualifications obtain higher salaries, have longer 

working lives, have more career mobility and have a better quality of life (e.g. Leslie 

and Brinkman, 1988). As education is a high-involvement purchase, students often go 
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through an extended decision making process when considering which higher 

education institution to choose and which program to undertake.  In past decades, little 

research has examined underlying student buying behaviour in terms of how they 

select a university (Punj and Staelin, 1978). However, this has changed in recent 

years. Several researchers have attempted to explain students’ selection processes, 

with student enrolment behaviour models emerging in the early 1980s. Chapman 

(1981) provided a review of the university selection literature and suggested a model 

that identified some of the factors needed to develop an institutional recruiting policy. 

A number of models have since been suggested by past researchers (Sewell and 

Hauser, 1972; Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper, 1999) to provide additional insight into 

how students attempt to satisfy their need for higher education, is further explained 

below: 

The Economic Model suggests students make decisions about an institution based on 

the value the institution offered. This takes into account students different tastes and 

preferences and involves a comparison of the costs of attending the institution with the 

benefits the student feel they would receive. In order for such a comparison to take 

place, the costs and benefits of undertaking a study program at an institution must 

have measurable, monetary values. Manski and Wise (1983) examined the 

postsecondary enrolment decisions of high school leavers, with a particular focus on 

the effects of institutional costs, while Hossler, Schmit, and Vesper (1999) took 

account of students’ personal tastes and preferences. This model assumes that students 

are rational in their decision-making process and have a variety of ways in which 

different student’s rate university attributes to make their final choice (Hossler et al, 

1999). 
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The Sociological Model was developed from educational and status attainment 

research, focusing on the aspirations of individuals desiring to pursue a Higher 

Education Institution. These models specify a variety of social and individual factors 

leading to a student’s occupational and educational aspirations (Jackson, 1982). This 

model suggests a student makes decisions based on factors that develop throughout 

their life. This differs from the economic model, which describes students as rationally 

deciding which higher institution offers the highest value. In this model, behavioural 

variables (such as a student’s academic performance) interact with background 

variables (such as parents’ social status) to determine a student’s educational 

aspirations (Sewell and Shah, 1978).  

The Combined model uses the sociological aspects of college choice that the Status-

Attainment Model proposed, while simultaneously taking into account the decision-

making perspective of the Economic Model. These researchers believe that taking 

both sets of constructs into account improves the model’s explanatory power (Hossler 

et al. 1999). There are few established combination models that investigated the 

factors that seem to determine students’ intentions to study at an HEI. Hanson and 

Litten (1982) viewed the choice of higher education institutions as a three-step 

process; (1) deciding to go to college; (2) investigating colleges; (3) application, 

admission & acceptance. The uniqueness of this model is that it categorizes all 

determinants of choice which appeared in previous studies into their model and 

assigned each of categories of determinants to the specific stages of the model; i.e. 

incorporates student characteristics, personal attributes, environmental attributes and 

college characteristics and actions.  
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Despite the usefulness of these models, they appear founded on local students, rather 

than international students specifically.  As these studies omitted the variable of 

‘country’, they are not entirely relevant to international students. Altbach (1998, p. 

240) presented what he called the “push–pull” model for international student 

mobility, which is discussed in the subsequent section of the literature review. 

2.3 The Push-Pull Model for International Higher 

Education Choice 

Some researchers in the past have examined international student decision making as 

a process, in which the student passes through certain stages (e.g., Jackson, 1982; 

Maringe and Carter, 2007). Utilizing theories in consumer behaviour, these stages 

typically include problem recognition, information search, and evaluation of 

alternatives, purchase decision, and evaluation of the purchase decision. Meanwhile, 

other researchers have concentrated on the factors that influence students’ choices of 

country and/or institution. Unlike the previous models, the “push-pull” model 

included country as an important attribute. The “push-pull” model was originally 

used to explain migration, by providing an understanding of the factors influencing 

people’s movement (Lee, 1966). This model has been used to understand 

international student flows (Cummings, 1984), students’ motivation to study abroad 

(Altbach and Lulat, 1985) and such students’ choice of university (Mazzarol and 

Soutar, 2002).  

International students are influenced to study overseas by numerous factors, which 

can be classified as push or pull factors. “Push” factors are found within a student’s 

home country. McMahon (1992) examined the flow of international students from 
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18 developing countries and discovered student flow was dependent on wealth, the 

involvement of the home country in the world economy, the priority placed on 

education by the home country’s government and the availability of educational 

opportunities in the home country.  On the other hand, “pull” factors operate within 

the host country. These “pull” factors can be divided into macro level factors 

(characteristics of the host country that encourage international student inflow) and 

micro level factors (characteristics of educational institutions themselves).  

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) and Chen (2007) suggested that students who wish to 

pursue international higher education use a sequential three step selection process, in 

which the student: 

1. Decides to study internationally; a decision that is influenced by “push” factors 

within the student’s home country. 

2. Select a host country; a decision that is influenced by that country’s “pull” factors. 

3. Select a higher education institution within the chosen host country; a decision 

that is influenced by that institution’s “pull” factors.  

However, it cannot be assumed that all international students use this three-step 

process to select a study destination. International students may by-pass the choice of 

a host country and choose a host institution directly (Chen, 2007). In this case, the 

country is not a focal consideration, but rather a by-product of the institution 

selected. Chen (2007) found choosing a university program was often the first step in 

the decision making process and, once that was determined, students considered 

multiple institutions in various countries. In this case, the characteristics of the 

university itself, also known as university-level attributes, are likely to be more 
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important than country-level attributes. Therefore, the inclusion of country, along 

with university-level factors supports a model that is relevant to students’ decision-

making process when selecting an international university.  

Some push factors are positive and some are negative, while pull factors are, in 

general, positive. The present study focused on the “pull factors” for two reasons. 

First, the “push factors” are determined by the home country and are not controlled 

by the host country. Second, “pull factors” are important in making a particular host 

country or educational institution more attractive than others, which is the present 

study’s major focus. Most research on international student motivations and decision 

criteria conducted has adopted the “push-pull” framework (Wilkins, Balakrishnan 

and Huisman, 2011) incorporating a range of  factors that students might consider 

when selecting an international university.  

2.4 Factors Relevant to Students’ Preferences for 
International Universities 

2.4.1 Country “Pull” Factors  

This research basically adopts the “pull” model as its theoretical framework, as the 

model has proven effective in categorising students’ motivations and decision 

criteria in a variety of contexts. However, the focus is very much on the “pull 

factors” that draws students to study at international universities. Several key “pull 

factors” are discussed below. 

Knowledge and awareness of the host country: (Mazzarol et al., 1997) refers to 

the availability of information about a host country in a student’s home country. This 

factor is also influenced by a host country’s reputation for quality and the 
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recognition of its qualifications in the student’s home country.  Interestingly, a recent 

survey of six of Australia’s largest source countries for international students (China, 

India, Korea, Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam) found education quality was the 

primary factor students used when choosing an international study destination 

(Australia Education International, 2011).  

Personal Recommendations: are recommendations of influential people (e.g. 

parents, relatives, friends and teachers) about a host country. Several studies found 

family; peers and agents have a significant impact on students’ education choice 

(Hayes 1989; Mazzarol and Soutar 2002).  Word of mouth referral is a powerful 

promotional tool, as parents and relatives who have studied in a particular country 

and enjoyed the experience are likely to recommend it to others (Mazzarol and 

Soutar, 2002).  

Cost Issues: costs can be classified as financial or social, may also have an impact 

on students’ preferences on host countries as an education destination. There are four 

major financial costs an international student incurs when studying outside their 

home country (tuition fees, living expenses, travel costs and visa costs).  A recent 

report (Australia Education International, 2011) found tuition fees and living costs 

were the most important of these.  Interestingly, while less than half of the students 

surveyed thought Australia’s living expenses were greater than the USA, UK, 

Canada or New Zealand, many education agents were not of the same opinion. Most 

Indian education agents thought Australia’s living expenses were greater than 

Canada or the UK, while most Vietnamese agents thought Australia was a more 

expensive place to live that Canada or the USA. As with tuition fees, less than 50% 
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of students thought Australian tuition were more expensive than those in the USA, 

the UK, Canada and New Zealand. 

The study suggested student visa and travel costs did not have a major impact on 

student’s study destination choice. However, students did consider the time taken for 

a student visa to be approved. Australia was considered to have one of the fastest 

visa application systems, while the USA was seen as one of the slowest, partly due to 

the amount of information required during the US enrolment process.  

Safety: has become an increasingly important factor for international students since 

2008, although this is still less important than other factors, such as university 

reputation, job prospects and the quality of the education provided (British Council 

Report, 2012). Most respondents thought the UK was the safest place to live, 

followed by Canada, the USA, Germany and New Zealand.   The UK was perceived 

as the safest place to be because of its multicultural society, which meant racial 

discrimination was less likely. In contrast, a growing body of research suggests 

Australia is losing its international student base amidst reports of discrimination after 

a series of attacks against Indian students in 2009 (Spolc and Lee, 2009).  Students 

were often left with a sense that Australia cared little for them beyond the money 

they contributed to the economy.  

Besides racial discrimination, a country’s low crime rate was also cited as a proxy 

for safety. The British Council Report (2012) also found Israel was seen as the most 

dangerous place to study because of potential terrorist attacks, while South Africa 

was seen as the second least-safe study destination, because of high levels of street 

crime. 
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In terms of environment, researchers have found that University campuses in 

Western countries are physically attractive to students from developing countries 

(Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002). Studying overseas can be an exciting prospect for 

many international students, as it allows them to experience the novel physical 

climate and lifestyle of the host country. This environment also includes the study 

climate.  Contemporary Chinese education is based on repetition, rote learning and 

memorisation (Hammond and Gao, 2002), which leads to “surface learning” (Biggs, 

1996). In contrast, a process of Socratic questioning and evaluating of beliefs and 

knowledge underlies Western education, which leads to “deep learning” (Biggs, 

1996).  

Meanwhile, geographic proximity may also influence students’ choice to study. 

Thus, Kwok (1972) found a major reason Asian students travelled to Australia was 

because of its proximity to Asia. Studies have also shown that social links may 

influence students’ preferences for certain countries. Social links refers to whether a 

student has family or friends living in a host country or whether family or friends 

have studied there. Even though the final study choice destination is mainly decided 

by students, family members, relatives and friends may significantly influence them 

by providing information and suggestions (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) This suggests 

family connections are among the most important factors influencing international 

students’ study destination. In addition, a host country's government policies, such 

as its immigration policy, can have a strong influence on students’ choice of study 

destination. Baas (2005) found many Chinese students in Australia were not 

planning to return to China after graduation and saw studying abroad as an 

“immigration ticket.” 
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2.4.2 University Level “Pull” Factors  

There has been little research into students’ choice of specific universities. Hooley 

and Lynch (1981) examined the choice processes of prospective students for 

universities in the UK. They undertook a qualitative study of face to face interviews 

that identified six attributes (course suitability, university location, academic 

reputation, distance from home, type of university and advice from people they trust 

(parents and teachers)), of which course suitability was the strongest determinant of 

university choice. Soutar and Turner (2002) examined the relative importance of a 

number of attributes to Western Australian school leavers’ choice of university using 

a conjoint analysis approach.  As was the case in Hooley and Lynch’s (1981) study, 

course suitability and academic reputation were found to be the most important 

determinants of university choice, although students were also influenced by the job 

prospects offered by a qualification from a university.   

Most students see education as an investment and are influenced to pursue a 

university education because of the prospect of finding a high-paying job (Hodges 

and Barbuto, Jr 2002).  Consequently, many scholars have investigated the influence 

price itself plays on university choice (e.g. Domino et al., 2006; Wagner and Fard, 

2009; Beneke and Human, 2010). The strategy an institution chooses is important, 

as, if prices are too high, institutions run the risk of pricing themselves out of the 

market. Interestingly, Domino et al. (2006) found price was the parents’ most 

important determinant in university choice, which was not true for students.   

In terms of attributes considered important in an international university, there are 

some commonalities and differences between students from Malaysia and China. 

Past studies conducted Malaysian students’ preferences for universities found that 
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the availability of  the  required  programme, as well as  financial  assistance  offered  

by  university  as  one  of  the  as  “ very  importance  attributes”  for  first  year  

university  students  (Yusof et al., 2008). Similarly, Joseph and Joseph (2000) found 

that when asked to rank perceived importance of attributes, Malaysian students 

ranked cost of education, value of education and content and structure or degree as 

most important factors.  

Meanwhile, Hung, et al. (2000) identified factors that influence students from China 

to study overseas; the most important being high quality education; low total costs. 

Previous studies also indicated that students from China perceived teaching quality 

to be important, and that the standard of education and teaching in universities 

overseas to be better than universities located in China (Hung et al., 2005). Other 

important factors may include accommodation on site, relatives/friends in area; and 

an English speaking environment (Bodycott, 2009). Studying at an international 

university with an English speaking environment is especially important to students 

from China as they would like to take the opportunity to improve their proficiency in 

English during their tertiary education. The results from these various studies are 

summarised in Table 2.1.  
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Table 2.1: A Summary of Past Research into Important University Attributes  

Attributes Author Findings 

Academic 
Reputation 

 

Hooley and Lynch, 
1981; Soutar and Turner 
2002 

Reputation is influenced by 
expectations, predictions and 
extrinsic cues rather than 
performance.  

Course Suitability Hooley and Lynch, 
1981; Soutar and Turner 
2002 

The availability of courses, such as 
double degrees, joint collaboration 
with overseas universities plays a 
major role. 

Teaching Quality Hung et al., 2005 The experience and research 
expertise of lecturers teaching the 
courses.  

Job Prospects Hodges & Barbuto, Jr 
2002; Soutar & Turner 
2002; Whitehead, 
Raffan & Deaney 2006 

Students see education as an 
investment and are influenced to 
pursue a university education with 
the prospect of finding a high-
paying job. 

Geographical 
Proximity  

Chapman 1981; Hooley 
& Lunch 1981 

Certain students prefer universities 
close to home, while others prefer 
the opportunity to live away from 
home.  

Total  Cost Domino, Libraire, 
Lutwiller et al., 2006; 
Wagner and Fard, 2009; 
Beneke and Human, 
2010 

Competitive fee structure, 
reasonable cost of living on 
campus and availability of 
financial aid may help to attract 
students. 

Social Influences Chapman 1981; Pimpa 
2005  

Influential people such as teachers, 
family, alumni may impact 
students’ preferences for particular 
institutions; reduces risk in making 
purchase decision. 

Campus 
Environment  

Bodycott 2009 English speaking environment to 
provide opportunity to increase 
English proficiency.  
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2.5 The Complexity of Joint Decision-Making 

Decision-making has long been a major field of research in consumer behaviour 

(Mowen, 1990) and understanding consumer behaviour as a family unit is often seen 

as important (Assael, 1998). Joint decision-making occurs when more than one 

person is involved in the decision process (White and Johnson, 2001). In recent 

times, more joint decision-making research has been undertaken; as many scholars 

have come to recognise individual decision making models may be too simplistic 

(Johnston and Lewin, 1996; Madrigal and Miller, 1996). Joint decision-making’s 

complexity arises because of the involvement of multiple participants who often 

have different needs and wants (Lackman and Lanasa, 1993) and the nature of the 

interactions between family members.  Many marketing professionals have 

highlighted the importance of understanding family member involvement in making 

purchase decisions if suitable marketing strategies are to be developed (e.g. 

Fondness, 1992; Howard and Madrigal, 1990).  

The selection of an institution affects the child pursuing the study and their family. 

As Mazzarol and Soutar (2002, p. 58) noted, parents, relatives and friends are part of 

their “pull” component. The findings from a recent Australian Education 

International (AEI, 2011) report suggested tuition costs and living costs were the 

most important considerations and this outcome was most likely to be influenced by 

students’ parents, as, for most students (not including those with scholarships), the 

costs of pursuing higher education, whether local or overseas, are borne by parents.  

Consequently, the decision to pursue international higher education is likely to be a 

family decision-making process.  

 



 36   
 

2.5.1 The Roles of Parents in Family Decision-Making   

 Adolescents inevitably grow into adults, and with this process come independence. 

Coleman (1980) suggested gaining independence is a gradual process that involves 

children taking more responsibility. As children develop, their parents typically grant 

them greater autonomy; the offspring, in turn, assume more responsibility for 

regulating their own behaviour (Brody, Moore and Glei, 1994). Through their 

parents, children will adopt certain norms, values, and beliefs that will guide their 

decisions and actions. It is clear parents have the greatest impact on adolescents 

becoming autonomous and competent decision makers (Conger and Peterson, 1984). 

“Dyadic studies” recognise parents have goals for their children and will work with 

them in order to attain them. Becker and Useem (1942, p. 13) defined a dyad as “two 

persons with intimate, face-to-face relations that have persisted over a length of time 

Although it is common for parents and children to work together on life goals, few 

studies have empirically investigated the shared pursuit of goals between parents and 

children.  Pursuing higher education is an ideal example of when parents and 

children are likely to work together to make decisions because of the independence 

that comes from this decision. With increasingly unpredictable and fast-paced 

economies, the successful attainment of educational goals may require more time, 

effort and experience than a child can bring to bear. There is a trend in parenting 

research to identify parental influences on children’s educational achievement, 

which, in turn, has resulted in the recognition of the mutual influence that exists 

between parents and their children (Chang and Park, 2009). 

There is increasing evidence that young adult children benefit from parents’ 

continued support; financial support to pay for further education, house purchases, 
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and even the bill payments to aid occupational success (Semyonov and Lewin-

Epstein, 2001). This financial support is crucial in the success of transitioning the 

child from adolescent to the role of young adults; Arnett (2000) has described ages 

18 to 25 as a period of “emerging adulthood,” in which youth need to explore adult 

roles and acquire the training, resources, and maturity needed to succeed in those 

roles. Parents’ willingness and ability to pay for the pursuit of higher education 

increases children’s access to postsecondary education and results in better labour 

market outcomes in adulthood (Semyonov and Lewin-Epstein, 2001). Without this 

support, young adults may be inclined to forego additional education, and move 

more quickly into full-time work. Dietrich et al. (2010) also examined the role 

parental involvement played in their child’s engagement in career exploration during 

their transition to university, as well as whether parents’ involvement increased 

children’s satisfaction with their choice processes. Dietrich et al.’s (2010) study used 

a longitudinal design to examine the engagement between parents and children 

during the choice process (from exploration to receiving a university’s admission 

letter) and whether children’s engagement was complemented by their parents’ 

involvement. Their study showed parents’ engagement varied over the application 

process. Parents’ involvement was higher when applications were being developed 

and sent and lower while waiting for replies. In particular when a decision has to be 

made, children involved their parents as supporters when they approach deadlines 

(Heckhausen et al., 2010). 

There are a growing number of studies that have found positive relationships 

between parental support and career exploration (Dietrich and Kracke, 2009;). It is 

also suggested that the relationship between parental interference and exploration 

depends on children’s exploration behaviour (Luyckx, Soenens, Vansteenkiste, 
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Goossens, and Berzonsky, 2007). For example, an adolescent’s inability to commit 

to a particular study option may lead to parental over-controlling.   

Fouad et al.’s (2008) study of Asian American students found such families plays a 

greater role in influencing career decision-making.  In adolescence, parents are their 

children’s main partners in deciding a future career path (Tynkkynen, Nurmi, and 

Salmela-Aro, 2010).  In China, parent–child relationships are often characterized by 

the concept of filial piety (Ho, 1996; Yang, 1996), which present values as reciprocal 

in nature. Parents will do whatever they can within their means to ensure their child 

receives the best education possible and in return, the child reciprocates by displays 

of love, respect, and care for their parents.  With this in mind, Chinese children may 

such choose a study abroad destination or career in order to please their parents, even 

though the choice does not fulfil his/her own wishes (Li, 2001). Given this 

recognition of family influence on students’ decision-making, it is likely family will 

also influence students’ university choice.  

2.6 Categorising International Universities 

A person’s daily encounters can be categorised in many ways. The characteristics of 

such categories influence how people perceive their environment and how they make 

decisions because of general tendencies, such as partition dependence (Fox, 

Bardolet, and Lieb 2005). Categorisation is the process of comparing a target 

stimulus with categorical knowledge stored in  memory (Cohen and Basu, 1987). It 

is a process through which people assign a label to an object (e.g. when people see a 

feathered animal flying through the air, they tend to categorise it as a “bird” rather 

than a “fish”) (Mervis and Rosch, 1981). 
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People can improve their information-processing efficiency and cognitive stability 

by grouping objects that are alike in important aspects (Lingle, Atom and Medin, 

1984). The reasons people categorise are to reduce complexity, better identify 

objects, inductively reference objects and reduce learning stress.  

1) The Reduction of Complexity 

Categorization creates order and groupings out of chaos (Antonides and Van Raaji, 

1998). People create categories that enable them to see the world and experiences as 

stable (Antonides and Van Raaji, 1998). In a higher education setting, students may 

categorize universities based on ranking systems.  For example, in Australia, some 

universities are categorized as Group of Eight (Go8), which is a coalition of 

comprehensive, research-intensive universities. The group is often referred to as an 

Australian version of the Ivy League and they are often considered the top 

universities in the country. 

There are other university networks which include: 

a) The Australian Technology Network (ATN), which includes universities that 

have a heritage of working closely with industry, offering applied courses to 

students who are ready to enter their chosen professions.  

b) The Innovative Research Universities (IRU) network of seven newer 

comprehensive universities committed to conducting research and advising 

the government on higher education, research and innovation policy. 

As is the case in Australia, universities in the United Kingdom are also categorised 

according to their prominence and reputation for quality. The Russell Group is an 

association of twenty British public universities that contains many of the UK’s 
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leading universities. Its members receive approximately two-third of all university 

research grants in the UK. Obtaining admission into a Russell Group university is 

competitive.  Indeed, in 2009, it was estimated that eight students applied for each 

available place.  

Universities can also be categorized on the basis of having programs that are 

accredited or unaccredited. Students may choose a university based on whether the 

degree is recognized in their home countries. As an example, since 2000, all higher 

education institutions in Malaysia have been informed that only four year programs 

will be acceptable for Board of Engineers’ (BEM) accreditation. Consequently, 

Malaysian students are likely to choose a university with such a program that is on 

the BEM’s List of Accredited Engineering Program. 

2) Identification of Objects 

Categorisation enables phenomena and objects to be quickly classified in order to 

react appropriately (Antonides and Van Raaji, 1998). For example, universities that 

belong to the Group of Eight have high academic entry requirements. Consequently, 

students who do not have the grades to meet minimum entry requirements will know 

not to submit an application, as their chance of admission is slim.  

3) Inductive Inferencing 

Categorisation enables people to infer invisible attributes from visible ones (Smith, 

1995). Once an object is classified as a member of a category, a great deal of 

information that is not explicitly presented is available (Rosenman and Sudweeks, 

1995).  For example: students are likely to infer that an Australian university that 

belongs to the Group of Eight will have outstanding teaching and research records. 
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Therefore, students who prefer an educational institution with high teaching quality 

may select alternatives from the list of GO8 universities. 

4) Reduction of Continuous Learning 

Categories allow people to classify objects quickly. Recognition and categorisation 

lays the groundwork for further information processing about a brand or a product, 

which typically leads to stereotyping. For example, once students learn Cambridge, 

which is in the Russell Group of Universities, has outstanding research, they are 

likely to believe all Russell Group universities have similar research records and, 

because of this stereotyping, they will not feel a need to learn more about each 

Russell Group university. Indeed, students may utilize the categorization process to 

make decisions on international university choice; often to simplify their decision 

making process by manner of proxy for important university attributes. 

2.7 The Country of Origin of Educational Institutions  

Country of origin (COO) refers to the country in which a product or service is 

manufactured, produced or designed.  More than forty years ago, Schooler (1965) 

found products with different COOs were perceived differently, even though they 

were identical in every other aspect and this has been found on many occasions 

since. Consumers around the world evaluate products on the basis of the country in 

which they are produced (Bikey and Nes, 1982; Maheswaran, 1994) and country of 

origin has become an important marketing element, which is known to influence 

consumers’ perceptions and behaviour. 
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2.7.1 COO and Services 

Past studies have examined the effects country of origin (COO) have on consumer 

perceptions and attitudes; most examining tangible products.  There has been less 

focus on the way COO influences consumers’ perceptions and attitudes towards 

services, which are more difficult to evaluate.  Indeed, Javalgi et al. (2001) noted 

that, in the past 20 years, only 19 such service studies had been published in top 

marketing journals.   This seems unfortunate, as people seem to consider COO 

attributes when evaluating services in a similar way to their evaluation of products 

(Javalgi et al., 2001).  As services increase in importance, marketers need to be 

aware of the factors consumers consider when evaluating services; this is especially 

important as consumers perceive greater risk when purchasing services (Zeithaml 

and Bitner, 1996).   

Consumers concerns about offshore services make it necessary for organisations to 

understand consumer’s COO service perceptions. This is relevant in education, 

where offshore campuses are an example of an offshore service. Criteria identified 

for evaluating the viability of offshoring services include the service provided, 

satisfaction, cost and value (Youngdahl and Ramaswamy, 2008). However, country 

of service origin is significant when consumers evaluate offshored services 

(Berentzen et al., 2008). Numerous interaction intensity issues (service content, 

service process) and interaction distance issues (geography, language, cultural) can 

affect consumers’ perceived service quality (Stringfellow et al., 2008). It seems the 

physical location of the service provider (whether it is the main campus in the host 

country or offshore campus/distance learning in the home country) can influence 

consumers’ perception of service quality.  
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2.7.2 Multiple Components of COO 

Past studies have investigated the effect of multiple COO components. These include 

country of assembly (COA), country of design (COD) (Ahmed and d’Astous, 1996; 

Chao, 1993) and country of manufacture (COM) (Chao, 1998; Insch and McBride, 

2004).   These aspects have become increasingly important as globalisation has seen 

the growth of delocalisation and increased manufacturing in developing countries.  

Consequently, many products are now designed in one country and manufactured in 

another. The relocation of production can provide a competitive advantage in terms 

of cost effectiveness. However, it raises important questions about consumers’ 

perceptions of product value. Maheswaran (1994) suggested COO can be viewed as 

a stereotyping process that allows people to predict the likelihood of a product 

manufactured in a certain country having certain features.  Generally consumers will 

evaluate a product more favourably if it has a favourable COO and vice versa. For 

example, a car might be designed in Japan, which is known for its advanced 

technology, but use parts and components that are manufactured in China and 

assembled in Malaysia, which are less developed countries. Consumers view such 

products as being of inferior quality (Bilkey and Nes, 1982; Wang and Lamb, 1983). 

Amonini, Keogh and Sweeney (1998) studied the effects country of manufacture 

(COM) and country of brand or country of design (COD) had on Australian 

consumers’ evaluations of apparel, which was seen as a low involvement product 

category. They found COO had a dominant influence on product evaluations, which 

suggests product quality perceptions generated by a brand do not compensate for a 

poor country image. In order to reduce this effect, some marketers have highlighted 

other benefits, such as low cost, rather than COM (Amonini et al., 1998).  
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Perceived workmanship is critical in distinguishing the desirability of COM and 

COA (Van Pham, 2006), which suggests consumers’ perceptions of workers located 

in other countries are likely to impact on their demand for a good and services.    In 

the present study, two COO dimensions (COD, which is the country in which the 

product (study program) was conceived and the country with which the brand is 

associated, and the location in which the delivery mode (DM) is being offered) were 

examined. 

2.8 Country as a Brand 

A brand may be defined as ‘a name, term, design, symbol or any other feature that 

identifies one seller's good or service as distinct from those of other sellers’ (Bennett, 

1988). Brands lead to beliefs, evoke emotions and prompt behaviours, can add to the 

perceived value of a product and can increase customers’ willingness to pay 

premium prices.  The way consumers perceive brands is a key determinant of long-

term business consumer relationships (Fournier, 1998). Numerous studies have 

explored brand equity; most using fictitious brands (e.g., Ang and Lim, 2006; Lee 

and Faber, 2007) to prevent the confounding effects of prior knowledge and brand 

experience. The use of fictitious products allowed experiments to be manipulated 

cleanly, increasing internal validity, as the brands used do not have extra-

experimental meanings. Fictitious brand names are also frequently used in brand 

association studies to heighten experimental control (Boush and Loken, 1991; Keller 

and Aaker, 1992). In the real world, however, products or brands are known entities. 

Fictional brands differ from real brands and these differences can affect relationships 

between attitudes and behaviours (Wells, 2001). 
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Place branding can be considered an effort to use strategies developed in the 

commercial sector to manage, if not necessarily wield, the soft power of a 

geographical location (van Hamm, 2008). It would be useful to consider a place, 

such as a country as intellectual property, that is, “the totality of the thoughts, 

feelings, associations and expectations that come to mind when a prospect or 

consumer is exposed to an entity’s name, logo, products, services, events, or any 

design or symbol representing them” (Lindsay, 2000). Country branding is part of a 

self-perpetuating cycle; as a country promotes its consumer brands, these brands 

promote the country. 

However, country branding has limitations.  As Kotler and Gertner (2002) noted, 

while products can be discontinued, modified, re-positioned, or replaced by 

improved products, places do not have these choices. A country cannot change its 

geography, climate or even its image easily, as this may take years to do.  Although 

it may be possible for a country to shift its economic base or attract more foreign 

direct investment, there are constraints over which it often has little or no control. 

Places (countries, nations,  regions,  cities) are not simple products which can be 

marketed and branded as commodities; as explained by Kavaratzis   and   Ashworth   

(2005), “places  do  not  suddenly  acquire  a  new  identity thanks to a slogan or a 

memorable logo”. 

Countries are complex constructs that are multifaceted and often have intangible 

aspects. It is difficult to modify a country to meet target needs unless there are 

serious interventions in the country’s infrastructure. The brand manager has no 

control over environmental factors that may keep tourists and investors away, such 

as natural disasters, political turmoil and economic down-turns (Morgan, Pritchard, 
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and Pride, 2002). In the context of higher education, students will inevitably spend a 

considerable time in a certain country while completing their studies; therefore 

weather would be an important consideration. One cannot alter a country’s weather 

to make it appealing to prospective students. Despite this, in destination branding, 

places are treated as brands and are used to attract customers from around the world. 

Destination branding combines communication and marketing techniques to promote 

a destination. As in the branding of commercial goods and services, rules govern the 

positioning of a place brand are based on the way its reputation is built, how 

customer preferences are addressed, how loyalty is achieved and how the brand is 

managed. The current study seeks to determine if a country’s “brand” is indicative of 

students’ preferences for international universities. 

2.8.1 Country Image 

Country image is “the overall perception consumers’ form of products from a 

particular country based on their prior perceptions of the country’s production and 

marketing strengths and weaknesses” (Roth and Romeo, 1992, p.480). It is a 

complete set of descriptive, inferential and informational beliefs about that country 

(Martin-Eroglu, 1993). Products made in Germany or Japan are regarded as high 

quality due to these countries’ reputations (Kotler and Gertner, 2002). At the same 

time, products made in less industrialised countries, such as China or Myanmar, are 

seen to be of lower quality.  People have an image of a country, even though that 

country may not consciously manage its name as a brand.  

Country image has been seen as a halo construct, as it affects consumers’ beliefs 

about product attributes that, in turn, affect consumer’s attitudes towards its brands 

(Han, 1989). Country image can enhance or diminish consumers’ perceptions of 
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quality and this impact can be product and source-country specific (Chattalas, 

Kramer, and Takada 2008; Han 1989). This is likely to influence consumers’ 

decisions about purchasing goods or services.  For example, German automobiles 

have a competitive advantage from Germany’s image as an advanced engineering 

country.   

Country image is important to consumers, but it is also important to organisations 

deciding where manufacturing should occur.  Srikatanyoo and Gnoth (2002) 

suggested a country image model in international tertiary education in which there 

were relationships between country image, institution image, program evaluations 

and students’ intentions to study.  They argued international education institutions 

may harm their images if they relocated to countries with less than desirable images.  

2.9 Education Service Delivery Mode  

Approximately 30 million people in the world are fully qualified to enter a 

university, but have no university place available to them (Duderstadt et al., 2002). 

Most of this demand is in fast-growing developing countries, of which China and 

India are the best examples. The demand for higher education is driven by a number 

of factors. First, rapid population growth in developing countries has meant there are 

increasing numbers of young people in the university entering age group. Second, 

economic development in many countries has led to an increase in the demand for 

higher education, which is seen as a ‘superior good.’ Third, as countries develop and 

integrate into the global economy, higher education becomes increasingly crucial for 

a successful career.  
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These factors have combined to significantly increase the demand for higher 

education around the world. As service providers, educational institutions need to 

recognise the capacity constraints they face in terms of the availability of appropriate 

teaching staff, equipment and facilities. The demand for higher education by 

developing economies with an ability to pay has “spilled over” to universities around 

the world; requiring greater capacity.   

2.9.1 Managing Capacity and Demand 

Service providers understand it is vital to develop strategies to match capacity 

constraints to demand if they are to sustain a competitive advantage.   Klassen and 

Rohleder (2002, p. 527) viewed demand management as “an attempt to shift 

demand” while capacity or supply management was seen as “a response to demand.”   

Indeed, as services are perishable, managing demand and capacity (or supply) is 

critical (Kotler, Bowen and Maken 2003). In higher education, matching supply and 

demand requires an alignment of capacity to meet demand (Zeithaml, Bitner and 

Gremler, 2006). Institutions may expand capacity to meet demand by stretching 

facilities and equipment on their main campuses or by outsourcing such services to 

students’ home countries through offshore campuses or distance learning programs. 

Outsourcing is used by many higher education institutions and the decision to 

outsource has become increasingly important. Indeed, the decision most institutions 

face is not if they should outsource, but rather how they should do so (Gose, 2005). 

This has led higher education institutions to explore best practice ways to achieve 

cost savings, effective management and better supplier-relationship strategies 

(Comm and Mathaisel, 2008). Renting or sharing facilities (to increase capacity) can 

be used to reduce the costs of meeting demand. For example, airlines share check-in 
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counters, maintenance facilities and reservation systems, while hospitals share 

expensive diagnostic equipment, laboratory facilities and, in some cases, medical 

specialists and surgeons. In higher education, institutions may share buildings and 

classrooms to conduct lectures and human resources, such as lecturers, to conduct 

classes or even support services.  

Services marketing distribution includes the strategic and operational activities that 

match capacity and demand to the service available to consumers. Decisions about 

the type of distribution channel a service provider should use depend on their costs 

and benefits and education providers can use a variety of delivery methods 

(Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001). For example, educational institutions may offer 

international students services directly on their home campuses, through service 

outlets, such as offshore campuses, or through distance education, often using 

Internet technologies. 

2.9.2 The Main Campus Overseas  

The most common approach educational institutions used during the twentieth 

century involved students moving from their country of origin to a host country 

(Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001). This traditional delivery channel is similar to the one 

used by the tourism industry, as people are moved to physical institutions. Students 

who wish to obtain a degree from a foreign university in this way must be able to 

physically undertake the course at the institution of choice. In this case, the country 

of manufacture (COM) and the country of design (COD) are the same.  

In order to gain a competitive advantage, many educational institutions have 

developed strategies to achieve economies of scale and gain international recognition 
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of its brand. The Ansoff (1957) Matrix, shown in Figure 2.2, suggests four growth 

options. Also known as the Product-Market Expansion Grid, the matrix matches 

existing and new products and services with existing and new markets. By using the 

Ansoff Matrix, service providers can make educational services more accessible by 

implementing additional strategies to distribute services.  

Products (Services) 

               Existing                          New 
 
 
  New 
 
 
Markets 

 
 

Market 
Development 

 
 

Diversification 
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Market 
Penetration 

 
 

 
 

Product 
Development 

Figure 2.2: The Ansoff Matrix 

2.9.3 An Offshore Campus in a Student’s Home Country  

Service providers can use a market development strategy to sell existing services in 

new markets or new areas of the market. Through the use of service intermediaries, 

they can target different groups of people. These intermediaries are set up by higher 

education institutions from other countries to expand operations across borders.  

Service intermediaries perform several important functions for service providers. 

First, they co-produce services, meeting service providers’ promises to consumers. 

Second, they make services locally available, providing convenient times and places 

for some consumers. In many professional service contexts, such as the education 

industry, service intermediaries are the glue between the brand and the customer.  
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Towards the end of the twentieth century, education institutions began to use a 

“forward integration” strategy, in which ‘host’ country institutions were established 

in ‘home’ countries (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001).  Because educational services are 

usually performed and consumed simultaneously (Zeithaml and Bitner, 2003), 

education institutions built brick-and-mortar facilities (offshore campuses) in which 

students interacted directly with the service providers.  These offshore campuses 

offered their services in a home country (COM), using their own faculty and 

facilities (MacDonald, 2006).  

By setting up offshore campuses, an institution could gain access to larger markets 

and provide more affordable programs to students in their own countries. 

Understanding the potential for capturing a large market of international students, a 

number of universities invested in full offshore campuses. Some Australian 

universities have undertaken such expansion and such students account for around 

33% of the international students enrolled at Australian universities (Auditor General 

Victoria, 2002). Examples include Monash University (Monash University 

Malaysia; Monash University South Africa), RMIT University (RMIT International 

University Vietnam) and Curtin University (Curtin Sarawak, Curtin Singapore).  

Some examples are shown in Table 2.2. 
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Table 2.2:  Examples of Offshore Campuses 

Country of 
Design University Brand Offshore Campus 

 
 
 
 
Australia 

Monash University in 
Melbourne  

Monash University Malaysia 
Monash University South Africa 

RMIT University in 
Melbourne  

RMIT International University 
Vietnam 

Curtin University in Perth Curtin University Sarawak (Malaysia) 
Curtin University Singapore  

Swinburne University of 
Technology 

Swinburne University of Technology 
Sarawak Campus 

United 
Kingdom 

University of Nottingham University of Nottingham Malaysia 
Queen Margaret 
University 

Queen Margaret University, Asia 
Campus 

Canada University of New 
Brunswick 

University of New Brunswick 
College, Singapore 

United States Harvard Medical School Harvard Medical School Dubai 
Centre (HMSDC) 

 

Off-shore campuses trade on the reputation of the parent university (the “brand”) 

and, in turn, can contribute to the home university’s overall reputation. MacDonald 

(2006) argued students are very clear about the brand of the parent organisation 

being significant in their choice of university. They see the off-shore campus as part 

of the parent. No matter what the background organisational structure may be, the 

success of the offshore campus is a direct reflection of the success of the parent 

brand.   

2.9.4 Online Distance Learning In Students’ Home Country  

From booksellers to mass merchandisers, organisations are increasingly using 

electronic distribution methods to augment or even supplant “traditional” product 

and service delivery processes (Hitt and Frey, 2002).   Electronic channels are the 

only service distributors that do not require direct human interaction and the benefits 

are wide ranging; increasing market reach and lowering distribution costs. The rise 

of the worldwide web as an electronic commerce medium has provided additional 
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opportunities for service firms. For example, tourism suppliers quickly developed 

web-based distribution processes and the web has had a profound effect on the way 

in which travel products are marketed and distributed (O’Conner and Frew, 2002). 

The impact of technology in education can be seen in distance learning programs 

that deliver educational services to students who are not physically present in 

traditional classroom settings. The use of electronic learning (e-learning) as a 

medium of instruction in distance learning is becoming increasingly important in 

Malaysia (Jefferies and Hussain, 1998; Poon et al., 2004) and around the world 

(Volery and Lord, 2000).  Indeed, e-learning is often promoted as the educational 

medium of the future (O’Malley, 1999). By 2006, 3.5 million students were 

participating in on-line learning at American institutions of higher education (Allen 

and Seaman, 2007). There was an increase of around 12% to 14% a year in 

enrolments for fully online learning programs from 2004 to 2009 in the American 

post-secondary system. It was suggests that, in 2009, 44% of post-secondary 

students in the USA were taking some or all of their courses online and they 

suggested this figure could rise to 81% by 2014 (Adkins, 2009). 

In online distance learning, teaching methods rely on technology, such as emails, 

video conferencing, web conferencing, instructional television and, increasingly, on 

MOOCs. Students are often taught on an individual basis, rather than in large groups 

of students. Many established universities have successfully implemented these 

programs into undergraduate and postgraduate courses. In the early twentieth 

century, the University of Queensland established a Department of Correspondence 

Studies, while The London School of Economics in the United Kingdom developed 

an external program, now known as University of London International Program.  
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Many American universities offer online MBAs, including prestigious names such as 

Duke, Columbia and UCLA. According to the US Department of Education's 

National Forum on Education Statistics, educational institutions benefit from 

offering distance programs in many ways. First, they meet the needs of students who 

demand flexible course structures to accommodate personal constraints. Second, 

institutions can reduce fixed capital requirements, such as building infrastructure, as 

classes are mostly conducted off-site. Finally, education institutions may benefit 

financially such programs.  

2.10 Individual Factors that may Influence Students’ 
Choice of International Universities  

Choice has been defined as a transformation of motivation into a purchase action 

(Buhalis, 2000). An education destination choice is made by evaluating alternatives, 

while taking account of goals and preferences (Moutinho, 1987).  Students’ 

preferences for international universities may be influenced by external and internal 

factors. While students may be inclined to choose a particular education institution 

through the influence of “push and pull” factors (external), their ultimate decision 

made may also be affected by their individual factors (internal), which is deep rooted 

within the individual.  

Although Malaysia and China are both developing nations from Asia, and are major 

source of international students, there are various differences between the two 

countries that may influence their decision-making process. Firstly, the population in 

Malaysia comprises three major ethnic groups (Malay, Chinese and Indians) that 

have vastly different cultures (Poon et al., 2012). In comparison, Chinese people are 

the sole main ethnic group in China. Secondly, the higher education system in 

Malaysia greatly favours one ethnic group (Malays) for enrolment into public 
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universities (Selvaratnam, 1988); therefore the other groups often rely on private 

institutions to obtain higher education. Thirdly, English is used as a second language 

(ESL) in Malaysia, with students being exposed to the language as early as in 

kindergarten. Besides being a compulsory subject in primary school, English is the 

medium of instruction used to teach Science and Mathematics in Malaysia. It was 

recently reported that among the Asian countries where English is not the mother 

tongue, Malaysia was ranked with the highest English proficiency level (Thirusanku 

and Yunus, 2012). On the other hand, students from China are exposed to the 

English language in the third grade, and it is only taught as a foreign language (EFL) 

(Hu and Baumann, 2014). Most people in China communicate through Mandarin and 

English is perceived to be of little use in the country.  

Due to these differences, it is reasonable to posit that students from these two 

countries may differ in their preferences for international universities. Therefore, 

several key individual factors are investigated to explain these possible differences. 

Major individual factors that are discussed in subsequent sections are materialism, 

consumer ethnocentrism and personal values. 

2.10.1 Materialism 

The reasons people value possessions are of great interest to marketers. A better 

understanding of people’s relationships with their possessions and how this varies 

across cultures would enable marketers to deliver more appropriate marketing mixes.  

The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘materialism’ as a devotion to material needs 

to the neglect of spiritual matters. Materialism can significantly influence 

consumers’ perceptions, preferences and choices (Sharma, 2011).  Belk (1985) 

identified three characteristics, which he termed envy, non-generosity, and 
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possessiveness, while Richins and Dawson (1992) also identified three themes in 

materialism, which have become generally accepted. These are: 

1.  “Success,” which describes the degree to which an individual judges success 

by the accumulation of material possessions.  

2. “Acquisition centrality,” which describes the degree to which “possessions 

and their acquisition (are) at the centre of individuals’ lives.”  

3. The “pursuit of happiness,” which describes the degree to which possessions 

are viewed as essential to satisfaction and well-being.  

Research suggests globalisation is rapidly influencing consumer culture in 

developing countries, with many people favouring foreign brands (Bandyopadhyay, 

2001; Batra et al., 2000; and Kinra, 2006). Samuel Craig et al. (2009) observed that 

western products and lifestyles are spreading across developing countries as a result 

of contact through traditional media, such as TV and films, as well as through new 

media, such as the internet, electronic social networking, and blogs.  Imported 

products are seen as a sign of achievement and used to make a positive impression 

on others (Wang and Yang, 2008). Sharma (2011) found materialism had a stronger 

positive influence on purchase intentions for products imported from developed 

countries and this was significantly higher for consumers from developing countries.  

Materialism has often been associated with negative social consequences, such as 

favourable attitudes towards spending (Watson, 1998) and a tendency to be less 

happy than those who do not (Kasser, 2002). Materialism is also linked to conditions 

such as narcissism, depression and anxiety, decreased life satisfaction, a decrease in 

the quality of relationships with others and even physical ailments.  
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Although most materialism studies suggest negative consequences, some scholars 

argue the debate is not conclusive. Goldberg et al. (2003) suggested materialistic 

people may appear to be less satisfied because they have higher standards and life 

expectations. Ger and Belk (1999) also found materialism helps people achieve goals 

such as self-improvement, altruism and worldly progress. These goals largely 

represent the growth needs that enhance people’s well-being and psychological 

functioning (Sagiv and Schwartz, 2000).  

Modern policies ushered in the Social Reform Era has encouraged individual 

achievement, economic efficiency, entrepreneurship and materialism among the 

Chinese (Egri and Ralston, 2004). Chinese youth who have grown up during the 

Social Reform Era have been described as individualistic, materialistic, hedonistic, 

and entrepreneurial (Rosen 1990). Indeed, Ogden and Cheng (2011) found Chinese 

consumers were influenced to acquire possessions as a way to display wealth and 

was the by-product of the pursuit of happiness and success. 

The choice to pursue higher education can be seen as a quest for self-improvement. 

Therefore, it is likely pre-university students have materialistic traits. Students from 

developing countries such as Malaysia and China, may especially be influenced to 

pursue an international degree overseas because it is seen as a status symbol.  The 

desire for higher potential earnings (and the ability to acquire possessions) from 

studying overseas may be also be influenced by students’ materialism.  This 

ambition is supported by Malaysia’s national recruiter (JobStreet), which has found 

graduates from overseas universities earn about 12% more than local graduates 

(Jobstreet.com, April 2008). With this in mind, materialism may affect students’ 

(particularly from developing countries) preferences for international universities. 
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2.10.2 Consumer Ethnocentrism 

Ethnocentric people “view their own group as the centre of the universe (and the 

group’s) symbols and values and become objects of pride and attachment” (Shimp 

and Sharma, 1987, p. 280).   Consumer ethnocentrism refers to the way consumers in 

one country feel about products and services from other countries and “the 

appropriateness, indeed morality, of purchasing foreign-made products (or services)” 

(Shimp and Sharma, 1987, p. 280).   Consumer ethnocentrism may result in an over-

estimation of the attributes and quality of domestic products and an under-estimation 

of the quality of foreign products.   Not all consumers are equally ethnocentric and 

more ethnocentric consumers are less culturally open (Shimp and Sharma, 1987). 

They also tend to be more conservative and more collectively minded than 

individualistically minded (e.g. Sharma et al., 1995). They have also been found to 

be less well educated (Nishina, 1990) and more materialistic (e.g. Olsen et al., 1993).  

Ethnocentric consumers often believe it is not appropriate to buy products from other 

countries, as they should be loyal to domestic products.  

The relationship between country similarity and the country of origin effect has been 

widely researched (e.g. Lantz and Loeb, 1996; Shimp and Sharma, 1987). Wang and 

Lamb (1983) found Americans had a positive bias towards products from countries 

regarded as culturally similar to the USA (e.g., Australia and New Zealand) and were 

more willing to purchase products from such nations.  Sharma, Shim and Shin 

(1995) suggested cultural similarity influences the effect consumer ethnocentric 

tendencies have on attitudes toward products, while Lantz and Loeb (1996) found 

very ethnocentric consumers had more favourable attitudes toward products from 
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culturally similar countries, suggesting this may be an important factor in students’ 

choices. 

Ethnocentric customers are more reluctant to make use of a service provision by 

foreign companies (De Rutyer et al. 1998), as they believe it betrays their sense of 

loyalty towards their home country. At the other end of the spectrum, consumers 

with low levels of ethnocentrism are more likely to make product evaluations based 

on the products’ individual attributes, rather than based on their origin. It seems 

likely more ethnocentric students will prefer to study in their home country through 

offshore or online distance modes, while less ethnocentric students will prefer to 

study at a main campus overseas. It is important to note that this study specifically 

looks at preferences for international universities, rather than local universities from 

students’ home country; looking into whether or not students’ prefer a degree 

“manufactured” in their home country (through offshore or online distance learning 

modes), rather than its COD. 

2.10.3 Personal Values 

Leung et al. (2005, p. 357) defined culture as a national group’s “values, beliefs, 

norms, and behavioural patterns.”   The impacts culture has on consumer behaviour, 

such as the diffusions of new products (Steenkamp, Hofstede and Wendel, 1999) and 

perceptions of product quality (Chebat and Morrin, 2007), have been extensively 

studied. Aspects of an individual’s culture are acquired from birth and are influenced 

by many sources, such as family, school, religion, workplace, friends and the media. 

The sharing of culture often results in shared personal values (McCarthy and 

Hattwick, 1992). Thus, it can be said that personal values are a reflection of a 

person’s cultural context and lifestyle.  
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Personal values are socially shared conceptions of what is good, right and desirable 

and allow researchers to understand individuals, groups, people and institutions. A 

good understanding of personal values allows researchers to distinguish between 

individuals and cultures. Research has addressed both individual and national level 

values. At an individual level, values express broad, trans-situational goals that affect 

the way people perceive and interpret the world and their preferences, choices and 

actions (Rohan, 2000; Schwartz, 1992). At a national level, values reflect a group’s 

(e.g., nations, communities or organisations) responses to challenges (Hofstede, 

2001). As the main purpose of this research was to understand individual students’ 

preferences for international universities, the next section focuses on personal values. 

One of the most common approached used to study individual values is Schwartz’s 

(1992) values model, which is discussed in the next section. 

Schwartz’s Personal Values 

Rokeach (1973, p. 5) defined personal values as “an enduring belief that a specific 

mode of conduct or end-state of existence is personally or socially preferable to an 

opposite or converse mode of conduct or end-state of existence.”  Personal values are 

broad desirable goals that guide the way people evaluate people and events and 

explain their behaviour and judgments (Rohan, 2000; Rokeach, 1973; Schwartz, 

1992). People acquire their values through "socialization to dominant groups and 

unique learning experiences" (Schwartz, 1994, p. 21). Values guide people’s actions, 

attitudes and behaviour and represent an individual’s motivation to achieve goals 

(Schwartz, 1992). Schwartz (1992), a leading theorist in understanding individual-

level values, identified 10 motivationally distinct values (Power, Achievement, 

Hedonism, Stimulation, Self-Direction, Universalism, Benevolence, Tradition, 



 61   
 

Conformity and Security), which can be seen in Table 2.3, and specified how these 

values related to each other.  

Table 2.3: Schwartz’s (1992) Motivational Values 

VALUE DEFINITION REPRESENTATION OF 
VALUES 

Power Social status and prestige, control or 
dominance over people and resources 

Social Power, Authority, Wealth 

Achievement Personal success through 
demonstrating competence according 
to social standards 

Successful, Capable, Ambitious, 
Influential  

Hedonism Pleasure, sensuous gratification Pleasure, Enjoying Life 

Stimulation  Excitement, novelty and challenging 
in life 

Daring, Varied Life, Exciting 
Life 

Self-
Direction 

Independent thought and action-
choosing, creating and exploring 

Creativity, Freedom, 
Independent, Curious 

Universalism Understanding, appreciation and 
tolerance for the welfare of people 
and nature 

Broadminded, Wisdom, Social, 
Justice, Equality 

Benevolence Preservation and enhancement of the 
welfare of people with whom one is 
in frequent personal contact 

Helpful, Honest, Forgiving, 
Loyal, Responsible 

Tradition  Respect, commitment and acceptance 
of the customs and ideas that 
traditional culture or religion 
provides 

Humble, Devout, Moderate, 
Respect for Tradition 

Conformity  Restraint of actions, impulses likely 
to upset and harm others or violate 
social norms 

Politeness, Obedient, Self-
discipline, Honouring Elders 

Security Safety, harmony and stability of self, 
relationships and society 

Family Security, National 
Security, Social Order 

 

Schwartz’s (1992) personal values have been studied extensively and there is strong 

evidence that the meanings of the 10 values are similar across most cultures (e.g. 



 62   
 

‘power’ has the same meaning in most cultural groups, which allows researchers to 

compare different groups). These 10 values can be further conceptualised to form 

four higher-order value dimensions along two intersecting continuum (Self-

enhancement (Achievement and Power) versus Self-transcendence (Universalism 

and Benevolence), Openness-to-change (Stimulation and Self-direction) versus 

Conservation (Security, Conformity and Tradition)).  

Through empirical research, Schwartz found some values were compatible and 

mutually supportive, while others were opposed and likely to conflict with one 

another.  Thus, the pursuit of achievement often conflicts with the pursuit of 

benevolence, as seeking personal success is likely to obstruct actions aimed at 

enhancing the welfare of close others who need help. On the other hand, 

benevolence and conformity values are compatible, as both entail behaving in a 

manner approved by close groups. The compatibilities and conflicts can be seen in 

the quasi-circular model that Schwartz (1992) developed, which can be seen in 

Figure 2.3.  

Many studies in many countries have examined Schwartz’s (1992) values model to 

study the influence values have on people’s attitudes, decision-making processes and 

behaviour (e.g. Pearson and Chong, 1997; Cohen and Keren, 2008). Malaysia is a 

unique country with three major ethnic groups (Malay (54%), Chinese (25%) and 

Indian (7.5%)) (Tong et al., 2014). The ethnic identity of each group remains strong, 

even after 50 years of national independence (Verkuten and Kahn, 2012). Little 

research has examined Malaysian values, but the few studies conducted have found 

there were few cultural differences between the three groups (Lim, 2001; Fontaine 

and Richardson, 2005). The three ethnic groups mostly use religion as guiding 
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principles of life (Tong et al, 2014). The Malays, who are Muslim by law, are 

subjected to Islamic Sharia Law that regulates social and family behaviour; the 

Chinese typically adopt Buddhism, Christianity or Taoism as a religion, while the 

Indians are mostly Hindus. In their study of Malaysian managers’ values, Tong et al. 

(2014) found Malaysians emphasised conformity and security values.  This was 

expected, as religiosity is positively associated with the conservation dimension 

(Roccas, 2005). Interestingly, Tong et al. (2014) found Malaysians placed 

importance on achievement and benevolence values, which are conflicting values. 

They also found Malaysians did not value power, stimulation or hedonism.  

 

Figure 2.3: Schwartz’s (1992) Values Model 

Liu and Cohen (2010) examined the relationship between Chinese employees’ 

personal values and commitment. Values such as tradition, conformity, benevolence 

and security were expected to have a strong positive effect on the Chinese 

employees, who are typically seen as “traditional.” However, the weak effects found 

suggested Chinese society may be changing. Old values are being replaced by 
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“Western” values, such as achievement, stimulation, self-direction and hedonism 

(Liu and Cohen, 2010). Whether this is also true in Malaysia is an interesting issue in 

itself.  

Meanwhile, research that has specifically examined personal values theory in the 

context of higher education has been sparse. However, past research has indicated 

that educational goals and types of students do somehow overlap (Astin 1996; and 

Lattin, Kerssen-Griep, and Thede, 2002). In particular, Astin (1993) developed a 

typology of students, effectively classifying them based on their personal values; i.e. 

the scholarly type (achievement oriented), the partying type (hedonistic oriented), the 

artistic type who is creative and values original work (stimulation oriented) and the 

uncommitted student. Past literature has also suggested that peer culture is an 

especially powerful influence on students (Astin, 1996), thus is likely to be case of 

students with conformity values which might be possessed by students from 

conservative countries such as Malaysia. 

A student’s set of personal values may influence their university preferences. For 

example, tradition is related to an individual’s favourable attitude towards the past 

and the present and shows an individual’s respect for culture, social norms and 

traditions (Schwartz, 1992). In a consumer context, tradition implies favourable 

attitudes towards products customers are currently using. At present, consumers have 

many opportunities to choose among new alternatives, due to the fast pace of new 

product development.  However, strong favourable attitudes towards existing 

products will resist new technologies. In an education context, tradition may suggest 

an unwillingness to select new modes of educational service delivery, such as 

distance learning, over more traditional brick and mortar modes, such as studying on 
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the main campus or an offshore campus. Therefore, traditional students may prefer 

brick and mortar main modes or offshore campuses over distance learning.  

2.11 Chapter Summary 

The first three main objectives of this study were; to identify factors students 

considered important when selecting an international university; to discover the 

trade-offs that students make in terms of important attributes (university-level 

attributes, COD and DM) in preferences for international universities; and to 

determine whether student segments exist that differ in terms of the importance of 

these attributes. The literature review acknowledged that to date, little research has 

examined country of origin’s impact in international service environments. This is a 

particular issue in credence services contexts, such as international education, as 

these services are very difficult to evaluate due to the complexities of services being 

rendered (Zeithaml 1981).  

International students are influenced by a number of “push” and “pull” factors 

(Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002).  The literature had identified several common 

university-level attributes that students consider important when selecting an 

international university that were consistent with past researchers; i.e. academic 

reputation, course suitability, job prospects and the quality of staff (Soutar and 

Turner, 2002). However, no prior research has examined the way country level 

higher learning institution attributes influence students’ selection and whether this 

impact differs between program delivery models. Consequently, the literature review 

had also critically appraised the constructs that will be utilized in the present study to 

investigate the trade-offs students make between a university’s home country 

(COD), delivery mode and location (e.g. distance learning, attending a campus in the 
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student’s home country or attending the overseas university campus (i.e., in the 

home country of the university)), as well as a range of university-level attributes.  

While country may be the most important factor many students use when deciding 

on an international education, prior research suggests this is not always the case. 

While the standard “push-pull” model is valuable as an explanatory mechanism, it is 

focuses mainly on external factors, while students’ behaviours and choices also 

depend much on their individual characteristics. Therefore, the literature also 

investigated the possible existence of student segments that prioritise different 

selection criteria and examined each possible segment in detail with regards to 

individual factors, as market segmentation is crucial to those exporting higher 

education services (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001). A summary of the study’s research 

objectives and relevant sections of the literature review can be seen in table 2.4. The 

next Chapter discusses the qualitative phase of the study, as well as the final 

framework used to examine students’ university preferences and outlines the study 

that was undertaken to address objectives 1 to 3. 

Table 2.4: Linking Research Objectives with the Literature Review 

Research Objective Relevant Section of Literature Review 

1. Identify the factors 

students consider 

important when selecting 

an international university.  

 

To understand the significance of education as a 

marketable service, and to understand the various 

students’ selection processes for selecting international 

universities prior to identifying the factors students 

consider important when selecting an international 

university. 

 

Section 2.1: Education as a Marketable Service 
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Section 2.2: The Student University Selection Process. 

 

*Objective 1 and 2 are interlinked in the Literature 

Review 

 

2. Examine the trade-offs 

Malaysian and Chinese 

students make when 

selecting an international 

university.  

 

These trade-offs in attributes are identified as: 

University-Level Attributes:  

 Section 2.4: Factors Relevant to Students’ Preferences 

for International Universities 

Section 2.5:  The Complexity of Joint Decision Making 

Section 2.6 : Categorizing International Universities 

 

COD: 

Section 2.7: The Country of Origin (COO) of 

Educational Institutions  

Section 2.8:      Country as a Brand 

 

DM: 

Section 2.9: Education Services Delivery Mode 

 

 

3. Determining whether 

student segments exist that 

differ in terms of these 

attributes and, if so, 

develop student profiles 

based on a number of 

individual factors. 

 

Possible individual attributes that may differentiate 

possible student segments in terms of their preferences 

for international universities: 

 

Section 2.10.1: Materialism 

Section 2.10.1: Consumer Ethnocentrism 

Section 2.10.3: Personal Values 

 

 

4. Examining the 

importance of the various 

attributes in determining 

 

Not applicable in the literature review. To be 

practically analysed in Chapter 5 (Results-Malaysia) 

and 6 (Results-China). 
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students’ preferences for 

international universities 

across  students from 

Malaysia and China. 

 

In practice, determining 

how existing, exemplar 

international universities 

can improve students’ 

preferences by making 

changes to its COD, DM 

and other attributes. 

 

 

Not applicable in the literature review. To be 

practically analysed in Chapter 7.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE QUALITATIVE PHASE 

3.1 Introduction 

As discussed in Chapter One, the present study utilised a mixed method research 

approach, which is integrating quantitative and qualitative data collection and 

analysis in a single study (Creswell et al 2003). The purpose of using a mixed 

method approach in this study is to use qualitative information to develop an 

instrument for data collection, as a means of instrument design modelling. A mixed 

method approach will provide variation in data collection, and thus leading to greater 

validity. Adding a qualitative phase prior to the main study will support and extend 

the literature review, and ensure that pre-existing assumptions from the researcher 

are less likely. 

Therefore, a qualitative research approach was used in this initial stage of the study, 

which was completed before undertaking the subsequent quantitative phase, which is 

discussed in Chapter Five. The purpose of this Chapter is to better understand the 

factors that were important to students considering international higher education. 

The Chapter begins with a detailed description of the research methodology used in 

the study, followed by a discussion of the study’s findings, before concluding with a 

discussion and summary of the present Chapter.  
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3.2 The Purpose of the Qualitative Phase  

A qualitative study can be useful to provide more information on an existing study 

and gain new perspectives (Miles and Huberman, 1994). A qualitative approach, 

which is discussed in subsequent sections, was seen as appropriate, as this phase was 

exploratory in nature and would be used to provide a foundation for the rest of the 

study. The purpose of the qualitative study was to meet the first objective of this 

study, which was to explore the factors students consider important when 

considering an international university, as had been suggested by previous research 

(e.g. Hooley and Lynch, 1981; Soutar and Turner, 2002). In order to meet the second 

objective, (understand the trade-offs in international university selection), this phase 

was used to explore the effects country and delivery mode had on students’ 

preferences for international universities, as these constructs had not been 

extensively examined by prior higher education research. This phase also explores 

individual factors that may segment students based on their preferences for 

international universities. This phase also ensured that important attributes were not 

omitted from the quantitative phase of the study. The interview guide used for the 

purpose of this study can be found in Appendix 1.    

3.3 Ethical Considerations 

Prior to collecting the data, ethics approval was obtained from the Human Research 

Ethics Office at the University of Western Australia. The participants had been 

advised as to what data are being collected, what the purpose is, and what will be 

done with the data upon completion of the research. Participants were given an 

information letter (Appendix 4) that informed them about the nature of the study 
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before the interviews were conducted and all signed a consent form (Appendix 5) 

agreeing to participate in the study. Prior to the interviews, the interviewees have 

acknowledged that they may at any time withdraw their participation without reason 

or prejudice. The identities of the interviewees were kept confidential and the 

collected data were stored in a password protected file that was only available to the 

researcher.  

3.4 The Participants 

There were two data collection waves in this qualitative study. Education agents and 

counsellors were included in the first wave and pre-university students from 

Malaysia were included in the second wave. The qualitative phase focused on 

Malaysia as this country comprises three very different major ethnic groups (Malay, 

Chinese and Indians) whose cultural differences may affect their perspectives of 

international universities. Students from China comprises of only one major ethnic 

group, which are culturally similar to the Malaysian Chinese, therefore a separate 

qualitative stage with this group was not seen as necessary.  

3.4.1 The Education Agents and Counsellors 

Interviews were initially conducted with education agents and counsellors. These are 

experienced people in the area of higher education who are well-trained to support 

and provide professional guidance to students. Students often use their services when 

trying to choose the right course and achieve their study objectives. Education agents 

and counsellors reported on their experiences in dealing with the needs and wants of 

students pursuing higher education. The purpose of this phase was to identify critical 
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university factors and these findings were used to confirm the interview guide in the 

next phase of the qualitative study in which students were questioned.  

Three in-depth interviews were undertaken with educational agent and counsellors 

(one based in Australia and two based in Malaysia). These participants were chosen 

because they had many years of experience in the education sector, had direct 

contact with students wishing to undertake international education and were 

suggested through personal contacts who knew of their work. Appointments were 

made by telephone and the interviews, which lasted for approximately ninety 

minutes, were conducted in the interviewees’ offices. 

3.4.2. Pre-University Students  

The second phase involved interviews with pre-university students in Malaysia who 

were considering international higher education. The purpose of phase two was to 

understand students’ decision making processes and to identify the factors they 

considered important when considering an international university. A total of sixteen 

interviews were undertaken with students currently enrolled in various pre-university 

programs, such as A-Levels, Foundation, AUSMAT and such. Purposive sampling 

was used to select interviewees across three major Malaysian cities (KL, Selangor 

and Penang). These areas are major hubs that offer pre-university programs for 

international universities and most of the students who pursue higher education are 

likely to be in those areas. The students were categorised based on the type of 

education modes they were considering. Six students wished to pursue a degree 

overseas at an international university’s main campus; four students wished to study 

at an international campus in their home country; five students wished to undertake a 
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twinning program in which a portion of their degree would be conducted overseas 

and three students were studying through an online distance learning programme.   

There is a point of diminishing return in a qualitative study, where including more 

data does not necessarily help (Ritchie, Lewis and Elam, 2003). It is believed the 

sample size obtained was large enough to assure most or all of the potentially 

important perceptions were uncovered. Data collection ended when the data became 

repetitive and the collection of new data did not shed further light on the issues of 

interest, suggesting saturation had been reached (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 

The students were mostly between 19 and 20 years of age, with the exception of the 

students studying through an online distance program. During the course of 

recruiting interview participants, it was discovered that it was extremely difficult to 

find young school leavers in Malaysia who were enrolled in online distance learning 

programs. Most students who opt for this mode of education are working adults 

studying part-time in one of the local online education institutions, such as Wawasan 

Open University or Open University Malaysia. These institutions’ administrators felt 

it was unlikely a full-time student would enrol in this sort of program and that these 

institutions usually catered for working adults looking for flexible learning options.  

The interviews, which lasted between 45 and 60 minutes, were undertaken in 

participants’ homes. The interviews were recorded with a Sony audio voice recorder 

and an i-Phone was used as a back-up device. This was done to ease the process of 

transcribing the interviews after the session ended. Note-taking was kept to a 

minimum in order to maintain appropriate eye-contact with participants. The 

interviews were replayed and transcribed immediately while they were still fresh in 

the interviewer’s mind.  
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3.5 Research Method 

In-depth interviews (IDIs) were used, since this approach enables the researcher to 

achieve a holistic understanding of the interviewee’s point of view or situation and 

can also be used to explore interesting areas for further investigation. IDIs provide a 

more relaxed atmosphere for students to have a conversation with the researcher, to 

enable a greater depth of personal information to be elicited on their views of 

international higher education (Milena, Daimora and Stancu Alin, 2008). The main 

advantage of this method is that it allows for more detailed information about the 

subject at hand. The researcher can probe responses and ask follow up questions to 

explore new issues or directions. The interviews were conducted by the main 

researcher in this study.  

These interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner, as they were 

facilitated by the use of an interview guide (Bernard, 1988). Participants were not 

expected to venture far beyond the scope defined by the guide, as the main objective 

was to focus on the factors students consider when considering an international 

university, including their views on different countries and different delivery modes 

in international higher education. However, due to the nature of qualitative research, 

participants were allowed to discuss issues that were not directly related to the topic 

of interest. This was particularly helpful in discovering factors that were not 

immediately obvious.  

Following a means-end chain approach (Neilson et al., 1997), a theory that assumes 

consumption relevant cognition is a mental link between means (product attributes) 

and ends (goals), a laddering interview approach was used to investigate students’ 

views about international universities. For example: when asked “what are the 



 75   
 

factors students consider important when selecting an international university”, the 

researcher will follow-up with questions such as “why are these factors important?”. 

This would help uncover hidden themes behind students’ choices. The interview 

questions were devised by reviewing past literature, the descriptions given by the 

education agents and recent trends and issues in international higher education. The 

interview guides that were used can be seen in Appendix 1. 

3.6 Data Analysis Procedure 

The interview transcripts were imported into NVivo10, a qualitative software 

program that provided a range of tools for coding, classifying and handling data 

(QSR International Pty Ltd. (2012), 2012). A broad-brush coding technique was 

used to ‘break open’ the data by going through each line in the transcripts (Bazeley 

and Richards, 2000). A broad-brush coding technique allowed an identification of 

the text that was relevant to areas that needed further focus.  

The data were analysed using a content analysis procedure, which is an approach 

designed to analyse communication material in a systematic way (Mayring, Huber, 

Gurtler, and Kiegelmann, (2007). Content analysis helps overcome the limitations of 

qualitative research by using a structured category system, allowing the researcher to 

reconstruct the data analysis process; thus improving the reliability of the analysis 

(Mayring, 2003).  This qualitative study used a ‘structuring’ form of data 

interpretation, which filters relevant content from the data and places them into 

specific categories (Mayring, 2003). These categories were developed using a 

directed approach to content analysis, which is a deductive use of theory (Potter and 

Levine-Donnerstein, 1999) that provides predictions about the variables or 

relationships between the variables (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). Through deductive 
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reasoning, which begins with a theory, data is examined in a systematic way to see 

whether the theory is supported. For example, an interviewee commented that “I 

don’t think that you can get the same education here as you can get overseas because 

of the kind of standards the lecturers has here. They are not really open to a lot of 

things, like how they teach you. So I think that a UK lecturer would be much more 

knowledgeable” was selected and coded under nodes ‘Teaching Quality’, which was 

one of the key variables found in Soutar and Turner’s (2002) study.  

The main challenge in this process was distinguishing core and sub-categories. It is 

crucial for the categories to be well-defined, and to be aware of the possibility of 

“missing” data that does not fit into the categories (Silverman, 2011). After defining 

the categories, the interviewees’ statements and quotes were summarized into a 

category system. These categories were specifically designed by assessing the 

study’s research objectives; i.e.: to determine factors students consider important in 

selecting an international university. Nodes, such as views of particular countries 

(e.g. Australia, UK and USA), university level factors (course suitability, academic 

reputation, total costs, teaching quality and job prospects), delivery mode (main 

campus, offshore campus and distance learning), study influences, influences in 

decision-making, and views of local education, were appropriately classified. New 

nodes were created for content that did not fit into any existing categories.  

As a research methodology, the data was analysed through thematic analysis, which 

involves identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes capturing something 

in relation to the research question) (Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.79). Through 

iteration and constant comparison, the identification of matching, recurring and new 

themes was discovered. This ground-up approach allowed categories and sub-
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categories to emerge from the data.  These were further refined into a hierarchical 

tree node system, as can be seen in Appendix 2. The collected communication 

material was analysed and interpreted and the results obtained are discussed in a 

subsequent section of this Chapter. Due to interrelations between the themes within 

categories, it is important to note that some data were placed in multiple nodes. For 

example, students’ positive views about studying on a university’s main campus 

overseas may be also have been related to the university’s teaching quality. 

3.7 Phase One Findings- Education Agents 

The data obtained from the international education agents identified factors they felt 

students considered were important when considering an international higher 

educational institution. It is important to note participants were asked to reflect on 

their personal experiences when dealing with students.  The interviewees suggested 

students considered a number of factors were important when considering an 

international university.  

University Level Attributes 

University ranking had a significant influence. It was suggested highly ranked 

universities had good reputations and were perceived by students as being well-

known across the world. By selecting a well-known university, a student may not 

have to conduct extensive research on its offerings because the university’s 

credibility is well known and accepted. Students who visited these agents to discuss 

education opportunities looked at guides to determine academic reputation and 

prestige.  
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“Many students who have plans to study in the United Kingdom 
use the Times Education Guide as a reference, while the Group 
of Eight is a preference choice for students planning to study in 
Australia.” Agent 1 

Course suitability was also an important factor, as it limited the alternatives available 

to students. Some universities have quotas for enrolment, especially in health 

sciences areas such as medicine, pharmacy or dentistry.  

“These areas of study are particularly limited to international 
students as most places are reserved for local students.” Agent 
1  

In addition, such programs often require practical training attachments in local 

hospitals that may be difficult to obtain. 

Some degree courses offered by universities overseas are not recognised in a 

student’s home country, which means they are not real alternatives. As an example, 

since 2000, only four-year engineering programs have been acceptable to the Board 

of Engineers’ (BEM). Students who want to work as an engineer in Malaysia must 

study at a university that is accepted under the BEM’s accreditation programme. On 

the other hand, students may have a wider choice of options in courses such as 

Business or Accountancy.  

“Malaysian students place importance on the county, and its 
recognition for education. The Malaysian education system is 
very regulated by certain bodies. For architecture, they have a 
body that recognizes the degrees called the Lembaga Architect 
Malaysia which contains a list of universities in different 
countries in which the degrees are recognized.” Agent 3 

They suggested people may significantly influence a student’s study destination. It 

was suggested peers were one of the most influential sources, as most students had 

been friends for at least a year during their Foundation or A-Levels programs. 

Friends would make agreements to attend the same university, as this reduced the 



 79   
 

psychological risks of being in a foreign land. Parents were most influential in 

determining a student’s plans when they planned to study overseas, less when it 

came to twinning programs, mainly because of financial considerations.  

“Parents pay a lot of attention to the academic reputation of the 
university, and in particular are very concerned to the courses 
that their child will undertake. They would be willing to send 
their child overseas for courses such as Medicine, Accountancy 
or Law rather than Sports Medicine because of future job 
prospects.” Agent 2 

 

Financial considerations were often brought up in their discussion with students. 

Most Malaysian students choose to study in Australia or the United Kingdom 

because of their familiarity with the English language and Commonwealth 

relationships. However, the number of students studying in Australia has declined 

because of the exchange rate. Studying in the UK, even central London, saves the 

parents about RM20k per year, taking tuition fees and living expenses into account. 

The duration of the degree affects the cost of studying overseas.  

“Degrees from Commonwealth countries (UK, Australia) versus 
non-Commonwealth countries (United States, Canada) differ in 
program content. Many people do not think it is necessary to 
take more units are required by the US. For example, an 
engineering student in his first year may be required to take a 
course in Psychology, which has nothing to do with their field. 
Most of the major will only take place in Year Three, unlike 
Australia and the UK; you begin your major at almost Year 1.” 
Agent 2 

Financial considerations are most important to parents and may only indirectly affect 

students’ considerations because parents have the final say in where a student 

studies, as they are the pay masters.  Interestingly, cost factors are usually minimal at 

this stage, as parents who visit agents with their children are well aware of the costs 

involved in studying overseas. 
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Students’ Views on Host Countries 

Interestingly, university consideration factors only partially influenced students’ 

study destination. Two participants suggested there were two types of students that 

sought their counsel. Type A students were very concerned about their studies and 

typically enrolled in courses such as Law and Medicine. These students were 

concerned about reputation and prestige and would venture out of their comfort zone 

to universities in the United States, as they felt they were higher quality institutions. 

Type B students did not care about the institution, as long as it was overseas. For 

these students, country was important, as it determined lifestyle options.  

“At the undergraduate level, lifestyle seems to be an important 
factor for students. Taking Australia for an example, not many 
would prefer to go to Perth or Adelaide. Students consider Perth 
to be boring, as well as expensive.” Agent 2  

Participants suggested there was a tendency for students to select a host country prior 

to selecting an institution, although this was moderated by the type of student (Type 

A or B). There were instances in which students chose a host institution directly and, 

given a set of prototype university alternatives (the choice to go to a higher ranked 

university in Australia or a lower ranked university in the USA), were influenced by 

personal factors. 

“Those who are concerned with their studies aim to enter 
Harvard Business School, while those who just want to get out of 
Malaysia will enjoy a university located in a more happening 
place, such as Miami, or London and such” Agent 2 

Educational Delivery Mode 

Exposure was seen as the main factor that determined a student’s preference to go 

overseas, rather than studying in an offshore campus or through distance learning in 
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Malaysia. Despite sharing the same international brand, the experts felt most 

students believed there was a difference between the different education delivery 

modes. A recurring notion was that studying overseas provided more exposure; 

bringing new experiences that only a period overseas can provide (e.g. adapting to 

new cultures, developing  independence away from the comforts of home and 

meeting new challenges). These experiences led to better job prospects, as these 

characteristics (adaptability, independence and drive) were valued by prospective 

employers. 

“Exposure is a main factor. There are many offshore campuses 
around the world. Curtin has campuses in Singapore, Malaysia, 
and Australia. But it is unlikely that a Malaysian student will 
choose to study in Curtin Singapore, even if it is overseas. This 
is simply because Singapore is too similar in culture as 
Malaysia.  In this case, they would rather study in Curtin 
Malaysia, because it is cheaper.” Agent 3 
 

This is where rankings come in, as students preferred to stay at in Malaysia if they 

were accepted into a good local university, rather than go overseas to a lower ranked 

university.  

“University Malaya in Malaysia is higher in rank rather than 
Curtin University in Australia. Therefore, given the choice, why 
pay more to study in a lesser quality university?” Agent 2 

The participants felt students were concerned about the teaching quality offered by 

higher educational institutions. They made several references to the quality of 

lecturers conducting program in local universities, whom they believed were inferior 

to foreign lecturers, as most lecturers in Malaysia were local and a significant 

percentage had obtained their qualifications in Malaysia. As some of the courses in 

Malaysia are conducted in its national language (Bahasa Malaysia) this may affect 
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local lecturers’ command of English. Indeed, participants mentioned that many 

Malaysian lecturers are not able to speak good English. 

“In terms of teaching staff, main campus lecturers (usually locals) 
have more industrial experience. Offshore lecturers are usually 
home country locals who become lecturers straight after their PhDs 
through the Young Lecturers Scheme by the Malaysian Government 
do not have industrial experience. Salary schemes for lecturers in 
offshore campuses are not attractive enough to invite lecturers from 
overseas.” Agent 3 

The first phase of the qualitative study with education agents was important, as it 

confirmed several important issues and suggested areas that were probed further in 

the next part of the qualitative study, which obtained information from students that 

was undertaken to: 

1. Confirm the factors students considered important when considering a 

university (e.g. academic rankings, total costs, course suitability, teaching 

quality and job prospects). 

2. Evaluate the extent to which country of design (COD) and delivery mode 

(DM) influenced students’ preferences for international universities.  

3. Identify whether students were influenced by personal factors when 

considering an international university.  

4. Assess the significance of parents’ role in students’ consideration of 

international universities. 

2.4 Phase Two Findings- Malaysian Pre-University 
Students 
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Table 3.1 shows the profiles of pre-university student interviewees preference for 

international universities according to the groups of DM choice (Main Campus 

Overseas, Offshore Campus, Twinning Programs and Online Distance Learning). As 

mentioned earlier, six students wished to pursue a degree overseas at an international 

university’s main campus; five students wished to undertake a twinning program; 

four students wished study at an international offshore campus in their home 

country; and three are currently enrolled in a pre-university degree program online. 

As discussed by the education agents, these students are also categorized under Type 

A (students very concerned about an institution’s  reputation and prestige) and Type 

B (students who did not care about the institution, as long as it suited their lifestyle 

options). 

Table 3.1: Preference for International University Profile  

Group Interviewees Important 
Attributes for 
International 
University  

COD of 
choice 

 
Overseas 

 
Student 1: Female, Chinese, 19: 
- Country priority 
- Pursuing Medicine course 
- Type A 

 

 
Course suitability, 
teaching quality, 
financial costs, study 
environment 

 
UK 

 
Overseas 

 
Student 2: Female, Chinese, 18 

- Course priority 
- Pursuing Law 
- Type A 

 
Course suitability, 
university rank, 
university 
environment, 
teaching quality, job 
prospects 
 

 
UK 

 
Overseas 

 
Student 3: Male, Indian, 19 

- Country priority 
- Pursuing Accounting & 

Finance 
- Highly considers 

migration after 

 
University reputation 
and prestige, job 
prospects, course 
suitability, university 
environment 

 
UK 
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graduation 
- Type A 

 
 
Overseas 

 
Student 4: Female, Chinese, 19 

- Course priority 
- Pursuing Economics 
- Highly prefers 

Metropolitan areas 
- Type A 

 

 
University rank & 
reputation, living 
costs, job prospects, 
university location 

 
UK, 
Singapore, 
Hong 
Kong, 

 
Overseas 

 
Student 5: Female, Chinese, 19 

- Country priority 
- Pursuing Law 
- Cannot stay in 

countryside  
- Adamant about returning 

to Malaysia upon 
graduation 

- Combination of type A 
& B 

 

 
Course suitability, 
university 
environment, 
academic ranking, 
teaching quality, 
diverse university 
population 

 
UK 

 
Overseas 

 
Student 6: Male, Chinese, 20 

- Country priority 
- Considering Law or 

Economics 
- Type A 

 

 
Academic reputation 
and prestige, friends 

 
UK, 
Australia, 
Singapore 

 
Twinning 

 
Student 7: Female, Indian,  19 

- Neither country nor 
institution priority 

- Considering Law or 
Liberal Arts 

- Prioritize hands-on 
learning experience 

- Type B 
 

 
Teaching method, 
teaching quality, 
academic rankings, 
total costs 

 
Australia, 
UK 

 
Twinning 

 
Student 8: Male, Malay, 20 

- Country priority 
- Pursuing Law 
- Adaptability to 

university mates most 
important; does not 
consider “book smart” 
universities such as 
Oxford or Cambridge 

 
Teaching quality, 
cost of tuition, 
migration 
opportunities, 
university 
environment  

 
US, UK 
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- Type B 
 

 
Offshore 

 
Student 9: Male, Malay, 20 

- Course priority 
- Pursuing Engineering or 

Psychology 
- Likelihood of overseas 

education only 
considered if given 
scholarship 

- Combination of Type A 
& B 

 

 
Course suitability, 
teaching quality, total 
costs 

 
Australia 

 
Twinning 

 
Student 10: Male, Chinese, 19 

- Country priority 
- Pursuing Business 

Studies 
- Unlikely to enroll in 

highly-ranked 
universities for fear of 
academic pressure 

- Type B 
 

 
University and 
campus environment, 
total costs, university 
facilities, teaching 
quality  

 
UK 

 
Offshore 

 
Student 11: Female, Chinese, 19 

- Cost priority 
- Pursuing Engineering 
- Constrained by parents’ 

financial difficulties 
- High filial piety values 
- Type A 

 

 
Total costs, job 
prospects, degree 
recognition, quality 
of teaching staff, 
international lecturers  

 
 
Immaterial  

 
Twinning 

 
Student 12: Female, Indian,  18 

- Country priority 
- Pursuing Business or 

Commerce 
- Dreams of studying in 

Australia 
- Type B 

 

 
Academic reputation, 
job prospects, 
campus safety 
environment, friends 

 
Australia 

 
Twinning 

 
Student 13, Male, Indian, 18 

- Country priority 
- Pursuing Law 
- Type A 
-  

 
Total costs, job 
prospects, academic 
reputation, family 
based in UK 

 
UK 
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Offshore Student 14, Male, Chinese,  19 
- University location 

priority 
- Pursuing Science 
- High attachment to home 

comforts 
- Type B 

Academic reputation, 
degree recognition, 
job prospects, tuition 
fees, campus 
facilities  

Immaterial 

 
Offshore 

 
Student 15: Male, Chinese, 19 

- University location 
priority 

- Pursuing Business 
Studies 

- High levels of 
attachment to home 

- Type B 
-  

 
Geographic 
proximity to home, 
teaching quality, total 
costs, parents.  

 
Australia, 
UK 

 
Online 
Distance 

 
Student 16, Male, Malay, 40 

- Course suitability/Time-
flexibility priority 

- Pursuing Business 
Studies 

- Working adult with 
family 

- Type B 
-  

 
Total costs, 
time/space flexibility 

 
Immaterial  

 
Online 
Distance 

 
Student 17, Male, Malay, 38 

- Course suitability/Time-
flexibility priority 

- Pursuing Business 
Studies 

- Working adult with 
family 

- Type B 
 

 
Total costs, 
time/space flexibility  

 
Immaterial 

 
Online 
Distance 

 
Student 18, Female, Malay, 50 

- Course suitability/Time-
flexibility priority 

- Pursuing Education  
- Type B 
- Single, no children, more 

focus on academia 
 

 
Course module, 
course suitability, 
reputation, 
teaching/supervision 
quality, time-
flexibility 
 

 
UK, US 
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3.8.1 University-Level Factors Considered Important 

Several of the interviewees commented that they had been offered admission to a 

higher educational institution overseas, while others were still considering which 

university to attend. The interviewees raised a number of factors they felt were 

important when considering an educational institution.  

Academic Reputation, Teaching Quality and Job Opportunities - Several 

interviewees said the first and most important attribute they considered was the 

institution’s academic reputation and prestige. A few interviewees made several 

references to the Times Ranking or the QS Rankings and coveted universities that 

were highly ranked on those lists. Their reasoning was that highly ranked 

universities are well known across the world. 

“Well, prestige basically means, you know, well-known across the world 
and by everyone I know. Any random person, you know, if you ask them 
about Cambridge, they would know about Cambridge.” Student 3, Male, 
Indian, Age 19 

A well-known university was seen to affect many other important factors that, such 

as future job prospects and teaching quality. Some participants believed future job 

prospects were much brighter with a degree from world renowned universities such 

as Cambridge or Harvard, as prospective employers valued them more highly than 

qualifications from low-ranked universities.  

“If I walk out and say, “Hey look, I have a degree from Cambridge.”  
That will hold a lot more weight than by saying, “Hey look, I came up 
from my degree from Institute of Farming”. So that will be my most 
important factor when deciding a university.” Student 6, Male, Chinese, 
Age 20 
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Others felt an institution with excellent reputation was synonymous with excellent 

teaching quality because criteria for lecturing positions in such places are very 

stringent. Several interviewees suggested selecting a university was one of the most 

important decisions people can make in their lives  

“I need time to think about my education.” Student 4, Female, Chinese Age 

19 

They considered education to be a high-involvement purchase because of the costs 

involved.   

Course Suitability - Interviewees confirmed the views of the education agents, as 

many felt course suitability was the most important factor, especially those students 

choosing very technical, science-based professional courses, such as Medicine, 

Engineering, Law and Accounting. These courses are impacted by rigid laws and 

legislation in students’ home countries and have a direct impact on students’ future 

job opportunities.  

"Well, first of all I decided that I wanted to do Law, and my brother had 
already done Law in the UK, so it was a direct decision to go to the UK 
to do Law. US Law and Australia Law are not recognized in Malaysia 
like the UK Law is, so it would seem to be the obvious choice.” Student 
2, Female, Chinese, Age 18 

“I look towards UK-wise, because our law, the written constitution is 
developed by the British” Student 13, Male, Indian, Age 18 

Financial Cost - Financial costs vary significantly depending on delivery mode and 

the country where the university is located, rather than on individual universities. 

Most students who had chosen to study in Malaysia said financial considerations 

were the major factor that affects their decision. They chose an option that was 

affordable, and did not burden their parents overmuch.  
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“My dad tells me that we are having financial problems, but it’s up to 
me to decide. He is willing to pay, but down the road we may have 
financial problem.  I mean, he influenced me in the way that’s why I 
choose to study in Malaysia.” Student 11, Female, Chinese, Age 19 

 

Students who had opted to study overseas were confident in their abilities to obtain 

scholarships or were reassured by their parents that finances were not an issue.  

 “Well, my parents have not mentioned anything about costs, so I don’t 
know if there is a problem, because they haven’t said anything about 
it.” Student 2, Female, Chinese, Age 18. 

 
Discussion - Confirming the Factors the Students Considered Most 

Important when selecting an International University 

The analysis confirmed prior findings (e.g. Soutar & Turner, 2002), but also 

uncovered new themes, as interviewees raised a number of other factors they 

considered important when considering an educational institution.  Academic 

reputation was a significant factor, as most participants wanted to enter highly-

ranked universities. A well-known university was seen to affect many other factors, 

such as future job prospects and teaching quality. Some participants felt future job 

prospects were much brighter with a degree from a renowned university, as 

prospective employers valued them more than lower-ranked universities. Others felt 

an institution with excellent reputation was synonymous with excellent teaching 

quality, because criteria for appointing lecturers were very stringent.  

The findings relating to an institution’s overall reputation are in line with Ancheh et 

al.’s (2007) study, which found recognition and reputation were the most important 

criteria considered by Malaysian students. In a sense, the interviewees felt 

graduating from a famous university would mean they had obtained a high quality 

education.  Course suitability was significantly more important for students choosing 
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very technical, science-based professional courses, such as medicine, engineering, 

law and accounting.  

The qualitative findings also suggested cost was a significant factor.  Most students 

who planned to study in Malaysia said financial considerations were the major 

factors that affected their decision. They chose an affordable option that did not 

burden their parents and, unless they obtained a scholarship, saw studying overseas 

as being out of the question. Students who opted to study overseas were confident in 

their abilities to obtain scholarships or were reassured by their parents that finances 

were not an issue. Those who planned to study overseas had this expectation 

ingrained from a young age by their parents and did not think about the cost of study. 

Some hoped for a scholarship, but admitted they would pursue their studies overseas 

even without it. Table 3.2 summarises the university-level attributes students felt 

were important when considering a university. Academic reputation, course 

suitability, teaching quality and job prospects were considered the most important 

considerations to the education agents and pre-university students, which was in-line 

with Soutar and Turner (2002). Although not included in Soutar and Turner’s study 

(2002) due to the domestic context of that study; total cost was very important to 

interviewees with respect to international university choice and therefore included. 

Six other attributes (campus atmosphere, type of university, distance from home, 

family opinion, ability to transfer and friends) that were included in Soutar and 

Turner’s study (2002) were not particularly mentioned by student and agent 

respondents and thus for reasons of parsimony not included in this study.  
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Table 3.2: University-Level Attributes 

ATTRIBUTES Agents Students Soutar & 
Turner (2002) 

1. Academic Reputation √ √ √ 

2. Course Suitability √ √ √ 

3. Teaching Quality √ √ √ 

4. Job Prospects √ √ √ 

5. Campus Atmosphere - - √ 

6. Type of University - - √ 

7. Distance from Home - √ √ 

8. Family Opinion √ √ √ 

9. Ability to Transfer - - √ 

10. Friends √ √ √ 

11. Total Cost √ √ - 
 

Besides confirming prior findings, the means-end chain approach also revealed 

several interesting new themes.  The data analysis suggested students were also 

influenced by risk perceptions. It was apparent students faced three distinct types of 

risks when considering an international university (performance, financial and social 

risk). These risk perceptions were imbedded in their views of various countries as 

education providers (COD) and delivery mode (DM), as well as in various university 

level attributes.  

3.8.2 Risk Perceptions in International Higher Education 

Most people engage in risky events every day. Perceived risk is “a consumer’s 

perception of the overall negativity of a course of action based on an assessment of 

possible negative outcomes and the likelihood those outcomes will occur” (Mowen 

and Minor, 1998, p. 176) and is pivotal in explaining consumers’ behaviour. As 
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noted earlier, the qualitative phase suggested students typically face three types of 

risk and these are discussed in turn.  

Performance Risk  

Performance risk is the possibility that a product or service might not perform as 

expected.  In international higher education, this type of risk is associated with the 

quality of the degree and the education provided and is the “risk of going to a 

university that is not able to deliver quality education.”  Interviewees were 

concerned about the teaching quality offered by the various DMs. They made several 

references to the quality of lecturers in local universities, whom they believed were 

inferior to foreign lecturers, arguing most were local and had obtained their 

qualifications in Malaysia. As some of the courses in Malaysia are conducted in its 

national language (Bahasa Malaysia) this may affect local lecturers’ command of 

English. Some suggested Malaysian lecturers did not speak good English.  

“I had experience with a lecturer who wasn’t so well-versed in English, 
and I had trouble trying to understand her reasoning for some of the 
answers that she has given us.” Student 8, Male, Malay, Age 20 

Others were not convinced about local lecturers’ ability to teach, as many were 

thought not to have relevant industrial or research experience. Several students felt 

lecturers from a main campus were not likely to teach in Malaysia, even at an 

offshore campus. Studying overseas and learning from main campus academics 

reduced perceived performance risk. 

“Well, I’ve been to a few say talks by international lecturers… I find 
them more informative, better than the local lecturers.  Local lecturers, 
they like say whatever is on the screen; international lecturers, 
elaborate more.  They discuss on a certain topic more compared to 
local lecturers.” Student 11, Female, Chinese, Age 19 
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Performance risk was also a worrying issue for some when the idea of internet-based 

distance learning was brought to their attention. While most students were not aware 

of such a DM, those who knew about it were not positive. Although students could 

learn directly from staff at the main campus (international lecturers and course 

materials) through emails, video conferencing and instructional television, the 

absence of a brick and mortar experience did not inspire confidence. Distance 

learning was a relatively new concept to the interviewees, who were more at ease 

with traditional classroom delivery. 

 “Probably not financially capable to pursue the degree and probably 
they have other commitments, like family issues or some of them are 
already married and they want to continue education. So I guess, yeah, 
probably, those who choose it don’t have other options and they have to 
work through this as their last option to obtain a degree.” Student 3, 
Male, Indian, Age 19 

“It’s not really popular among my friends, studying online. Yes, we do 
go online to search for information, but it’s not really popular to study 
your whole course online.” Student 1, Female, Chinese, Age 19 

Students’ views of different countries also produced different risk perceptions. Some 

were directly related to performance risk, as they related to students’ concerns about 

the quality of education in some countries. These perceptions may come from 

information searches from university table rankings, or through peers’ past 

experiences.  

“My perceptions of universities in America are it’s of high standards. 
Especially if you graduate from an Ivy League, your future is very 
bright.” Student 1, Female, Chinese, Age 19 

Financial Risk  

Financial risk relates to the potential monetary outlays associated with studying at an 

international university, as well as potential financial losses due to an incorrect 

decision. Financial costs vary significantly according to DM and COD, rather than 
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individual universities. Most students who had chosen to study in Malaysia said 

financial considerations were a major factor in their decision.  

“My Dad tells me we are having financial problems. He influenced me 
in as to why I choose to study in Malaysia.” Student 11, Female, 
Chinese, Age 20 

 

On the other hand, some students believed choosing the wrong university would 

reduce future income, as job opportunities would be affected. Most believed such 

opportunities were less positive for those who graduated from universities in 

Malaysia. They believed firms in Malaysia would choose someone with an overseas 

degree over someone with a local degree.  

“Even the firms in Malaysia, the Malaysian companies, I think that they 
would choose someone with an overseas degree over a local degree. I 
think it’s added leverage if you have an overseas degree,.” Student 5, 
Female, Chinese, 19 

 “Many people who go overseas to get a better future. If you get a 
degree from those really top universities, it’s actually much easier to get 
a job, depending on your field. For example, if engineering you come 
out from University of Cambridge, it is much, much easier to get a job.” 
Student 1, Female, Chinese, Age 19 

Social Risk  

Social risk is the potential loss of status in a social group as a result of a selecting an 

“unsuitable” institution (Crespo, del Bosque, and de los Salmones Sánchez, 2009). 

Several interviewees felt there was social risk when selecting a university. Some 

were ingrained from a very young age to go overseas and study and deviating from 

this was seen as detrimental. 

“We are sort of brought up, ingrained in us from a very small age that 
we are not going to study in Malaysia forever; as in, we are going to go 
abroad. It’s kind of ingrained in you as a young child. Even the idea of 
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studying in Malaysia as a university student doesn’t even occur to you, 
because you are leaving”. Student 2, Female, Chinese, Age 18 

Students may make decisions based on family members’ previous choices; opting for 

a university or a country from which their parents or siblings graduated, so as to feel 

more at ease about their decision.  

“My brother would be the biggest influence to study in the United 
Kingdom. The fact that my brother did it cleared a lot of uncertainties 
because he went through it first. I just felt that it made me feel more 
secure about going overseas because somebody had already been 
through the process.”   Student 5, Female, Chinese, 19 

On the other hand, some believed the point of having an international education was 

having an opportunity to communicate with people from different cultures. 

Therefore, it would be pointless to select a country similar to their home country. 

Alternatively, the choice of country would also present a social risk problem if a 

student is unable to adapt to the local’s way of life.  

“I thought Australia was just another excuse for Malaysians to run 
away there. You can see Indians, Chinese people.  So it’s just so     
Asian-ised.” Student 3, Male, Indian, Age 19 

“A lot of my friends were not used to the how different the culture was 
in England.  From stories I’ve heard of England, sex is just so rampant 
everywhere. They can’t mix with the English girls in England, and they 
find it quite hard to relate to them because they’re on completely 
different ways of life. Some friends were telling stories about how they 
just can’t go to parties with English girls because they’re just so wild, 
and our Asian culture is to be a lot more conservative with drinking.” 
Student 7 Female, Indian, Age 19 

Discussion - Perceived Risks in COD and DM in International 
Higher Education  

Perceived risk is pivotal in explaining consumers’ behaviour. Perceived risk is likely 

to be greater in a credence service, such as education, for several reasons. First, 
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education is a high-involvement service and expensive in money and in time, with 

degree programs taking a number of years. Second, there is variability in the quality 

of education services provided. This is especially true today, as the demand for 

higher education has risen in recent decades, leading to a strong growth in private, 

profit-oriented educational institutions. Third, the purchase of an education service is 

risky because people are not confident in their abilities to judge its quality (Murray 

and Schlachter, 1990), consistent with the discussion on attribute evaluability (Hsee, 

1996). This is particularly likely for different modes of education, such as online 

distance education, as its physical environment is less visible and tangible to 

potential students.   

As suggested in the literature review, one of the traditionally unique characteristics 

of services is inseparability; consumers participate in service production and service 

delivery. Most services are sold and then produced and consumed at the same time 

(Zeithaml, 1981). In a typical setting, educational services cannot be provided until a 

student has been admitted and the education experience is inseparable, being 

essentially produced and consumed at the same time. Frequently, students must be 

present to be educated and may need to take part in the education process to obtain 

the greatest benefit. 

When a student studies physically at a university’s main campus outside the 

student’s home country this might be considered an inseparable service, as the 

service act is delivered “live” (Zeithaml and Bitner, 2003).  A problem that arises 

from this mode of delivery is that, unlike physical goods, an educational service 

cannot be stored, posing capacity issues for educational institutions.  
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However, recent research suggests inseparability is not a universal distinguishing 

service characteristic (Keh and Pang, 2010). Clearly, the production and 

consumption of education can be joined or separated in time and space. A student 

who is studying for an overseas degree through distance learning and is based in 

Malaysia can be connected to an international main campus university by 

teleconferencing infrastructure or can obtain material from recorded lectures at any 

time. It is likely students will react differently to these different DMs (i.e. students 

studying at the main campus in the host country (unseparated) or studying through 

distance learning while remaining at their home country (separated)) due to the 

various differences in the modes’ separation of production, consumption and 

distribution.  

As noted earlier, Keh and Pang (2010) found that, although service separation 

increased customers’ convenience and flexibility perceptions, being absent from the 

service, as implied through separation, increases risk perceptions.  The separation 

effect on risk was noticeably more evident for credence services (such as education) 

(Keh and Pang, 2010). This suggests students who are absent from a service (such as 

those enrolled in distance learning programs) are likely to perceive such choices as 

riskier. 

A student’s option to study at an international university’s offshore campus in their 

home country is an intermediary point on the service separation continuum. In this 

case, the production of educational services is separated by time (programs are often 

produced at the main campus), but not separated by location, as students attend 

classes. Such students encounter fewer tangible attributes than those who chose the 

main campus option (such as the main campus environment and overseas 
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academics). However, offshore campus may be seen as less risky than enrolling in a 

distance learning program. 

Indeed, the content analysis suggested that COO and DM, as well as other university 

level attributes examined previously, affected risk perceptions. In recent times, 

technological advances have changed students’ study options, offering new 

technologies (e.g. online programs) that separate users from service providers; 

improving access and convenience, but increasing perceptions of risk.  Service 

separation that exists with different education delivery modes suggests students who 

are not present at a service performance (such as students involved in distance 

learning programs or distant from a university’s main campus) are likely to perceive 

greater risk with respect to service. 

In particular, interviewees were concerned about the teaching quality delivered away 

from the main campus. Several references were made to the quality of lecturers in 

offshore campuses, whom they believed were inferior. There was a belief that most 

lecturers in Malaysia were locals, and a significant percentage had obtained their 

qualifications from Malaysia; therefore having poor command of English. Other 

respondents were not convinced of the locals’ ability to teach, due to their limited 

exposure to the world outside Malaysia. By studying overseas, performance risk was 

reduced, which supported past suggestions that greater service separation increases 

perceived risk (Keh and Pang, 2010).  

Performance risk was also a worrying feature for some students when the idea of 

internet-based distance learning was brought to their attention. While most were not 

even aware of such a delivery mode, those who were did not have a favourable view 

of distance learning. Although students interact directly with the main campus 
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(international lecturers and course materials) through emails, video conferencing and 

instructional television, the absence of a bricks and mortar campus experience did 

not inspire confidence. Distance learning was a new concept to interviewees, who 

felt more at ease with a traditional classroom setting.  Some interviewees also felt 

any delivery mode that did not allow students to venture overseas had some financial 

risk associated with the loss of job opportunities.  

The analysis also suggested country image influenced students’ risk perceptions. 

Different countries seemed to evoke different elements of risk. In particular, 

interviewees believed American universities provided a better quality education, 

reducing performance risk. On the other hand, interviewees felt Australian 

universities offered lower quality education.  

3.8.3 Personal Factors as Drivers of Preferences for International 
Universities  

Xenocentrism versus Ethnocentrism 

As was mentioned in the Chapter Two, people who are ethnocentric tend to “view 

their own group as the centre of the universe, and the group’s symbols and values 

become objects of pride and attachment” (Shimp and Sharma, 1987, p. 280). On the 

other end of the spectrum, a concept called “xenocentrism” emerged from an 

examination of consumers’ devotion to out-group favouritism that suggests a 

preference for foreign products and services (Kent and Burnight, 1951). 

Most participants in this study were in favour of going overseas for further 

education, even those who had decided to pursue their studies in their home country. 

This was reflected in their favourable perceptions of international education. One 

recurring notion found was that studying overseas would provide more exposure, 



 100   
 

bringing new experiences that only going overseas can provide, such as adapting to 

new cultures, developing independence away from the comforts of home and facing 

new challenges. This in turn will improve job prospects, as these characteristics 

(adaptability, independence and drive) are sought after by prospective employers.  

 “You kind of build character when you leave the country. You just 
get so much more exposure and you will have to learn to adapt. This 
is so important when you go into the job industry because your work 
might get you transported to Hong Kong, or even the UK. Fact is, if 
you lived overseas before, you’d have so much more of an advantage 
compared to someone who has never been exposed to staying 
anywhere else before” Student 2, Female, Chinese, Age 18 

Besides addressing out-group favouritism, the interviewees also touched on ideas of 

in-group derogation (Kent and Burnight, 1951). The findings suggested interviewees 

saw students who studied in Malaysia lacked exposure.  

“Yes, your degree comes from Monash, but you are still in 
Malaysia. You still eat Malaysian cuisine, meet your Malaysian 
friends.”     Student 3, Indian, Male, 19 

The data also suggested most participants did not prefer local educational 

institutions, as they felt their standard of education was below par, even though the 

universities still carried an international brand (e.g. the Monash Malaysia Campus). 

As long as a student did not venture out of the country to study, he or she was seen 

to lose out compared to graduates from overseas.  

 “All my friends want to do is get out of the country to study because 
they feel that there are so many flaws in the Malaysian education 
system. They never considered local universities in Malaysia, for 
example, Nottingham Malaysian campus. They immediately equate 
the flaws in the Malaysian system to all universities in Malaysia.” 
Student 5, Female, Chinese, 19 
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The concept of xenocentrism may also be seen in the desire of several interviewees 

to migrate to another country after graduating. The selection of universities was 

influenced by the possibility of migration to the selected country. An overseas 

degree was seen as having a better academic reputation and being globally 

recognised, thereby providing better job opportunities in overseas locations. Some 

interviewees felt it would be easier to obtain a job in the country from which their 

university degree originated.  For example, a student who studied in Australia could 

be given the opportunity to look for work there through an extension of their visa for 

two years after graduation.  

“Migration is a very high on my list on things to do after getting a 
degree. But the UK is very strict with its migration policies, it might 
be difficult to migrate there after I finish my studies. So maybe not 
the UK, but somewhere else.” Student 3, Male, Indian, Age 19 

Although all interviewees held favourable views of education service providers 

overseas, it is important to note that they were xenocentric in terms of choice of 

education, but not necessary in terms of their personal values. There was some sense 

in which the students were indeed, in this bigger picture, ethnocentric. Some 

interviewees felt the notion of not being loyal to their country because of their choice 

to study overseas was unfounded. In the minds of some interviewees, Malaysia may 

not be an ideal place to pursue higher education due to various factors, such as the 

quality of its programs, its modest global rankings and its minimal exposure to the 

world. However, one interviewee commented that love for one’s country is not based 

on where you got your degree; neither is it simply purchasing Malaysian products. 

Instead, it boils down to individual people and their acknowledgment of their roots: 

“I think that it is rubbish to think that you are patriotic just because 
you study in Malaysia. I don’t think that patriotism stems from the 
way you study and the way you work. You are patriotic when you 
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love your country, you know that you are Malaysian and that’s who 
you are proud to be” Student 3, Male, Indian, 19 

There were also suggestions that love for one’s country can be expressed in your 

contribution to your country. One interviewee commented that Malaysia has not 

progressed like other countries due to a mind-set of Malaysians that never changes. 

By studying overseas and learning from their experts and so find ways to improve 

Malaysia may be the ultimate proof of love for one’s country.  

“Tony Fernandes came out from LSE and look at where is he now” 
Student 3, Male, Indian, 19 

Several interviewees expressed a desire to return to Malaysia after graduating, 

suggesting ethnocentric values in terms of their loyalty to their home country. One 

interviewee believed action speaks louder than words when it comes to patriotism.  

“I think regardless of wherever I study, I will still come back to 
Malaysia. I honestly feel that Malaysians are the only people who 
can build up their country, and if we all migrate, what hope is there 
left for your own country? I don’t want to be just someone who 
complains about my country and just sees the problem instead of 
what it can become.” Student 5, Female, Chinese, 19 

 Attachment to Home 

Some interviewees felt moving away from home in order to pursue higher education 

could be viewed as an exciting opportunity to expand one’s life experiences. While 

many interviewees cherished the thought of studying at a university overseas, this 

was not a sentiment shared by all. For some going overseas for further education 

meant moving into a strange, unpleasant and even threatening environment. They 

were unable to move away from the familiarity of coming home every day to a place 

they know.  
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“Well, I’m comfortable.  But, actually I can’t cope with going 
overseas to study.  But for now I prefer to study in Malaysia.” 
Student 14, Male, Chinese, Age 19 

The support of family and friends was a pervasive consideration and, while its 

relative significance varies with the individual, living apart from family and friends 

was a major concern. Attachment may be double-sided, as families of students were 

distressed over the idea of their children living away from home for an extended 

period of time. These undesirable feelings may in turn affect the students’ decision to 

study near their homes, even if they may prefer to pursue their studies overseas.  

“Because I’m the only child and my parents are here.  So, if there’s 
an opportunity to bring them along, maybe I would, to further my 
studies there.  But because my parents’ are aging so it’s better I 
study local and take care of them, you know?”(Student 11, Female, 
Chinese, 19) 

Racial Issues 

Racism refers to an ideology of superiority, a belief that some races are superior to 

others (Bhopal, 1998). There is some fear of racism, especially with media outlets, 

such as those on the Internet (e.g. YouTube) showcasing racist abuse from a 

country’s citizens. As a result of the incident of September 11 2001, Muslim 

interviewees were wary of staying in the United States for an extended period of 

time for fear of racial discrimination.  

Yes, I mean, all countries must have racial issues. Take Australia. 
See like over here, maybe you’re a Jew, you might not be as 
accepted as compared to a Muslim. You know Muslim they keep an 
eye out for the potential terrorists, so that’s also another pressure 
you have in other countries. Student 9, Male, Malay, Age 20 
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Discussion - Influence behind International University 
Preferences 

Student’ decision-making processes for international universities are often complex 

and very different among students. Understanding the motivations behind their 

decisions would help providers implement more effective marketing strategies.  

Ethnocentrism versus Xenocentrism - The term “xenocentrism,” coined by Kent and 

Burnight (1951), addresses consumers’ out-group favouritism and suggests a 

preference for foreign products and services. Participants were generally in favour of 

going overseas; even those who had decided to study in Malaysia. This was reflected 

in their generally favourable perceptions of international education. Several points 

were made about the benefits of studying overseas. One recurring notion was that 

studying overseas provided more exposure; bringing new experiences that only 

going overseas can provide, such as adapting to new cultures, developing 

independence away from the comforts of home and facing new challenges. This, in 

turn, was seen to improve job prospects, as these characteristics (adaptability, 

independence and drive) are sought by prospective employers. Besides addressing 

out-group favouritism, the data also touched on the ideas of in-group derogation 

(Kent and Burnight, 1951). The analysis suggested the interviewees saw students 

studying in Malaysia as lacking in exposure.   

Xenocentrism was also seen in the desire of several interviewees to migrate to 

another country after graduating. Their selection of a university was influenced by 

this possibility. Overseas universities were seen as having better academic 

reputations, which may provide better job opportunities in another country. Some 
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interviewees also felt it would be easier to obtain a job in the country from which 

their university degree originated.   

Although most interviewees had favourable views of overseas education service 

providers, it is important to note that, while they were xenocentric in terms of 

education, they were not necessarily that way in terms of their personal values. Some 

interviewees felt the notion of not being loyal to their country because of their choice 

to study overseas was unfounded. In the minds of some interviewees, Malaysia was 

not seen as an ideal place to pursue higher education. Nevertheless, they suggested a 

love for one’s country was not based on where they got their degree; neither was it 

simply purchasing Malaysian products. Rather, it boiled down to individual people 

and their acknowledgment of their roots.  

Students’ Personal Factors- The findings also suggested there were two types of 

students, confirming previous statements by education agents. Type A students were 

very concerned about their studies and typically wanted to enrol in professional 

courses such as law and medicine. These students were concerned about reputation 

and prestige and wanted to venture out of their comfort zone to universities in the 

United States, as they feel they were better quality institutions. Type B students did 

not care about the institution, as long as it was overseas. For these students, country 

was important, as it determined lifestyle options.  

Attachment to home affecting decision to stay or to go abroad - While many 

cherished the thought of studying at a university overseas, this sentiment was not 

shared by all. For some, going overseas meant moving into a strange, unpleasant and 

even threatening environment. People usually develop strong emotional attachments 

to places where they live. This form of ‘attachment’ has been extensively studied and 
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defined as a positive association between individuals and their residential 

environments that creates feelings of comfort and security (Rivlin, 1982; Shumaker 

and Taylor, 1983). Comfort and security are particularly important for these students, 

as the transition into university was seen as a potentially trying period; being 

confronted by a new set of social and intellectual challenges. Some students have 

‘geographic place attachments’, to a specific town or house (Stokols and Shumaker, 

1981). These students had strong emotional attachments to the places where they 

lived and felt comfortable and secure at home, a phenomenon found in prior research 

(e.g. Rivlin, 1982). Comfort and security were particularly important for Type B 

students.  

Racism affecting the choice of country - Perceived racism may also affect students’ 

consideration of universities. Racial discrimination can vary in form and type, 

depending on how it is expressed, by whom and against whom (Krieger, 2000). 

Institutional racism refers to discriminatory policies embedded in organisational 

structures, while interpersonal racism is discriminatory interactions between 

individuals. Interpersonal racism is most relevant to international students and 

represents a fear that was especially relevant to students of some religions.  Thus, 

Muslim students were wary of staying in the United States for an extended period of 

time for fear of discrimination.  

3.9 The Study’s Framework 

Building on the literature review as well as the qualitative findings in the earlier 

sections of this Chapter, a framework was developed to examine the trade-offs such 

students make when considering international universities. As was mentioned in the 

previous Chapters, past research has focused on micro level factors and has not 
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included the effects COD and DM may have on students’ preferences.   Hence, this 

study built on Soutar and Turner’s (2002) conjoint analysis research by including 

COD and DM in the set of evaluative attributes.   

In conjoint analysis, students’ preference for an educational institution can be 

decomposed into their preference for particular attributes. From the literature review 

and qualitative findings, it was suggested students’ preferences for international 

universities were influenced by a university’s Country of Design (COD), Delivery 

Mode (DM) and a number of university level attributes.  These attributes were also 

found to impact on different elements of perceived risk. The framework, which is 

shown in Figure 3.1, provides a foundation to achieve objectives 2(a) Estimating the 

part-worth utility scores (relative impact) of the  COD, DM and other university 

level attributes when students’ preferences is considered and 2 (b) Examining the 

relative importance of Country of Design (COD), Delivery Mode (DM) and other 

university level attributes with respect to student preference. Once the part-worth 

utility scores and the relative importances of the attributes were estimated, objective 

3 in determining whether student segments exist that differ in terms of these 

attributes and profiling these segment to see if they differed in any of the individual 

factors that were included in the study (i.e. materialism, ethnocentrism and personal 

values). 
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Figure 3.1: The Study’s framework 

3.10 Chapter Summary  

The findings reported in this Chapter confirmed previous research into the factors 

students feel are important when considering international universities. The Chapter 

also provided valuable insights behind students’ consideration of universities. Table 

3.2 illustrates a summary of the results from the qualitative study from the research 

objectives and interview questions. In short, the qualitative phase’s findings helped 

to (1) form the final framework and to design the questionnaire used in the 

subsequent quantitative phase of the study to answer the study’s research objectives; 

(2) explore the trade-offs Malaysian and Chinese students make when selecting an 
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international university, and (3) explore whether student segments may exist that 

differ in terms of the importance placed on these attributes in university preference 

formation. The next Chapter explains the research methods used in this phase of the 

study. 

Table 3.3: Summary of the Qualitative Results 

Research Objective 1: Identify the factors students consider important when 
selecting an international university.  

Relevant Questions in  
Interview Guide 

Summary of Results 

 
Students’ university selection process: 
 How would you go about when 

applying for a university? 
 Do you think of a country first, or do 

you consider the institution first? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Factors that influence students to pursue 
studies internationally: 
 What are the considerations that you 

think are important when selecting a 
university?  

 Why are these factors important? 
 How would you rank these factors in 

order of importance? 
 

 
 
Perceptions about different modes (DM) 
of education delivery. This was 
conducted using prompt cards that 
describe these modes to make it very 
clear to participants. 
 What comes to mind when you think 

about studying at the Main Campus/ 
Offshore Campus/ Online Distance 
Learning? 

 
Interviewees generally consider a 
multitude of factors when selecting an 
international university; with little 
consideration to priorities given to 
country or institution first. Therefore, 
this gives basis to the concept of trade-
offs (which is later tested in the 
quantitative study) between attributes 
when considering an international 
university.  
 
 
 
Factors that students considered most 
important were: 
Academic Reputation, Teaching Quality, 
Course Suitability, Total Costs and Job 
Prospects, Campus Atmosphere, 
Distance from Home, Family Opinion 
and Friends. By ranking them in order of 
importance, the top five most importance 
attributes are selected for further study.   
 
 
Perceptions about different modes (DM) 
translates into three different perceived 
risk outcomes; performance, financial 
and social risk.  
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 Why do you prefer to study at the 
Main Campus/ Offshore Campus/ 
Online Distance Learning? 

 
Students’ perception on country of origin 
(COO) as a destination of study 
 What comes to mind when you think 

of Australia, Singapore, the United 
States and the United Kingdom as a 
destination for study? 

 Why do you prefer/not prefer to 
study in Australia, Singapore, the 
United States and the United 
Kingdom? 

 

 
 
 
 
Perceptions about different COO 
translates into three different perceived 
risk outcomes; performance, financial 
and social risk. 

Objective 2: Examine the trade-offs Malaysian and Chinese students make when 
selecting an international university. 

Relevant Questions in  
Interview Guide 

Results 

 
Not Applicable in the Qualitative Phase 

Objective 3: Determining whether student segments exist that differ in terms of 
these attributes and, if so, develop student profiles based on a number of individual 
factors.  

Relevant Questions in  
Interview Guide 

Results 

 
Similar questions to Research Objective 
1 
 

 
Possible individual factors that may 
influence students and their preferences 
for international universities: 
 Ethnocentrism versus Xenocentrism 
 Personal Values (as classified as 

Type A & Type B students) 
 

Objective 4: Compare the part-worth and relative importance scores for students’ 
preferences for international universities for students from Malaysia and China 

 
Not Applicable in the Qualitative Phase 

 
Objective 5: As a practical application, through a conjoint simulation study, 
determine how international universities can improve students’ preferences by 
making changes to its COD, DM and other attributes 
 

Not Applicable in the Qualitative Phase 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE QUANTITATIVE PHASE  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

4.1 Introduction  

In the previous Chapter, the framework derived from Chapter Two and Chapter 

Three was discussed. The present Chapter builds on this framework and presents the 

methodology used to answer the study’s research objectives. The chapter is divided 

into three sections. The first section discusses the approach used to collect the 

needed data, while the second section outlines the questionnaire design process and 

the third section concludes the Chapter with a discussion on the data analysis 

approach that was used.  

4.2 Data Collection 

4.2.1 Ethical Considerations 

Ethics approval was obtained from the University of Western Australia prior to 

distribution of survey. The participants were advised as to what data were being 

collected, what the purpose was, and what would be done with the data upon 

completion of the research. Participants were given a letter that informed them about 

the nature of the study before the surveys were distributed, and completion of 

questionnaire was taken as a sign of consent.  
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Respondents were informed  that they may at any time withdraw their participation 

without reason or prejudice. All responses were confidential and no identification of 

individuals was made, as was highlighted on the front cover of the questionnaire. 

The data collected were stored in a password protected file that was only available to 

the researcher and her supervisors.   

4.2.2 Unit of Analysis 

The study attempted to understand students’ preferences for international 

universities; therefore the unit of analysis was at an individual level. However, an 

aggregate level of analysis (a grouping of responses) was used when segments were 

used in the latter part of the analysis.  

4.2.3 The Sample 

The sample in the present study was made up of pre-university students who were 

studying in Malaysia and China and who planned to pursue further education at an 

international university.  Students from these countries were selected as they are a 

major source of international students for English speaking countries. Malaysia was 

the fifth largest source of international students in Australia in 2011 (Australia 

Department of Immigration and Citizenship, 2011), while China contributed about 

20% of the international student population in Australia in 2011 (Australian Bureau 

of Statistics, 2011). A sample of 350 from Malaysia and 350 from China were 

obtained to ensure there were enough responses to allow for an examination of sub-

groups. 

Purposive sampling, a variation of convenience sampling was used for data 

collection. Subjective methods was used to decide which elements is to be included 
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in the sample;  the sample from Malaysia represented  students currently in the final 

semester of their pre-university program who were planning to pursue further 

education at an international university within the next few months. Although 

convenience sampling limited the study’s generalisability, the effect was minimised 

through by distributing questionnaires at three colleges in Kuala Lumpur, three in 

Selangor and two colleges in Penang.   These States are Malaysia’s most populous 

and are the major hubs offering pre-university programs. Classes were selected 

within colleges according to subject to increase variety (e.g. arts and science). The 

researcher made contacts with pre-university program directors and lecturers and 

entered classrooms before a lecture to explain the project and to distribute self-

administered questionnaires, which were to be returned to the lecturers when 

completed. The completed questionnaires were obtained from the lecturers and 

returned to the researcher.  

It was extremely difficult for the PhD candidate to replicate the sampling procedure 

to the Chinese students being that she does not speak/read/write Mandarin Chinese, 

and has limited funds allocated for research purposes. The opportunity to include the 

Chinese sample presented itself through the goodwill of researchers’ contacts in 

China, thus was included in the present study. The respondents in China were 

obtained through contacts from the International Institute of Business and 

Technology and National Institute of Technology Beijing, which provides pre-

university programs in China for students planning to study at overseas-based 

universities. Although there are differences in the sampling approach, compared to 

the sample from Malaysia. Business is one of the most favoured courses by students 

in China (In 2011, the proportion was 45.1% according to the Science, Technology 

and Education from China, September 2012). Through a convenience sampling 
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procedure, these respondents also completed self-administered questionnaires before 

returning it to a coordinator at the school, who subsequently mailed the 

questionnaires to the researcher.  

4.2.4 Response Rates 

There was a challenge to obtain a good response rate, as the questionnaire was 17 

pages and took approximately 30 minutes to complete. In order to increase the 

response rate, a paper based survey was selected rather than an online survey. 

Despite the higher costs and additional labour inherent in a paper-based method, it 

was felt students would be more likely to complete a paper-based survey, as an 

online approach is more suited to short questionnaires.  Approximately 500 surveys 

were distributed to pre-university students in Malaysia and a total of 350 useable 

surveys were collected. This sample size was considered sufficient to conduct the 

desired data analysis. The good response rate of 70% was due to several factors, 

namely: 

1. Gaining rapport with the respondents - By appearing in classrooms and 

explaining the research to students, the students were able to see how 

significant their contributions were to the study.  

2. The timing of the distribution - The respondents were final semester students, 

who in a short period of time would have to submit applications to the 

universities in which they would like to enrol. This study allowed them to 

think about their options, therefore increasing their interest in being part of 

the study.  
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3. An incentive - Students who submitted a complete survey were given a 

coupon for a free coffee at their local café.  

The same questionnaire, translated into Mandarin Chinese was distributed to the 

respondents in China. Approximately 500 surveys were distributed to the pre-

university students and a total of 350 useable surveys were collected. This good 

response rate was due to the good rapport between the researcher and the contacts 

from China, who made it a priority for their students to fill in the questionnaire in a 

timely manner. However, due to policies from the universities in China, the coffee 

incentive was not given to the Chinese respondents, and the responses were made 

entirely out of goodwill.  

4.3 Questionnaire Design 

A questionnaire was developed that included semi-structured and structured 

responses. A pilot study was undertaken with 20 international university students 

who were studying at the University of Western Australia. The purpose of the pilot 

study was to see whether there were any problems in the questionnaire’s design and 

to improve its quality and efficiency before the major data collection phases were 

undertaken. The students felt the original 22-page questionnaire, which had many 

open-ended questions, was too long. Consequently, the number of open-ended 

questions was reduced, producing a tighter 17-page questionnaire. Final 

confirmations were made with the researcher’s principal and co-supervisors to 

ensure potential errors in the questionnaire were corrected.  The questionnaire had 

two main sections: 
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1. The Conjoint Analysis Section. 

2. Respondents’ Background Data Section. 

4.3.1 Screening questions 

Some screening questions were included to ensure the respondents recruited to 

complete the questionnaires were pre-university students, currently enrolled in 

programs such as A ‘Levels, AUSMAT, Foundation, and other pre-university 

courses. Students were also asked to indicate if they were applying or planning to 

apply for a Bachelor’s degree at an international university; and if so, whether they 

were going to the university’s main campus overseas, studying on the university’s 

offshore campus in their home country, studying through a twinning program or 

studying through an online distance learning program.  

4.4 The Conjoint Analysis Section 

As mentioned in previous Chapters, the main objective of the present study was to 

determine the trade-offs students made when considering higher education 

institutions. This study used conjoint analysis to identify this trade-offs. Conjoint 

analysis is a well-known quantitative marketing research method that is often used to 

measure preferences for product features, to determine effects in product demand 

due to changes in price and to forecast customer’s acceptance of a new product 

(Green et al., 2001). This method has also been used extensively in the services 

marketing arena (Ryan and Farrar, 2000, Hu and Hiemstra, 1996), as well as in 

education research (Hooley and Lynch, 1981; Baker and McGregor, 2000; Soutar 

and Turner, 2002).  
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Conjoint analysis offers a realistic context through which to examine consumers’ 

evaluations, as it forces them to choose between a set of attributes and levels they 

might see in real life; thus avoiding the likelihood of them assigning high importance 

to all attributes, as may occur when Likert-type scales are used. This method 

assumes consumers do not evaluate alternatives one attribute at a time but, rather, 

that they make evaluations about bundles of attributes simultaneously (Beall and 

Perttula, 1991). Each product profile includes multiple product features. In this 

study, using two attributes as an example, rather than the seven actually used, 

students might be asked whether they would prefer to attend a high-ranked university 

in their home country or a lower-ranked university overseas. From these evaluations, 

a researcher can deduce the relative importance of each attribute (Green and Wind 

1975). The results also offer a preference score (often called a part-worth utility) for 

each attribute level included in the study. In the above example, there would be a 

part-worth utility score for a high ranked university, a low ranked university, a home 

country university and an overseas university.  A part-worth utility score is a 

subjective judgement of the preference a respondent has for each attribute level and 

it is assumed attributes with higher scores are more preferred, thus alternatives that 

include such attribute levels are more likely to be selected.  

The Present Study 

The first step of conducting a conjoint analysis study is to determine the attributes 

and their levels (Dubas and Strong, 1993). The term ‘factor’ in this study describes a 

specific attribute of a university, while values for each of these factors are called 

‘levels’.  Based on the literature review and the results of the qualitative phase, the 

seven attributes shown in Table 4.1 were included in the present study. As can be 
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seen in the Table 4.1, five of the attributes are university-level factors (academic 

reputation, course suitability, quality of teaching staff, job prospects and total costs), 

while the other two are country of origin and delivery mode. The four countries 

selected (United Kingdom, United States, Australia and Singapore) were English 

speaking countries, and which contain many universities ranked in the top 500 in the 

world. Singapore was chosen due to its close geographic proximity to Malaysia and 

China. 

Table 4.1: Attribute Descriptions and Levels 

 Attribute Description Levels 

 
U

N
V

E
R

SI
T

Y
 –

L
E

V
E

L 
FA

C
T

O
R

S 

Academic 
Reputation 

The educational institution’s 
overall reputation 

 Average 
 Good  
 Excellent  

Course 
Suitability 

The availability of desired 
courses, such as double degrees, 
and joint collaboration with 
overseas universities will reflect 
course suitability. 

 Average 
 Good 
 Excellent  

Teaching 
Quality 

Academic staff’s qualifications 
and experience (in industry and 
in academia), as well as the 
quality of their research 
contribution. 

 Average 
 Good 
 Excellent  

Total Cost Competitive fee structure, the 
cost of living and the availability 
of financial aid whilst pursuing 
the degree.  

 Low 
 Average 
 High 

Job 
Prospects 

Career opportunities available to 
students offered by their 
university qualifications. 

 Average 
 Good 
 Excellent  

 
M

O
D

E
  

FA
C

T
O

R
S Delivery 

Mode (DM) 
Educational services distribution 
channel, which incorporates two 
aspects: the method of education 
delivery and the location in 
where the service is delivered.  

 Main Campus 
 Offshore 

Campus 
 Distance 

Learning 
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C

O
U

N
T

R
Y

 
FA

C
T

O
R

S 

Country of 
Design 
(COD) 

The country where the product 
(study program) is conceived, 
and generally the country with 
which the brand is associated.  

 Australia 
 United 

Kingdom 
 United States 
 Singapore 

 

Given these seven attributes and their various levels, there are a total of 2,187 

possible combinations of the various levels. The sheer volume of alternatives means 

it is not practical to ask respondents to evaluate each combination as they would be 

confused and fatigued from information overload (Green and Srinivasan, 1990). In 

order to reduce the number of evaluated university profiles to a reasonable level, a 

fractional factorial design was used (Green and Tull, 1978). By usisng an orthogonal 

array design, the independent contributions of all of the main affects were balanced 

(Green and Wind, 1975). The XLSTAT program was used to do this, resulting in a 

manageable 18 profiles, an example of which is shown in Figure 4.1, being included 

in the questionnaire.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1: An example of a university profile 

Respondents were asked about their preference for each of those 18 university 

profiles on  an eleven-point interval scale that ranged from 0 (‘Not at all likely to 

choose a university like this one’) to 10 (‘Extremely likely to choose a university like 

UNIVERSITY PROFILE 1 
Good Course Suitability 

Excellent Academic Reputation 
Average Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 
Average Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in China 
The main University campus is located in The United Kingdom 
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this one’). The students were also asked to rate the perceived risk (performance, 

financial and social risk) of the 18 university profiles on a similar eleven-point 

interval scale. An example of the scales presented to respondents is shown in Figure 

4.2. 

 

 

Figure 4.2: The 11-point scale used to collect the required data 

As this type of scale was seen to be metric, an ordinary least squares regression 

approach was used to estimate the desired part-worth utility scores (Hair et al., 1998) 

and the coefficient of determination (R² statistic) was used to see whether student’s 

preference (risk perceptions) were well predicted by the conjoint design. All of the 

students who had an R² score of below 0.80 were excluded from subsequent analysis 

because, given the small number of degrees of freedom (X), this implied the factors 

included did not impact on the student’s evaluations (Chiam, Soutar and Yeo, 2009). 

4.5 The Measurement of the Individual Constructs 

4.5.1 Ethnocentrism 

The Consumer Ethnocentrism Scale (CETSCALE) was developed by Shrimp and 

Sharma (1987) to represent American consumers’ beliefs about the appropriateness 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to choose a 
university like this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high quality 
education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very little  
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be 
at all impressed if I chose 
this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be very 
impressed if I chose this 
university 
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of purchasing foreign-made products. CETSCALE is believed to be a predictor of 

consumer’s beliefs, attitudes, purchase intentions and choice (Teo, Mohamad and 

Ramayah, 2011). The original scale, which contained 17 items is recognised for 

being highly reliable and valid and has been used frequently to measure consumer 

ethnocentrism tendencies in many developed and developing countries (Kaynak and 

Kara, 2002).  

Luque-Martinez et al (2000) proposed a two-component ethnocentrism model in 

which “hard ethnocentrism” expressed a strong-national-geared behaviour and an 

almost hostile attitude towards foreign products, whose purchase was regarded as 

detrimental to society, while “soft ethnocentrism” did not express an overall 

rejection of foreign products but, rather, simply emphasised a preference towards 

domestic products and a desire to protect them. Teo et al. (2011) tested the two-

component model in Malaysian and found it had good reliability and validity. 

Consequently, the two-component CETSCALE, which can be seen in Table 4.2, was 

used here. The students’ ethnocentric tendencies were measured on a seven-point 

Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).  
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Table 4.2:  The CETSCALE items used in Malaysia 

Hard Ethnocentrism 

It is not right to purchase foreign products, because it puts Malaysians out of jobs 

We should always purchase products manufactured in Malaysia instead of letting 
other countries get rich of us 

A real Malaysian should buy Malaysian-made products 

Foreign products should be taxed heavily to reduce their entry in Malaysia 

Foreigners should not be allowed to put their products on their markets 

Malaysian consumers who purchase products made in other countries are 
responsible for putting their fellow Malaysians out of work. 

Malaysians should not buy foreign products, because this hurts Malaysian 
businesses and causes unemployment 

Curbs should be put on all imports 

Purchasing foreign-made products is un-Malaysian 
 

Soft Ethnocentrism 

Buy Malaysian-made products. Keep Malaysians working 

Malaysian products first, last and foremost 

We should buy from foreign countries only those products that we cannot obtain 
within our own countries 

Malaysian people should always buy Malaysian-made products instead of 
imports 

Only products that are unavailable in Malaysia should be imported 

It is always best to purchase Malaysian products 

There should be very little trading or purchasing of goods from other countries 
unless out of necessity 

 

4.5.2 Materialism 

Many empirical studies have examined materialism and it is usually defined as the 

importance attributed to the ownership and acquisition of material goods (Richins, 

2004). The Material Values Scale (MVS), developed by Richins and Dawson (1992), 
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is often used to measure people’s materialism. It has three sub-dimensions or 

domains, namely: 

a. Centrality - The centrality of possessions in a person’s life.  

b. Success - The use of possessions to judge a person’s success in life. 

c. Happiness - The use of possessions to gain happiness and satisfaction in life.  

The original MVS used 18 items to measure these three sub-dimensions. However, 

Richins (2004) has suggested a short nine-item form that reduced the number of 

items and made it easier to disguise the items when they were embedded with other. 

As the nine-item version of the MVS has acceptable reliability, it was decided to use 

this scale, which can be seen in Table 4.3, in the present study. Once again a seven-

point Likert-type scale that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) 

was used to measure this constructs. 

Table 4.3: The nine-item MVS Scale used in the present study 

Success 
I admire people who own expensive homes, cars, and clothes. 
The things I own say a lot about how well I’m doing in life. 
I like to own things that impress people. 

Centrality 

I try to keep my life simple, as far as possessions are concerned.  
Buying things gives me a lot of pleasure. 
I like a lot of luxury in my life. 

Happiness 

My life would be better if I owned certain things I don’t have. 

I’d be happier if I could afford to buy more things. 

It sometimes bothers me quite a bit that I can’t afford to buy all the things I’d like. 

 



 124   
 

4.5.3 The Schwartz Values Best-Worst Scale 

The Schwartz Values Best Worst Scale (SVBWS) (Lee, Soutar and Louviere, 2008) 

was used to measure the students’ personal values. Best-Worst Scaling (BWS) (Finn 

and Louviere, 1992) is a measurement method that reduces potential problems 

commonly found when ratings scales are used. BWS improves the lexical 

equivalence of anchoring terms, eliminates the need to use numerical anchors and 

removes many response style effects (Lee et al., 2008). When responding to a Best-

Worst Scale, respondents choose the most different pair in each of a set of 

statements; eliminating the consistent use of middle or extreme points.  The BWS 

task is simpler and takes less time to complete than do equivalent rating scale tasks, 

which was important in this study, as the respondents were busy pre-university 

students. The SWBWS had 11 subsets, each of which contains six values. An 

example of a SWBWS can be seen in Figure 4.3, which also includes the information 

used to explain the task the students were asked to complete. 

“In this section, we will ask you to pick the most and least important values that 
guide your life. These values come from different cultures. While more than one may 
be important or unimportant, please choose the MOST and the LEAST important to 
YOU as a guiding principle in YOUR life. There are 11 sets of statements in this 
section. Which is the MOST and LEAST important factor to you as a guiding 
principle in YOUR life?” 
 

Most 
Important 

 Least 
Important 

O Successful, capable, ambitious O 

O Protecting the environment, a world of beauty, 
unity with nature O 

O Social power, authority, wealth O 
O Equality, a world at peace, social justice O 
O Daring, a varied life, an exciting life O 
O National & family security, social order O 

Figure 4.3: An example of a set from the Schwartz Values Best-Worst Scale 
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4.5.4 Background Data 

Information on respondent’s age, gender, nationality, race, religion and course 

interest was collected at the end of the questionnaire.  

4.6 Data Analysis Procedure 

Conjoint analysis was used to analyse the results from the first part of the 

questionnaire. The conjoint analysis approach decomposes a set of alternatives into 

separate and compatible utility scales through which global judgments can be 

reconstituted (Cattin and Wittink, 1982). The two main assumptions underlying 

conjoint analysis are that people want to maximise preferences and that a product or 

service is a bundle of attributes from which people gain utility (Carson et al., 1994).  

The conjoint data obtained here were analysed using the XLSTAT conjoint analysis 

module in which each student’s part-worth utilities were estimated using an ordinary 

least squares (OLS) approach (Gensch and Javalgi, 1988).  The part-worth utilities 

were used to assess the desirability of the various attribute levels (e.g. a high price or 

a good course fit) and the relative importance of the various attributes (e.g. price or 

course fit) and to see whether there were subgroups of students who made different 

trade-offs.  When such subgroups were found, discriminant analysis and regression 

analysis were used to understand the subgroups and to see if they differed in terms of 

the personal data that were also collected (i.e. ethnocentrism, personal values, and 

materialism and background characteristics). 
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4.7 Chapter Summary 

The present Chapter outlined the approach that was used to answer the research 

questions that were of interest in the present study. The results from these analyses 

are discussed in subsequent Chapters.  In particular the Malaysian results are 

discussed in Chapter Five and the Chinese results are discussed in Chapter Six. 
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CHAPTER 5 

QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 

RESULTS - MALAYSIA 

5.1 Introduction 

In the previous Chapter, the approach used to obtain data for the present study and 

the analysis approach that was used was discussed in detail. This Chapter discusses 

the results of the data analysis undertaken to examine the study’s research questions. 

For clarity, the Chapter is divided into three sections. The first section examines the 

background data collected from respondents, while the second section discusses the 

individual constructs used in this study (i.e. Materialism, Ethnocentrism and 

Personal Values). The third section of the Chapter discusses the results obtained 

from the conjoint analysis data.  

5.2 The Students’ Background 

There were slightly more females (59%) than males (41%) in the sample, which was 

not surprising, as it is estimated that 48% of females will complete tertiary-type 

education compared to only 32% of males (OECD Report, 2013). Respondents were 

almost all 20 years or younger (98%), with the rest being under 25 years of age, 

which again was not surprising, as all of the respondents were pre-university 

students.  
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Chinese Malaysian pre-university students accounted for 62% of the sample and a 

one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test suggested that there were significantly more 

Chinese students than Malays (28%), Indians (6%) or other ethnic groups (6%) (p < 

0.001). In Malaysia, tertiary education is subsidised by the government and students 

wishing to enter public universities sit for the Malaysian Higher School Certificate 

(STPM), which is equivalent to the British ‘A’ Level examinations. In 1999, a pre-

university program, called the matriculation program, was introduced as an 

alternative gate-way to entering a public university in Malaysia. However, only 10% 

of places in this program are open to non-Bumiputera students (who are mainly 

Malaysian Chinese), which means Malays are given an opportunity to study in 

public universities. This has meant that, while Malays are the largest ethnic group in 

Malaysia, Chinese students dominate student populations in the local and 

international private tertiary education organisations that were the focus of the 

present study.  Consequently, the ethnic composition of the sample was not 

surprising. Buddhism was the most common religion (44%), followed by Islam 

(30%) and Christianity (17%).  

Most of the students expected their education to be funded by their parents (62%). It 

is unsurprising that parents are the main source of funding for majority of students as 

scholarships are limited and mostly only given to students who perform 

exceptionally well academically. This would explain why, as has been found in prior 

research, most students viewed parents as highly influential in determining the 

university at which they were likely to pursue higher education. However, 

government scholarships (24%) and private scholarships (9%) were also seen as 

important sources of funds for some students. Very few respondents expected to 

fund their own education (2%), which was not surprising given the young age and 
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work status of those in the sample. A small number (3%) expected to fund their 

education through special loans that are provided by the Ministry of Higher 

Education in Malaysia.  

As can be seen in Figure 5.1, the students hoped to pursue a number of different 

Bachelor’s Degree programs. Business and commerce, finance and accounting, law, 

media and language programs were popular, as were science-based programs, such 

as medicine, dentistry, pharmacy and engineering. The breakdown of science-based 

students (36%) and arts-based students (50%) in this sample is representative of 

current student population, whereby approximately 37% of students currently 

enrolled in secondary schools in Malaysia are in the science stream (Jusoh, 2014).  

 
Figure 5.1: Respondents’ Preferred Courses 

 

 

 



 130   
 

5.3 The Individual Factors  

5.3.1 Materialism  

As was noted in the previous Chapter, nine items were used to measure the three 

sub-dimensions of the Materialism Values Scale (MVS). All of the items were 

measured on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 (Strongly 

Agree). The descriptive statistics for the various items are shown in Table 5.1.  The 

means of the items ranged from 4.09 to 5.36, while the sub-scales’ means ranged 

from 4.17 to 4.93. It seems the average scores were around the midpoint of the scale, 

although a few items were a little higher, suggesting there was a mild amount of 

materialism within the responding group All of the individual items’ standard 

deviations were above one, which suggested there were considerable variation in the 

respondents views about these issues.  
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Table 5.1: Descriptive Statistics- MVS Individual Items 

Items/Constructs Mean Standard 
Deviation  

Success   

I admire people who own expensive homes, cars 
and clothes 

4.09 
 

1.83 

The things I own say a lot about how well I’m 
doing in life 

4.28 1.54 

I like to own things that impress people 4.15 1.66 

Construct (average score across items) 4.17 1.23 

Centrality   

I try to keep my life simple, as far as possessions 
are concerned 

4.89 1.41 

Buying things give me a lot of pleasure 4.55 1.73 

I like a lot of luxury in my life 4.39 1.72 

Construct (average score across items) 4.61 1.07 

Happiness   

My life would be easier if I owned certain things 
I don’t have 

4.57 1.67 

I’d be happier if I could afford to buy more things 5.36 3.61 

It sometimes bothers me quite a bit that I can’t 
afford to buy all the things I’d like 

4.87 1.57 

Construct (average score across items) 4.93 1.71 
 

The success sub-scale had a mean value of 4.17, which was the lowest of the three 

sub-scales. This suggests the students were less likely to see acquiring materialistic 

objects as a measure of success. The respondents’ ages could be an explaining factor, 

as pre-university students in Malaysia are usually between 18 and 20 years of age 

and most likely not working, with most of the things they own being provided by 

their families.   

The centrality sub-scale had a higher mean score (4.61), which suggests respondents 

agreed moderately that material possessions were central in their life. The item that 
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had the highest mean in this sub-scale was ‘I try to keep my life simple, as far as 

possessions are concerned’ (4.89), suggesting the students placed higher priority on 

other aspects of life, such as education, than on acquiring possessions.  

Finally, respondents were more likely to believe possessions led to happiness and 

life satisfaction, as this sub-scale had a mean score of 4.93. The item that scored the 

highest in this sub-scale was ‘I’d be happier if I could afford to buy more things’, 

which has a mean score of 5.36. The pre-university students surveyed were full-time 

students and were not in the workforce.  Consequently, they lacked the funds needed 

to acquire many of the material possessions they might want.  

5.3.2 Ethnocentrism  

The seventeen item CETSCALE instrument was used to measure ethnocentrism, as 

was discussed in the previous Chapter. The items were divided into two sub-scales, 

as suggested by Luque-Martinez (2000) namely: 

1. ‘Hard’ items that measured strong nationally-oriented behaviour and an 

almost hostile attitude towards foreign products, whose purchase was 

regarded as detrimental to society. 

2. ‘Soft’ items that did not suggest an overall rejection of foreign products but, 

rather, a preference for domestic products and a desire to protect them.  

The ‘Hard’ sub-scale had 10 items, while the ‘Soft’ sub-scale had 7 items. All of the 

items were measured on Likert-type scales ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 

(Strongly Agree). The descriptive statistics for these items can be seen in Table 5.2. 
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Table 5.2: Descriptive Statistics- Ethnocentrism Scale 

Items/Constructs Mean Standard 
Deviation  

Hard   

It is not right to purchase foreign products, because it 
puts Malaysians out of jobs 

3.02 1.52 

We should always purchase products manufactured in 
Malaysia instead of letting other countries get rich of us 

3.58 1.52 

A real Malaysian should buy Malaysian-made products 3.27 1.70 

Foreign products should be taxed heavily to reduce their 
entry in Malaysia 

2.79 1.70 

Foreigners should not be allowed to put their products 
on their markets 

2.49 1.55 

Malaysian consumers who purchase products made in 
other countries are responsible for putting their fellow 
Malaysians out of work. 

2.97 1.57 

Malaysians should not buy foreign products, because 
this hurts Malaysian businesses and causes 
unemployment 

3.01 1.53 

Curbs should be put on all imports 3.64 1.50 

Purchasing foreign-made products is un-Malaysian 
 

2.31 1.49 

It may cost me in the long-run but I prefer to support 
Malaysian products 

3.60 1.52 

Construct (average score across items) 3.07 1.15 

Soft   

Buy Malaysian-made products. Keep Malaysians 
working 

4.22 1.57 

Malaysian products first, last and foremost 3.31 1.43 

We should buy from foreign countries only those 
products that we cannot obtain within our own countries 

4.35 1.56 

Malaysian people should always buy Malaysian-made 
products instead of imports 

3.21 1.47 

Only products that are unavailable in Malaysia should be 
imported 

3.42 1.82 

It is always best to purchase Malaysian products 3.78 1.26 

There should be very little trading or purchasing of 
goods from other countries unless out of necessity 

3.47 1.62 

Construct (average score across items) 3.68 1.12 
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The means for the items used to measure ethnocentrism ranged from 2.31 to 4.35. 

All of the individual items’ standard deviations were greater than one, which 

suggested there was considerable variation in respondents’ views about these items 

as well.  

The Hard subscale had a mean value of 3.07, which was less than the Soft subscale’s 

mean (3.68). This suggests respondents were less likely to have strong-nationally-

oriented behaviour and were less likely to be hostile towards foreign products. The 

item ‘Purchasing foreign-made products is un-Malaysian’ had the lowest mean 

(2.31), which suggested respondents did not agree that buying foreign-made goods 

made them less loyal to their country. The next lowest item was ‘Foreigners should 

not be allowed to put their products on their markets,’ which had a mean score of 

2.49, suggesting respondents were very much in favour of foreign products being 

sold in Malaysia.  

Another item that had a low mean score was ‘foreign products should be taxed 

heavily to reduce their entry in Malaysia’ (2.59), suggesting respondents did not 

agree foreign items should be taxed heavily. Malaysia is very protective of its 

automotive industry and it is common for foreign cars to be taxed up to 100%. 

Malaysians who wish to purchase foreign made cars have to pay a significantly 

higher price due to this policy. Perhaps these student respondents felt they were 

likely to purchase foreign made goods and did not wish to incur higher taxes when 

making such purchases. 

As already noted, the Soft sub-scale mean was higher than the Hard sub-scale mean, 

but it was still low (3.68). This suggests the respondents were, at best, ambivalent 

about rejecting foreign products and preferring domestic products. The highest 
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scoring item was ‘we should buy from foreign countries only those products that we 

cannot obtain within our own countries’, which had a mean score of 4.35. This 

suggests the respondents were slightly inclined to agree Malaysian products should 

be considered first and foreign products were only acceptable if a domestic 

alternative was not available. A mean value of 4.22 for the ‘buy Malaysian-made 

products, keep Malaysians working’ item suggested the respondents felt purchasing 

local brands might help reduce unemployment. The item that scored the lowest in the 

Soft sub-scale was ‘Malaysian people should always buy Malaysian-made products 

instead of imports’, which had a mean of 3.21, suggesting the respondents did not 

feel people should always purchase domestic goods rather than foreign goods. 

Overall, the results suggested the Malaysian pre-university students in the present 

sample were not ethnocentric, which can, perhaps, be seen in their wish to study at a 

foreign university.  

5.3.3 Personal Values 

As was mentioned in the previous Chapter, the Schwartz Values Best Worst Scale 

(SVBWS) was used to measure personal values in this case (Lee et al., 2008). The 

SVBWS is based on a balanced incomplete block design that has 11 subsets with six 

values in each subset, with each pair of value types included three times across the 

subsets.  The SVBWS has two verbal scale items and respondents are required to 

select the ‘most important’ and ‘least important’ option within each subset, which 

enables the calculation of an interval-scaled score for each value that ranges from -1 

(always most important) to +1 (always least important) (Lee et al., 2008). The means 

and standard deviations of the responses can be seen in Table 5.3.  



 136   
 

Achievement had the highest mean score (M=2.53, SD=1.53), which suggested 

personal success was very important to these respondents. This was not surprising, 

as the respondents were students preparing to embark on higher education. The 

second most important value was conformity (M=2.20, SD= 1.43). These results 

supported past studies that examined Asians’ values and suggested the Malaysian 

pre-university students surveyed believed it was important for them not to upset or 

harm others or violate social expectations or norms. This may explain the students’ 

inclination to select courses and universities that were similar to that of their peers.  

Table 5.3: Descriptive Statistics - Schwartz’s Values Best Worst Scale  

Value Mean Standard 
Deviation  

Achievement  
Universalism- Nature 
Power 
Universalism- Social  
Stimulation 
Security 
Hedonism  
Tradition 
Benevolence  
Conformity  
Self-Direction  

2.53 
1.42 
1.03 
1.64 
1.25 
1.55 
1.58 
1.36 
1.86 
2.20 
1.57 

1.53 
1.05 
1.03 
1.16 
1.05 
1.15 
1.30 
0.95 
1.07 
1.43 
1.07 

 

The least important values were power (M=1.03, SD=1.03), stimulation (M=1.25, 

SD=1.05) and tradition (M=1.36, SD=0.95). Similar to results seen for the 

materialism construct, respondents did not value ‘power,’ perhaps because 97% were 

full-time students who had not entered the workforce. It is unlikely a student would 

place priority on control and dominance over people and resources, as might be 

expected in a career-oriented individual. Stimulation was not important to these pre-

university students, which was not surprising given the point in their lives. A full-
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time pre-university student would typically have one or two years of strenuous study 

and examinations before being able to pursue higher education. The pressure to score 

well and gain admittance to their chosen educational institution would not give them 

a great deal of time in search of excitement.  Tradition is less likely to be important 

to these students who are from a younger generation.   

5.4 The Constructs’ Measurement Properties 

The materialism and ethnocentrism constructs were assessed to ensure they were 

acceptable scales in the present context. As both were multiple-item scales their 

acceptability was assessed by examining their reliability, convergent validity and 

discriminant validity.  Construct reliability (CR) can be used to see whether a 

suggested is internally consistent.  It is generally expected that CR will be at least 

0.70. CR is calculated as:  

Construct Reliability =            (Sum of Standardized Loadings) ² 

                                        (Sum of Standardized Loadings) ² + Sum of Indicator Measurement Error) 

 

In addition to construct reliability, convergent validity must also be assessed. 

Convergent validity is the extent to which indicators of a specific construct 

“converge” or share a high proportion of variance in common. Convergent validity 

was determined in this case by computing the constructs’ average variance extracted 

(AVE) scores, which measure the variance in the items accounted for by the latent 

constructs (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). The higher an AVE score, the more the 

construct’s items are representative of the latent construct. An AVE score of 0.50 or 

higher suggests convergent validity can be assumed, while scores below 0.50 suggest 

there is more error in the items than there is variance explained by the latent factor.  
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The AVE score is calculated as:  

Average Variance Extracted Score =   
i  loading edstandardis

loading edstandardis
2

2

 

The final issue is whether there is discriminant validity between the constructs. Hair 

et al. (2006, p. 776) defined discriminant validity as “the extent to which a higher 

construct is truly distinct from other constructs.”  A construct with discriminant 

validity is “unique” and captures a phenomenon other measures do not. Discriminant 

validity can be measured by comparing the squared correlation (shared variance) 

between two constructs and their AVE scores (Fornell and Larcker, 1981) or, 

alternatively, the square root of the AVE scores with the correlation itself. 

Discriminant validity can be assumed if the squared correlation (shared variance) 

between two constructs is less than the constructs’ AVE scores.    

In the present study the WARPPLS program (Kock, 2013) was used to compute 

construct reliability and the AVE scores that were used to assess convergent and 

discriminant validity.  As part of this analysis, factor loadings were also calculated 

and used to understand which items influenced the constructs’ measurement 

properties.  The results of this analysis are discussed in the next section. 

5.4.1 The Materialism Scale 

The loadings of the nine items that were used to measure the success, centrality and 

happiness dimensions of materialism (Richins and Dawson, 1992) are shown in 

Table 5.4.   As can be seen in the Table, one item (“I try to keep my life simple as far 

as possessions are concerned”) had a very low loading, suggesting it did not fit well.  

Indeed, it led to the Centrality subscales having unacceptable measurement 
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properties.  Consequently, it was removed before the constructs’ measurement 

properties were assessed.   

The removal of items from a scale may be cause for concern because their removal 

may change the nature of the construct being measured. However, Thomas, Soutar 

and Ryan (2001) have suggested this issue can be examined by computing the 

correlation between the originally suggested scale and the revised scale.  If this 

correlation is high (greater than 0.80), then the underlying nature of the scale has not 

been altered and the revised scale can be used.  In the present case, this correlation 

was 0.90, suggesting it was safe to remove the problematic item, as this did not 

change the underlying nature of the scale.  

Table 5.4: The Loadings for the Materialism Scale 

Measurement Items Success Centrality Happiness 

I admire people who own 
expensive homes, cars and clothes  

0.74   

The things I own say a lot about 
how well I’m doing in life 

0.63   

I like to own things to impress 
people 

0.82   

Measurement Items Success Centrality Happiness 

I try to keep my life simple as far 
as possessions are concerned 

 -0.10  

Buying things gives me a lot of 
pleasure 

 0.84  

I like a lot of luxury in my life  0.85  

My life would be better if I owned 
certain things I don’t have 

  0.75 

I’d be happier if I could afford to 
buy more things 

  0.67 

It sometimes bothers me quite a bit 
that I can’t afford to buy all the 
things I’d like. 

  0.78 
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After this item was removed all of the loadings exceeded 0.60 (ranging from 0.63 to 

0.85), suggesting they related well to their relevant subscales. As can be seen in 

Table 5.5, all of the subscales had CR values greater than 0.70, while all of the AVE 

scores were greater than 0.50.  Consequently, the three subscales had good reliability 

and convergent validity. 

Table 5.5: CR and AVE Scores for the Revised Materialism Subscales 
 

Latent Variable  CR AVE Score 

Success 0.78 0.54 

Centrality 0.84 0.72 

Happiness 0.76 0.54 
 

As was noted earlier, Fornell and Larcker (1981) argued discriminant validity can 

only be assumed if two constructs’ AVE scores are greater than their shared 

variance. The constructs’ correlations and the square root of their AVE scores 

(shown in the diagonal) can be seen in Table 5.6. As the diagonal elements are 

greater than all of the off-diagonal values, discriminant validity can be assumed. 

Table 5.6: Discriminant Validity – Materialism Subscales 1 

Subscale Success Centrality Happiness 

Success 0.74 
  Centrality 0.53 0.85 

 Happiness 0.46 0.47 0.73 
1 The square root of the AVE scores are shown in the main 

diagonal and the correlations are shown in the lower half of 
the matrix 

5.4.2 The Ethnocentrism Scale 

The 17-item CETSCALE used to measure the hard and soft dimensions of 

ethnocentrism was suggested by Chryssochoidis et al. (2007). Loadings in this case 
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ranged from 0.57 to 0.80, which suggested all of the items should be retained when 

calculating the subscales’ measurement properties.  The subscales’ CR scores  

(hard= 0.92, soft = 0.89) and AVE scores (hard= 0.52, soft= 0.54) were acceptable. 

However, the correlations and AVE scores suggested there were discriminant 

validity issues, as can be seen in Table5.7. The correlations were larger than the 

square root of the AVE scores, suggests discriminant validity cannot be assumed and 

that ethnocentrism should be viewed here as a unidimensional construct. 

Table 5.7: Discriminant Validity – Ethnocentrism Subscales 1 

Subscale Hard Soft 

Hard 0.73 

 Soft 0.84 0.72 

1 The square root of the AVE scores are shown in the 
main diagonal and the correlations are shown in the 
lower half of the matrix 

When ethnocentrism was modelled in this way, all of the loadings were acceptable as 

they ranged from 0.54 to 0.81, as can be seen in Table 5.8.  While the CR score was 

high (0.94), the AVE score was just below 0.50 (0.49), which led to a decision to 

remove items with loadings below 0.60. This resulted in the exclusion of three items 

(“Curbs should be put on all imports”, “Purchasing foreign-made products is un-

Malaysian” and “We should buy from foreign countries only those products that we 

cannot obtain within our own country”).  

The revised 14-item ethnocentrism scale had a CR score of 0.94 and an AVE score 

of 0.53, suggesting the construct was unidimensional, reliable and that convergent 

validity could be assumed. The correlation between the original 17-item scale and 

the revised 14-item scale was 0.99, suggesting it was safe to remove the three items, 
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as the underlying nature of the scale was not change by doing this.  Consequently, 

the revised unidimensional ethnocentrism construct was retained for subsequent 

analysis. 

Table 5.8: Loadings for the Ethnocentrism Scale 

Items Factor 
Loading 

It is not right to purchase foreign products, because it puts 
Malaysians out of jobs 

0.70 

We should always purchase products manufactured in Malaysia 
instead of letting other countries get rich of us 

0.79 

A real Malaysian should buy Malaysian-made products 0.76 
Foreign products should be taxed heavily to reduce their entry in 
Malaysia 

0.75 

Foreigners should not be allowed to put their products on their 
markets 

0.68 

Malaysian consumers who purchase products made in other 
countries are responsible for putting their fellow Malaysians out 
of work. 
 

0.68 

Items Factor 
Loading 

Malaysians should not buy foreign products, because this hurts 
Malaysian businesses and causes unemployment 

0.72 

Curbs should be put on all imports 0.58 
Purchasing foreign-made products is un-Malaysian 0.55 
It may cost me in the long-run but I prefer to support Malaysian 
products 

0.75 

Buy Malaysian-made products. Keep Malaysians working 0.73 
Malaysian products first, last and foremost 0.76 
We should buy from foreign countries only those products that 
we cannot obtain within our own countries 

0.54 

Malaysian people should always buy Malaysian-made products 
instead of imports 

0.81 

Only products that are unavailable in Malaysia should be 
imported 

0.70 

It is always best to purchase Malaysian products 0.60 
There should be very little trading or purchasing of goods from 
other countries unless out of necessity 

0.67 
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5.4.3 Descriptive Statistics for the Modified Constructs  

Table 5.9 shows the means for constructs after modifications were made through 

WARPPLS analysis.   Following changes to the materialism scale, the mean scores 

for the success and happiness sub-scales were unchanged (4.17 and 4.93 

respectively). The removal of one item (‘I try to keep my life simple as far as 

possessions are concerned’) in the Centrality construct reduced its mean score from 

4.61 to 4.48. 

The removal of three items from the ethnocentrism scale (“Curbs should be put on 

all imports”, “Purchasing foreign-made products is un-Malaysian” and “We should 

buy from foreign countries only those products that we cannot obtain within our own 

country”) changed its mean value. The revised unidimensional 14-item 

ethnocentrism scale had a mean score of 3.36.  

Table 5.9: Means of the Modified Constructs  

Constructs Original 
Mean 

Modified 
Mean 

Materialism 

Success 

Centrality 

Happiness 

 

4.17 

4.61 

4.93 

 

Unchanged 

4.48 

Unchanged 

Ethnocentrism  

Hard 

Soft 

Unidimensional  

 

3.07 

3.68 

 

 

 

 

3.36 
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5.5 The Students’ Trade-Offs  

5.5 Preferences 

As was noted in Chapter Four, conjoint analysis is a commonly used way through 

which to analyse the trade-offs people make among multi-attributed alternatives 

(Green and Srinivasan, 1978). It is an especially useful way to evaluate the relative 

importance of each of these attributes (Green and Wind, 1975).   In the present study, 

conjoint analysis was used to estimate the trade-offs the pre-university students made 

when considering which type of university they would prefer to attend, as well as to 

assess the various types of perceived risk (functional, social and financial).  The 

overall preference part of the conjoint analysis is discussed first in this section. 

The regression-based conjoint analysis module in XLSTAT, a statistical platform 

and set of applications (Fahmy and Aubry, 2003), was used to examine the trade-offs 

being made.  As was pointed out in Chapter Four, the coefficient of determination 

(R2) was used to determine whether students’ university preferences were well-

predicted by the additive model used in this study. A cut-off value of 0.80 was used 

to assess acceptability due to the small number of degrees of freedom (2) in this 

study’s conjoint experimental design. Students with a regression that had an R2 of 

less than 0.80 were not included in the subsequent analysis. There were two reasons 

for this exclusion:  

1. Such respondents were not answering the questionnaire in the way expected 

by the additive model. 

2. There may be other attributes that were not included in this study that were 

affecting their decisions. 
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Twenty four respondents were excluded in this way. An analysis of the data showed 

the excluded respondents varied in terms of gender, race, religion and the course that 

they would most likely study, suggesting non-conforming responses came from 

across a range of respondents. As a consequence, the conjoint estimation was 

undertaken on 326 responses. The mean R2 for the retained respondents was 0.94, 

which is good for this type of study and suggests the seven attributes played 

significant roles in determining these students’ preferences (Chiam et al., 2009).  

5.5.1 Attribute Importance 

The conjoint analysis results can also be used to determine the relative importance 

attached to each attribute, which can be assessed by estimating the difference each 

attribute makes to an alternative’s total utility. This difference is determined by the 

range of the part-worth utility scores within each attribute compared to these ranges 

in the other attributes (Hair et al., 2007). Thus, the relative importance for an 

attribute is computed as the part-worth range for that attribute divided by the sum of 

the ranges across all of the attributes. The relative importances of the university 

attributes in the present study can be seen in Table 5.10. 

As can be seen in the Table, DM (20%), total cost (16%) and COD (15%) were 

relatively more important than the other attributes. This suggests these three 

attributes had more impact on the Malaysian pre-university students’ university 

preferences than did the other attributes included in the study. However, all of the 

attributes had some impact, as the difference between the most important attribute 

(DM) and the least important attribute (job prospects) was only nine percentage 

points. Interestingly, the attributes that were the focus of the present study (DM and 
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COD) were two of the three most important attributes, suggesting their inclusion 

added considerably to our understanding. 

Table 5.10: The Relative Importance of the Attributes 

University Attribute Mean Relative Importance (%) 

Country of Design (COD) 15 

Delivery Mode (DM) 20 

Course Suitability 14 

Academic Reputation 13 

Teaching Quality  11 

Job Prospects 11 

Total Costs 16 

TOTAL 100 

  

5.5.2 The Part-Worth Utilities Scores for the Various Attributes 

Conjoint analysis assumes the utility of alternatives can be decomposed into 

attribute-level part-worth utilities and that an aggregate utility function can be 

estimated from these aspects (Halme and Kallio, 2011). The mean part-worth 

utilities obtained for each university attribute levels from across the student sample 

can be seen in Table 5.11.  The part-worth utilities in this case were scaled to an 

arbitrary additive constant within each attribute and summed to zero within each 

attribute. The higher the part-worth utility value (more positive), the more positive is 

the impact that attribute-level has on the students’ university preference. The lower 

(more negative) the part-worth utility values, the more negative is the impact that 

attribute-level has on the students’ university preference. 
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In the present study, the results for the COD attribute supported the suggestion that 

students do have different preferences for different countries. The United Kingdom 

was most the preferred COD, with a mean part-worth utility score of 0.27, while the 

United States added little value, with a mean part-worth utility score of 0.01. The 

mean part-worth utility scores for Australia and Singapore were -0.12 and -0.16 

respectively, suggesting the students did not view universities from these countries 

as favourably as they did universities from the UK or the USA. 

The DM attribute was the main focus of the present study and there were differences 

in the modes’ mean part-worth utility scores.  On average, the students preferred to 

study at an overseas campus, as this option had a mean-part worth score of 0.71.  

The results also suggested the students thought a campus in Malaysia was 

moderately acceptable, as this alternative had a mean part-worth utility score of 0.20.  

They were very negative about enrolling in an online distance learning program, as 

this option had a mean-part worth score of -0.91. It is clear that, on average, the 

students preferred to study outside Malaysia. 

Meanwhile, excellent and good course suitability had mean part-worth utility scores 

of 0.23 and 0.18 respectively, suggesting the students preferred a university that 

offered courses that suited them. The mean part-worth utility score for average 

course suitability was -0.41, suggesting the students wanted above average course 

suitability.  
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Table 5.11: The Part-Worth Utility Scores – Overall Preference 
 

University Attribute Mean Part-Worth Score 

Country of Design (COD)  

 Australia -0.12 

 Singapore -0.16 

The United Kingdom 0.27 

The United States 0.01 

Delivery Mode (DM)  

        Offshore Campus 0.20 

        Campus Overseas 0.71 

        Online Distance  -0.91 

Course Suitability   

        Average -0.41 

        Good 0.18 

        Excellent  0.23 

Academic Reputation  

        Average -0.16 

        Good -0.04 

        Excellent 0.20 

Teaching Quality   

        Average 
        Good 

-0.14 
-0.13 

        Excellent 0.27 

Job Prospects   

         Average -0.15 

         Good 
         Excellent 

0.03 
0.12 

Total Cost  

       Low 0.51 

       Average 0.06 

       High -0.58 
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An excellent academic reputation was seen as being desirable, with its mean part-

worth utility score being 0.20. Interestingly, the mean part-worth score for a good 

academic reputation was also negative (-0.04), although less so than an average 

academic reputation. An average academic reputation had a mean part-worth score 

of -0.16, suggesting the students did not want to attend a university that had only an 

average reputation. Clearly, while having a good fit was enough, having a good 

reputation might not be enough for this group of students. 

It is also apparent the students considered the quality and experience of lecturers 

when selecting a university. Excellent teaching quality had a mean part-worth utility 

score of 0.27, while average and good teaching quality had mean part-worth utility 

scores of -0.14 and -0.13 respectively. This suggests there was an all or nothing 

perception when it came to the quality of a university’s teaching staff.  

The part-worth utility score for excellent job prospects was 0.12, while the mean 

part-worth utility score for good job prospects was 0.03,  suggesting excellent was 

better than good in this case as well. If the job prospects from a degree obtained from 

a university were only average, the students’ preference fell, as its mean part-worth 

utility score was -0.15, suggesting students were not likely to select a university that 

did not provide better than average job prospects.  

The total cost of the program was also important. A low total cost university was 

most desirable as its mean part-worth utility score was 0.51.  An average total cost 

university was also desired, as the mean part-worth utility score for this level was 

0.06. Programs that had high total costs were not preferred, as the mean part-worth 

utility score for this level was -0.58, suggesting students were unlikely to select such 

an institution. 
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5.6 Perceived Risk 

After reviewing the results of the conjoint analysis for the students’ overall 

preference, the equivalent results for the three perceived risk aspects (performance 

risk, financial risk and social risk) were examined. Past research and the qualitative 

study, suggested perceived risk was an important factor that affected students’ 

decision-making processes. Past research suggests pre-university students are likely 

to perceive risk when they are faced with uncertainty and potentially undesired 

outcomes (Dowling and Staelin, 1994). The higher the risk perceived, the less likely 

they will be to select that alternative. Therefore in this study, perceived risk was seen 

as being potentially useful in explaining students’ decision processes (Mitchell, 

1999). The next sections of the present Chapter discuss the results obtained from an 

examination of the three risk aspects the pre-university students faced when 

considering higher educational institutions.  

5.7 Performance Risk 

Conjoint analysis was also used to examine the performance, or ‘functional,’ risk 

associated with the university attributes included in the study. As was explained in 

the literature review, performance risk is the possibility of a product or service 

malfunctioning or not performing as it was designed and advertised. As with overall 

preferences, the coefficient of determination (R2) was used to determine if students’ 

perceived performance risk was well predicted by the additive model used in the 

study. A cut-off value of 0.80 was again used, leaving a total of 284 responses for 

subsequent analysis.  The mean R2 for the retained respondents was 0.96, suggesting 
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the seven attributes included in the study played a significant role in determining the 

retained students’ perceived performance risk.  

5.7.1 Attribute Importance - Performance Risk 

The conjoint analysis was also used to determine the relative importance the students 

attached to each attribute when assessing perceived performance risk. The relative 

importance of the university attributes can be seen in Table 5.12.  As can be seen in 

the Table, DM (19%), academic reputation (16%) and teaching quality (15%) were 

relatively more important than the other attributes. This suggests these three 

attributes have more impact on pre-university students’ perceived performance risk 

perceptions than do job prospects (11%), total costs (12%) or course suitability 

(13%). COD was in the mid-range of relative importance (15%), suggesting it is still 

important in determining perceived performance risk perceptions.   

Table 5.12: Attribute Relative Importance – Perceived Performance Risk 

University Attribute Mean Relative Importance (%) 

Country of Design (COD) 15 

Delivery Mode (DM) 19 

Course Suitability 13 

Academic Reputation 15 

Teaching Quality  15 

Job Prospects 11 

Total Costs 12 

TOTAL 100 
 

As was the case when overall preferences were assessed, the difference between the 

most important attribute (DM) and the least important attribute (job prospects) was 
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only nine percentage points, suggesting all the attributes included in the study had 

some impact. 

5.7.2 The Performance Risk Part-Worth Utility Scores 

The mean risk scores can be seen in Table 5.13. As can be seen in the questionnaire, 

shown in Appendix 2, responses were obtained in such a way that higher scores 

implied there was more risk.  Consequently, the more positive the part-worth score, 

the more that attribute-level increased the students’ perceived performance risk 

while, the lower the score (or the more negative the score), the greater the reduction 

in the students’ risk perceptions. 

In the present study, the COD scores showed the students had different perceptions 

of the quality of education in universities located in different countries. The United 

Kingdom had the lowest risk part-worth utility score (-0.15), followed by the United 

States (0.00). These figures suggest students viewed degrees that originated from 

these countries as lower in performance risk, and, so, likely to be of higher quality. 

On the other hand, Singapore and Australia had positive part-worth utility scores 

(0.05 and 0.11 respectively), suggesting students felt there was slightly more 

performance risk in attending universities from these countries.   

DM was seen as an important indicator of perceived performance risk; as there was a 

considerable difference between the mean part-worth scores. The campus overseas 

option had the lowest part-worth utility score (-0.60), indicating students’ believed 

studying overseas was significantly less risky in performance, as it provided the best 

quality education. Students were more ambivalent about the quality of education 

obtained by studying on a Malaysian campus, as this option’s mean risk part-worth 
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utility score was -0.03. The part-worth utility score for online distance mode was 

very high (0.63), suggesting pre-university students in Malaysia viewed it as a very 

risky option and did not think this learning mode was capable of providing a high 

quality education experience. 

The present study also showed excellent and good course suitability both had 

negative mean part-worth utility scores; although excellent course suitability was 

higher (-0.19) than average course suitability (-0.07). This suggested the students felt 

a university that offered courses that suited to them were higher in quality; reducing 

performance risk. The mean part-worth utility score for average course suitability 

was 0.26; suggesting students saw performance risk was higher for such a situation. 

Excellent academic reputation had a mean part-worth utility score of -0.40, 

suggesting the students felt such a university would provide a high quality education; 

reducing perceived performance risk. Interestingly, the mean part-worth utility score 

for good academic reputation was also negative (-0.08), although much less than 

average academic reputation, which had a mean part-worth utility score of 0.31, 

which suggested students felt such a university was high in performance risk and 

would not provide high quality education.   
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Table 5.13: The Part-Worth Utility Scores – Perceived Performance Risk 

University Attribute Mean Part-Worth Score 

Country of Design (COD)  

 Australia 0.11 

 Singapore 0.05 

The United Kingdom -0.15 

The United States -0.00 

Delivery Mode (DM)  

        Offshore Campus -0.03 

        Campus Overseas -0.60 

        Online Distance 0.63 

Course Suitability    

        Average 0.26 

        Good  -0.07 

        Excellent  -0.19 

Academic Reputation  

        Average 0.31 

        Good             0.08 

        Excellent -0.40 

Teaching Quality   

        Average 
        Good 

0.28 
0.14 

        Excellent -0.41 

Job Prospects   

         Average 0.07 

         Good 
         Excellent 

-0.01 
-0.06 

Total Cost  

       Low -0.23 

       Average -0.00 

       High 0.23 
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Students perceived performance risk decreased as the level of teaching quality 

increased. As was expected, excellent teaching quality had a low part-worth utility 

score (-0.41). Good teaching quality had a positive part-worth utility score (0.14), 

suggesting there was an all or nothing perception when it comes to students’ views 

about a university’s teaching staff. Average teaching quality had a mean part-worth 

utility score of 0.28, suggesting such a university was seen as high in performance 

risk and as unlikely to provide a good quality education experience.  

Performance risk decreased when the mean part-worth utility score decreased, as can 

be seen for excellent job prospects (-0.06) and good job prospects (-0.01). The mean 

part-worth utility score for average job prospects was 0.07, indicating the students 

felt a university that provided such a level of job prospects had greater performance 

risk. However, the minimal variation between these scores suggested job prospects 

were not seen as a good indicator of perceived performance risk.  

Programs that had low total costs had a mean part-worth utility score of -0.23, 

suggesting the perceived performance risk of selecting an institution with such a fit 

was low. The part-worth utility scores increased for average and high total cost 

universities (0.00 and 0.23 respectively), suggesting perceived performance risk for 

institutions with average or high total costs is high.  This finding is particularly 

interesting, as it goes against the typical belief that higher costs imply better quality. 

This could be explained by Malaysia’s education system, where public universities 

(such as University Malaya), which are highly regarded as there are very few entry 

spaces, are usually very low cost institutions. For many of the students wishing to 

undertake higher education studies in Malaysia, public universities are usually the 
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first choice. Students who are unable to get into the public universities are forced to 

enter more expensive local or foreign private universities.  

5.8 Perceived Financial Risk 

The second perceived risk aspect examined was financial risk. Financial risk in the 

present context relates to the potential monetary outlays associated with attending a 

university, as well as potential financial losses due to an incorrect decision. After 

eliminating responses that had R2 coefficients that were less than 0.80, a total of 288 

respondents remained. The average R2 for the remaining respondents was 0.96, 

suggesting the included attributes played a significant role in determining the 

perceived financial risk these students felt when selecting a university.  

5.8.1 Attribute Importance- Financial Risk 

The relative importances attached to each attribute in this case can be seen in Table 

5.4.  The most important attributes were total costs (27%), DM (14%) and COD 

(14%). Unsurprisingly, total cost was the most important determinant of financial 

risk and this attribute was twelve percentage points higher than the next closest 

attribute. The other attributes were less important. As was the case with the students’ 

overall preference, DM and COD were in the top three most important attributes; 

supporting its importance in the current research context.  
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Table 5.14: Attribute Relative Importance – Perceived Financial Risk 

University Attribute Mean Relative Importance (%) 

Country of Design (COD) 14 

Delivery Mode (DM) 14 

Course Suitability 11 

Academic Reputation 12 

Teaching Quality  11 

Job Prospects 11 

Total Costs 27 

TOTAL 100 

5.8.2 The Financial Risk Part-Worth Utility Scores  

The mean part-worth utility scores can be seen in Table 5.15. Similar to performance 

risk, which was discussed in the previous section, responses were obtained in such a 

way that higher scores implied there was more risk.  Consequently, the more positive 

a part-worth utility score, the more that attribute-level increase the students’ 

perceived financial risk while,  the lower the score (or the more negative), the greater 

the reduction in the students’ risk perceptions. 

The United Kingdom had the lowest mean part-worth score (-0.09), followed by 

Singapore (-0.06). These negative scores suggested the students felt they were 

unlikely to lose financially if they studied in the United Kingdom or Singapore.  On 

the other hand, Australia and the United States both had positive part-worth utility 

scores (0.09 and 0.06 respectively), suggesting choosing to study in universities from 

these countries was seen as more financially risky.  
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A campus overseas had the lowest mean part-worth utility score (-0.14), followed by 

a campus in Malaysia (-0.07). This suggests that, although the cost of studying 

overseas is higher, students still felt it was a less financially risky option than 

studying in Malaysia. The online distance mode had a high mean part-worth score 

(0.21).  It seem pre-university students in Malaysia believe it would be financially 

risky to select this mode to pursue higher education. Excellent and good course 

suitability both had negative mean part-worth scores, suggesting universities that 

provided such a fit were less financially risky.  Interestingly, however, good course 

suitability’s score was slightly lower (-0.09) than excellent suitability (-0.05). On the 

other hand, the mean part-worth score for average course suitability was 0.14; which 

suggested students thought such a university would be financially risky.  

The mean part-worth utility scores reduced as academic reputation improved, as 

shown by excellent academic reputation (-0.06) and good academic reputation (0.01) 

which indicated that the better the reputation the less financially risky a university 

was perceived to be. Average academic reputation had a positive mean part-worth 

utility score (0.06), suggesting students’ felt they would lose financially if they 

selected such a university. Perceived financial risk decreased as teaching quality 

increased. Excellent teaching quality had a negative mean part-worth utility score (-

0.08). Average teaching quality had a positive part-worth utility score (0.05), while 

the part-worth utility score for good teaching quality was (0.03), suggesting 

universities with average and good teaching quality were seen as financially risky.  

Overall, the differences in scores between the three levels of teaching quality were 

small; suggesting teaching quality did not impact greatly on students’ perceptions of 

financial risk.  
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Table 5.15: The Part-Worth Utility Scores – Perceived Financial Risk 

University Attribute Mean Part-Worth Score 

Country of Design (COD)  

 Australia 0.09 

 Singapore -0.06 

The United Kingdom -0.09 

The United States 0.06 

Delivery Mode (DM)  

        Offshore Campus -0.07 

        Campus Overseas -0.14 

        Online Distance  0.21 

Course Suitability    

        Average 0.14 

        Good  -0.09 

        Excellent  -0.05 

Academic Reputation  

        Average 0.06 

        Good 0.01 

        Excellent -0.06 

Teaching Quality   

        Average 

        Good 

0.05 

0.03 

        Excellent -0.08 

Job Prospects   

         Average 0.14 

         Good 

         Excellent 

-0.04 

-0.10 

Total Cost  

       Low -1.20 

       Average -0.13 

       High 1.33 
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The mean part-worth utility scores decreased as job prospects increased, as excellent 

job prospects (-0.10) and good job prospects (-0.04) both had negative scores. The 

mean part-worth utility score for average job prospects was 0.14; suggesting the 

students perceived it was financially risky to select such an institution to pursue their 

higher education. The negative part-worth utility scores for the higher job prospect 

level suggested the students felt jobs obtained after graduation offset the financial 

costs incurred in pursuing their education; making it a less risky financial decision. 

The mean part-worth utility scores for the total cost attribute differed between the 

various levels; suggesting that total cost impacted on the students’ perceived 

financial risk. As was expected, programs with low total costs had a very low mean 

part-worth score  (-1.20); suggesting the students felt there was a minimal financial 

risk decision if they enrolled in this type of university. On the other hand, a high 

total cost university had the mean risk part-worth utility score of 1.33, suggesting the 

students felt it would be financially risky to select such a university.  

5.9 Perceived Social Risk 

The third perceived risk aspect examined in the present study was social risk. In a 

higher education context, social risk refers to the potential for a loss of status in a 

student’s social group as a result of a selecting a higher education institution that 

might lead to undesired social outcomes (Crespo et al., 2009). After eliminating 

responses that had R2 coefficients that were less than 0.80, the total number of 

useable responses was 293. The mean R2 coefficients for these responses were 0.96, 

which suggested the attributes included in the study played a significant role in 

determining students’ perceived social risk when they were selecting a university.  
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5.9.1 Attribute Importance- Social Risk 

The conjoint analysis was also used to determine the relative importance attached to 

each attribute when assessing the students’ perceived social risk. The results 

obtained can be seen in Table 5.16.  The three most important attributes were DM 

(23%), COD (16%) and academic reputation (13%). This suggested these three 

attributes had more impact on Malaysian’s pre-university students’ perceived social 

risk than did the other attributes included in the study. In this case the attributes that 

were the focus of the present study (COD and DM) were the two most important 

attributes; supporting their importance in the present research context. 

Table 5.16: Attribute Relative Importance – Perceived Social Risk 

University Attributes Mean Relative Importance (%) 

Country of Design (COD) 16 

Delivery Mode (DM) 23 

Course Suitability 12 

Academic Reputation 13 

Teaching Quality  13 

Job Prospects 11 

Total Costs 12 

TOTAL 100 

 

5.9.2 The Social Risk Part-Worth Utility Scores 

The mean part-worth scores obtained from each university levels from across the 

student sample for perceived social risk can be seen in Table 5.17.  In the present 

study, excellent and good course suitability had negative mean part-worth utility 
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scores (-0.16 and -0.06 respectively), which suggested the students found a 

university that offered courses that suited them was less of a social risk.   The results 

for the COD attribute suggested students felt studying in the United Kingdom was 

less socially risky, as it had the lowest mean part-worth utility score   (-0.16), while 

the United States added little value, with a mean part-worth utility score of -0.07. 

The mean part-worth utility scores for Australia and Singapore were both positive 

(0.04 and 0.18 respectively), suggesting students felt attending universities from 

these countries would increase social risk. Students felt studying at an overseas 

campus reduced social risk, as it had a mean part-worth utility score of -0.99; the 

lowest of the modes. This suggested the students perceived studying overseas would 

be socially impressive. The alternative of studying in an offshore campus is Malaysia 

did not impact on social risk with the mean part-worth utility score of 0.00.  In 

contrast, the students were very negative about the online mode, seeing it as very 

socially risky, with a mean part-worth utility score of 0.99, perhaps because online 

distance learning is not as popular in Malaysia as it is in other developed countries 

and as indicated from the qualitative study, the students might not have known much 

about this type of study mode.  

The mean part-worth utility score for a university with good and excellent course 

suitability reduces social risk (-0.06 and -0.16 respectively), while an average course 

suitability was 0.22; suggesting students felt such a university increased their social 

risk, while).  An average academic reputation had a mean part-worth utility score of 

0.20, suggesting students saw that a university that had only an average reputation 

increased social risk. In contrast, a university with good or excellent academic 

reputation had negative part-worth utility scores.  Thus, the better an institution’s 

academic reputation; the less the social risk was seen to be.   
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Table 5.17: The Mean Part-Worth Utility Scores – Perceived Social Risk 

University Attribute Mean Part-Worth Score 

Country of Design (COD)  

 Australia 0.04 

 Singapore 0.18 

The United Kingdom -0.16 

The United States -0.06 

Delivery Mode (DM)  

        Offshore Campus -0.00 

        Campus Overseas -0.94 

        Online Distance  0.94 

Course Suitability    

        Average 0.22 

        Good  -0.06 

        Excellent  -0.16 

Academic Reputation  

        Average 0.20 

        Good -0.07 

        Excellent -0.12 

Teaching Quality   

        Average 

        Good 

0.06 

0.19 

        Excellent -0.24 

Job Prospects   

         Average 0.18 

         Good 

         Excellent 

-0.07 

-0.11 

Total Cost  

       Low -0.26 

       Average -0.01 

       High 0.27 
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It was also apparent that teaching quality played a role in this context as well. 

Excellent teaching quality had a mean part-worth utility score of -0.24, while 

average teaching quality had a mean part-worth utility score of 0.06. Interestingly, 

good teaching quality had a lower mean part-worth utility score (0.19) than average 

teaching quality (0.06); suggesting students have an all or nothing perception when it 

comes to the social risk attached to the quality of teaching staff.  

If the job prospects from a degree obtained from a university were only average, 

social risk was higher, as the mean part-worth utility score was 0.18. The mean part-

worth utility score increased, indicating the students felt there was less social risk 

with good job prospects (-0.07) and excellent job prospects (-0.11), suggesting good 

job prospects are enough to reduce social risk concerns.  

The total cost of the program was also important. An average total cost university 

was perceived to be socially less risky with a mean part-worth utility score of -0.01, 

while a low cost university was seen as least socially risky with a mean part-worth 

utility score of -0.26. It was also apparent that a low cost alternative was seen as 

socially less risky than an average cost alternative. Programs that had high total costs 

were perceived to have greater social risk, as the mean part-worth utility score for 

this was 0.27. This finding is interesting, as it goes against the typical belief that 

higher cost services imply higher social status, which would be expected to reduce 

perceived social risk. However, this might not always be true in higher education 

contexts. In Malaysia, for example, public universities are the most respected 

universities due to their limited space and strict entry requirements and these 

universities are low-cost institutions.  
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5.10 Segmenting the Students  

Cluster analysis is a process of classifying objects into subsets that have meaning in 

a particular context. Cluster analysis is often used to categorise data into more 

homogeneous subgroups in which members of one sub-group share similar aspects 

of some defined constructs, but also differ in these aspects from other subgroups 

(Hair et al., 1998).   Here, the part-worth utility scores from the overall preference 

conjoint analysis were used to see if subgroups existed.  

The XLSTAT program that had estimated the conjoint analysis parameters has a K-

means clustering procedure and this was used to obtain the clusters. In this case, 

solutions were found that ranged from 2 to 5 clusters.  In all of these cases, the 

smallest cluster exceeded 30, which suggested they could be sensibly examined.  

Consequently, all were included when the issue of determining the appropriate 

number of clusters was undertaken.   

Following Milligan and Mahajan’s (1980) suggestion, the point biserial correlation 

was used to examine this issue. Researchers use the point biserial correlation 

coefficient to estimate the relationship between a dichotomous scale and an interval 

scale (Brown, 1988).  In this case, the interval scale was the distance between each 

pair of observations, while the dichotomous scale was a corresponding vector with 

two values that indicates whether the two observations were in same cluster (which 

has a value of 0) or not in the same cluster (which has a value of 1)  (Soutar and 

Sweeney, 2003). A pair of observations with a large distance should not belong in 

the same cluster, while a pair of observations with a small distance should be in the 

same cluster. Consequently, the closer the point biserial correlation is to one, the 

better is the cluster solution. 
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The point biserial correlations for each of the cluster solutions (between two and five 

clusters) was very low (less than 0.01).This suggested there were no differences in 

the students’ trade-offs across the broad range of attributes included in the study, 

which was in line with Soutar and Turner’s (2002) earlier research that found such 

homogeneity in their student sample.  However, of more interest here was whether 

there were some clusters that traded COD and DM off differently.  Consequently, 

these aspects were examined further. 

Initially, three cluster analyses were undertaken to examine the country of origin 

aspects.  The first included both aspects together (i.e. COD and DM), the second 

included only the COD attribute, while the third included only the DM attribute.  As 

only a small part of the overall conjoint results were being used, the XLSTAT 

clustering procedure could not be used.  Consequently, Ward’s hierarchical method 

(contained in the SPSS program) was used and, once again, solutions were found for 

two to five clusters. 

When the two COO aspects were included, the point biserial correlations ranged 

from 0.28 to 0.40, which was considerably better than had been the case when all of 

the attributes had been included in the cluster analysis and suggested it was worth 

looking at these results.    In order to understand this better, a cluster analysis was 

undertaken in which only the COD attribute was included.  In this case the point 

biserial correlation ranged from 0.30 to 0.35, which suggested COD was not as 

effective at finding clusters as the combined COD and DM attributes.  

A cluster analysis was also undertaken in which only DM attribute was included. 

Here, the point biserial correlations were significantly higher, ranging from 0.42 to 

0.52, all of which were above the maximum correlation for the other two cluster 
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analyses, suggesting it was most appropriate to look at these subgroups.  As the 

three-cluster solution had the highest correlation (0.52), this solution was examined 

in detail.   

As can be seen in Figure 5.3, students in the three clusters were making very 

different trade-offs.  Based on the mean part worth utility scores in each cluster, the 

clusters were termed ‘Main Campus Oriented’, ‘Indifferent Individuals’ and ‘Anti-

Distance Oriented’.  The ‘Main Campus Oriented’ group was the second biggest 

cluster, containing 36% of the students. These students wanted to study at a 

university’s main campus overseas and did not want to study by distance education, 

although they were neutral about studying at an offshore campus. 

  
Figure 5.3: The Delivery Mode Clusters (Mean Part-Worth Utility Scores) 

 
The ‘Indifferent Individuals’ group include most of the students (51%).  

Interestingly, members of this group were little impacted by delivery mode, as the 

mean part worth utility scores only ranged from -0.07 to 0.04.  Indeed, the relative 

importance this group attached to delivery mode (across all of the attributes) was 

13%, compared to 25% for the ‘Main Campus Oriented’ group and 40% for the 

‘Anti-Distance Oriented’ group.  
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The ‘Anti-Distance Oriented’ group was the smallest cluster, with 12% of the 

student respondents. These students had very negative feelings about studying in an 

online distance learning program (the mean part worth utility score was -3.55), 

which was by far the lowest part-worth utility value.   However, these students were 

equally happy to study at a campus overseas (the part worth utility score was 1.79) or 

in an offshore campus (the part worth utility score was 1.76).  As was noted earlier, 

the relative importance members of this group attached to delivery mode was very 

high (40%).   Indeed, for these students, DM was almost three times more important 

than their next most important attribute (cost, with a relative importance of 14%).  

Further, this value was considerable higher than the relative importance attached to 

any other attribute in either of the other two clusters.  It is not surprising that this is 

the case, as the cluster analysis was undertaken on this attribute.  However, the fact 

that there is such a disparity suggests this group is crucially different.   

Clearly, the impact DM has on overall preference differs between the three groups, 

which raises the question as to whether the groups’ members are different in some 

ways, as such information would be useful when developing marketing strategies.  

As data had been collected that asked about the students’ personal values, 

ethnocentrism and materialism, as well as a number of demographic and socio-

economic constructs, it was possible to examine this issue.  The results obtained in 

this analysis are discussed in the next section. 

5.11 Differences in the Delivery Mode Clusters  

Discriminant analysis was used to examine the differences between the DM clusters 

in a multivariate manner. As was noted earlier in this Chapter, students responded to 

a number of individual factors (Materialism (Success, Centrality, Happiness), 
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Ethnocentrism and the Schwartz Values Best Worst Scale). These factors were used 

as potential group differentiators (Klecka, 1980) to see if there were differences 

among the three DM clusters (Main Campus Oriented, Indifferent Individuals and 

Anti-Distance Oriented).   The Wilks’ Lambda statistics (shown in Table 5.18) 

suggested there were no significant mean differences for any of these predictors, 

with the exception of Ethnocentrism. Therefore, an ANOVA was undertaken to see 

if there were significant differences between the students in the DM clusters.  

Table 5.18: Tests of Equality of Group Means 
 

 Wilks' Lambda F df1 df2 Sig. 

Success .989 1.46 2 263 .233 

Centrality .999 0.14 2 263 .868 

Happiness .999 0.07 2 263 .929 

Ethnocentrism .958 5.76 2 263 .004 

Achievement .979 2.87 2 263 .059 

Universalism .988 1.57 2 263 .211 

Power .994 0.82 2 263 .440 

Stimulation .995 0.65 2 263 .526 

Security .993 0.89 2 263 .411 

Hedonism .998 0.30 2 263 .739 

Traditional .999 0.12 2 263 .887 

Benevolence .987 1.74 2 263 .177 

Conformity .984 2.10 2 263 .124 

Self-Direction .996 0.54 2 263 .586 
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The Main Campus Oriented, Indifferent Individuals and Anti-Distance Oriented 

clusters were found to be significantly different in Ethnocentrism (F (2, 19.814) = 

9.10, p <0.005). Post Hoc tests using a Bonferroni adjusted α level of .025, suggested 

the ‘Indifferent Individuals’ were significantly more ethnocentric than were the 

‘Main Campus Oriented’ or ‘Anti-Online Distance’ groups (p<0.005). However, as 

the mean scores for all three clusters, which can be seen in Table 5.19, were 

relatively low (below the mid-point of the 7-point Likert Scale that was used), it can 

be assumed the Malaysian pre-university students in this study were not 

ethnocentric. Overall, the clusters differed little in terms of Ethnocentrism, and did 

not differ at all in terms of Materialism and Personal Values. 

Table 5.19: Ethnocentrism for the Mode clusters 
 

Cluster  N Mean Std. Deviation 

1 106 3.05 0.97 

2 148 3.47 1.11 

3 36 2.77 0.98 

Total 290 3.23 1.07 

 

Discriminant analysis was also undertaken in which the respondents’ background 

demographics was included as potential group differentiators (Klecka, 1080). 

Gender, race, future course, study funds, father and mother’s education; a number of 

nominally scaled variables were converted into dummy (i.e. zero-one) variables 

before being analysed using discriminant analysis. The lack of significance in 

discriminant analysis suggested there was sample homogeneity, and that there are no 

differences in the background variables that influenced students’ choice of Delivery 
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Mode. To further investigate this issue, regression analysis was used and the results 

obtained are discussed in the next section.  

5.12 Predictive Impact of the Individual Factors  

Hierarchical regression analysis was used to explore the potential predictive impact 

of the individual factors that were discussed earlier in this Chapter (i.e. 

ethnocentrism, materialism and personal values).  Here, the relative importance of 

Delivery Mode was used as the dependent variable. In this case, the R² value was 

low (0.13), suggesting these variables explained very little of the variation in 

Delivery Mode’s relative importance. Consequently, there were no evident 

relationships between the individual factors and Delivery Mode in the present 

study’s sample, again suggesting there was considerable homogeneity in this sample. 

5.13 Chapter Summary  

The present Chapter began with a brief discussion of the students’ backgrounds, 

which was followed by an examination of the descriptive statistics of the individual 

items that were used to measure the materialism and ethnocentrism constructs. The 

constructs measurement properties were then assessed by examining reliability and 

convergent and discriminant validity. Minor revisions were made to the constructs to 

ensure they had acceptable measurement properties.  

This initial analysis was followed by a discussion of the results obtained from the 

conjoint analysis of the students’ preference data and their performance, financial 

and social risk data. A cluster analysis was then undertaken to see if there were any 

subgroups whose preferences were evaluated in different ways.  A very small point 
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biserial correlation (close to zero) suggested there were no differences in the 

students’ trade-offs across the broad range of university attributes included in the 

study. However, a closer look at the DM attribute suggested there were three clusters 

that were termed Main Campus Oriented, Indifferent Individuals and Anti-Online 

Distance segments. The lack of significant results from subsequent discriminant 

analysis and regression analysis based on the individual factors studied suggested the 

Malaysian student sample obtained in this study was, indeed, homogeneous and that 

there was little point in trying to develop segment level marketing strategies targeted 

at subgroups defined through these individual factors. 
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CHAPTER 6 

QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 

RESULTS - CHINA 

6.1 Introduction 

The previous Chapter discussed the results of the data analysis undertaken to 

examine the study’s research questions in Malaysia. This Chapter follows through 

with a discussion of the results obtained in China. The second data collection was 

undertaken in order to provide a cross-country comparison. Similar to the previous 

Chapter, this Chapter begins by discussing the backgrounds of the student 

respondents. The individual factors used in the study (Materialism, Ethnocentrism 

and Personal Values) are then examined. Finally, the Chapter discusses the results 

obtained from the conjoint analysis data.  

6.2 Respondents’ Background  

There were slightly more males (53%) than females (47%) in the sample. 

Respondents were mostly aged between 21 to 25 years (53%), while 41% were 20 

years or younger and 7% was older than 25 years of age. Most of the students were 

studying on a full time basis (92%), while the remainder held part-time jobs while 

studying for at their pre-university course. Most of the students were hoping to study 

in a Business course (72%). This is not surprising as the sample was obtained 

through contacts from the International Institute of Business and Technology and 

National Institute of Technology Beijing, which provides pre-university programs in 
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China for students planning to study at overseas-based universities. The other 

courses students were interested in were Hospitality (11%), Media studies (7%) and 

Finance and Accounting (3%).  

Most of the students expected their education to be funded by their parents (92%). 

This would explain why, as has been found in prior research, most students viewed 

parents as highly influential in determining the university at which they were likely 

to pursue their higher education. A small percentage of respondents (6%) expected to 

self-fund their studies.  

6.3 The Individual Factors 

6.3.1 Materialism 

As was discussed in Chapter Two, nine items were used to measure the three 

dimensions within the Materialism Values Scale (MVS). The descriptive statistics 

for the various items are shown in Table 6.1. The means of all of the items ranged 

from 3.17 to 4.72, while the subscales means ranged from 3.78 to 3.99. It seems the 

average scores were around the midpoint of the scale, although a few items were a 

little higher, suggesting the Chinese student sample were a little materialistic. All of 

the individual items’ standard deviations were above one, which suggested there was 

considerable variation in the respondents’ views about these questions.  

The centrality sub-scale had a mean of 3.99, which was the highest of the three sub-

scales. This suggested the respondents were equivocal about whether material 

possessions were central in their life. The item that had the highest mean in this 

subscale was ‘I try to keep my life simple, as far as possessions are concerned’ 
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(4.72), suggesting that, at this stage of their lives, students placed a higher priority on 

other aspects of life, such as education, than on acquiring possessions. 

Table 6.1: Descriptive Statistics - MVS Individual Items 

Items/Constructs Mean Standard 
Deviation  

Success   

I admire people who own expensive 
homes, cars and clothes 

3.19 
 

1.56 
 

The things I own say a lot about how well 
I’m doing in life 

3.67 
 

1.68 
 

I like to own things that impress people 4.65 1.59 

Construct (average score across items) 3.84 1.23 

Centrality   

I try to keep my life simple, as far as 
possessions are concerned 

4.72 1.65 

Buying things give me a lot of pleasure 4.07 1.77 

I like a lot of luxury in my life 3.15 1.56 

Construct (average score across items) 3.99 1.11 

Happiness   

My life would be easier if I owned certain 
things I don’t have 

3.60 1.59 

I’d be happier if I could afford to buy 
more things 

4.57 1.69 

It sometimes bothers me quite a bit that I 
can’t afford to buy all the things I’d like 

3.17 1.74 

Construct (average score across items) 3.78 1.29 
 

The success sub-scale had a slightly lower mean score (3.84), which suggested the 

students were also equivocal about whether acquiring materialistic objects was a 

measure of success. The item that scored the highest in this sub-scale was ‘I like to 
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own things to impress people’ (4.65), which suggested the students believed material 

possessions were a symbol of status.  

Finally, the happiness sub-scale had the lowest mean value (3.78), which suggested 

the students were also equivocal about whether possessions leads to happiness and 

life satisfaction. The item that scored the highest in this subscale was ‘I’d be happier 

if I could afford to buy more things’ (4.57). The pre-university students surveyed 

were mostly full-time students and would most probably lack the funds needed to 

acquire many of the material possessions they might want. 

6.3.2 Ethnocentrism 

The seventeen-item CETSCALE instrument was used to measure ethnocentrism, as 

was discussed in Chapter Two. The ‘Hard’ subscale had 10 items while the ‘Soft’ 

subscale had 7 items. Their descriptive statistics can be seen in Table 6.2. 

Table 6.2: Descriptive Statistics- Ethnocentrism Scale (China) 

Item/Construct Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Soft     

Buy Chinese-made products. Keep Chinese 
people working 

3.27 1.47 

Chinese products first, last and foremost 2.03 1.43 
We should buy from foreign countries only those 
products that we cannot obtain within our own 
countries 

2.93 1.56 

Chinese people should always buy Chinese-made 
products instead of imports 

2.49 1.46 

Only products that are unavailable in China 
should be imported 

2.32 1.42 

It is always best to purchase Chinese products 4.07 1.35 
There should be very little trading or purchasing 
of goods from other countries unless out of 
necessity 

2.18 1.35 

 
Construct (average score across items) 
 

 
2.76 

 
1.00  
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Item/Construct Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Hard     

It is not right to purchase foreign products, 
because it puts Chinese people out of jobs 

2.46 1.41 

We should always purchase products 
manufactured in China instead of letting other 
countries get rich of us 

2.88 1.52 

A real Chinese should buy China-made products 2.68 1.5 
Foreign products should be taxed heavily to 
reduce their entry in China 

2.55 1.51 

Foreigners should not be allowed to put their 
products on their markets 

2.05 1.31 

China consumers who purchase products made in 
other countries are responsible for putting their 
fellow Chinamen out of work. 

2.17 1.43 

Chinese people should not buy foreign products, 
because this hurts Chinese businesses and causes 
unemployment 

2.24 1.28 

Curbs should be put on all imports 2.79 1.5 
Purchasing foreign-made products is un-Chinese 2.14 1.34 
It may cost me in the long-run but I prefer to 
support Chinese products 

3.56 1.53 

Construct (average score across items) 2.58 1.05  

 

The means for the items used to measure ethnocentrism ranged from 2.03 to 4.07. 

All of the individual items’ standard deviations were greater than one, which 

suggested there was considerable variation in the respondents’ views about these 

items.  The Hard subscale had the mean value of 2.58, suggesting the Chinese 

student were not likely to be hostile towards foreign products. The item “Foreigners 

should not be allowed to put their products on their markets” had the lowest mean 

score (2.05), which suggested the students were in favour of having foreign made 

goods in their stores. The next lowest scoring item, with a mean of 2.14, was 

“Purchasing foreign-made products is un-Chinese”, which suggested the students 

believed purchasing foreign goods had nothing to do with their identity as a Chinese 

person. “Chinese consumers who purchase products made in other countries are 
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responsible for putting their fellow Chinese men out of work” had a mean score of 

2.17, which indicated the students did not believe that buying foreign goods will 

cause unemployment amongst their people.  

The Soft subscale had a higher mean than the Hard subscale, but it was also low 

(2.76). This suggests the students were not likely to reject foreign products in favour 

of domestic products. The lowest scoring item was “Chinese products first, last and 

foremost” (2.03), suggesting buying Chinese-made products was not a priority for 

the students. The next lowest scoring item was “there should be very little trading or 

purchasing of goods from other countries unless out of necessity” (2.18), indicating 

the students favoured purchasing goods made from other countries.   Overall, the 

results suggested the Chinese students were not ethnocentric, which may explain 

their desire to attend a foreign university. 

6.3.3 The Students’ Personal Values 

The Schwartz Values Best Worst Scale (SVBWS) was again used to measure the 

students’ personal values.   The means and standard deviations of their responses can 

be seen in Table 6.3. Conformity had the highest mean score (M=1.78, SD=0.86), 

which suggested the Chinese students surveyed believed it was important to not 

upset or harm others, or to violate social expectations or norms. The second most 

important value to Chinese students was achievement (M=1.66, SD=0.78), which 

suggested personal success was important to these students. 
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Table 6.3: Descriptive Statistics - Schwartz’s Values Best Worst Scale  

Values Mean SD 

Achievement  1.66 0.78 

Universalism- Nature 1.17 0.48 

Power 1.10 0.62 

Universalism- Social  1.17 0.54 

Stimulation 1.08 0.57 

Security 1.37 0.69 

Hedonism  1.19 0.64 

Tradition 1.30 0.61 

Benevolence  1.59 0.91 

Conformity  1.78 0.86 

Self-Direction 1.53 0.74 
 

The least most important values were stimulation (M=1.08, SD=0.57) and power 

(M=1.10, SD= 0.62). Similar to the students from Malaysia, stimulation was not 

important to the Chinese students.  This was not surprising, as pre-university 

students were not likely to prioritise excitement over pressure to secure a place in a 

higher learning institution. The Chinese students did not value power.  As most 

respondents are not yet in the workforce, they are unlikely to desire control and 

dominance over others, as in the case of supervisors and their subordinates.  

6.4 The Constructs’ Measurement Properties  

As was the case with the Malaysian sample, the materialism and ethnocentrism 

constructs were assessed here to ensure they had acceptable measurement properties 

before further analysis was undertaken.  Acceptability is generally determined by 

examining reliability, convergent validity and discriminant validity. WARPPLS 

(Kock, 2010) was again used to compute construct reliability and the AVE scores 
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that were used to assess convergent and discriminant validity. As part of this 

analysis, loadings were also calculated and were used to understand which items 

were influencing the constructs. 

6.4.1 The Materialism Scale 

The loadings of the nine items used to measure the success, centrality and happiness 

dimensions of materialism (Richins and Dawson, 1992) are shown in Table 6.4.   

One item (“I try to keep my life simple as far as possessions are concerned”) had a 

very low loading, suggesting it did not fit well. Consequently, it was removed before 

the constructs’ measurement properties were assessed.   

Table 6.4: The Loadings for the Materialism Scale 

Measurement Items Success Centrality Happiness 

I admire people who own 
expensive homes, cars and clothes  

0.77   

The things I own say a lot about 
how well I’m doing in life 

0.78   

I like to own things to impress 
people 

0.75   

I try to keep my life simple as far 
as possessions are concerned 

 0.07  

Buying things gives me a lot of 
pleasure 

 0.86  

I like a lot of luxury in my life  0.85  
My life would be better if I owned 
certain things I don’t have 

  0.76 

I’d be happier if I could afford to 
buy more things 

  0.77 

It sometimes bothers me quite a bit 
that I can’t afford to buy all the 
things I’d like. 

  0.78 

 

Thomas et al.’s (2001) suggestion was again followed to see if its removal 

influenced the nature of the construct.  In the present case, the correlation between 
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the original scale in which all of the items were included and the scale in which the 

item was excluded was 0.99, suggesting it was safe to remove the problematic item 

as doing so did not change the underlying nature of the scale.  After this item was 

removed, all of the loading exceeded 0.70 (ranging from 0.76 to 0.86), suggesting 

they related well to their relevant subscales. As can be seen in Table 6.5, all of the 

subscales score had CR values that were greater than 0.70, while all of the AVE 

scores were greater than 0.50.  Consequently, reliability and convergent validity 

could be assumed. 

Table 6.5: Composite Reliability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted 
(AVE) Scores for the Revised Materialism Subscales 

 
Latent Variable  CR AVE Score 

Success 0.81 0.58 

Centrality 0.84 0.73 

Happiness 0.81 0.59 

The constructs’ correlations and the square root of their AVE scores (shown in the 

diagonal) can be seen in Table 6.6. As the diagonal elements (i.e. the square roots of 

the AVEs scores) were all greater than the off-diagonal values, discriminant validity 

was assumed (Fornell and Larcker, 1981). 

Table 6.6: Discriminant Validity – Materialism Subscales 1 

Subscale Success Centrality Happiness 

Success 0.76 
  Centrality 0.56 0.85 

 Happiness 0.46 0.50 0.77 
1 The square root of the AVE scores are shown in the main diagonal 
and the correlations are shown in the lower half of the matrix 

 

 



 182   
 

6.4.2 The Ethnocentrism Scale 

Chryssochoidis et al.’s (2007) scale was again used to measure ethnocentrism. In this 

case, the revised 14-item unidimensional version suggested by the Malaysian sample 

in the previous chapter was used in analysing Ethnocentrism in these Chinese 

students and the loadings are shown in Table 6.7. 

Table 6.7: The Loadings for the Ethnocentrism Scale 

Items/Constructs Loadings 

It is not right to purchase foreign products, because it 
puts Chinese people out of jobs 0.69 

We should always purchase products manufactured in 
China instead of letting other countries get rich of us 0.73 

A real Chinese should buy China-made products 0.76 

Foreign products should be taxed heavily to reduce 
their entry in China 0.70 

Foreigners should not be allowed to put their products 
on their markets 0.78 

China consumers who purchase products made in 
other countries are responsible for putting their fellow 
Chinamen out of work. 

0.77 

Chinese people should not buy foreign products, 
because this hurts Chinese businesses and causes 
unemployment 

0.69 

It may cost me in the long-run but I prefer to support 
Chinese products 0.50 

Buy Chinese-made products. Keep Chinese people 
working 0.68 

Chinese products first, last and foremost 0.74 

Chinese people should always buy Chinese-made 
products instead of imports 0.84 

Only products that are unavailable in China should be 
imported 0.71 

It is always best to purchase Chinese products 0.20 

There should be very little trading or purchasing of 
goods from other countries unless out of necessity 0.79 
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While the CR score was high (0.93), the AVE score was just below 0.50 (0.49), 

which led to a decision to remove items with loadings below 0.60. This resulted in 

the exclusion of two items (“It may cost me in the long run but I prefer to support 

Chinese products” and “It is always best to purchase Chinese products”). The 

revised 12-item ethnocentrism scale has a CR score of 0.94 and an AVE score of 

0.55, suggesting the construct was unidimensional, reliable and that convergent 

validity could be assumed. The correlation between the 14-item scale used in the 

Malaysian sample and the revised 12-item scale for the China sample was 0.98, 

suggesting it was safe to remove these items, as the underlying nature of the scale 

was not changed by doing this.  Consequently, the revised unidimensional 12-item 

ethnocentrism construct was retained for subsequent analysis. 

6.4.3 Descriptive Statistics for the Modified Constructs 

Table 6.8 shows the means for the modified constructs.   The mean scores for the 

success and happiness constructs were unchanged (3.44 and 3.85 respectively). The 

removal of one item (‘I try to keep my life simple as far as possessions are 

concerned’) in the centrality construct decreased its mean score from 3.98 to 3.61.  

The revised unidimensional 12-item ethnocentrism scale had a mean score of 2.48.  

Table 6.8: Means of Modified Constructs  

Constructs Original 
Mean 

Modified 
Mean 

Materialism 
Success 
Centrality 
Happiness 

 
3.84 
3.98 
3.79 

 
Unchanged 

3.61 
Unchanged 

Ethnocentrism  
Hard 
Soft 
Unidimensional  

 
2.55 
2.76 

 

 
 
 

2.48 
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6.5 The Students’ Trade-Offs 

As was the case with the Malaysian sample, conjoint analysis was used to determine 

the Chinese students’ trade-offs when they considered which type of university they 

would prefer to attend.  XLSTAT was used to estimate the mean part-worth utility 

scores and a cut-off R2 value of 0.80 was again used to determine which responses to 

retain, which led to a total of 342 responses being included in the analysis. The mean 

R2 for the retained respondents was 0.94, which is excellent for this type of study and 

suggested the seven attributes played significant roles in determining these students’ 

preferences (Chiam et al., 2009). 

6.5.1 Attribute Importance- Students’ Preferences 

The conjoint analysis results were also used to determine the relative importance 

attached to each attribute. As was noted in the previous Chapter, the difference is 

determined by the range of part-worth utility scores within each attribute compared 

to the ranges in the other attributes (Hair et al., 2007). The relative importance of the 

university attributes for the Chinese students can be seen in Table 6.9. 

Table 6.9: The Relative Importance of the Attributes- Preferences 

University Attributes Mean Relative Importance (%) 

Country of Design (COD) 18 
Delivery Mode (DM) 17 
Course Suitability 13 

Academic Reputation 13 

Teaching Quality  12 
Job Prospects 14 
Total Costs 13 
TOTAL 100 
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As can be seen in the Table, COD (18%), DM (17%) and job prospects (14%) were 

relatively more important than the other attributes. This suggests these three 

attributes had more impact on the Chinese students’ preferences compared to the 

other attributes that were included in the study. However, all of the attributes had 

some impact, as the difference between the most important attribute (Country of 

Design) and the least important attribute (teaching quality) was only six percentage 

points. Interestingly, the attributes that were the focus of the present study (COD and 

DM) were found to be the most important attributes, suggesting their inclusion added 

considerably to our understanding.  

6.5.2 The Part-Worth Utility Scores for the Various Attributes 

The mean part-worth utilities scores that were obtained for each university attribute 

level from across the Chinese student sample can be seen in Table 6.10. The higher 

the part-worth utility, the more positive the impact that attribute-level had on the 

students’ university preferences and vice versa (i.e. the lower the part-worth utility 

value, the more negative the impact that attribute level had on the students’ 

university preferences).  

In the present study, the results for the COD attribute supported the suggestion that 

Chinese students had different preferences to the Malaysian students. Australia was 

the most preferred COD with a mean part-worth utility score of 0.16, while the 

United Stated was second most preferred (0.13). The Chinese students did not view 

universities from United Kingdom and Singapore favourably, as these countries 

scored lower mean part-worth utility scores (00.00 and -0.29 respectively).  
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Table 6.10: The Part-Worth Utility Scores - Preferences 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University Attribute Mean Part-Worth Score 

Country of Design (COD)  
 Australia 0.16 
 Singapore -0.29 
The United Kingdom 0.00 
The United States 0.13 

Delivery Mode (DM)  
        Offshore Campus -0.23 
        Campus Overseas 0.74 
        Online Distance -0.51 
Course Suitability    
        Average -0.22 
        Good  0.00 
        Excellent  0.22 
Academic Reputation  
        Average -0.11 
        Good 0.00 
        Excellent 0.11 
Teaching Quality   
        Average 
        Good 

-0.10 
-0.14 

        Excellent 0.24 
Job Prospects   
         Average -0.32 
         Good 
         Excellent 

-0.15 
0.47 

Total Cost  
       Low 0.23 
       Average -0.04 
       High -0.19 
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The Chinese students preferred to study at an overseas campus, as it had the highest 

mean part-worth utility score of 0.74. The campus in China option was less 

preferred, with a mean part-worth utility of -0.23. They were not in favour of 

studying through an online distance learning delivery mode, as this alternative has a 

mean part-worth utility score of -0.51. Overall, it is clear that, on average, the 

Chinese students preferred to study outside China. 

Excellent course suitability had a mean part-worth utility score of 0.22, suggesting 

the students preferred a university that offered courses that suited them. The mean 

part-worth utility scores for good and average course suitability were 0.00 and -0.22 

respectively, suggesting the students wanted more than a good fit.   

A university with excellent academic reputation was most desired by Chinese 

students, with a mean part-worth utility score of 0.11, followed by good academic 

reputation with a mean part-worth utility of 0.00. An average academic reputation 

had a mean part-worth utility score of -0.11, suggesting the students did not want to 

attend a university that only had an average reputation.  

It was also clear the students considered the quality and experience of lecturers 

important when selecting a university. As was expected, excellent teaching quality 

had a much higher part-worth utility score (0.24). Average teaching quality had a 

mean part-worth utility score of -0.10 and interestingly, good teaching quality had an 

even lower utility score (-0.14), suggesting that there was an all or nothing 

perception when it comes to the value attached to the quality of teaching staff.   

Job prospects from a university were also found to be very important to these 

Chinese students, as the mean part-worth utility scores differed greatly between the 

levels. Mean part-worth utilities were negative for average and good job prospects   
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(-0.32 and -0.15 respectively), suggesting the students were not likely to select a 

university that did not provide excellent job prospects, which had the highest mean 

part-worth utility score (0.47). 

As was expected, programs that had high total costs were not preferred; a low cost 

university was most desired, as its mean part-worth utility score was 0.23. An 

average total cost university was preferred, as the mean part-worth utility score here 

was -0.04, while the mean part-worth utility score for high cost institutions was -

0.19, suggesting the students were unlikely to select a university with high tuition 

fees and living expenses.  

Perceived Risk   

The next section of the Chapter discusses the results obtained from an examination 

of the three risk aspects Chinese pre-university students’ face when selecting a 

higher educational institution.  

6.6 Performance Risk 

As with overall preferences, the adjusted coefficient of determinant (R2) was used to 

determine if a student’s perceived performance risk was well predicted by the 

additive model used in the study. A similar cut-off value of 0.80 was used, which 

meant 341 responses were included for subsequent analysis. The mean for adjusted 

R2 for the retained respondents was 0.94, suggesting the seven attributes included in 

the study played a significant role in determining the retained students’ perceived 

performance risk.  
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6.6.1 Attribute Importance- Performance Risk 

The relative importance of the university attributes in predicting perceived 

performance risk can be seen in Table 6.11.  As can be seen in the Table, COD 

(17%), Teaching Quality (15%) and DM (15%) were relatively more important than 

the other attributes.  

Table 6.11: Attribute Relative Importance – Perceived Performance Risk 

University Attributes Mean Relative Importance 
(%) 

Country of Design (COD) 17 

Delivery Mode (DM) 15 

Course Suitability 13 
Academic Reputation 15 

Teaching Quality  15 

Job Prospects 13 

Total Costs 12 

TOTAL 100 
 

6.6.2 The Performance Risk Scores for the Various Attributes 

The mean part-worth scores across the student sample can be seen in Table 6.12. As 

with data collected from the Malaysian sample, responses were obtained in such a 

way that higher scores implied there higher risk. 

Australia had the lowest risk part-worth utility score for COD (-0.12), followed by 

the USA (-0.06). These figures suggest students viewed degrees from these countries 

as being lower in performance risk, and likely to be of higher quality. On the other 

hand, Singapore had a positive risk part-worth utility score (0.22), suggesting 

students felt there was greater performance risk in attending universities there.  
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Table 6.12: The Part-Worth Utility Scores – Perceived Performance Risk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

University Attribute Mean Part-Worth Score 

Country of Design (COD)  
 Australia -0.12 
 Singapore 0.22 
The United Kingdom -0.03 
The United States -0.06 

Delivery Mode (DM)  
        Offshore Campus  0.15 
        Campus Overseas -0.41 
        Online Distance 0.27 
Course Suitability    
        Average 0.18 
        Good  0.05 
        Excellent  -0.23 
Academic Reputation  
        Average 0.33 
        Good 0.00 
        Excellent -0.33 
Teaching Quality   
        Average 0.26 
        Good 0.18 
        Excellent -0.45 
Job Prospects   
         Average 0.20 
         Good 0.09 
         Excellent -0.30 
Total Cost  
       Low -0.09 

       Average 0.08 

       High 0.00 
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DM was seen as an important indicator of perceive performance risk; as there was a 

considerable difference between the levels’ mean risk part-worth utility scores. 

Campus overseas had the lowest risk part-worth utility score (-0.41), indicating 

students’ believe studying overseas was significantly less risky in performance. 

Chinese students believed studying on a Chinese campus was slightly risky (0.15), 

while the online distance mode was seen as high risk (0.27), suggesting the pre-

university students in China did not believe this mode of education was capable of 

providing a high quality education experience. 

Excellent course suitability had a negative mean part-worth score (-0.23), suggesting 

the students felt universities that offered courses that suited them were low in 

performance risk. The mean part-worth utility scores for good and average course 

suitability were 0.05 and 0.18 respectively; suggesting the students saw performance 

risk was higher with these types of fit.  

Average academic reputation had a mean part-worth utility score of 0.33, which 

suggested the students felt such a university was high in its performance risk. Part-

worth utility scores improved as academic reputation improved (i.e. good reputation 

(0.00) and excellent reputation (-0.33)), which suggests the students perceived 

universities with better reputations would provide a high quality education; thereby 

reducing perceived performance risk.  

As was expected, excellent teaching quality had a low part-worth utility score (-

0.45). Average teaching quality had a mean part-worth utility score of 0.26, 

suggesting such universities were seen as high in performance risk and unlikely to 

provide a quality education experience.  
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Performance risk decreased as job prospects increased, as can be seen in the part-

worth utility scores for good job prospects (-0.09) and excellent job prospects (-

0.30). Meanwhile, the mean part-worth utility score for average job prospects was 

0.20, which suggested the students perceived a university that provided such job 

prospects was higher in performance risk.  

Programs with low total costs had a mean part-worth utility score of -0.09, 

suggesting they had lower perceived performance risk. Performance risk slightly 

increased as total costs increased; as can be seen in the part-worth utility scores for 

high cost (0.00) and average cost (0.08). This finding is particularly interesting, as it 

goes against the typical belief that higher costs imply higher quality; although this 

could merely mean increased risk is positively correlated with the increase in amount 

of monetary investment in university programs. 

6.7 Financial Risk 

The second perceived risk aspect examined was financial risk. After eliminating 

responses that had an R2 coefficient that was less than 0.80, a total of 340 

respondents remained. The mean for the R2 coefficients for these remaining 

respondents was 0.94, suggesting the attributes included in the study played a 

significant role in determining the perceived financial risk these students felt when 

considering a university.  

6.7.1 Attribute Importance- Perceived Financial Risk 

Conjoint analysis was again used to determine the relative importance attached to 

each attribute when assessing the students’ perceived financial risk. The results 

obtained can be seen in Table 6.13.  The most important attributes were total costs 
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(20%), COD (18%) and DM (14%). Unsurprisingly, total cost was the most 

important determinant of financial risk. Similar to the other outcomes studied, DM 

and COD were in the top three the most important attributes; supporting its 

importance in the current research context.  

Table 6.13: Attribute Relative Importance – Perceived Financial Risk 

University Attributes Mean Relative Importance 
(%) 

Country of Design 18 

Delivery Mode 14 

Course Suitability 12 

Academic Reputation 12 

Teaching Quality  12 

Job Prospects 12 

Total Costs 20 

TOTAL 100 

 

6.7.2 The Financial Risk Scores for the Various Attributes 

The mean part-worth scores obtained from each level from across the student sample 

can be seen in Table 6.14. As was the case with performance risk, the higher the risk 

value, the higher the students’ perceived financial risk and vice versa.  

Australia had the lowest mean COD part-worth utility score (-0.06), followed by the 

United Kingdom (-0.02). On the other hand, the United States and Singapore both 

had positive part-worth scores (0.06 and 0.02 respectively), suggesting choosing to 

study in universities from these countries was seen as more financially risky.  
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Table 6.14: The Mean Part-Worth Scores – Perceived Financial Risk 

 

 

University Attributes Mean Part-Worth Score 

Country of Design (COD)  
 Australia -0.06 
 Singapore 0.06 
The United Kingdom -0.02 
The United States 0.02 

Delivery Mode  
        Offshore Campus  0.05 
        Campus Overseas -0.09 
        Online Distance  0.05 
Course Suitability    
        Average 0.12 
        Good  -0.05 
        Excellent  -0.07 
Academic Reputation  
        Average 0.08 
        Good -0.02 
        Excellent -0.06 
Teaching Quality   
        Average 0.04 
        Good 0.03 
        Excellent -0.07 
Job Prospects   
         Average 0.01 
         Good 0.15 
         Excellent -0.16 
Total Cost  
       Low -0.51 
       Average 0.02 
       High 0.50 
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A campus overseas had the lowest mean part-worth utility score (-0.09), suggesting 

that, although the cost of studying overseas is high, students still perceived it as a 

less financially risky option than staying in their home country to pursue higher 

education. Studying in an offshore campus or through online distance mode in China 

was seen as equally financially risky (0.05).  

Excellent and good course suitability both had negative mean part-worth utility 

scores, indicating universities that provided these levels of course suitability were 

seen as less financially risky.  On the other hand, the mean part-worth utility score 

for average course suitability was 0.12; suggesting the students thought such a 

university would be financially risky.  

For academic reputation, the mean part-worth utility scores reduced as academic 

reputation improved (excellent academic reputation (-0.07) and good academic 

reputation (-0.05)) suggesting that the better the reputation, the less financially risky 

a university was perceived to be. Average academic reputation had a positive mean 

part-worth utility score (0.07), which suggested students felt they would lose out 

financially if they selected a university with only an average academic reputation.  

Perceived financial risk decreased as teaching quality increased. Excellent teaching 

quality had a negative mean risk score (-0.07). Average teaching quality had a mean 

part-worth utility score (0.04), while the score for good teaching quality was 0.03, 

suggesting such universities were seen as more financially risky.  

The mean part-worth utility score for excellent job prospects was the lowest (-0.16), 

suggesting such universities were seen as the least financially risky. The mean part-

worth utility score for average job prospects was 0.01. Interestingly, good job 
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prospects options (0.15) were seen as more financially risky than average job 

prospects options (0.01).  

The mean part-worth scores for the total cost attribute differed between the various 

levels; suggesting total cost impacted on the students’ perceived financial risk. As 

was expected, programs with low total costs had the lowest mean part-worth utility 

score (-0.51), suggesting the students felt there was less financial risk if they selected 

such a university. On the other hand, a high total cost university had a high mean 

part-worth utility score (0.49), suggesting the students felt it would be financially 

risky to select such a university.  

6.8 Perceived Social Risk 

The third perceived risk aspect examined was social risk. After eliminating responses 

that had an R2 coefficient that was less than 0.80, the total number of useable 

responses was 329. The mean R2 for these responses were 0.94, which suggested the 

attributes included in the study played a significant role in determining the retained 

students’ perceived social risk when they were considering a university.  

6.8.1 Attribute Importance- Social Risk 

Conjoint analysis was again used to determine the relative importance attached to 

each attribute, which can be seen in Table 6.15. The three most important attributes 

in in this case were DM (16%), COD (17%) and academic reputation (15%). This 

suggested these three attributes had more impact on the students’ perceived social 

risk than did the other attributes included in the study. The attributes that were the 

focus of the present study (DM and COD) were the two most important attributes, 
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with DM being the most important; supporting their importance in the present 

research context. 

Table 6.15: Attribute Relative Importance – Perceived Social Risk 

University Attribute Mean Relative Importance (%) 

Country of Design (COD) 17 

Delivery Mode (DM) 17 

Course Suitability 12 

Academic Reputation 15 

Teaching Quality  13 

Job Prospects 12 

Total Costs 14 

TOTAL 100 
 

6.8.2 The Social Risk Scores for the Various Attributes 

The mean part-worth utilities obtained from each university levels from across the 

student sample for perceived social risk can be seen in Table 6.16.  The results for 

the COD attribute suggested the students felt studying in the Australia and the 

United States was less socially risky, as they had the lowest mean part-worth utility 

scores (both -0.11). Singapore was seen as the most socially risky as it had a high 

mean part-worth utility score (0.24).  

Students felt studying at an overseas campus reduced social risk, as it had a mean 

part-worth utility score of -0.53; the lowest of the modes. This suggested the students 

felt studying overseas would be socially impressive. In contrast, students were 

negative about the online mode, seeing it as very socially risky, with a mean part-

worth utility score of 0.38. The alternative of studying in an offshore campus in 

China is slightly socially risky (0.15). 
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Table 6.16: The Mean Part-Worth Scores –Perceived Social Risk 

 

 

 

University Attribute Mean Part-Worth Score 

Country of Design (COD)  
 Australia -0.11 
 Singapore 0.24 
The United Kingdom -0.03 
The United States -0.11 

Delivery Mode (DM)  
        Offshore Campus  0.15 
        Campus Overseas -0.53 
        Online Distance  0.34 
Course Suitability    
        Average 0.16 
        Good  -0.22 
        Excellent  0.05 
Academic Reputation  
        Average 0.22 
        Good -0.06 
        Excellent -0.16 
Teaching Quality   
        Average 0.11 
        Good 0.08 
        Excellent -0.20 
Job Prospects   
         Average 0.25 
        Good 0.10 
        Excellent -0.35 
Total Cost  
       Low -0.13 
       Average 0.17 
       High -0.03 
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In the present study, excellent course suitability had a low part-worth utility score  

(-0.22), which suggested students felt a university that offered courses that suited 

them was less socially risky. The mean part-worth utility scores for good and 

average course suitability were 0.05 and 0.16 respectively; suggesting the students 

felt such universities increased their social risk. 

Universities with a good or excellent academic reputation had negative mean part-

worth utility scores (-0.06 and -0.16 respectively), suggesting the better an 

institution’s academic reputation; the less the social risk was seen to be.  In contrast, 

a university with average academic reputation had a mean part-worth utility score of 

0.22, suggesting students felt attending a university with an average reputation 

increased their social risk.  

It was also apparent that teaching quality played a role as well. As was expected, 

excellent teaching quality scored the lowest social risk mean part-worth utility score 

(-0.20). Average teaching quality had a mean part-worth utility score of 0.11, 

followed by good teaching quality with a mean part-worth utility score of 0.08.  

As job prospects improved, the mean part-worth utility score decreased, as there was 

less social risk with excellent job prospects to (-0.35) and good job prospects. If the 

job prospects from a degree obtained from a university were only average, social risk 

was higher, as the mean part-worth utility score was 0.25.  

Programs that had high total costs were perceived to have less social risk, as the 

mean part-worth utility score for this level was -0.03. A low total cost university was 

perceived to be less socially risky (-0.13). Interestingly, an average cost university 

was seen as most socially risky with a mean part-worth utility score of 0.16.  
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6.9 Segmenting the Students  

In this next section, the results of a cluster analysis of the part-worth utilities of the 

seven attributes included in this study (academic reputation, course suitability, 

teaching quality, job prospects, total costs, COD and DM) are discussed.  As cluster 

analysis is sensitive to multicollinearity, the correlations between the part-worth 

utilities were calculated. These ranged from -0.83 to 0.45 and all were below the 

suggested cut-off value of 0.90 (Hair et al, 1998).  Consequently, multicollinearity 

was not seen as being a concern in the present study.   

As was noted in the previous Chapter, the XLSTAT program used to estimate the 

conjoint analysis includes a K-means clustering procedure.  This was used to obtain 

cluster solutions ranging from 2 to 5 clusters.  In all of these cases, the smallest 

cluster exceeded 30, which suggested they could be sensibly examined.  

Consequently, all were included when the issue of determining the appropriate 

number of clusters was examined. As was the case with the Malaysian data, the point 

biserial correlation was used to examine this issue.  

Here, the point biserial correlations for each of the cluster solutions (between two 

and five clusters) ranged between 0.17 to 0.30, which were low, but still suggested 

there were some differences in the students’ trade-offs across the broad range of 

attributes. The five cluster solution had the highest point biserial correlation (0.30), 

and, consequently, was used to explain differences in the Chinese students’        

preference trade-offs.  

The differences in the relative importances and part worth utility scores can be seen 

in Figure 6.1 and Table 6.17.  The results suggested COD was one of the most 
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important attribute for all of the clusters.  Consequently, the clusters were 

differentiated based on other attributes and were termed ‘Cost Oriented’, ‘Reputation 

Oriented’, ‘Degree-Oriented’, ‘Job Prospects Oriented’ and ‘Delivery Mode 

Oriented’.  

 

Figure 6.1: Differences in Relative Importance Scores between Clusters 

For the ‘Cost Oriented’ students, COD (23%), DM (17%) and total costs (16%) were 

relatively more important than the other attributes. These students preferred 

international universities that had low total costs (0.95) and disliked the high total 

cost option (-0.95). They preferred to study in the USA (0.63) and disliked the idea 

of studying in Singapore (-0.93).  They preferred studying at an international 

university’s main campus overseas (1.17) and did not want to study in an online 

distance mode program (-1.04).  

For the ‘Reputation Oriented’ students, COD (17%), DM (17%) and academic 

reputation (14%) were relatively more important than the other attributes. 

Interestingly, students from this cluster preferred to study at an international 
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university that had a good (0.16) or average (0.10) academic reputation. This group 

were the only students who preferred to study in Singapore (0.13) and disliked the 

idea of studying in Australia (-0.14). They also preferred to study at the main campus 

overseas (0.33) and disliked the idea of an online distance mode program (-0.35), 

although this was less and issue than was the case in the other groups.  

Table 6.17:  The Part-Worth Utility Scores for the Clusters 

 CLUSTER 

Attribute Levels 
Cost 

Oriented 
Reputation 
Oriented 

Degree 
Oriented 

Job 
Oriented 

Mode 
Oriented 

COD      
Australia 0.02 -0.14 0.41 0.35 0.45 
Singapore -0.93 0.13 -0.18 -0.06 -0.82 
UK 0.28 -0.06 -0.31 -0.06 0.30 
USA 0.63 0.08 0.07 -0.22 0.07 

Delivery Mode      
Online 
Distance -1.04 -0.35 0.13 -0.51 -1.21 
Main Campus 1.17 0.33 -0.08 0.52 2.38 
Offshore 
Campus -0.12 0.03 -0.04 -0.01 -1.17 

Reputation      
Average 0.20 0.10 -0.74 -0.44 0.27 
Excellent -0.47 -0.26 0.70 0.67 0.26 
Good 0.28 0.16 0.04 -0.23 -0.53 

Suitability      
Average -0.64 -0.21 -0.57 0.19 0.57 
Excellent 0.38 0.25 0.69 -0.17 -0.54 
Good 0.26 -0.04 -0.11 -0.01 -0.03 

Teaching Quality      
Average -0.28 0.07 -0.42 -0.11 0.23 
Excellent -0.09 -0.05 0.51 0.86 0.36 
Good 0.37 -0.02 -0.09 -0.75 -0.59 

Total Costs      
Average 0.00 -0.23 0.06 -0.21 0.30 
High -0.95 0.05 -0.15 -0.15 0.08 
Low 0.95 0.18 0.09 0.36 -0.38 

Job Prospects      
Average -0.34 -0.26 -0.14 -1.46 0.08 
Excellent 0.29 0.19 0.33 1.91 0.49 
Good 0.05 0.07 -0.20 -0.45 -0.57 
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For the ‘Degree Oriented’ students, COD (18%), academic reputation (16%) and 

course suitability (17%) were relatively more important than the other attributes. 

Students from this group were very conscious about the quality of the degree and 

their education experience, as they ranked academic reputation and course suitability 

as the most important attributes of an international university after COD. These 

students preferred an international university that had an excellent academic 

reputation (0.70), and disliked an international university that had an average 

reputation (-0.74). They also preferred an international university with excellent 

course suitability (0.69) over one with average course suitability and wanted to study 

in Australia (0.41) rather than the UK (-0.31). 

For the ‘Job Oriented’ students, job prospects (23%), COD (17%) and teaching 

quality (14%) were relatively more important than the other attributes. The students 

from this group were very conscious about job prospects, preferring a university that 

led to excellent (1.91) over average (-1.46) job prospects. These students were also 

conscious about teaching quality, as a university that had excellent teaching quality 

was preferred (0.86) over one that offered average teaching quality (-0.75). These 

students preferred to study in Australia (0.35) rather than the USA (-0.22). 

Interestingly, the Job Oriented students ranked DM as one of their least important 

attributes.  

For the ‘Delivery Mode Oriented’ students, DM (33%), COD (17%) and course 

suitability (12%) were relatively more important than the other attributes.  Students 

from this group felt DM was extremely important. They preferred to study in a 

university’s main campus overseas (2.38), much more than students in the other 

clusters. They would not consider other modes, as can be seen in the low part-worth 
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utility scores for the offshore campus (-1.17) and online (-1.21) modes. Interestingly, 

students from this group also preferred an international university that provided 

average course suitability (0.57) over one that provided excellent course suitability (-

0.54). They wanted to study in Australia (0.45) and disliked Singapore as a study (-

0.82).  

Differences between the backgrounds of the students in the various clusters were 

also examined.  The constructs included the students’ materialism, ethnocentrism 

and personal values, as well as a number of demographic variables (e.g. age and 

gender). A series of ANOVA tests suggested there were only differences between 

the students’ security (F(4, 5.146) = 2.978, p <0.05) and self-direction (F(4, 5.182) = 

2.43, p <0.05) (two personal values). Post Hoc tests suggested the Degree Oriented 

students valued Security more than did the Mode Oriented students (p<0.05). 

However, the Mode Oriented students valued Self-Direction more than did the 

Degree Oriented students.  

6.10 Chapter Summary  

The present Chapter began with a brief discussion of the students’ background 

variables, followed by an examination of the descriptive statistics of the individual 

items used to measure the materialism and ethnocentrism constructs, after which the 

measurement properties of the materialism and ethnocentrism constructs were 

examined. The items in the materialism scale were the same as those used in the 

Malaysian sample. However, two additional items were dropped in the 

ethnocentrism scale.  The very high correlation between the scales that included and 

excluded these items indicated there would be no problem when making 

comparisons with the Malaysian students.  
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The Chapter followed with a discussion of the results obtained from the conjoint 

analysis of the students’ university preferences (and performance, financial and 

social risk). Subsequently, a cluster analysis suggested there were five clusters in the 

Chinese sample that were termed Cost Oriented, Reputation Oriented, Degree 

Oriented, Job Oriented and Mode Oriented groups. The next Chapter discusses the 

results obtained when the Malaysian and the Chinese samples were compared. 
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CHAPTER 7 

A CROSS-COUNTRY COMPARISON 

7.1 Introduction 

The results of the data analysis undertaken with the Malaysian students were 

discussed in Chapter 5, while the results obtained with the data collected from the 

Chinese students were discussed in Chapter 6. This Chapter provides a cross-country 

comparison. Despite the differences in sampling method for the Chinese respondents 

compared to the Malaysian sample since the former consisted of future Business 

course students, a cross-country comparison was still valid. Comparing the 

subsample of future Business course only of Malaysian students sample (112 

students) to the Chinese sample indicated that almost no difference in the relative 

importance and part-worth utility scores with respect to their preferences and risk 

perceptions. This suggested that the full Malaysian sample could be compared to the 

Chinese sample of students, who were all  planning to study business.  

For clarity, the Chapter is divided into three sections. The first discusses the 

differences in the relative importances of the study’s attributes to the students’ 

preferences (and risk perceptions), while the second discusses the differences in the 

part-worth utilities scores of the various attributes. The third section uses a 

simulation approach to predict students’ preferences for international universities to 

see how these might differ between the students from Malaysia and China, as it was 

hoped this would provide a basis for developing marketing strategies that would 

attract students from these countries.  
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7.2 Attribute Importance Comparison (Preference) 

As was noted in previous Chapters, 326 Malaysian and 342 Chinese students were 

included in the analysis.  The mean R² for the retained students for both countries 

was high (Malaysia = 0.94, China = 0.95), suggesting the seven included attributes 

played a significant role in determining these students’ preferences.  The relative 

importance of the attributes was computed as the range for that attribute divided by 

the sum of the ranges across all of the attributes (Hair et al., 2012). The differences 

in the relative importances of the various university attributes across students from 

Malaysia and China can be seen in Table 7.1.   

Table 7.1: Comparing the Relative Importance of the Attributes- Preference 

University Attribute MALAYSIA (%) CHINA      (%) 

Country of Design* 15 18 

Delivery Mode* 20 17 

Total Costs* 16 13 

Job Prospects* 11 14 

Course Suitability 14 13 

Academic Reputation 12 13 

Teaching Quality  12 12 

TOTAL 100 100 

 
* Difference significant across samples at p <0.05 level  

The most important attributes for the Malaysian students were Delivery Mode (DM) 

(20%), total cost (16%) and Country of Design (COD) (15%). For the students from 

China, COD (18%), DM (17%) and job prospects (14%) were more important than 
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the other attributes. The attributes that were the focus of the present study (i.e. COD 

and DM) were two of the three most important attributes for the students from both 

countries, suggesting their inclusion added considerably to our understanding of the 

students’ decision processes. 

A closer look at the results revealed some interesting similarities. Teaching quality 

was one of the least important attributes for both sets of students. This could be due 

to teaching quality being an experience-based service attribute that students cannot 

evaluate easily prior to consumption. Academic reputation was also considered one 

of the least important attributes by both the Malaysian and Chinese students.  

A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used to determine the 

effect the country of the student (i.e. Malaysia or China) had on the importance the 

students attached to the various university attributes. The differences between 

countries on the set of attributes was statistically significant (F(6, 661) = 10.827, p < 

0.05; Wilks' Λ = 0.911; partial η2 =0.089). Of the seven attributes, there were 

significant differences across the two countries in four cases (COD, DM, job 

prospects and total costs). Univariate ANOVAs found COD was relatively more 

important to the Chinese students (F(1, 666) = 18.317, p <0.05; partial η2= 0.027), 

while DM was more important to the Malaysian students (F(1, 666)= 8.874, p < 

0.005; partial η2 = 0.013).  A univariate ANOVA also suggested total costs was 

significantly more important to Malaysian students (F(1, 666) = 23.915, p < 0.05; 

partial η2= 0.035), as the Chinese students were more ambivalent about this 

attribute. Job prospects were more important to Chinese students (F(1,666) = 25.013, 

p <.05; partial η2 = 0.036). Indeed, while job prospects were important to the 

Chinese students, this attribute was the least important to the Malaysian students.  
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7.2.1 Part-Worth Utility Scores Comparison (Preference) 

The mean part-worth utilities for each attribute level when the students were asked 

about preferences can be seen in Table 7.2.The part-worth utility scores revealed 

some important differences between the Malaysian and Chinese students. A one-way 

multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) was used to see whether the students’ 

country (i.e. Malaysia or China) had an effect on the part-worth utility scores.  The 

differences between the students from Malaysia and China on the combined set of 

attributes and levels included in the study variables was statistically significant 

(F(22, 645) = 8.273, p < .05; Wilks' Λ = .78; partial η2 = 0.22), suggesting there 

were differences in trade-offs across the students from each country. Univariate 

ANOVAS were used to highlight the differences between the two student groups and 

these differences are discussed in the next section.   
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Table 7.2: Comparing the Part-Worth Utility Scores (Preferences) 

* Difference significant at p < .05 level  

University Attribute MALAYSIA CHINA 

Country of Design (COD)   

 Australia* -0.12 0.16 

 Singapore -0.16 -0.23 

The United Kingdom* 0.27 0.00 

The United States 0.01 0.13 

Delivery Mode (DM)   

        Offshore Campus* 0.20 -0.23 

        Campus Overseas 0.71 0.74 

        Online Distance* -0.91 -0.51 

Course Suitability    

        Average -0.41 -0.22 

        Good 0.18 0.00 

        Excellent  0.23 0.21 

Academic Reputation   

        Average -0.16 -0.11 

        Good -0.04 0.01 

        Excellent 0.20 0.12 

Teaching Quality    

        Average 

        Good 

-0.14 

-0.13 

-0.10 

-0.14 

        Excellent 0.27 0.24 

Job Prospects    

         Average* -0.15 -0.32 

         Good* 

         Excellent* 

0.03 

0.12 

-0.15 

0.47 

Total Cost   

       Low* 0.51 0.23 

       Average 0.06 -0.04 

       High* -0.58 -0.19 
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The students from Malaysia were more against online distance learning than were 

the students from China (F(1,666) = 18.647, p < 0.05; partial η2= 0.027), while the 

students from China were significantly less likely to prefer to study at an offshore 

(i.e. Chinese) campus option (F(1,666) = 44.585, p < 0.05; partial η2= 0.063). While 

the Malaysian students preferred to study at an overseas campus, they still had 

favourable views about the offshore (i.e. Malaysian) campus mode, but were 

strongly against online distance learning programs. On the other hand, the Chinese 

students preferred the overseas campus option, but had negative views about both 

offshore and distance learning modes. However, they were not as extreme in their 

dislike of the online mode as were the Malaysian students.  

The Malaysian students preferred a degree from the United Kingdom more than did 

the students from China (F(1,666) = 12.816, p < 0.05; partial η2= 0.024), suggesting 

colonial ties may have affected these students’ preferences. The students from China 

preferred a degree from Australia more than did the Malaysian students (F(1,666) = 

21.108, p < 0.05; partial η2= 0.031). There were no differences in the students’ 

preferences for degrees from Singapore or the United States.  

The Chinese students’ preferences were more affected by job prospects than were the 

Malaysian students (F(1,666) = 35.530, p < 0.05; partial η2= 0.051). On the other 

hand, they were less likely to prefer a university that offered average (F(1,666) = 

9.498, p < 0.005; partial η2= 0.014) or good job prospects (F(1,666) = 14.419, p < 

0.005; partial η2= 0.021). While the Malaysian students’ preferences for a university 

improved as job prospects improved, only a university with excellent job prospects 

was acceptable to the students from China.  
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Finally, the Malaysian students were more sensitive about cost than were the 

Chinese students, preferring low cost alternatives more (F(1,666) = 9.20.292, p < 

0.005; partial η2= 0.030) and disliking a high cost alternative university more 

(F(1,666) = 35.576, p < 0.005; partial η2= 0.051). 

7.3 Attribute Importance Comparison (Performance Risk) 

Table 7.3 shows the relative importances of the various attributes when the 

Malaysian and Chinese students’ were asked about performance risk perceptions. 

The most important attributes to the Malaysian students were DM (19%), academic 

reputation (16%) and COD (15%).  The most important attributes to the students 

from China were COD (17%), teaching quality (15%) and DM (15%).  

Table 7.3: Comparing the Relative Importance of the Attributes- Performance Risk 

University Attributes MALAYSIA (%) CHINA      (%) 

Country of Design* 15 17 

Delivery Mode* 19 15 

Course Suitability 13 13 

Academic Reputation 16 15 

Teaching Quality  15 15 

Job Prospects* 10 13 

Total Costs 12 12 

TOTAL 100 100 

* Difference significant at p < .05 level 

It is clear the students from both countries believed COD and DM were important 

indicators of an international university’s ability to deliver quality education. For the 

Malaysian students, job prospects (11%) and total costs (12%) were the least 

important factors here and these results were similar for the students from China 
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(12% and 13% respectively). MANOVA was again used to determine the effect the 

country of the student (i.e. Malaysia or China) had on the relative importance of the 

attributes in their evaluation of performance risk. The differences over the set of 

attributes was statistically significant F(6,618)=10.184, p<0.05; Wilks' Λ = 0.910; 

partial η2 =0.090). Of the seven attributes, there were significant differences in three 

cases (COD, DM and job prospects). A univariate ANOVA suggested COD was 

relatively more important in evaluating performance risk to the students from China 

than it was to the students from Malaysia (F(1,623)=34.255, p<0.05; partial 

η2=0.052), while DM was more important to the students from Malaysia than it was 

to the students from China (F(1,623) = 20.209, p<0.05; partial η2=0.031). An 

ANOVA also suggested job prospects (F(1,623) = 11.559, p<0.05; partial η2=0.018) 

were significantly more important to the students from China than they were to the 

students from Malaysia. Indeed, job prospects were the least important attribute for 

the Malaysian students when they assessed performance risk. 

 

7.3.1 Part-Worth Utility Scores Comparison (Performance Risk) 

The mean part-worth utilities for each attribute level when the students were asked 

about performance risk, which can be seen in Table 7.4, also revealed some 

important differences between the Malaysian and the Chinese students. MANOVA 

was again used to see whether the country of the student (i.e. Malaysia or China) had 

an effect on the performance risk part-worth utility scores. The differences between 

students on the combined set of attributes and levels was statistically significant 

(F(22, 602) = 5.451, p <0.05; Wilks' Λ = .834; partial η2 = 0.166), suggesting there 

were differences between students from the two countries. 
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Table 7.4: Comparing the Part-Worth Utility Scores (Performance Risk) 

* Difference significant at p < .05 level 

University Attribute MALAYSIA CHINA 

Country of Design (COD)   

 Australia* 0.11 -0.12 

 Singapore* 0.05 0.22 

The United Kingdom -0.15 -0.03 

The United States -0.00 -0.06 

Delivery Mode (DM)   

        Offshore Campus* -0.03 0.15 

        Campus Overseas* -0.60 -0.41 

        Online Distance *  0.63 0.27 

Course Suitability    

        Average 0.26 0.18 

        Good -0.07 0.05 

        Excellent  -0.19 -0.23 

Academic Reputation   

        Average 0.31 0.33 

        Good 0.08 0.00 

        Excellent -0.40 -0.33 

Teaching Quality    

        Average 

        Good 

0.28 

0.14 

0.26 

0.18 

        Excellent -0.41 -0.45 

Job Prospects    

         Average* 0.07 0.20 

         Good* 

         Excellent* 

-0.01 

-0.06 

0.09 

-0.30 

Total Cost   

       Low -0.23 -0.09 

       Average -0.00 0.08 

       High 0.23 0.00 
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Univariate ANOVAs highlighted the differences between the students from Malaysia 

and China. Although the students from both countries viewed a main Campus 

Overseas favourably, the students from Malaysia viewed studying through a 

university’s main campus overseas as less risky than did the students from China 

(F(1,623)=5.469, p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.09).   The students from China viewed an 

offshore campus option as more risky in terms of its performance than did the 

students from Malaysia (F(1,623)=11.514, p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.018). The students 

from Malaysia and China both viewed the online distance mode as risky; although 

the students from Malaysia viewed it riskier than did the students from China 

(F(1,623)=22.343, p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.035). 

The students from Malaysia viewed universities from Australia as riskier in terms of 

their performance than did the students from China (F(1,623)=16.459, p<0.05; 

partial η2 = 0.026). However, the students from China viewed degrees from 

Singapore as riskier in terms of its performance than did the students from Malaysia 

(F(1,623)=5.933, p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.009). 

Finally, the students from China viewed an international university that provided 

average or good job prospects as having more performance risk than did the students 

from Malaysia [(F(1,623)=6.976, p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.011) and (F(1,623)=5.269, 

p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.008) respectively]. On the other hand, the students from China 

felt an international university with excellent job prospects had less performance risk 

than did the Malaysian students (F(1,623)=19.502, p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.03). 

7.4 Attribute Importance Comparison (Financial Risk) 

Table 7.5 shows the relative importances of the various attributes when the 

Malaysian and Chinese students’ were asked about financial risk. Unsurprisingly, the 
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most important attribute to both the students from Malaysia and China was total 

costs. However, the relative importance of total cost was higher for the students from 

Malaysia (27%) than it was for the students from China (20%). Students from 

Malaysia believed DM (14%) and Country of Design (14%) were more important in 

determining an international university’s financial risk than were the other attributes. 

The Chinese students also believed COD (18%) and DM (14%) were important 

attributes. Students from both countries believed course suitability (Malaysia= 11%, 

China 12%) was the least important factor in this case. 

Table 7.5: Comparing the Relative Importance of the Attributes- Financial Risk 

University Attribute MALAYSIA (%) CHINA (%) 

Country of Design* 14 18 

Delivery Mode 14 14 

Course Suitability 11 12 

Academic Reputation 12 12 

Teaching Quality  11 12 

Job Prospects 11 12 

Total Costs* 27 20 

TOTAL 100 100 

* Difference significant at p < .05 level 

MANOVA again was used to determine the effect the students’ country (i.e. 

Malaysia or China) had on the relative importance the students attached to the 

included university attributes. The differences between students from the two 

countries was statistically significant (F(6,621)= 8.648, p<0.05; Wilks' Λ=0.923; 

partial η2= 0.077). Of the seven attributes, there were significant differences 
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between the students from Malaysia and China in two cases (COD and total costs). A 

univariate ANOVA suggested COD was relatively more important in determining 

financial risk for the Chinese students (F(1,626)=c30.806, p<0.05; partial η2= 

0.047). Total costs were significantly more important to the students from Malaysia 

(F(1,626) = 34.677, p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.052) than to the students from China. 

Indeed, total cost was by far the most important attribute to the Malaysian students in 

this case.  

7.4.1 Part-Worth Utility Scores Comparison (Financial Risk) 

The mean part-worth utilities for each attribute level when the students were asked 

about performance risk, which can be seen in Table 7.6, also revealed some 

important differences between the Malaysian and Chinese students.  A MANOVA 

analysis of the part-worth utility scores revealed some significant differences 

between the students from Malaysia and China (F(22, 605) = 4.439, p < .0005; 

Wilks' Λ = 0.861; partial η2 = 0.139). Univariate ANOVAS showed there were 

significant differences between the two student groups in terms of COD, as the 

students from Malaysia viewed a degree from Australia as more financially risky 

than did the students from China ((F(1,626) = 4.741, p <0.005; partial η2 = 0.008). 

The students from Malaysia also perceived a low cost or average cost international 

university was significantly less financially risky than did the students from China 

((F(1,626) = 6.80, p <0.005; partial η2 = 0.011) and ((F(1,626) = 50.413, p <0.005; 

partial η2 = 0.075) respectively).The Malaysian students also believed a high cost 

international university was riskier than did the Chinese students. 
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Table 7.6: Comparing the Part-worth Utility Scores (Financial Risk) 

* Difference significant at p < .05 level 

University Attribute MALAYSIA CHINA 

Country of Design (COD)   

 Australia* 0.09 -0.06 

 Singapore -0.06 0.06 

The United Kingdom -0.09 -0.02 

The United States 0.06 0.02 

Delivery Mode   

        Offshore Campus -0.07 0.05 

        Campus Overseas -0.14 -0.09 

        Online Distance  0.21 0.05 

Course Suitability    

        Average 0.14 0.12 

        Good -0.09 -0.05 

        Excellent  -0.05 -0.07 

Academic Reputation   

        Average 0.06 0.08 

        Good 0.01 -0.02 

        Excellent -0.06 -0.06 

Teaching Quality    

        Average 

        Good 

0.05 

0.03 

0.04 

0.03 

        Excellent -0.08 -0.07 

Job Prospects    

         Average 0.14 0.01 

         Good 

         Excellent 

-0.04 

-0.10 

0.15 

-0.16 

Total Cost   

       Low* -1.20 -0.51 

       Average* -0.13 0.02 

       High* 1.33 0.50 



 220   
 

7.5 Attribute Importance Comparison (Social Risk) 

Table 7.7: Comparing the Relative Importance of the Attributes- Social Risk 

University Attribute MALAYSIA (%) CHINA (%) 

Country of Design 16 17 

Delivery Mode* 23 17 

Course Suitability 12 12 

Academic Reputation 13 15 

Teaching Quality  13 13 

Job Prospects* 11 12 

Total Costs 12 15 

TOTAL 100 100 

* Difference significant at p < .05 level 

The most important attributes for the students from Malaysia were DM (23%), COD 

(16%) and academic reputation (13%) in this case. Similarly, the students from 

China also rated DM (17%), COD (17%) and academic reputation (15%) as most 

important. Job prospects (11%) were the least important attribute for the Malaysian 

students, while course suitability (12%) was the least important factor for the 

Chinese students.  

MANOVA was again used to determine the effect country (i.e. Malaysia or China) 

had on the relative importance the students attached to the attributes in this case. The 

differences here were again statistically significant (F(6,615) = 11.595, p<0.05; 

Wilks' Λ=0.898; partial η2 = 0.102). Of the seven attributes, there were significant 

differences in two cases (DM and job prospects). Univariate ANOVAs suggested 

DM was significantly more important to the Malaysian students (F(1,620) = 47.236, 
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p < 0.05; partial η2 = 0.071) than it was to the Chinese students. Job prospects were 

significantly more important to the Chinese students (F(1,620) = 32.275, p<0.05; 

partial η2 = 0.049) than they were to the Malaysian students.  

7.5.1 Part-Worth Utility Scores Comparison (Social Risk) 

The mean part-worth utilities for each attribute level when the students were asked 

about social risk, which can be seen in Table 7.8, also revealed some important 

differences between the Malaysian and the Chinese students.  MANOVA was again 

used to see whether country (i.e. Malaysia or China) had an effect on the part-worth 

utility scores and the results showed statistically significant differences (F(6, 626) = 

11.595, p < .0005; Wilks' Λ = 0.898; partial η2 = 0.102), suggesting there were 

cross-country differences.  

Univariate ANOVAs highlighted the differences between the two student groups. It 

was clear students from both countries believed going overseas to study at an 

international university’s main campus was the least socially risky option.  However, 

the students from Malaysia believed it was less risky than did the students from 

China (F(1,620) = 38.337, p < 0.005; partial η2 = 0.058). The students from 

Malaysia perceived online distance mode was riskier in this case (F(1,620) = 38.337, 

p <0.05; partial η2 = 0.028). 

On the other hand, the Chinese students felt studying on an international university’s 

offshore campus was significantly more socially risky than did the students from 

Malaysia(F(1,620) = 6.805, p<0.05; partial η2 = 0.021). The Chinese students 

believed an international university that provided excellent job prospects reduced 

social risk more than did the students from Malaysia (F(1,620) = 17.955, p<0.005; 

partial η2 = 0.028). On the other hand, they felt an international university that 
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offered only good job prospects was more socially risky than did the Malaysian 

students (F(1,620) = 13.408, p < 0.005; partial η2 = 0.021).There were no 

differences in the part-worth scores for average job prospects. 
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Table 7.8: Comparing the Part-worth Utility Scores (Social Risk) 

*Difference significant at p < .05 level  

University Attribute MALAYSIA CHINA 

Country of Design (COD)   

 Australia 0.04 -0.11 

 Singapore 0.18 0.24 

The United Kingdom -0.16 -0.03 

The United States -0.06 -0.11 

Delivery Mode   

        Offshore Campus* 0.00 0.15 

        Campus Overseas* -0.94 -0.53 

        Online Distance * 0.94 0.34 

Course Suitability    

        Average 0.22 0.16 

        Good -0.06 -0.22 

        Excellent  -0.16 0.05 

Academic Reputation   

        Average 0.20 0.22 

        Good -0.07 -0.06 

        Excellent -0.12 -0.16 

Teaching Quality    

        Average 

        Good 

0.06 

0.19 

0.11 

0.08 

        Excellent -0.24 -0.20 

Job Prospects    

         Average 0.18 0.25 

         Good* 

         Excellent* 

-0.07 

-0.11 

0.10 

-0.35 

Total Cost   

       Low -0.26 -0.13 

       Average -0.01 0.17 

       High 0.27 -0.03 
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7.6 Preference for and Risk of Real World Universities – A 
Simulation 
 
Chapter 6 suggested there were three clusters in the Malaysian student sample that 

were differentiated by Delivery Mode, while Chapter 7 suggested there were five 

clusters in the Chinese student sample that were differentiated by all of the attributes 

included in the study. Therefore, it was decided to use simulation to better 

understand the impact of the various attributes across the two countries.  

The purpose of the simulation is to transform the part-worth utility data into a 

managerially useful model that predicted students’ preferences for international 

universities. Simulation can help higher education providers play “what-if” games, 

answering questions such as “given the current competitive market for international 

students, how can we modify our existing attributes to increase student demand?” 

This simulation attempts to address the final objective of this study, which in 

practice, determining how existing, exemplar international universities can improve 

students’ preferences by making changes to its COD, DM and other attributes.  

The next section discusses the two simulations that were used here. The first 

involved some well-known real-life universities, while the second involved a 

hypothetical set of international universities that were created to examine student 

preferences and perceived risk.  

7.7 Preferences for and Risk of Real-World Universities 

7.7.1 The Simulation Study 

A simulation study was undertaken to determine how students viewed a number of 

well-known universities on the attributes included in the study and these views were 
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used to set up the simulation that was undertaken using the already collected 

Malaysian and Chinese data. In order to conduct this simulation, a new sample was 

taken which consisted of Malaysian and Chinese students currently enrolled in 

postgraduate courses at international universities located in Australia, the United 

Kingdom, the United States or Singapore. Postgraduate students currently studying 

at international universities were selected due to their experience, as they have a 

better knowledge of universities and their attributes than do pre-university students. 

Data were collected from a convenience sample through an online questionnaire that 

was distributed to Malaysian and Chinese postgraduate students who were members 

of relevant student groups on Facebook. The researcher posted an advertisement 

inviting Malaysian and China postgraduate students to take part in a short survey that 

asked about their perceptions of international universities located in different 

countries. In total, 59 Malaysian students and 33 Chinese students took part.  

7.7.2 Methodology 

Three universities from each country (Australia, Singapore, the UK and the USA) 

were selected based on their academic ranking in the Times Higher Education World 

University Ranking 2013-2014 list of the top 400 universities in the world (Table 

8.9). These rankings are indicated in the numbered brackets in Table 8.9 (i.e.: 

University of Melbourne is ranked 34 in the Times Higher Education World 

University Ranking 2013-2014). Tier 1 universities were ranked among the best in 

their respective countries, Tier 2 universities were ranked in the middle of the top 

400 in the list and Tier 3 universities ranked closer to the bottom of the top 400 (an 

exception was made for Singapore, where only the National University of Singapore 

made it into the top 400 in the list). Nanyang Technology University was ranked 
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seventh in the top Asian universities in the world by the QS Ranking 2014, making it 

appropriate to allocate it to tier 2, while the Singapore Institute of Management 

University was ranked as the 4th university in Singapore (4International Universities 

and Colleges, 2014) and was allocated to tier 3. 

Table 7.9- The International Universities Selected for the Simulation (rankings in 

brackets) 

Tier Australia Singapore The United 
States 

The United 
Kingdom 

1 University of 
Melbourne (34) 

National 
University of 
Singapore (26) 

Harvard 
University (1) 

Cambridge 
University (2) 

2 Macquarie 
University 

(276-300) 

Nanyang 
Technology 
University 

University of 
Cincinnati 

(226-250) 

Cardiff 
University 

(201-225) 

3 Swinburne 
University of 
Technology 

(351-300) 

Singapore 
Institute of 
Management 
University 

San Diego 
State 
University 

(351-400) 

University of 
Surrey 

(351-400) 

Respondents were asked to rate the 12 universities based on the five university level 

attributes included in this study (i.e. academic reputation, course suitability, teaching 

quality, job prospects and total cost).  The first four of these attributes were each 

represented by the same three levels (average, good, and excellent), while the total 

cost attribute had a different set of levels (low, average and high). COD was already 

established as the country in which the universities originated and DM was held 

constant as the main campus overseas. The results obtained, which can be seen in 

Table 7.10 and Table 7.11, showed how the Malaysian and Chinese students viewed 
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the 12 universities in terms of these attributes studied. The attributes levels that 

categorised each university were obtained by looking at modal values in each case. 

Table 7.10: Malaysian Students’ Views on Universities from Different Countries 

 Academic 
Reputation 

Course 
Suitability 

Teaching 
Quality 

Job 
Prospects 

Total 
Costs 

COD DM 

Harvard Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High US Main 

Cincinnati Good Good Good Good Average US Main 

San Diego Good Good Good Good Average US Main 

Cambridge Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High UK Main 

Cardiff Good Good Good Good Average UK Main 

Surrey Good Good Average Average Low UK Main 

Melbourne Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High AUS Main 

Macquarie Good Good Good Good Average AUS Main 

Swinburne Good Good Good Good Average AUS Main 

NUS Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High SING Main 

Nanyang Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High SING Main 

SIM Good Good Average Good Average SING Main 
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Table 7.11: Chinese Students’ Views on Universities from Different Countries 

 Academic 
Reputation 

Course 
Suitability 

Teaching 
Quality 

Job 
Prospects 

Total 
Costs 

COD DM 

Harvard Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High US Main 

Cincinnati Average Average Good Good Average US Main 

San Diego Good Good Good Good Average US Main 

Cambridge Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High UK Main 

Cardiff Good Good Good Good Average UK Main 

Surrey Average Average Good Good Average UK Main 

Melbourne Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High AUS Main 

Macquarie Good Good Good Good Average AUS Main 

Swinburne Average Average Average Average Average AUS Main 

NUS Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent High SING Main 

Nanyang Excellent Excellent Excellent Excellent Average SING Main 

SIM Good Good Good Good Average SING Main 

 

7.7.3 The Simulation - Part 1 

Based on the postgraduate students’ ratings of the various universities, total utility 

scores were calculated for each university for each student in the original pre-

university Malaysian and Chinese samples by assigning the suggested levels to the 

relevant universities.  These scores were obtained by adding the relevant part worth 

utilities for each respondent.  That is, for Harvard, the part worth utilities for 

excellent academic reputation, excellent course suitability, excellent teaching 

quality, excellent job prospects, high costs, a US-based university and main campus 

mode were added to the intercept term to obtain a score for each person on the 

originally used 11-point scale (ranging from 0 to 10).  The results obtained can be 

seen in Table 7.12 (Preference), Table 7.13 (Performance Risk), Table 7.14 (Social 

Risk) and Table 7.15 (Financial Risk).  
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Table 7.12: Total Utility Scores for Malaysia and China (Preference) 

University Malaysia China 

Harvard 6.59 6.11 
Cincinnati 6.47 4.93 
San Diego 6.47 4.93 
Cambridge 6.84 5.98 
Cardiff 6.73 4.80 
Surrey 6.98 4.95 
Melbourne 6.46 6.15 
Macquarie 6.34 4.97 
Swinburne 6.34 4.97 
NUS 6.41 5.70 
Nanyang 6.41 5.70 
SIM 6.31 4.56 

 

Table 7.12 suggests the Malaysian students had higher overall preference utility for 

international universities than did the Chinese students.  There was less variation 

between the Malaysian students’ most preferred university (Surrey, 6.98) and their 

least preferred university (SIM, 6.31) (a range of 0.67) than was the case for the 

Chinese students, whose most preferred university was Melbourne (6.15) and least 

preferred university was also SIM (4.56) (a range of 1.59). Interestingly, the 

University of Surrey had the highest total utility for the Malaysian students, despite 

being a Tier 3 university. This can be explained by the Surrey being seen as a low 

cost university, which the Malaysian students valued greatly, as was pointed out 

earlier in this Chapter.  

Lower scores in the present case suggested less perceived risk. Table 7.13 indicated 

the Malaysian students saw less performance risk than did the Chinese students, 

although none of the scores are very high, with only one university above five on the 

0-10 scale (SIM in the Chinese sample with a mean of 5.20), suggesting all of the 
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included universities were seen as relatively low risk options. There was also less 

variability in the Malaysian students’ performance risk scores, as the difference 

between the most risky university (SIM, 3.54) and the least risky university 

(Cambridge, 2.23) was 1.31, compared to the difference between the Chinese 

students’ least risky university (Melbourne, 3.08) and most risky university (SIM, 

5.20), a difference of 2.12).The rank correlation between the scores obtained in each 

country was 0.69, suggesting there was considerable agreement among the students 

about the universities’ performance risk. 

Table 7.13: Total Utility Scores for Malaysia and China (Performance Risk) 

University Malaysia China 

Harvard 2.38 3.14 

Cincinnati 3.35 4.83 

San Diego 3.35 4.84 

Cambridge 2.23 3.17 

Cardiff 3.20 4.87 

Surrey 3.19 4.89 

Melbourne 2.49 3.08 

Macquarie 3.46 4.78 

Swinburne 3.46 4.78 

NUS 2.43 3.42 

Nanyang 2.43 3.42 

SIM 3.54 5.20 

 

Table 7.14 suggests the students from Malaysia typically had lower perceived social 

risk scores than did the students from China. There was also a lower variation in the 

social risk scores for the Malaysian students; the difference between their most 

socially risky university in this case (SIM, 3.12) and their least socially risky 

university (Harvard, 2.66) was 0.46, whereas, for the students in China the difference 
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between their most socially risky university (SIM, 5.38) and their least risky 

university (Melbourne, 3.69) was 1.69.  The rank correlation between the scores 

obtained in each country was 0.87, suggesting there was a great deal of agreement 

among the students about the universities’ social risk 

Table 7.14: Total Utility Scores for Malaysia and China (Social Risk) 

University Malaysia China 

Harvard 2.66 3.69 

Cincinnati 3.00 5.00 

San Diego 3.00 5.00 

Cambridge 2.56 3.77 

Cardiff 2.91 5.08 

Surrey 2.79 4.96 

Melbourne 2.76 3.69 

Macquarie 3.10 5.00 

Swinburne 3.10 5.00 

NUS 2.90 4.04 

Nanyang 2.90 4.04 

SIM 3.12 5.38 

 

Table 7.15 suggests the students from Malaysia saw less financial risk than did the 

Chinese students. However, unlike performance and social risk, there was more 

variation in the Malaysian students’ assessment of financial risk than there was for 

the Chinese students. The difference between the Malaysian students’ most 

financially risky university (Harvard, 5.38) and their least financially risky university 

(SIM, 4.03) was 1.53, while the difference between the Chinese students’ most risky 

universities(Cambridge and San Diego, 5.38) and their least risky university 

(Melbourne,4.67) was 0.71.However, the rank correlation between the scores 

obtained in each country was only 0.03, suggesting there was little agreement among 
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the students about the universities’ financial risk and that there were cross-country 

differences in this case that need to be considered. 

Table 7.15: Total Utility Scores for Malaysia and China (Financial Risk) 

University Malaysia China 

Harvard 5.38 5.36 

Cincinnati 4.13 5.38 

San Diego 4.13 5.38 

Cambridge 5.24 5.33 

Cardiff 3.98 5.34 

Surrey 3.10 4.67 

Melbourne 5.41 5.28 

Macquarie 4.16 5.30 

Swinburne 4.16 5.30 

NUS 5.26 5.40 

Nanyang 5.26 5.40 

SIM 4.03 5.42 

 
 
Interestingly, as can be seen in Table 7.13, Table 7.14 and Table 7.15, the students in 

both countries saw greater financial risk than they did performance risk or social 

risk, as the mean performance risk score across the two countries was 3.58, the mean 

social risk score across the two countries was 3.73 and the mean financial risk score 

across the two countries was 4.91, which was significantly greater than the first two 

means (p <0.01).  It seems the students in the present study, whether in Malaysia or 

China, saw greater financial risk in enrolling in university. 

7.7.4 What if a University Offered Other Delivery Modes? 

The part-worth utility scores based on the preference data that were shown in Table 

7.2 clearly indicated the Malaysian and the Chinese students preferred studying at a 
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main campus overseas. However, there were some differences in their preferences 

for other delivery modes, as can be seen in Table 7.16 and Table 7.17. Firstly, the 

decrease in utility from a main campus to an offshore campus was relatively small 

for the Malaysian students (0.51) (e.g. Harvard from 6.59 to 6.08 - Table 7.16). 

However, the decrease in utility from an offshore campus to an online distance 

option was larger (1.01) (e.g. Harvard from 6.08 to 5.07). This suggests the 

Malaysian students found studying on an offshore campus acceptable, but strongly 

disliked the online distance mode.  

Table 7.16: The Malaysian students’ total utility for the different delivery modes 

Top Tier University in 
the Different Countries 

Main Campus Offshore 
Campus 

Online 
Distance 

Harvard 6.59 6.08 5.07 
Melbourne 6.46 5.96 4.95 
Cambridge 6.84 6.34 5.33 
NUS 6.41 5.91 4.89 

 

For the Chinese students, the decrease in total utility from a main campus to an 

offshore campus was larger than it was for the Malaysian students (0.97) (e.g. 

Harvard from 6.11 to 5.14- Table 7.17). However, the decrease in total utility from 

an offshore campus to an online distance option was much less (0.28)(e.g. Harvard 

from 5.14 to 4.86). This suggests the Chinese students did not find an offshore 

campus or an online option acceptable.  

Table 7.17: The Chinese students’ total utility for the different delivery modes 

Top Tier University in 
the Different Countries 

Main Campus Offshore 
Campus 

Online 
Distance 

Harvard 6.11 5.14 4.86 
Melbourne 6.15 5.18 4.90 
Cambridge 5.98 5.01 4.73 
NUS 5.70 4.73 4.45 
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7.8 The Simulation - Part 2 

As was mentioned earlier in the Chapter, conjoint simulators can help higher 

education providers play “what-if” games, answering questions about new options. 

In such simulations, attribute levels are manipulated to determine which changes 

provides the most utility (or least risk) to students considering international 

universities. 

7.8.1 Hypothetical International Universities - Preferences 

Table 7.18 shows the total utility scores for hypothetical international universities for 

the students from Malaysia and China. It was assumed that an average university was 

located on a main campus overseas with average level attributes (reputation, teaching 

quality, course suitability, and job prospects) but had low total costs.  This baseline 

utility was set at 0 to compare the increase or decrease in utility scores when the 

various attribute levels were manipulated. 

To best increase the total utility for the students from Malaysia, an average 

university located overseas would best focus on improving its course suitability, as 

such a change would increase its utility scores by 0.59, which is higher than would 

be obtained by changing any other attribute. On the other hand, to best increase the 

total utility for the students from China, an average university located overseas 

should focus on improving the job prospects obtained from its programs, as this 

would increase its utility scores by 0.79; which is higher than would be obtained by 

changing any other attribute. 
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Table 7.18- Total Utility Scores for Hypothetical Universities - Preference 

 Malaysia China 

Baseline university  0.00 0.00 

Attribute Level Improvement:   

Average to Excellent Reputation 0.34 0.22 

Average to Excellent Job Prospects 0.24 0.79 

Average to Excellent Teaching Quality 0.38 0.35 

Average to Excellent Course Suitability 

 

0.59 0.43 

Attribute Level Change:   

Low to High Total Costs -1.02 -0.42 

Main Campus to Offshore Campus -0.50 -0.97 

Main Campus to Online Distance  -1.52 -1.25 

 

Alternatively, we might be an average university on a main campus overseas that has 

average level attributes (reputation, teaching quality, course suitability, and job 

prospects) but with high total cost rather than low total cost. The university’s total 

utility will be far less than the baseline university (-1.02) for the students from 

Malaysia than for the students from China (-0.42). This again suggests the students 

from Malaysia were more cost sensitive and that the students from China were less 

likely to be deterred by higher university fees.  

While students’ preference for studying on a main campus overseas are clear in both 

countries, there were differences in their acceptance of alternative delivery modes. 

Assume an average university with average level attributes and low cost was to 

operate on an offshore campus rather than a main campus overseas.  The total utility 

would decrease less for the students from Malaysia (-0.50) than for the students from 

China (-0.97). This again suggests the Malaysian students were more receptive to 
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enrolling in an offshore campus, perhaps because there are well-known examples of 

such options in Malaysia (e.g. Monash in KL and Curtin in Miri). 

On the other hand, we might be an average university with average level attributes 

and low costs considering an online distance mode rather than an offshore campus. 

There would be a much greater decrease in total utility for the students from 

Malaysia (-1.02) than for the students from China (-0.28).  Thus, while the students 

from Malaysia may accept an offshore campus, they are very unlikely to accept an 

online distance option. There is less difference in the total utilities of the offshore 

campus and online distance modes for the students from China, suggesting offering 

online courses for students might be more beneficial (and cost effective) in China 

than developing a high-cost bricks and mortar facility.  

7.8.2 Hypothetical International Universities- Performance Risk 

Table 7.19 shows the performance risk scores for the hypothetical international 

universities for the Malaysian and Chinese students assuming an average university 

located overseas with average level reputation, teaching quality, course suitability, 

and job prospects attributes but with low total cost as a baseline. If such a university 

wished to reduce the Malaysian students’ perceived performance risk, it should focus 

on improving its academic reputation, as this would reduce its risk score the most 

(0.71), although improving teaching quality would be almost as beneficial (0.69). 

This was also true for the Chinese students, as their performance risk would be 

reduced the most by improving teaching quality (0.71) or improving academic 

reputation (-0.66).  
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Table 7.19- Total Utility Scores for Hypothetical Universities – Performance Risk 

 Malaysia China 

Baseline university  0.00 0.00 

Attribute Level Improvement:   

Average to Excellent Reputation -0.71 -0.66 

Average to Excellent Job Prospects -0.14 -0.5 

Average to Excellent Teaching Quality -0.69 -0.71 

Average to Excellent Course Suitability 

 

-0.45 -0.41 

Attribute Level Change:   

Low to High Total Costs 0.46 0.10 

Main Campus to Offshore Campus 0.57 0.57 

Main Campus to Online Distance  1.22 0.68 

 

If the university wished to increase fees in such a way as to be seen as a high total 

cost provider, its performance risk score would increase more for the students from 

Malaysia (0.46) than it would for the students from China (0.10).  If the university 

was to change its DM to an offshore campus, its performance risk score would 

increase by a similar amount for the Malaysian and Chinese students (0.57). 

However, there is a big difference between the students’ reactions to an online 

distance option, as the Malaysian students’ performance risk score would increase by 

1.22, while the Chinese students’ performance risk score would increase by 0.68.  

7.8.3 Hypothetical International Universities- Financial Risk 

Table 7.20 shows the financial risk scores for the Malaysian and Chinese students, 

assuming an average university located overseas with average level reputation, 

teaching quality, course suitability, and job prospects attributes but with low total 

cost as a baseline.  If interested in reducing this aspect of risk, such a university 
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should focus on improving the job prospects it offers, as this would reduce its risk 

score for the Malaysian students by 0.23 and the Chinese students by 0.19. 

Table 7.20- Total Utility Scores for Hypothetical Universities – Financial Risk 

 Malaysia China 

Baseline university  0.00 0.00 

Attribute Level Improvement:   

Average to Excellent Reputation -0.12 -0.15 

Average to Excellent Job Prospects -0.23 -0.19 

Average to Excellent Teaching Quality -0.13 -0.11 

Average to Excellent Course Suitability 

 

-0.18 -0.19 

Attribute Level Change:   

Low to High Total Costs 2.52 1.01 

Main Campus to Offshore Campus 0.08 0.15 

Main Campus to Online Distance  0.35 0.14 

 

If the university wished to increase fees in such a way as to be seen as a high total 

cost provider, its financial risk score would increase more for the students from 

Malaysia (2.52) than it would for the students from China (1.01). As already noted, 

the students from Malaysia seemed more cost sensitive than the Chines students.  

Thus, it was no surprise that such a cost increase would impact the Malaysian 

students’ financial risk perceptions more.  There was relatively little change in 

perceptions of financial risk if an offshore campus mode was offered in Malaysia 

(0.08) or in China (0.15). However, there was some difference between how the 

students from the two countries perceived the financial risk of an online distance 

option, with an increase of risk 0.35 in Malaysia but only an increase of 0.14 in 

China. It seems financial risk was less about the fees and living expenses incurred in 



 239   
 

pursuing an international education option but, rather, was about the return obtained 

on that investment (i.e. better job prospects).  

7.8.4 Hypothetical International Universities- Social Risk 

Table 7.21 shows the social risk scores for the Malaysian and Chinese students, 

assuming an average university located overseas with average level reputation, 

teaching quality, course suitability, and job prospects attributes but with low total 

cost as a baseline.  If interested in reducing this aspect of risk, such a university 

should focus on improving its course suitability in Malaysia, as this would its social 

risk score for these students by 0.38.If interested in the Chinese students, it should 

focus on improving the job prospects it offers, as this would reduce its social risk 

score for these students by 0.60. 

If the university wished to increase fees in such a way as to be seen as a high total 

cost provider, its social risk score would increase more for the students from 

Malaysia (0.52) than it would for the students from China (0.10). If the university 

was to change its DM to an offshore campus, its social risk score would increase 

more for the Malaysian students (0.94) than for the Chinese students (0.68). 

However, there is a big difference between the students’ reactions to an online 

distance option, as the Malaysian students’ performance risk score would increase by 

1.22, while the Chinese students’ performance risk score would increase by 0.68. 

The move to an online option would increase social risk for the Malaysian students 

much more (1.88) than for the Chinese students (0.92).  
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Table 7.21- Total Utility Scores for Hypothetical Universities – Social Risk 

 Malaysia China 

Baseline university  0.00 0.00 

Attribute Level Improvement:   

Average to Excellent Reputation -0.32 -0.38 

Average to Excellent Job Prospects -0.29 -0.60 

Average to Excellent Teaching Quality -0.30 -0.31 

Average to Excellent Course Suitability 

 

-0.38 -0.38 

Attribute Level Change:   

Low to High Total Costs 0.52 0.10 

Main Campus to Offshore Campus 0.94 0.68 

Main Campus to Online Distance  1.88 0.92 

 

7.9 Chapter Summary 

Chapter 7 compared the relative importance of the various attributes in the two 

countries, as well as the students’ total utilities and perceived risk aspects associated 

with international universities. The Chapter used simulation to further examine these 

aspects for a group of real and hypothetical universities to better understand the 

trade-offs the students had made. 

Based on the included attributes, this analysis suggested DM was more important to 

the Malaysian students, who disliked online distance options, but were more 

accepting of an offshore campus. The Chinese students were also influenced by DM. 

Unlike the Malaysian students, they disliked the idea of an offshore campus and did 

not see a great deal of difference between an offshore campus and an online distance 

option. The Malaysian students preferred a degree from the United Kingdom, while 

the Chinese students preferred a degree from Australia. The Malaysian students were 
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more cost-sensitive, while the Chinese students were most sensitive to the job 

prospects offered by their international education. 

The next Chapter discusses the implications that can be drawn from the study and 

offers some recommendations for higher education providers. The Chapter also 

addresses the study’s limitations and suggests some areas for future research. 
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CHAPTER 8 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS AND 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
“Education is the power to think clearly, the power to act well in the world's work, 

and the power to appreciate life.”  Brigham Young 

8.1 Introduction 

Chapter 5reported the results obtained from the Malaysian student sample, while 

Chapter 6 reported the results obtained from the Chinese student sample. Differences 

between the two countries were outlined in Chapter 7. The purpose of this Chapter is 

to discuss the implications of these results and to provide a conclusion to the thesis. 

The present Chapter begins with a summary of the study, which is followed by a 

discussion of the inferences that were drawn from the data analysis. The Chapter 

then discusses the study’s research implications and how they might be managerially 

useful before concluding with some limitations and recommendations for future 

research.  

8.2 A Summary of the Study 

As was mentioned in Chapter 1, increased competition in global higher education 

suggests a need for more research in this area (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka, 2006), 

as,without proper marketing strategies, international higher education institutions 

cannot compete effectively (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2001). Previous work on students’ 

choice of international universities has focused on university level characteristics 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/575321.Brigham_Young
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(e.g. Hooley and Lynch, 1981; Soutar and Turner, 2002), leaving several gaps in our 

current knowledge about the marketing of education.   

First, despite the globalisation of services, little research has examined the effects 

country of origin (COO) has in such contexts (Javalgi, 2001; Berentzen al., 2008; 

Stanton and Veale, 2009), in particular in this case, in international higher education.  

COO is especially important for credence services, such as education; as such 

services are difficult to evaluate (Zeithaml, 1981). Second, while some research has 

been examined students’ reactions to online learning (McNabb, 1994; Wang, Sierra, 

and Folger, 2003; Ponzurick et al., 2000) and face-to-face learning (Ponzurick et al., 

2000; Diaz and Cartnal, 1999) options, little research has examined the effect 

education delivery mode (DM) has on students’ preferences and risk perceptions for 

international universities. New technologies (e.g. online programs) can separate 

users from service providers; improving access and convenience, but increasing 

perceptions of risk (Keh and Pang, 2010).  

Prior research suggests little is known about the role country of origin and delivery 

mode have in higher education and services marketing contexts. Therefore, the 

present study was undertaken to examine students’ preferences for international 

universities, by investigating the trade-offs students make between COD, DM and 

other important university level attributes. The following section details the study’s 

main objectives and how they were achieved. 
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Objective 1: 

Identify the factors students consider important when selecting an 

international university.  

In Chapter 2, the factors students consider important when considering an 

international university were reviewed. The present study expanded this earlier 

work by including COD and DM in the set of attributes that were examined. In 

Chapter 3, the results of the qualitative phase that was undertaken and used as a 

foundation for the study’s framework and to aid in designing the questionnaire 

included in the subsequent quantitative phase of the study were reported. Findings 

from the qualitative study not only confirmed prior findings (e.g. Soutar and 

Turner, 2002) as to what students considered important when selecting an 

international university but also found COD and DM were important factors that 

affected students’ preferences and perceived risk. Directive content analysis 

suggested there were three distinct types of risk (performance, financial and social) 

that underlay students’ perceptions of international universities, which led to them 

also being included in the subsequent quantitative phase. Based on the results of the 

qualitative study and the literature review, seven university attributes were included 

in the subsequent quantitative phase (i.e. academic reputation, course suitability, 

teaching quality, job prospects, total cost, COD and DM).  
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Objective 2: 

2. Examine the trade-offs Malaysian and Chinese students make when selecting 
an international university by: 

(a) Estimating the part-worth utility scores (relative impact)  of the  COD, DM 
and other university level attributes when students’ preferences is considered. 

(b) Examining the relative importance of Country of Design (COD), Delivery 
Mode (DM) and other university level attributes with respect to student 
preference. 

Conjoint analysis was used to determine the trade-offs the pre-university students 

made when considering which type of university they would prefer to attend, as 

well as to determine how the various types of perceived risk (performance, social 

and financial) were assessed. The conjoint analysis results suggested the Malaysian 

students felt DM, total cost and COD were relatively more important than the other 

attributes. The part-worth utility scores indicated the UK was their most preferred 

COD, while Australia and Singapore was their least preferred CODs. While 

students from Malaysia accepted offshore campuses, most had very negative 

perceptions about enrolling in an online distance option.  Importantly, the attributes 

that were the focus of the present study (DM and COD) were two of the three most 

important attributes in determining preference, suggesting their inclusion added 

considerably to our understanding. 

For the Chinese students, COD, DM and Job Prospects were more important than 

the other attributes. Job prospects were found to be very important; students only 

saw an international university that offered excellent job prospects as an acceptable 

option. Australia was found to be the most preferred COD, followed by the USA. 

The students did not view universities from Singapore or the United Kingdom 
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favourably. It was clear the Chinese students preferred to study outside China; as 

they did not favour an offshore campus option.  

Objective 3: 

Determining whether student segments exist that differ in terms of these 
attributes and, if so, develop student profiles based on a number of individual 
factors.  

Chapter 4 discussed the cluster analysis of the part-worth utilities obtained from the 

Malaysian students’ preference data of the seven attributes (academic reputation, 

course suitability, teaching quality, job prospects, total costs, COD and DM). In 

this sample, the point biserial correlations for each of the cluster solutions was very 

low (less than 0.01), suggesting there were no differences in the students’ trade-offs 

across the study’s seven attributes. This supported Soutar and Turner’s (2002) 

earlier research that also found homogeneity in their student sample.  However, 

when these students were clustered using only the part-worth utilities for the DM 

attribute, a three-cluster solution was found with an acceptable point biserial 

correlation (0.52). Further analysis indicated that in terms of their preferences in 

DM, students from Malaysia can be classified into three clusters. The clusters were 

termed: 

a) Main Campus Oriented’- Students who wanted to study at a university’s 

main campus overseas, were neutral about studying at an offshore campus 

but definitely did not want to study by distance education. 

b) ‘Indifferent Individuals’ – students who were not impacted a great deal by 

DM. 



 248   
 

c) ‘Anti-Distance Oriented’- students with very negative feelings about an 

online distance option, but were equally happy to study at a campus overseas 

or at an offshore campus.   

A discriminant analysis was used to see if these clusters differed across a number 

of individual-level factors that were included in the study (materialism, 

ethnocentrism and personal values). However, no differences were found.  

Chapter 6 replicated this analysis with the Chinese students’ data.  In this case five-

cluster solution with an acceptable point biserial correlation (0.30) was found, 

suggesting there were some differences in these students’ trade-offs. The five 

clusters were termed ‘Cost Oriented’, ‘Reputation Oriented’, ‘Degree-Oriented’, 

‘Job Prospects Oriented’ and ‘Delivery Mode Oriented’ segments. Discriminant 

analysis was again used to see if there were differences between the group 

members’ materialism, ethnocentrism and personal values.   Only two personal 

values (Security and Self-Direction) differed significantly, suggesting there were 

few such differences in the case.   

 

Objective 4:  

Examining the importance of the various attributes in determining students’ 
preferences for international universities across  students from Malaysia and 
China.  

As was discussed in Chapter 7, the Malaysian students’ most important attributes 

were DM (20%), total cost (16%) and COD (15%), while, for the Chinese students, 

COD (18%), DM (17%) and job prospects (14%) were more important than the other 

attributes. A one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) found 

significant country differences for COD, DM, job prospects and total costs. COD 
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was relatively more important to the students from China, who preferred a degree 

from Australia more than did the students from Malaysia.DM was more important to 

the students from Malaysia, who disliked online distance learning options 

significantly more than did the students from China. Total costs were significantly 

more important to the students from Malaysia, suggesting they were more cost-

sensitive than the students from China, preferring low cost options and disliking high 

cost options. The students from China were significantly more affected by job 

prospects, preferring a university that offered excellent job prospects. 

COD was significantly more important to the Chinese students’ performance risk 

perceptions.  The students from Malaysia felt Australian universities’ performance 

were riskier, while the students from China viewed Singaporean universities 

performance as riskier.  The students from China viewed offshore campuses 

performance as more risky than did the students from Malaysia. Students from 

Malaysia and China both viewed online distance mode as risky; although the 

students from Malaysia viewed it riskier than did the students from China. The 

students from China felt an international university that provided average or good 

job prospects performance was riskier.  

COD was relatively more important in determining financial risk for the students 

from China than for the students from Malaysia. Students from Malaysia viewed a 

degree from Australia as more financially risky than did the students from China. 

The Malaysian students felt an international university that offered low or average 

total costs was significantly less financially risky than did the Chinese students. The 

students from China believed an international university that provided excellent job 

prospects reduced social risk more than did the students from Malaysia. 
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The students from both countries believed going overseas to study at an international 

university’s main campus was the least socially risky option. Students from Malaysia 

perceived online distance mode as more socially risky than did the students from 

China. On the other hand, the student from China felt studying on an international 

university’s offshore campus was significantly more socially risky than did the 

students from Malaysia.  

Objective 5: 

In practice, determining how existing, exemplar international universities can 
improve students’ preferences by making changes to its COD, DM and other 
attributes. 

In Chapter 7, the results of a simulation that was used to convert the part-worth 

utilities into a total utility score for a set of well-known international universities and 

a set of hypothetical international universities, so as to predict the students’ 

preferences were reported. An average university located on a main campus overseas 

that had average level attributes (reputation, teaching quality, course suitability, and 

job prospects) but with low total cost was set as a baseline in order to see the 

changes in the utility scores when attribute levels were changed.   The results 

suggested international universities trying to recruit students from Malaysia would 

be best to focus on improving course suitability.  On the other hand, international 

universities trying to recruit students from China should focus on improving the job 

prospects their programs offer.  

While students’ preferences for a main campus overseas were clear in both countries, 

there were differences in the students’ acceptance of the other delivery modes. The 

students from Malaysia were more receptive to enrolling in an international 

university’s offshore campus than were the students from China. However, the 
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students from Malaysia were extremely negative about an online distance option. 

While the Chinese students also saw the online option as the least preferred, there 

was less difference between the utility of an offshore campus and the utility of an 

online distance option for these students, suggesting offering online courses  might 

be more beneficial (and cost effective) in China than setting up a higher-cost bricks 

and mortar facility.  

8.3 Discussion 

The main objective of this study was to determine the relative importance of country 

(COD), delivery mode (DM) and other university level attributes in Malaysian and 

Chinese students’ consideration of international universities. The qualitative study 

suggested risk perceptions (performance, financial and social) were important.  

Consequently, the study also examined how students’ traded-off university attributes 

to form risk perceptions.  

The findings supported past studies into students consideration of universities 

(Hooley and Lynch, 1981, Soutar and Turner, 2001). Academic reputation, course 

suitability, teaching quality, job prospects and total costs were all considered 

important; although some more than others, especially when comparisons were made 

between the students from Malaysia and China. More importantly, the present study 

found COD and DM were both extremely important factors that dominated the pre-

university students’ preferences (and risk perceptions).  These findings are discussed 

in detail in subsequent sections. 
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8.3.1 Total Cost and Job Prospects 

For Malaysian students, the total cost of an international university was an important 

consideration, with students preferring an institution with low total costs. In 

Malaysia, unless students obtain a scholarship, university tuition fees and living 

costs are usually borne by parents. This may limit the universities students are able 

to attend, especially when parents have several children. Students from Malaysia 

perceived low cost international universities to be less financially risky than those 

with high total costs. This might also explain Malaysian students’ less favourable 

opinion about Australia and strong preference for the UK, as the average cost per 

year for international students studying in Australia is $US38000, while these costs 

in the UK are $US30000 (HSBC Report, August 2013). Interestingly, students from 

Malaysia believe an international university that charges high total costs is risky in 

terms of performance. This suggests high cost does not necessarily imply high 

quality when it comes to international education services. The education system in 

Malaysia is such that public universities (such as University Malaya) are highly 

regarded, as there are very few entry places and, yet, are typically very low cost 

institutions. For many students who wish to undertake higher education studies in 

Malaysia, public universities are the first choice. Students who are unable to get into 

these universities are forced to enter more expensive local or foreign universities.  

On the other hand, Chinese students were less cost-sensitive. Many Chinese parents 

have only one child (due to China’s one child policy) and may be able to spend more 

on their child’s education; reducing the importance of cost. Chinese students were 

significantly more concerned about job prospects. Only institutions that provided 

excellent job prospects were preferred and this may suggest the main reason the 
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Chinese students wish to pursue higher education is for monetary gains. An 

international university that does not provide excellent job prospects was considered 

to have high levels of performance and social risk. In contrast, job prospects were the 

least important attribute for the Malaysian students, who may value education as 

something more than just a way to obtain wealth.  

8.3.2 Country of Education Design (COD) 

The present study found a university’s country of design (COD) had a large impact 

on the preferred choice (and risk perceptions) for international universities for the 

students from Malaysia and from China, as elaborated in subsequent sections.  

8.3.2.1 COD and Students from Malaysia 

Students from Malaysia preferred universities from the United Kingdom, perhaps 

due to the fact that Malaysia’s education system is British based (Lawley and Perry, 

1998), and most professions, such as law, accounting and engineering, recognise 

degrees from the United Kingdom. A university from the UK also had the lowest 

level of perceived social risk, a results also suggested by the qualitative phase.  This 

may be because it was common for students’ older siblings, parents or even 

grandparents to have studied in the UK. This tradition of ‘following in the footsteps’ 

of past group members could improve the status of a person (in this case the student) 

in their social group (Cunningham, 1967).  

On the other hand, the students from Malaysia did not prefer to obtain a degree from 

an Australian university. To these students, a degree from Australia had the highest 

level of perceived performance risk, suggesting these students believed there is high 

variability in the quality of the education services provided by Australian 
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universities. The qualitative phase suggested students often use university rankings 

tables as a search attribute an indicator of a university’s quality and these are 

dominated by US and UK universities (QS World Ranking 2013, Times Higher 

Education 2013). Australia was also seen as the most financially risky, due to its 

high cost of living and relatively expensive tuition fees. Indeed, Australia’s strong 

economic growth in the period in which the study was undertaken had led to a higher 

Australian dollar, placing a strain on its price competitiveness, including education 

(HSBC Report, August 2013), although recent reductions may have helped. 

Unsurprisingly, the UK was seen as the least financially risky option. 

The students from Malaysia least preferred studying in Singapore; perhaps because 

of its close geographical proximity, which meant the students did not see Singapore 

as an ‘overseas experience’. Singapore also had the greatest perceived social risk, 

suggesting the lack of an ‘overseas experience’ made Singaporean less socially 

impressive option.  

8.3.2.2 COD and Students from China 

Unlike the students from Malaysia, students from China preferred to study at an 

Australian university. Indeed, the geographical proximity between Australia and 

China may mean the students saw Australia as a possible place to which they might 

migrate, as they would be able to maintain business interests at home, while living a 

Western lifestyle (Hutchison, 2014). 

The students from China saw an Australian university as having the least perceived 

performance risk, financial risk, and social risk. This, together with Australia’s 

internationally recognised universities and established international student 
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programs, made Australia a preferred destination for the Chinese students. As was 

the case with the Malaysian students, the Chinese students did not view Singapore 

favourably.  

8.3.3 Mode of Delivery 

Delivery mode also influenced university preferences in both countries. The 

Malaysian and Chinese students’ preferred studying at main campuses located 

overseas. Students from both countries also had lower risk perceptions (performance, 

financial and social) for this mode. However, there were significant differences 

across the two countries with regards to preferences and risk perceptions for offshore 

campus and online distance modes.  

8.3.3.1 Delivery Mode (The Malaysian Students) 

Students from Malaysia had more favourable views about offshore campuses. They 

held low level of perceived performance risk; although there were concerns about the 

teaching quality delivered by lecturers in offshore campuses, whom the students 

believed were inferior to those teaching on the main campus overseas. There is was a 

perception that most lecturers on offshore campuses in Malaysia were “locals” who 

had obtained their qualifications in Malaysia, had a poor command of English and 

provided a lower quality education experience. This supports previous research that 

suggested the success of an offshore campus depended on attracting and retaining 

high quality academic staff, just as it does for any university attempting to be seen as 

a quality international provider (Altbach, 2003). There was little financial and social 

risk involved in studying on an offshore campus and overall, offshore campuses 

were an acceptable international education delivery mode to the Malaysian students. 
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This could be influenced by the established international offshore campuses in 

Malaysia (e.g. Monash University Sunway Campus, University of Nottingham 

Malaysia Campus), making it a familiar option with which students are comfortable. 

On the other hand, online distance learning is a relatively new concept in Malaysia, 

only recently gaining popularity with the opening of two online distance learning 

universities (Wawasan Open University and Open University Malaysia). Further, 

these  programs  are targeted at working adults who need flexible learning options.  

Pre-university students are younger, full-time and seem to have a strong dislike for 

distance learning. This may be due to the high perceived risk associated with it (in 

particular social risk). The qualitative interviews suggested the students were 

concerned about the social risks in selecting a university and the online mode’s lack 

of a physical environment may be seen as a barrier to maintaining relationships with 

peers (Dixon, Dixon and Siragusa, 2007).  The online distance mode also differs 

from a traditional bricks and mortar classroom setting and a lack of familiarity may 

be having an impact (House, Weldon and Wysocki, 2007).  

Online distance learning was also seen to have higher perceived performance risk. 

Although Malaysian students learn “directly” from the main campus (with 

international lecturers and course materials), the absence of a live-brick and mortar 

experience did not inspire confidence in education quality. A lack of familiarity with 

such technology and a lack of novel cultural experiences are costs distance education 

providers must consider (House, Weldon and Wysocki, 2007). Distance learning was 

a relatively new concept to these students, who were more at ease with a traditional 

classroom.  
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On the other hand, distance learning may be an acceptable option for mature 

learners, who were not part of this study, as they are usually working adults studying 

to complete their degree on a part-time basis, as evidence by the success of Wawasan 

Open University and Open University Malaysia. This contradicts past research that 

found younger people were more accepting of technological advances (Bauman, 

2007; Spero and Stone, 2004), and suggests utilitarian benefits (e.g. flexibility) 

might not compensate for performance risk, at least for younger students. Studying 

through an online distance mode also increases perceived financial risk, as students 

felt choosing such an option would reduce future job opportunities.  

8.3.3.2 Delivery Mode (The Chinese Students) 

Unlike the Malaysian students, the Chinese students did not have favourable views 

about studying at an offshore campus in their home country. Despite recent studies 

that indicate strong demand for international offshore campuses in China (China 

Trends Report, 2013), there are critical issues that may affect offshore campuses 

viability. Offshore campuses seldom reflect the main campus’s facilities, curriculum 

or study experience. Inconsistency in the Chinese legislative framework governing 

schools and its lack of transparency may also create uncertainty about the operations 

of offshore campuses. Students believed there was a low level of performance risk 

associated with offshore campuses, perhaps due to perceptions about teaching 

quality (Altbach, 2003). Thus, the greatest challenge for offshore campuses lies in 

employing teaching staff from the university’s home country. Often, branch 

campuses hire lecturers who have no affiliation or experience at the home campus 

(Altbach, 2010).  
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Chinese students also disliked online distance options, although to a lesser degree. 

As the popularity of online learning grows, so has research into Chinese students’ 

online learning experiences (e.g. Ku and Lohr, 2003; Wang and Reeves, 2007). Most 

students can appreciate the temporal and spatial flexibility provided by online 

education (Ku and Lohr, 2003), which can lead to increased ‘online classroom’ 

participation, greater confidence and assertiveness in stating views in online contexts 

than is the case in face-to-face environments (Ku and Lohr, 2003). However, for the 

students from China studying online was seen as high in social risk. Hence, it is 

possible, in contrast to Ku and Lohr’s (2003) suggestion, that the benefits of greater 

confident in class participation are offset by students’ perception of computer-

mediated communication as “cold and unfriendly” and “postings focusing 

exclusively on task without an interpersonal dimension (Tu, 2001).  

8.4 Implications of Study 

8.4.1 Theoretical Implications 

There are several theoretical implications that can be drawn from this study. This 

study has addressed gaps in current literature of the lack of research on effects of 

country factors in service contexts and, in particular, in international higher 

education services.  Firstly, in terms of the higher education literature, the study 

confirmed students do not necessarily use a sequential  selection process (in which a 

student first decides to study internationally, then selects a host country and, finally, 

selects an institution within that host country), as suggested by Mazzarol and Soutar 

(2002).  Rather, some students’ preferred choice for international universities was a 
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combination of attributes that were considered simultaneously; (e.g. DM, COD or 

job prospects). 

Secondly, the study confirmed COD had an effect on evaluation of  international 

higher education institutions. The students did evaluate prospective universities on 

the basis of where an international university “originated”, and were influenced by 

country factors (Maheswaran, 1994; Veale and Quester (2009). Despite the 

international brand derived from its COD, universities that deliver services in the 

students’ home countries were seen as being of “inferior quality” (Batra et al., 2000; 

Zhuang et al., 2008; and Zhou et al., 2010).  

Thirdly, this study addressed the lack of research investigating the effect of different 

education delivery modes  on students’ preferences and risk perceptions. Previous 

studies in international higher education have often addressed the effective 

management of offshore campuses and online learning experiences (McNabb, 1994; 

Wang, Sierra, and Folger, 2003; Ponzurick et al., 2000).   However, this study 

focused on the effects DM had on students’ preferences for international universities 

and, in particular, found increased service separation (from offshore campuses and 

online distance mode) increased perceived risk and reduced preference for this 

credence service, supporting Keh and Pang’s (2010) suggestions that varying 

degrees of service separation may cause different levels of risk perceptions.  

Fourthly, the study showed how COD and DM affected different types of risk 

perceptions; namely performance, financial and social risk, in terms of international 

education choice, which has not been examined previously. This finding may have 

implications for other fields, such as the tourism industry, whereby choice of holiday 

destinations may be affected by trade-offs in country of destination and other holiday 
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destination attributes. For example: would choosing to holiday in a 5-star beach 

resort in Malaysia increase social risk, compared to backpacking in Bali? Finally, the 

study provided a cross-national comparison between two important international 

student source countries (Malaysia and China), examining the similarities and 

differences in their students’ preferences and perceived risks with respect to choice 

of international universities.  

8.4.2 Practical Implications for International Higher Education 

Providers 

As Malaysia and China are important source countries for international students, it is 

crucial for higher education marketers to understand their similarities and 

differences, so as to create effective marketing strategies targeted at students in both 

countries. A one-size-fits-all marketing plan is likely to fail. There are several 

important issues education marketers need to consider when formulating a marketing 

strategy to attract students from these countries.  

1.  Focus on certain university attributes in different markets 

It might be beneficial to focus on different university level attributes in different 

markets. Given that total cost is an important consideration to Malaysian students, 

universities marketing to this group should position themselves as a quality 

education provider, with cost effective solutions. Students from Malaysia would 

likely respond well to communication of cost-effective solutions, (1) flexible 

payment options that perhaps allows students to repay the tuition fees after securing 

employment after graduation, (2) offer twinning programs that allow them to 

experience overseas study in their later university years or (3) offer to waive 



 261   
 

scholarships to academically gifted students that excel in their program.   Another 

way to increase demand for programs in Malaysia would be to improve course 

suitability, as it was found to be the second most important attribute after total cost. 

Universities can work hand-in-hand with the Malaysian government as to obtain 

recognition for their courses, especially for professional courses such as Law and 

Engineering.  

Given the importance of job prospects to the Chinese students, universities could 

enhance programs by improving job prospects. The availability of industrial training 

and internships with multinational organizations should be clearly communicated to 

prospective students. Universities should seek opportunities to collaborate with 

industries by (1) providing real-life case study competitions of organizations, such as 

the annual L’Oréal Brandstorm competition, (2) simulation games by financial 

institutions. Organizations will benefit by increasing their levels of corporate social 

responsibility (CSR) while students will benefit by having a more impressive CV by 

time of graduation. As was discussed in the simulation study, an improvement from 

average to excellent job prospects increased these students’ total utility to 0.79, 

which would more than offset the decrease in the total utility from increasing 

university fees to cover the additional costs that would likely be incurred in 

providing such options (-0.42), suggesting university providers interested in 

attracting Chinese students should invest in this area.  

2. To bricks-and-mortar or not as a market development strategy 

The start-up costs of building a new facility in a students’ home country (e.g. an 

offshore campus) are high and it is a financially risky decision. The prospects for 

such a future sustainability are difficult to predict, as can be seen in the closure of 11 
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international branch campuses since 2004 (Cao, 2011). Offshore campuses often fail 

because of a lack of market research and high initial operating costs, as there are 

usually low enrolments in their first years of operation (Becker, 2009).  

This study found offshore campuses were more likely to succeed in Malaysia, as this 

approach is already an established practice, as evidenced by successful branch 

campuses such as Monash University Sunway and Nottingham Malaysian Campus. 

Malaysian students quite readily accept this mode; therefore, instead of students’ 

preferences, universities considering to expand their facilities in Malaysia instead 

should look at factors such as the country’s economic stability, geographical 

location, and clear harmonisation of accreditation, faculty involvement, 

administrative processes and such. Also, as was discussed in the simulation study, an 

improvement in course suitability greatly increased the Malaysian students’ total 

utility for an average international university (0.59), offsetting the decrease in total 

utility caused by studying on a local campus (-0.50) (Table 7.18), suggesting 

providers need to ensure good course fit in the options provided on such campuses. 

This suggests that Malaysian students will trade off a campus at home and excellent 

suitability, over overseas campus and average suitability.  

On the other hand, the students from China strongly preferred to study at an 

international university’s main campus overseas and that improvements on other 

university attributes would not compensate for other DM options. Although this 

would suggest that an offshore campus in China would not succeed, recent research 

has suggested there is a strong demand for offshore campuses in China (China 

Trends Report, 2013). Perhaps this difference can be explained by factors that were 

not included in this study, such as financial necessity and attachment to home. 
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Generally, the students from Malaysia and China had unfavourable views about 

online distance learning options; although the Chinese students were more accepting 

of this delivery mode. At this point, it is unlikely online distance options will be 

successful in attracting younger full-time student in Malaysia, as these students 

found it to be particularly socially risky. The current practice of targeting working 

adults may be better, as the benefit of study flexibility may outweigh social risk for 

this group. Working adults are usually more self-assured and confident, less likely to 

be influenced by family and peer pressure compared to younger students. As was 

noted in from the simulation study, the decision to offer different modes to students 

in China would depend on a cost-benefit analysis of the possible lower enrolments 

and lower costs of online distance mode compared to the higher enrolments and 

higher costs of an offshore campus. 

3. Risk reduction strategies for COD  

As was mentioned earlier, COD impacted on the students’ risk perceptions. For the 

Malaysian students, Australia was seen as the most risky country in terms of 

perceived performance and financial risk. Higher education providers in/from 

Australia could benefit by implementing risk reduction strategies. Performance risk 

in international higher education is often associated with the quality of education that 

students’ expect from attending an institution. Students pursuing university 

education seek the accumulation of knowledge, and one way to reduce performance 

risk for universities is to highlight the excellent teaching qualities of its lecturers. 

Lecturer’s qualifications, experience and research skills should be clearly capitalized 

as a marketing tool; these lecturers with desired teaching qualities could promote the 

university brand to students, especially during university open days and education 



 264   
 

fairs in Malaysia and China. Another indicator of quality education is accreditation; 

which is academia’s quality assurance system. It gives credibility to a higher 

education institution by appointing private non-profit accrediting organizations to by 

evaluating faculty, resources, curriculum, and competency. Universities which have 

such accreditation should clearly highlight this achievement to prospective students, 

while universities which don’t should take necessary steps to achieve this status in 

the near future. Course structures are also important for students’ formation of skills 

for the practical application of knowledge. Course content that only focuses on 

exams and lectures will not be able to prepare students for the critical-thinking 

mindset that is crucial for their future careers. Universities should market their 

degrees that contain course structures that include problem-based learning, case 

study application, simulation games, industry visits and internships as this would 

facilitate the formation of these skills.  

Australian universities should also take measures to reduce financial risk 

perceptions; which reflects the fear that a selecting a particular international 

university can outstrip students and/or parents’ monetary resources, now or in the 

future. One way to do so is to emphasize the good career opportunities that are 

associated with the university brand, to offset the costs incurred while pursuing the 

degree. For example: universities can highlight the high percentages of student 

employment shortly after graduation to reassure students that the financial risk of 

selecting an institution is minimal.  

Studying through a Singaporean university was seen as the most socially risky, 

which refers to the possibility of choosing an institution that may reduce students’ 

status with friends, family and peers. Findings from the qualitative study indicated 
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that students from Malaysia do not consider a Singaporean university as an 

“international” university. This suggests that Singaporean higher education providers 

should focus their marketing efforts on their high quality education, rather than on 

their country’s way of life, as it may not appeal to prospective students from 

Malaysia. Another way to reduce social risk of studying at a Singaporean university 

is to link it (twinning programs, double degrees) with another international 

university, such as the UK or the US to provide an “international element” to the 

degree.  

8.5 Limitations of the Study 

There were several limitations to the current study. First, semi-structured interviews 

were used for data collection in the qualitative phase. This method was seen as 

appropriate for an exploration of the factors students consider to be important when 

selecting an international university, as it was possible to probe students for further 

information. However, as a semi-structured interview method was used, some 

attributes may have been missed. The qualitative interviews also suggested there was 

joint-decision making between parents and students, but this was not explored 

further due time and budget constraints. Second; although a purposive sampling 

procedure was used, it was convenience in nature; therefore, the results cannot be 

seen as representing the pre-university student population in Malaysia or China.  

In the quantitative stage, the data in Malaysia were collected from students enrolled 

in pre-university colleges in Kuala Lumpur, Selangor and Penang; the approach used 

was similar to a purposive sampling approach and was used to minimise the effect of 

convenience sampling. The data in China were collected through contacts in colleges 

that provide pre-university programs in China. The convenience nature of both 
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samples, particularly in China, meant they are not necessarily representative. 

However, given the difficulty of contacting students planning to study at an overseas 

university, this was largely unavoidable. 

A third limitation was that the questionnaire was lengthy. It took students up to 30 

minutes to complete, which might have cause respondent fatigue, reducing their 

attention. Some researchers have argued long questionnaires reduce the quality of the 

data collected (Sudman and Bradburn, 1974). A small incentive of free coffee was 

given to motivate the students to complete the questionnaire in a thorough manner, 

but this may not have been enough. 

Finally, the conjoint phase of the study used an additive model, which assumed 

students add up the benefits and costs to obtain an overall utility that indicates their 

preference or risk perceptions and that  there are no interactions between the 

attributes. Modelling interactions would have required a more complicated design, 

with more profiles to evaluate, which was inappropriate, given the already long 

questionnaire. While such interactions might have provided some additional insights, 

the additive model generally accounts for around 90% of the variation in the 

responses (Hair et al, 1984, p. 408), which was considered sufficient.  

8.6 Recommendations for Future Research 

The present study obtained data from pre-university students in Malaysia and China; 

both of which are major sources of international students. Repeating the study in 

other major source countries for international university students (e.g. India, 

Indonesia or Thailand) would be a valuable extension. India, in particular, would be 

an interesting target, as recent reports indicate a change in the profile of Indian 
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students, with the emergence of ‘high fliers,’ who were born in the late 1990s to 

parents working in new age industries, who are considerably wealthier than previous 

generations and likely to invest in top quality international education for their 

children. Future research might also examine the effects COD and DM have in other 

credence services (such as banking and insurance services), or the tourism industry 

by extending the investigation and relevance of these two newly examined attributes. 

This study found that, while there were DM clusters for Malaysian students and 

clusters in all variables studied for Chinese students,  these clusters did not have 

different backgrounds (i.e. ethnocentrism, materialism and personal values were all 

generally similar). Further research is needed to explore other individual constructs 

that might differentiate students, as this would help marketers trying to develop 

appropriate campaigns.  

Finally, the literature review and qualitative phase suggested parents and family 

influenced their evaluations of universities.  This was not explored further in the 

quantitative study due to time and budget constraints and the complexity involved in 

obtaining additional data from the students’ parents.   Consequently, future studies 

should examine parents’ and other family members’ roles. 

8.7 Conclusions 

The present Chapter provided an overview of the study and noted several theoretical 

and managerial implications that came from on the findings. Limitations of the study 

were addressed and some recommendations for future research were made.  

The study is a step towards understanding students’ preferences for international 

universities and offers a foundation for future research into the attributes that make a 
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difference. It is important to recognise that student’ preferences for international 

universities may change over time, reflecting changes in society, advances in 

technology and changes in the global economy. The marketing of higher education is 

a dynamic process.  Consequently, it is important that student evaluation processes 

are regularly investigated and not assumed to remain as was found in this case. 
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APPENDICES 

 
Appendix 1: Interview Guide 

Students’ Views on International Universities 
 
The interview with students will take approximately 45 minutes. The interview will utilize a 
means and chain approach, specifically a laddering technique to elicit higher or lower 
abstractions of the concepts students’ use to organize their views on international 
universities.  
1. Some ice-breaking questions to make the participant more comfortable. 

• What course are you currently studying in? 
• Have you decided where to pursue your degree? 
• What sort of career would like to pursue after graduation?  
•  

2. Students’ university selection process 
• How would you go about when applying for a university? 
• Do you think of a country first, or do you consider the institution first? 

 
3. Factors that influence students to pursue studies internationally 

• What are the considerations that you think are important when selecting a 
university?  

• Why are these factors important? 
• How would you rank these factors in order of importance? 

 
4. Who would you say influences you the most about your decision to study at an 
international university? 

• How would you describe their role in influencing university selection? 
• Why were they most influential to you? 

 
5. Perceptions about different modes (DM) of education delivery. This was conducted using 
prompt cards that describe these modes to make it very clear to participants.   
 
A. Flying overseas to a different country to study at an international university. For example, 
a student flies overseas to study at Monash University in Melbourne. 
B. Studying a bricks and mortar facility at an international Offshore Campus in Malaysia. 
For example, studying at Monash University in Bandar Sunway. 
C. Studying through an Online Distance Mode in Malaysia. For example, a student does not 
have to leave the comfort of their homes to obtain a degree from Monash University as all 
classes, exams will be conducted online.  

• How would you describe a person studying at the Main Campus/ Offshore 
Campus/ Online Distance Learning? 

• What comes to mind when you think about studying at the Main Campus/ 
Offshore Campus/ Online Distance Learning? 
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• Why do you prefer to study at the Main Campus/ Offshore Campus/ Online 
Distance Learning? 

• Why do you not prefer to study at the Main Campus/ Offshore Campus/ 
Online Distance Learning? 

• What will motivate you to study at the Main Campus/ Offshore Campus/ 
Online Distance Learning? 

 
6. Students’ perception on country of origin (COO) as a destination of study 

• What comes to mind when you think about studying in Malaysia? 
• Why do you prefer/not prefer to study in Malaysia? 
• What comes to mind when you think of Australia, Singapore, the United 

States and the United Kingdom as a destination for study? 
• Why do you prefer/not prefer to study in Australia, Singapore, the United 

States and the United Kingdom? 
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Appendix 2: Qualitative Analysis Procedure 

Step 1: Importing data into Nvivo10 software. 
A new project was created in Nvivo10, a qualitative software program that provided 
a range of tools for coding, classifying and handling data (Sloan, 2011) titled 
‘Students’ Preferences for International Universities’. All 17 interviews transcripts 
were then loaded into the system, grouped according to students’ plans to pursue 
further studies in a particular delivery mode; main campus, offshore campus, 
twinning program and online distance learning.  
 
Step 2: Generating Nodes 
Once the data was loaded, the following step was to generate nodes in the software. 
Nodes are a container for codes, which allows researcher to gather related material in 
one place so that emerging patterns and ideas can be identified. Because this study 
utilized a directive content analysis approach, these nodes were created based on 
studies research objectives, and past research done on students’ preferences for 
universities; in particular works from Hooley and Lynch (1981) and Soutar and 
Turner (2002). Nodes were created based on the study’s research objectives; views 
of particular countries as study destinations (Australia, UK, USA and Singapore), 
modes of delivery (main campus, offshore campus and online distance learning), and 
university level factors, study motivations, influences in decision-making and such. 
The hierarchical tree of nodes is shown below in Table Appendix 1.  
 
Table Appendix 1: Nodes 
 
Confirming Factors students consider important when selecting an international 
university 

Nodes Past Research Example Excerpt from 
Interviews 

How concepts also 
linked to perceived risk 

Academic 
Reputation 

Soutar and 
Turner (2001)  

“Well, prestige basically 
means, you know, well-
known across the world 
and by everyone I know. 
Any random person, you 
know, if you ask them 
about Cambridge, they 
would know about 
Cambridge” - (Male, 
Indian, Age 19) 

Academic reputation t 
was seen to differ across 
countries; universities 
with good reputation 
(usually deduced from 
university ranking lists) 
were seen as a socially 
impressive, therefore 
reducing perceived social 
risk.  

Course  

Suitability 

Soutar and 
Turner (2001) 

"Well, first of all I decided 
that I wanted to do Law, 
and my brother had already 
done Law in the UK, so it 
was a direct decision to go 

Course suitability offered 
by universities in 
different countries was 
important, as selecting 
the wrong course may 
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to the UK to do Law. US 
Law and Australia Law 
are not recognized in 
Malaysia like the UK Law 
is, so it would seem to be 
the obvious choice.” 
(Female, Indian, 19) 

affect future job 
prospects, thus 
increasing perceived 
financial risk.  

Teaching 
Quality 

Soutar and 
Turner (2001) 

“I don’t think that you can 
get the same education here 
as you can get overseas 
because the kind of 
standards the lecturers has 
here. They are not really 
open to a lot of things, like 
how they teach you. So I 
think that a UK lecturer 
would be much more 
knowledgeable” (Female, 
Indian, 19).  

Poor teaching quality 
associated with different 
modes of education 
delivery (DM); offshore 
campuses was suggested 
to have higher levels of 
performance risk 
compared to main 
campus.  

Job Prospects Soutar and 
Turner (2001) 

“I think a person who came 
back with an overseas 
degree might probably 
have the higher-paying 
job. Generally, I believe 
it’s because employers also 
have the same perception 
that Malaysian education is 
not as good as education 
overseas” (Female, 
Chinese, 20.) 

Better jobs prospects 
were linked with 
studying overseas 
compared to staying in 
Malaysia; thus the 
monetary value of the 
former` is higher, 
reducing financial risk.  

Total Costs Hodges and 
Barbuto Jr., 
(2002) 

“My dad tells me we are 
having financial 
problems. He influenced 
me as to why I choose to 
study in Malaysia.” 
(Female, Chinese, 20) 

Studying in certain 
countries (such as 
Australia) or through  
certain modes (main 
campus overseas) was 
seen as having a higher 
cost; therefore increases 
the level of perceived 
financial risk, 
particularly for students 
with parents with cost 
restraints.  

Theme 1- Perceived Risk in International Higher Education 



 297   
 

Nodes Past Research Example Excerpt from 
Interviews 

How Concepts are 
linked to Perceived Risk 

Australia Four English-
speaking 
countries which 
host majority of 
Malaysian 
students 
internationally 
were selected.  

“Australia is so much 
easier to get into than UK.  
The standards and 
requirements for A-Levels 
are so much easier than 
UK” (Indian, Male, 20). 

Many have viewed 
Australia as a fun, laid-
back social country, 
thus having more impact 
on performance risk 
rather than social risk.  

Singapore “I wouldn’t consider 
studying in Singapore as 
being independent. You 
probably get to come home 
every weekend!” (Chinese, 
Female, 20).  

Singapore could be seen 
as socially risky, as the 
close geographic 
proximity to Malaysia 
will limit its ability to be 
viewed as an 
‘international’ university.  

United States “My perceptions of 
universities in America are 
it’s of high standards. 
Especially, if you graduate 
from an Ivy League, your 
future is very bright” 
(Indian, Female, 20). 

These students were 
concerned about 
reputation and prestige 
and wanted to venture out 
of their comfort zone to 
universities in the United 
States, as they feel they 
were higher quality 
institutions, reducing 
performance risk.   

United 
Kingdom 

“I don’t think that you can 
get the same education here 
as you can get overseas 
because the kind of 
standards the lecturers has 
here. They are not really 
open to a lot of things, like 
how they teach you. So I 
think that a UK lecturer 
would be much more 
knowledgeable” (Female, 
Indian, 19). 

Being a Commonwealth 
country, Malaysian 
students and parents 
before them were long 
accustomed to English-
based education system; 
and have positive 
feelings about UK-
based universities; thus 
reducing universities in 
the UK’s perceived risk.  

Main Campus Bennett and 
Ali-Choudhury 
(2009)  

“I feel a lot of peer 
pressure. The school that I 
go to, most of the kids 
there planned their whole 
lives to go off to some 
university abroad. So 
naturally, I’d got into it” 

The preference to study 
overseas was seen as 
socially impressive. 
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(Female, Chinese, 20). 

Offshore 
Campus 

Macdonald 
(2004) 

“I had experience with a 
lecturer who wasn’t so 
well-versed in English, 
and I had trouble trying to 
understand her reasoning 
for some of the answers 
that she has given us” 
(Male, Malay, Age 20). 

Poor teaching quality 
associated with local 
lecturers, who were 
expected to teach in 
Offshore Campuses and 
most international 
lecturers were not likely 
to come to Malaysia to 
teach; thus increased 
performance risk.  

Online 
Distance 
Learning 

Jefferies and 
Hussain (1998) 
Poon, Low and 
Yong (2004) 

“Someone who chooses to 
study through distance 
learning probably doesn’t 
have any other options, 
and they have to work 
through it as a last resort” 
(Indian, Male, 20). 

Most students were not 
even aware of such a 
education delivery mode, 
and when made aware of 
it, were not confident of 
its ability to deliver a 
good quality core 
service, i.e. the degree, 
thus increasing 
performance risk. Some 
students viewed it as a 
last resort option, making 
it a not socially 
impressive option.  

Theme 2- Personal Factors as Influence for International University Preference  

Nodes Past Research Example Excerpt from 
Interviews 

How Concepts are 
linked to COD and DM 

Attachment to 
Home 

Stokols and 
Shumaker 
(1981) 

“Well, I’m comfortable.  I 
can’t cope going overseas 
to study.  But for now I 
prefer to study in 
Malaysia” (Steven, Male, 
Chinese, 20) 

 

Some students have 
‘geographic place 
attachments’, and are 
unable to move away 
from the familiarity of 
coming home every day 
to a place that they know 
will have everything 
taken care for them, are 
most likely to opt to 
study in Malaysia 
through an Offshore or 
Online Distance mode. 
Alternatively, some 
students may view a 
university overseas with 
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a certain COD as more 
familiar.  

Racial Issues Bhopal (1998), 
Krieger (2000) 

“All countries must have 
racial issues. Take 
Australia for example. 
Over there, if you’re a 
Jew, you might not be as 
accepted as compared to a 
Muslim. However, in the 
US, you they keep an eye 
out for the potential 
terrorists, so that’s a 
pressure if you are a 
Muslim” (Abang, Male, 
Malay, 18) 

 

Students may feel the 
need to avoid universities 
located in a certain 
country as they fear 
repercussions from 
racism.  

Ethnocentrism 
versus 
Xenocentrism 

Kent and 
Burnight 
(1951),  

“All my friends want to do 
is get out of the country to 
study because they feel that 
there are so many flaws in 
the Malaysian education 
system. They never 
considered universities in 
Malaysia, for example, 
Nottingham Malaysian 
campus. They immediately 
equate the flaws in the 
Malaysian system to all 
universities in Malaysia” 
(Eggplant, Female, 
Chinese, 19). 

 

“I think regardless of 
wherever I study, I will still 
come back to Malaysia. I 
honestly feel that 
Malaysians are the only 
people who can build up 
their country, and if we all 
migrate, what hope is there 
left for your own country? I 
don’t want to be just 
someone who complains 
about my country and just 

Students favouring of 
Main Campus overseas 
mode may display 
Xenocentric traits. This 
was reflected in their 
high perceptions of 
international education, 
while negative 
perceptions for 
universities located in 
their home country 
(Offshore Campus or 
Online Distance) 
regardless of COD. 

 

Some interviewees also 
displayed traits of 
Ethnocentrism despite 
preferring the Main 
Campus Mode as one 
interviewee commented 
love for one’s country is 
not based on where they 
got their degree from; 
neither is it simply 
purchasing Malaysian 
products.  
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sees the problem instead of 
what it can become” 
(Eggplant, Female, 
Chinese, 19)  

 

Personal 
Values 

Schwartz 
(1992) 

“Those who are concerned 
with their studies aim to 
enter Harvard Business 
School, while those who 
just want to get out of 
Malaysia will enjoy a 
university located in a 
more happening place, 
such as Miami, or London 
and such” (Agent 2) 

 

“The US is definitely a lot 
more liberal than UK.  It 
is centred more on human 
development, life 
experiences, freedom to 
experiment with what you 
feel, what you think. In 
comparison, the UK is a lot 
more rigid.”(Male, Malay, 
20). 

 

Type A students were 
likely influenced by 
‘achievement’ (personal 
success) and ‘power’ 
values (social status and 
prestige) as they want to 
enter world renowned 
universities such as 
Harvard or Cambridge. 
Therefore, university 
level attributes such as 
Academic Reputation 
or Course Suitability 
might be more 
important rather than a 
specific COD, or DM.  
 
Type B students, on the 
other hand, are more 
likely to be influenced by 
stimulation, self-
direction and hedonism 
values, as they prefer to 
study somewhere 
exciting, regardless of 
the institution’s 
attributes. Students are 
likely to prefer Main 
Campus overseas mode.  
 

 

Step 3: Coding  
 
Coding is the process of gathering material by topic, theme or case. In this study, 
interview transcripts were intensely analysed to identify distinct themes. A broad-
brush coding technique was used to ‘break open’ the data by going through each line 
in the transcripts (Bezeley and Richards, 2005).  For example: 
An interviewee’s statement about offshore campuses, “I don’t think that you can get 
the same education here as you can get overseas because of the kind of standards the 
lecturers has here. They are not really open to a lot of things, like how they teach 
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you. So I think that a UK lecturer would be much more knowledgeable” was selected 
and coded under nodes ‘Teaching Quality’ and ‘Offshore Campus’.  
 
Step 4: Connecting the nodes to identify themes  
 
Data was analysed using a content analysis procedure (Holsti, 1968, pg. 108). In particular, 
this study utilized a directed approach to content analysis, which is a deductive use of theory 
(Potter and Levine-Donnerstein, 1999).  With this procedure: 

1. We identified factors students consider important when selecting an 
international university. Why were these attributes important? Five university 
level attributes common to prior research (Soutar and Turner, 2001) were 
mentioned consistently by interviewees therefore were confirmed important 
factors typically considered by students.  

2. How do students view Country of Origin (COO) and Delivery Mode (DM) in 
selecting an international university? How important are COO and DM in the 
context of other important factors considered when selecting a university? 

3. Linking the nodes revealed three distinct risk themes (performance, financial 
and risk) 
 

For example: 

We ask students about how they viewed different modes of education delivery (DM) in 
international universities.  

“I had experience with a lecturer who wasn’t so well-versed in English, and I had trouble 
trying to understand her reasoning for some of the answers that she has given us” (Male, 
Malay, Age 20). 

Students consider teaching quality (important university factor node) is poor in an offshore 
campus (DM node) compared to the main campus (DM mode) overseas. This is because 
they feel that the local lecturers in the offshore campus do not have high proficiency in 
English; therefore might not be able to deliver lectures effectively (perceived performance 
risk theme).  

These findings are elaborated in the context of distinct risk themes. 
 
Stage 5: Discussion 
All themes that emerged from data analysis were then compared to previous theory. 
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Appendix 3: Questionnaire  

 

 

STUDENTS’ UNIVERSITY PREFERENCES: 
The Effects of Country and Delivery Mode on Students’ 

Preferences for International Universities 
 

  

QUESTIONNAIRE INSTRUCTIONS FOR PARTICIPANTS 

1. Ensure you have read the Information Sheet before proceeding 
with this questionnaire.  

2. Complete Sections A to C of the questionnaire in your own time, 
preferably using a biro/ink pen. 

If you make a mistake or wish to correct a response, you may 
use correction fluid and then make the desired change or 
simply place a cross over the incorrect response and make the 
desired change. 
The questionnaire will take about 25 minutes to complete.  

3. If you have any questions while completing the questionnaire, 
please raise your hand and the Researcher will endeavour to assist 
you. 

4. When you complete the questionnaire, please return it to the 
Researcher. Ensure that you have a copy of the Information Sheet.  
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1. Are you currently studying at a pre-university course? Yes [   ]  No [   ] 
          If yes, please state type (A-Levels, Diploma, Foundation etc): ______________ 

 
2. Where are you most likely to pursue your bachelor’s degree? (TICK ONE) 

a) Full time at an international university overseas  [   ]  
Please state country: __________________ 

b) Full time at an international university in China [   ] 
c) A twinning program at an international university in China and overseas [   ] 

Please state country: __________________ 
d) A distance learning program from an international university [   ] 
e) At a local university in China (public/ private)   [   ] 

  

SECTION A 
1. When considering where to study after you graduate, which aspect did you consider 

first?  
   The country in which a potential university was located                

The university itself                     
 

2. Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the following 
statements by circling the appropriate number.  If you strongly agree, circle 7.  If you 
strongly disagree, circle 1.  If you level of agreement is somewhere in between, circle 
the appropriate number.  There are no right or wrong answers, so please tell us how you 
feel. 

 
 

 Strongly 
Disagree 

  Strongly Agree 

It is always best to purchase 
Malaysian products. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

The things I own say a lot about 
how well I'm doing in life. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I like to own things that impress 
people. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I admire people who own 
expensive homes, cars, and 
clothes. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

It is not right to purchase foreign 
products, because it puts 
Malaysian people out of jobs. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

We should always purchase 
products manufactured in 
Malaysia instead of letting other 
countries get rich off us. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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A real Malaysian should buy 
Malaysian-made products. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 

 

There should be very little 
trading or purchasing of goods 
from other countries unless out 
of necessity. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Buy Malaysian-made products. 
Keep Malaysians working. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I try to keep my life simple, as 
far as possessions are concerned. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Curbs should be put on all 
imports. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Purchasing foreign-made 
products is un-Malaysian. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

My life would be better if I 
owned certain things I don't 
have. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Malaysian products, first, last, 
and foremost. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

It sometimes bothers me quite a 
bit that I can't afford to buy all 
the things I'd like. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I'd be happier if I could afford to 
buy more things. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Buying things gives me a lot of 
pleasure. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

We should buy from foreign 
countries only those products 
that we cannot obtain within our 
own countries. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Foreign products should be taxed 
heavily to reduce their entry into 
Malaysia. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Malaysian people should always 
buy Malaysian-made products 
instead of imports. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Foreigners should not be allowed 
to put their products on their 
markets. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Only those products that are 
unavailable in Malaysia should 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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be imported. 

It may cost me in the long-run 
but I prefer to support Malaysian 
products. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Malaysian consumers who 
purchase products made in other 
countries are responsible for 
putting their fellow Malaysians 
out of work. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

I like a lot of luxury in my life. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Malaysian people should not buy 
foreign products, because this 
hurts Malaysian businesses and 
causes unemployment. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

        
 

3. Please pick the ONE MOST and ONE LEAST important values that guide your life 
from each set of values. In total there are 11 different sets and even though some sets may 
seem familiar, please answer each set.  
    

Most 
Important 

                                      SET 1 Least  
Important 

O Successful, capable, ambitious O 

O Protecting the environment, a world of beauty, unity 
 with nature O 

O Social power, authority, wealth O 
O Equality, a world at peace, social justice O 
O Daring, a varied life, an exciting life O 
O National & family security, social order O 

 
Most 
 Important 

                                    SET 2 Least  
Important 

O Pleasure, enjoying life, self-indulgent O 
O Devout, accepting my portion in life, humble O 
O Social power, authority, wealth O 
O Equality, a world at peace, social justice O 
O Helpful, honest, forgiving O 
O National & family security, social order O 

 
Most 
 Important 

                                      SET 3 Least  
Important 

O Pleasure, enjoying life, self-indulgent O 
O Successful, capable, ambitious O 
O Politeness, honouring parents & elders, obedient O 
O Equality, a world at peace, social justice O 
O Helpful, honest, forgiving O 
O Daring, a varied life, an exciting life O 
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Most 
 Important 

                                       SET 4 Least  
Important 

O Successful, capable, ambitious O 
O Devout, accepting my portion in life, humble O 
O Creativity, curious, freedom O 
O Helpful, honest, forgiving O 
O Daring, a varied life, an exciting life O 
O National & family security, social order O 

 
Most 
 Important 

                                        SET 5 
 

Least  
Important 

O Pleasure, enjoying life, self-indulgent O 
O Devout, accepting my portion in life, humble O 
O Politeness, honouring parents & elders, obedient O 

O Protecting the environment, a world of beauty, 
unity with nature O 

O Daring, a varied life, an exciting life O 
O National & family security, social order O 

 
 

Most 
 Important 

                                        SET 6 Least  
Important 

O Pleasure, enjoying life, self-indulgent O 
O Successful, capable, ambitious O 
O Politeness, honouring parents & elders, obedient O 
O Creativity, curious, freedom O 
O Social power, authority, wealth O 
O National & family security, social order O 

 
Most 
 Important 

                                         SET 7 Least  
Important 

O Pleasure, enjoying life, self-indulgent O 
O Successful, capable, ambitious O 
O Devout, accepting my portion in life, humble O 
O Creativity, curious, freedom O 
O Protecting the environment, a world of beauty, unity with nature O 
O Equality, a world at peace, social justice O 

 
Most 
 Important 

                                          SET 8 Least  
Important 

O Successful, capable, ambitious O 
O Devout, accepting my portion in life, humble O 
O Politeness, honouring parents & elders, obedient O 
O Protecting the environment, a world of beauty, unity with nature O 
O Social power, authority, wealth O 
O Helpful, honest, forgiving O 
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Most 
 Important 

                                          SET 9 Least  
Important 

O Devout, accepting my portion in life, humble O 
O Politeness, honouring parents & elders, obedient O 
O Creativity, curious, freedom O 
O Social power, authority, wealth O 
O Equality, a world at peace, social justice O 
O Daring, a varied life, an exciting life O 

 
Most 
 Important 

                                         SET 10 Least  
Important 

O Politeness, honouring parents & elders, obedient O 
O Creativity, curious, freedom O 

O Protecting the environment, a world of beauty, 
 unity with nature O 

O Equality, a world at peace, social justice O 
O Helpful, honest, forgiving O 
O National & family security, social order O 

 
 

Most 
 Important 

                                         SET 11 Least  
Important 

O Pleasure, enjoying life, self-indulgent O 
O Creativity, curious, freedom O 

O Protecting the environment, a world of beauty,  
unity with nature O 

O Social power, authority, wealth O 
O Helpful, honest, forgiving O 
O Daring, a varied life, an exciting life O 
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4. Based on a series of in-depth interviews with education counsellors and pre-
university students, several factors have been identified that seem to be important 
to students when they select an institution in which to pursue higher education. 
Using this information, a series of factors were found that reflect the features 
Chinese students consider when selecting a university:  

 
1. Course Suitability - (Good, Average, Excellent)  
2. Academic Reputation of Institution - (Good, Average, Excellent) 
3. Total Cost of Study – (Low, Average, High)  
4. Teaching & Research Quality- (Good, Average, Excellent) 
5. Job Prospects – (Good, Average, Excellent)  
6. Delivery Mode- (Campus in China, Campus Overseas, Online Distance 
Learning) 
7. Country in which the university’s main campus is located – (United 
Kingdom, United States, Australia, Singapore) 
 

We would like your views on a number of hypothetical universities that differ across 
these factors.  There are 18 such profiles and we would ask that you respond to each 
of them in turn.  We would like to know how likely you would be to choose each of 
these alternatives and your opinions about a number of other aspects of each as well.  
Please circle the number on the 0 to 10 scale that best reflects your view for each of 
the 18 universities. 

UNIVERSITY 1 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Not at all likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to choose a 
university like this one 

A university like this 
one would NOT 
provide  a high quality 
education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one would 
provide  a high quality education 

There would be a 
strong chance I would 
lose financially if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very little  
chance I would lose financially if 
I chose this university 

Other people would not 
be at all impressed if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be very 
impressed if I chose this 
university 

 

Und    

 

Good Course Suitability 

Excellent Academic Reputation 

Average Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 

Average Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in China 

The main University campus is located in The United Kingdom  
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UNIVERSITY 2 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to choose a 
university like this one 

A university like this 
one would NOT 
provide  a high quality 
education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one would 
provide  a high quality education 

There would be a 
strong chance I would 
lose financially if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very little  
chance I would lose financially if 
I chose this university 

Other people would not 
be at all impressed if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be very 
impressed if I chose this 
university 

  

UNIVERSITY 3 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

  
Not at all likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to choose a 
university like this one 

A university like this 
one would NOT 
provide  a high quality 
education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one would 
provide  a high quality education 

There would be a 
strong chance I would 
lose financially if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very little  
chance I would lose financially if 
I chose this university 

Other people would not 
be at all impressed if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be very 
impressed if I chose this 
university 

Average Course Suitability 

Average Academic Reputation 

High Total Cost 

Good Teaching & Research Quality 

Excellent Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in China 

The main University campus is located in The United Kingdom  

Good Course Suitability 

Average Academic Reputation 

Average Total Cost 

Average Teaching & Research Quality 

Excellent Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in Australia 

The main University campus is located in Australia  
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UNIVERSITY 4 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to choose a 
university like this one 

A university like this 
one would NOT 
provide  a high quality 
education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one would 
provide  a high quality education 

There would be a 
strong chance I would 
lose financially if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very little  
chance I would lose financially if 
I chose this university 

Other people would not 
be at all impressed if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be very 
impressed if I chose this 
university 

 

UNIVERSITY 5 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

  

Not at all likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to choose a 
university like this one 

A university like this 
one would NOT 
provide  a high quality 
education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one would 
provide  a high quality education 

There would be a 
strong chance I would 
lose financially if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very little  
chance I would lose financially if 
I chose this university 

Other people would not 
be at all impressed if I 
chose this university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be very 
impressed if I chose this 
university 

 

Average Course Suitability 

Good Academic Reputation 

Average Total Cost 

Good Teaching & Research Quality 

Good Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in The United States 

The main University campus is located in The United States 

Good Course Suitability 

Excellent Academic Reputation 

Low Total Cost 

Good Teaching & Research Quality 

Average Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in Singapore 

The main University campus is located in Singapore 
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UNIVERSITY 6 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 
UNIVERSITY 7 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 

  

Good Course Suitability 

Good Academic Reputation 

High Total Cost 

Good Teaching & Research Quality 

Excellent Job Prospects 

I would study through Online Distance Learning from China 

The main University campus is located in Australia  

Good Course Suitability 

Good Academic Reputation 

Low Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 

Good Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in The United Kingdom 

The main University campus is located in The United Kingdom  
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UNIVERSITY 8 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 

UNIVERSITY 9 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

  

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

Good Course Suitability 

Good Academic Reputation 

Average Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 

Excellent Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in China 

The main University campus is located in Singapore  

Average Course Suitability 

Good Academic Reputation 

High Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 

Average Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in Australia 

The main University campus is located in Australia  
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UNIVERSITY 10 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 
UNIVERSITY 11 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 

 

Excellent Course Suitability 

Excellent Academic Reputation 

High Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 

Good Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in Singapore 

The main University campus is located in Singapore  

Excellent Course Suitability 

Good Academic Reputation 

Average Total Cost 

Average Teaching & Research Quality 

Excellent Job Prospects 

I would study through Online Distance Learning from China 

The main University campus is located in The United Kingdom  
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UNIVERSITY 12 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

  

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 

UNIVERSITY 13 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 
 

Good Course Suitability 

Good Academic Reputation 

High Total Cost 

Average Teaching & Research Quality 

Average Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in China 

The main University campus is located in The United States 

Excellent Course Suitability 

Average Academic Reputation 

Low Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 

Average Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in China 

The main University campus is located in Australia  



 316   
 

UNIVERSITY 14 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 

UNIVERSITY 15 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 
 
 
 

Good Course Suitability 

Average Academic Reputation 

High Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 

Good Job Prospects 

I would study through Online Distance Learning from China 

The main University campus is located in The United States 

Average Course Suitability 

Good Academic Reputation 

Low Total Cost 

Excellent Teaching & Research Quality 

Excellent Job Prospects 

I would study through Online Distance Learning from China 

The main University campus is located in The United States  
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UNIVERSITY 16 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

  

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 

UNIVERSITY 17 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 

 

Average Course Suitability 

Excellent Academic Reputation 

Low Total Cost 

Average Teaching & Research Quality 

Good Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in China 

The main University campus is located in Australia  

Excellent Course Suitability 

Excellent Academic Reputation 

Low Total Cost 

Average Teaching & Research Quality 

Excellent Job Prospects 

Campus where I would study is in The United States 

The main University campus is located in The United States 
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UNIVERSITY 18 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 

Not at all likely to choose a 
university like this one 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Extremely Likely to 
choose a university like 
this one 

A university like this one 
would NOT provide  a high 
quality education 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 A university like this one 
would provide  a high 
quality education 

There would be a strong 
chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 There would be a very 
little  chance I would lose 
financially if I chose this 
university 

Other people would not be at 
all impressed if I chose this 
university 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Other people would be 
very impressed if I chose 
this university 

 
 

Indicate your agreement with the following statements by circling an appropriate number for 
each item. To what degree were you influenced by the following people when deciding 
which university to pursue your studies? 
 

  Not At All       A Great 
Deal 

Parents 1 2 3 4 5 

Peers 1 2 3 4 5 

Relatives 1 2 3 4 5 

Teachers 1 2 3 4 5 

 
b) In what ways did the influential people in your life influence your university selection 
process? 
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________ 

 
 
  
 
 

Average Course Suitability 

Average Academic Reputation 

Low Total Cost 

Average Teaching & Research Quality 

Average Job Prospects 

I would study through Online Distance Learning from China 

The main University campus is located in Singapore 
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c) Have you already decided about which university to attend?  YES [   ]   NO [   ] 
    If yes, please state in which country?  __________________________ 
    If yes, please state name of university _________________________ 
 

   d) Where do you plan to work after graduating with your degree? 
    Work in China                     
    Work overseas if the opportunity presents                  If so, which country?      
______________________ 
 
 

e) Please rate these countries across the various factors in the tables below 
 

AUSTRALIA 
 

Safe 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unsafe 
Near to Home 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Far from Home 
Good Climate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Bad Climate 
A lot Racial  
Discrimination 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Little Racial  
Discrimination 

Good Opportunities  
to Work 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor Opportunities  
to Work  

Low Cost of Living 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High Cost of Living 
Low Cost of Tuition 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High Cost of Tuition 
Good Quality Education 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor Quality Education 
Good PR Prospects 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor PR Prospects  
Easy to obtain Visa 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Difficult to obtain Visa 

 

SINGAPORE 
 

Safe 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unsafe 
Near to Home 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Far from Home 
Good Climate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Bad Climate 
A lot Racial  
Discrimination 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Little Racial  
Discrimination 

Good Opportunities  
to Work 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor Opportunities  
to Work  

Low Cost of Living 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High Cost of Living 
Low Cost of Tuition 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High Cost of Tuition 
Good Quality Education 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor Quality Education 
Good PR Prospects 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor PR Prospects  
Easy to obtain Visa 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Difficult to obtain Visa 
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THE UNITED STATES 
 

Safe 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unsafe 
Near to Home 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Far from Home 
Good Climate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Bad Climate 
A lot Racial  
Discrimination 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Little Racial  
Discrimination 

Good Opportunities  
to Work 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor Opportunities  
to Work  

Low Cost of Living 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High Cost of Living 
Low Cost of Tuition 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High Cost of Tuition 
Good Quality Education 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor Quality Education 
Good PR Prospects 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor PR Prospects  
Easy to obtain Visa 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Difficult to obtain Visa 

 

THE UNITED KINGDOM 
 

Safe 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Unsafe 
Near to Home 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Far from Home 
Good Climate 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Bad Climate 
A lot Racial  
Discrimination 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Little Racial  
Discrimination 

Good Opportunities  
to Work 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor Opportunities  
to Work  

Low Cost of Living 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High Cost of Living 
Low Cost of Tuition 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 High Cost of Tuition 
Good Quality Education 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor Quality Education 
Good PR Prospects 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Poor PR Prospects  
Easy to obtain Visa 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Difficult to obtain Visa 
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SECTION B- BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
Questions included in this section are not intended to be personally intrusive and responses will l be 
kept confidential and used in aggregate and to compare different groups.  They relate to items 
identified in other studies, with which comparisons will be made. Please complete all items  

Indicate your responses to the following questions by ticking the appropriate box []  

My gender is   Male      Female 

My nationality is   Mainland Chinese    Other (please specify) ________ 

My hometown is  Beijing    Shanghai    Chongqing   Guangzhou   Other 

My religion is   Christian  Buddhist  Taoism  Muslim 
                                         Other (please specify) ______________ 

My age group is  20 or younger  21-25 years  26-30 years  31-35 years  

                                          36 or older 

I currently study  Full Time  Part-Time 

I currently work  Full Time  Part-Time  Not currently employed 

I plan to study   Medicine, Dentistry or Pharmacy  Finance or Accounting   
                                         Law          Engineering      Business   Languages  
                                         Commerce        Media                             Other _______________ 
 
My studies will be         Parent Funded    Self-Funded  Government Scholarship  Private 
Scholarship  
               Other (please specify) _________ 

 

Please indicate the highest level of education undertaken by your relatives (if you have multiple 
brothers or sisters, please indicate the highest level achieved among all of them) 

 Postgraduate 
Degree 

Undergraduate 
Degree Diploma High 

School 
Lower 
School 

Not 
Applicable 

Father       

Mother       

 
 
 

 
 

Thank you for your time and for participating in this study 
 

ALL RESPONSES ARE CONFIDENTIAL AND NO INDIVIDUALS WILL BE IDENTIFIED 
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Appendix 4: Information Letter 
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Appendix 5: Consent Form 
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Appendix 6: Simulation Study Survey 
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