
 
 

 

School of Business 

(A380A5000 Kandidaatintutkielma, kansainvälinen markkinointi) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

International Students’ Decision-Making Process 

 

 

 

 

 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Minttu Hildén 0343960

http://www.lut.fi/fi


 
 

 

Table of Contents 
 

1. Introduction .............................................................................................................................................. 1 

1.1. Background of the Research......................................................................................................... 1 

1.2. Research Questions and Objectives ........................................................................................... 3 

1.3. Delimitations of the research ......................................................................................................... 4 

1.4. Research Methodology .................................................................................................................. 5 

1.5. Theoretical Framework .................................................................................................................. 6 

1.6. Literature review .............................................................................................................................. 7 

1.7. Definitions of key concepts .......................................................................................................... 10 

1.8. Structure of the research ............................................................................................................. 12 

2. Evaluating and Choosing a Higher Education Institution in an International Context ................ 14 

2.1. Decision-Making Process ............................................................................................................ 14 

2.2. The nature of Educational Services ........................................................................................... 16 

2.3. High-Involvement Purchase Decisions ...................................................................................... 18 

2.4. Categorizing Factors That Influence the Decision-Making Process ..................................... 19 

2.4.1. Personal Reasons................................................................................................................. 23 

2.4.2. Country image ....................................................................................................................... 24 

2.4.3. Institution Image .................................................................................................................... 24 

2.4.4. Program Evaluation .............................................................................................................. 25 

3. Research Methods ................................................................................................................................ 26 

3.1. Quantitative Research .................................................................................................................. 26 

3.2. Design of the Survey .................................................................................................................... 26 

3.3. Response Rate, Sampling and Data Gathering ....................................................................... 29 

4. Results and Discussion ........................................................................................................................ 30 

4.1. Respondents’ background information ...................................................................................... 30 

4.2. Evaluation Attributes in Decision-Making .................................................................................. 32 

4.2.1. Relative Importance of Selected Evaluation Attributes ................................................... 33 

4.2.2. Attitudes .................................................................................................................................. 36 

4.3. Education’s Cost ........................................................................................................................... 38 

4.4. Summary of the Research Results ............................................................................................ 39 

5. Conclusions ........................................................................................................................................... 41 



 
 

5.1. Contributions and Implications of the Research ...................................................................... 41 

5.2. Reliability and Validity .................................................................................................................. 42 

5.3. Limitations ...................................................................................................................................... 42 

5.4. Suggestions for Further Research ............................................................................................. 43 

6. References ............................................................................................................................................. 44 

Appendices .................................................................................................................................................... 48 

Appendix 1 ................................................................................................................................................. 48 

Appendix 2 ................................................................................................................................................. 52 

 

 



1 
 

 
 

1. Introduction 
 

The study focuses the on the international students’ decision making process and the 

evaluation attributes that are employed when making this important decision. The interest 

for this topic sparked through the writer’s work at the International Services of 

Lappeenranta University of Technology (LUT). This chapter is an introduction to the topic 

and it commences by discussing the background of the study followed by the research 

questions and objectives. The delimitations, methodology, theoretical framework, and 

literature review are also examined. The key concepts are defined in order to avoid 

misconceptions as various definitions exist in the literature. A short presentation of 

research’s structure concludes the introduction chapter. 

 

1.1. Background of the Research 

 

In recent years, many governments have introduced marketisation policies and market-

type mechanisms in countries previously characterized by a high degree of government 

control. In higher education these types of marketisation policies are introduced to improve 

the quality and variety of the services by strengthening student choice and liberalizing 

markets. (Jongbloed, 2003). In response to these changes, marketing theories and 

concepts from the business world are now gradually being applied by many universities 

particularly in the major English speaking countries (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka 2006, 

317). 

 

In Finland the recent changes in the legislation concerning universities have highlighted 

the importance of internationalization in the field of tertiary education. The universities act 

that was passed in June 2009, made significant changes to the Finnish higher education 

policy. The reforms increased the financial freedom of universities as they became 

independent legal entities. In addition, it gave the universities the possibility of participating 

in a trial of a tuition fee system for certain master’s degree programs for students outside 

of the European Economic Area (EEA). Lappeenranta University of Technology (LUT) is 

currently participating in the trial along with eight other universities and ten polytechnics. 
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(Ministry of Education, Finland.) Maringe (2006, 467) points out that the introduction of 

fees in higher education may result in greater consumerist behavior as the issue of “value 

for money” may begin to become a big part of applicants’ decision-making.  

 

In the European level the Bologna Process was introduced in response to the 

internationalization of education. The Bologna Process aims to increase European 

competitiveness by harmonizing the structure of Europe’s higher education. (Kantola and 

Kettunen 2007.) The major steps to achieve the harmonizing are the creation of a 

comparable structure of academic degrees, mutual recognition of diplomas and course 

units, the assessment of academic institutions and programs based on common quality 

standards, and the incentives to increase student and staff mobility. The increased 

international competition has highlighted the importance of making European higher 

education institutions attractive and competitive worldwide. Integrating the European 

higher education markets enhances competition between European universities which is a 

necessary condition for modernizing the European higher education. (Alexandre et al. 

2008.) 

 

In order to create an effective marketing plan it is crucial to know the factors that influence 

the international students’ decision making process and to understand the nature of the 

relationship among these factors (Cubillo et al. 2006, 102). The internationalization of 

higher education has brought attention to the importance of international competition in 

higher education. Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2006, 316) note that higher educational 

institutions now recognize that they need to market themselves in a climate of international 

competition. One of the key pieces of information that can help the university’s marketing 

efforts is the understanding of what determines a prospective student’s university 

preference (Soutar and Turner 2002). 

 

As the international competition in higher education is increasing there is a growing 

demand for better understanding how the international students select the higher 

education institution. This research aims to identify the different attributes that students 

evaluate in order to provide useful information on how to attract student to Finland and 
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Lappeenranta. According to Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2006, 318) the key motivator for 

research into higher education choice has been individual institution’s need to understand 

the key factors involved in student choice.  

 

This study is conducted from Lappeenranta University of Technology’s point of view and 

thus the goal is to utilize the findings in a way that best contributes to increasing the 

number of international student applicants. According to the LUT Strategy the target 

amount of foreign degree students is 350 by the year 2013 (LUT Strategy 2013, 7). 

Interesting is to find out how the tuition fee trial affects the number of applicants. In 

Sweden the introduction of tuition fees for students from outside of the ETA area led to a 

collapse in the number of international students. Earlier the number of students from 

outside of Europe was approximately 16 000 in the Swedish higher education institutions 

whereas this fall the number dropped down to only 1200 (Helsingin Sanomat, 2011). The 

study also attempts to find out the relative importance of education’s cost as an evaluation 

criterion. Equally important is to find out how positive or negative the international master’s 

students at LUT perceive the education’s cost to be in the case of LUT. It will be 

interesting to see how the opinions differ between programs that have tuition fees and the 

ones that are free. 

 

1.2. Research Questions and Objectives 

 

Objective of this study is to gain understanding of the international students’ decision 

making process and the importance of education’s cost as an evaluation attribute. The 

main research question is what are the factors that influence international students’ 

decision making process at LUT? The main question can be divided into two sub 

questions that further examine the topic from different viewpoints.  

a. What are the most significant evaluation attributes in international students’ 

decision-making process? 

b. What is the importance of education’s cost for the international master’s 

degree students at LUT compared to the other choice criteria? 
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The focus of this study is to examine the international students’ decision making process 

at LUT through empirical research and to reflect the findings on the previous studies 

conducted in the field of international marketing of higher education. 

 

1.3. Delimitations of the research 

 

As the purpose of this research is to study the international students’ decision-making 

process the research is focusing only on the international students, meaning that students 

with a Finnish citizenship are not a part of this study. The empirical part concentrates only 

on international master’s degree students but the theoretical part has a broader 

perspective that also takes into account international students at other levels of higher 

education. Exchange students are not investigated in either part of this study.  

 

The research is conducted from the view point of the International Services of 

Lappeenranta University of Technology and the goal of this research is to have practical 

utility for LUT. The questions for the survey are chosen with this purpose in mind and the 

empirical findings are analyzed to produce useful information targeted mainly for the 

International Services of LUT. Also the target group for the empirical part comprises only 

of international students at LUT. 

 

Cubillo et al. (2006, 102) point out that the choice concerning higher education is a 

complex process and even more so in the case on international students. A commonly 

used five stage consumer decision-making process that is later introduced in more detail 

comprises of problem recognition, information search, evaluation of alternatives, purchase 

decision, and post purchase behavior. This research concentrates on the multiple 

attributes that affect the decision making process and thus the focus is mainly on the 

evaluation of attributes stage of consumer decision-making process but the purchase 

decision stage is also briefly discussed as it links to the evaluation of attributes. 
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1.4. Research Methodology 

 

The theoretical part of the research is based on existing literature in the field of 

international marketing of higher education. The aspect of decision-making process is 

especially focused on by studying multiple articles on this topic in order to create a solid 

theoretical basis for the research. 

 

The empirical part of the study is conducted using a quantitative research method. The 

chosen method is purposive sampling as it best fits the needs of this research. The data is 

collected via a survey that is carried out by using a Webropol questionnaire for the 

international master’s degree students of LUT who started their studies in the fall of 2011. 

The students at Lappeenranta University of Technology are studying either business or 

technology and upon graduation they will get the degree of Master of Science (in Finnish 

either kauppatieteiden maisteri or diplomi-insinööri). 

 

In the survey respondents are asked to rate multiple attributes based on their importance 

in the decision-making process for higher education by using a five point Likert –scale and 

also how positive or negative (from scale of 1-5) they perceive each attribute to be in the 

case of LUT. Respondents are given two weeks to answer the questionnaire and after the 

first week the recipients who have not yet responded are sent a reminder. The survey is 

pretested with five students of LUT in order to get feedback on the structure and the 

phrasing of the questions.  

 

The attributes for the survey are based on previous studies on the choice criteria in 

international students’ decision-making process. The findings from the empirical research 

are reflected on the existing researches in order to find out if the findings are consistent 

with previous studies which would implicitly add to the credibility of the findings. 
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1.5. Theoretical Framework 

 

The theoretical framework of this study, which is presented in figure 1, concludes the main 

process and concepts of this research as well as their relationships. The framework is 

based on the six stages decision-making process by Kotler and Fox (1995, 251) and on 

the steps between an evaluation of alternatives and a purchase decision that was also 

introduced by Kotler and Fox (1995, 262). The six stages model describes the decision-

making process in highly complex situations such as selecting a higher education 

institution in an international context. The focus of the research is especially on the 

evaluation of alternatives but the purchase decision is also examined to an extent as it is 

linked to the evaluation stage through attitudes of others and unanticipated situational 

factors. These two steps of the decision-making process are in bold alphabets to highlight 

their central role in this research. The other stages of the decision-making model are not 

under special interest and are thus written with italicized letters. 

 

Attributes play a key role in the international student’s decision-making process and as 

mentioned before this is the main focus of the research. The attributes are also presented 

in the theoretical framework as they are the center of the evaluation of alternatives stage. 

The attributes are classified into four groups of factors that influence the purchase 

intention of international students as can be seen from the framework. The groups are 

personal reasons, country image, institution image, and program evaluation. The chosen 

attributes are discussed in further detail in the next chapter of this research. Worth 

mentioning is that the groups of factors are not independent of each other and at times the 

decision-making elements within these four categories overlap. 
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Figure 1: Theoretical framework 

 

1.6. Literature review 

 

Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2006) conducted a comprehensive literature review of 

studies concerning the marketing of higher education in an international context that were 

published between 1992 and 2004. Based on their findings they concluded that the 

research field of higher education marketing is still at a relatively pioneer stage. Cubillo et 

al. (2006, 102) also agree that the literature analyzing the decision-making process of 

prospective international students is scarce. Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2006, 318) note 

that research into higher education choice has primarily been stimulated by individual 

institution’s need to understand the key factors involved in consumer choice but that the 

research is by no means extensive and has focused mostly on the UK and Australia. 
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Consumer decision-making has been studied by many researchers such as Kotler (2003, 

200-211), Mullins et al. (2005, 109-127), Gabbot and Hogg (1994). Chapman (1981) has 

often been credited as one of the first who applied consumer behavior theory to education. 

He created a conceptual model of student college choice specifying the important variable 

sets and their interrelationships. Chapman’s model suggests that the choice is influenced 

by a set of student characteristics in combination with series of external influences.  

 

Students’ decision-making process was also researched by Moogan (2003) who focused 

on the first three stages of the commonly used five stage model of the consumer buying 

process. An extended version of the model forms the basis of this research and was 

already introduced in the theoretical framework. Moogan conducted a large-scale survey 

of 674 British students who were planning on entering higher education within the next 12 

months. 

 

Cubillo-Pinilla at al. (2009) conducted a study to analyze the factors that influence the 

decision-making process of international students, by focusing particularly on the influence 

of the country and institution image on the evaluation of the academic program. Their 

study shows a positive relationship between the prospective students’ perception of 

country and institution image on how they evaluate academic programs. Country image in 

international tertiary education was also researched by Gnoth and Srikatanyoo (2002).  

 

The most important attributes that influence the international students’ decision-making 

process were examined by Cubillo et al. (2006). Their research proposed a theoretical 

model of integrating the different groups of factors which determine the students’ choice. 

The five groups of factors were personal reasons, country image, city image, institution 

image, and program evaluation. These integrated groups were based on existing literature 

and they are also used in this research with the exception of combining city and country 

image together. 
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Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) examined the push and pull factors that have influence when 

selecting a study destination abroad. According to the authors the student must go through 

at least three different stages. First the decision to study abroad is made, influenced by 

push factors within the home country. Next decision is the selection of a host country and 

in this stage the pull factors play a key role in attracting the student to a certain host 

country. In the last stage, the student selects an institution. This research focuses primarily 

on the second and third stages and the selection of an institution is in the center of the 

empirical part. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002, 84) note that the students’ selection of 

particular institution is based on a variety of complex issues and that only few previous 

studies have fully examined this issue. Mazzarol et al. (2000) themselves investigated this 

matter by conducting a survey for 879 students, 53 per cent of them international, studying 

at a dozen of different colleges and universities in Australia. 

 

Carter and Maringe (2007) have also researched the push and pull factors in international 

students’ higher education decision-making. They developed a model of six elements that 

influence the decision-making and within this model a range of push and pull factors. The 

study was conducted to research the decision-making and experience of African students 

in UK higher education. 

 

If Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka (2006, 318) claim that the literature on higher education 

marketing in general is incoherent and even inchoate what can be said about the research 

of international students’ decision-making in Finland? Some progress has been made in 

the recent years but the research is still at a pioneer stage.  Opiskelijajärjestöjen 

tutkimussäätiö OTUS and Center for International Mobility CIMO are the two main 

organizations that have facilitated research on international students coming to Finland. 

 

Kinnunen (2003) conducted a research that was supported by both CIMO and OTUS on 

the international degree students’ integration into Finnish society. In this research 

Kinnunen also examines the factors that motivate students to apply to Finland and the 

reasons for selecting a certain tertiary education institution. Tuition fees are also discussed 

as a part of the research.  
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Niemelä (2009a) has conducted research for OTUS on degree programs taught in English 

at universities of applied sciences from the students’ point of view. 62 per cent of the 687 

participants were international students. The purpose of the research was to study the 

factors that influenced the students’ decision to apply for the degree program and the 

students’ perceptions of the education’s quality and internationality as well as the ties to 

future career prospects. Niemelä (2009b) has also researched the study programs 

conducted in English from a broader aspect by gathering data from both students in 

master’s degree programs at universities and from students in degree programs at 

universities of applied sciences. The author also interviewed personnel working with 

international affairs at the institutions to further examine the context of the issue. The focus 

of the study was to examine the elements of international degree programs and 

international environment from the students’ perspective. 

 

The purpose of this research is to examine the international students’ decision-making 

process from the point of view of Lappeenranta University of Technology. However, there 

has already been one previous research on this topic. Evolahti (2010) studied the 

international students’ evaluation and selection process of higher education institution. Her 

research focused more on the student’s attitudes, motives, values, and opinion seeking 

from other people whereas this study concentrates more on the chosen attributes and their 

relative importance. Also the empirical part of Evolahti’s master’s thesis examined 

business students in universities and in universities of applied sciences while the survey in 

this research focused on all international master’s students at LUT, both business as well 

as technical.  

 

1.7. Definitions of key concepts 

 

The concepts that are relevant for this study are defined in various ways in the existing 

literature. The next chapter offers some insights into these concepts and provides the point 

of view from which each concept is used in this research. 
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Attitude is the overall multiattribute assessment of a brand that is formed by combining 

evaluations of different brands across attributes and taking into account the relative 

importance of each attribute. Attitudes derive from a consumer’s evaluation that a given 

brand provides the necessary benefits that can help to satisfy a particular need. (Mullins et 

al. 2005, 114, 121.) Individual’s attitude is contingent upon the strength of his or her beliefs 

about the object and the evaluative aspect of those beliefs (Fishbein 1965, 117 as cited in 

Cohen et al. 1972, 457). 

 

Attributes are the limited number of characteristics or dimensions that consumers use 

when evaluating alternative products and services (Mullins et al. 2005, pp. 114). Decision-

making element is used as a synonym for evaluation attribute in this study. 

 

International master’s degree student is a student who doesn’t have Finnish nationality 

and is studying to obtain a master’s degree from a Finnish university. When graduating an 

international master’s degree student will get a higher university degree and as the 

students of the empirical part’s target group are studying either business or technology 

they will receive the title of Master of Science when the graduate (kauppatieteiden maisteri 

or diplomi-insinööri in Finnish).  

 

Country of origin refers to the students’ cognitive beliefs about the country’s 

industrialization, national quality standard, and other information that is associated with its 

products and services (Gnoth and Srikatanyoo, 2002, 140). 

 

Choice criteria are the set of attributes and their relative importance in the decision-

making process of a particular consumer (Mullins et al., 2005, pp. 114). 
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1.8. Structure of the research 

 

Next the structure of the research is briefly examined. This first chapter of the study 

introduces the topic of the research by first presenting the background of the chosen 

subject and then the research objectives and questions. The delimitations and 

methodology are also discussed, followed by the theoretical framework that is illustrated in 

figure 1. The literature review examines the existing literature on marketing of higher 

education in an international context and the definition of key concepts are provided to 

define how they are used in this research as various definitions exist in the literature. 

 

The body of the research can be divided into a theoretical and an empirical part. The 

second chapter of the study discusses the evaluation and selection of higher education 

institution in an international context from a theoretical point of view. First the consumer 

decision-making process is discussed in general by examining a commonly used five 

stages model of consumer decision-making. The nature of services and education in 

particular are examined through the often cited characteristics of persiability, inseparability 

of production and consumption, intangibility, and heterogeneity. Choosing a higher 

education institution in an international context is a highly complex decision and thus 

requires high involvement. The implications of high involvement are discussed and then 

followed by introducing an extended version of the five stages model that Kotler et al. 

(1995, 251) have developed for high involvement purchase decisions. The next section of 

the theoretical part examines the different attributes that students evaluate when selecting 

the tertiary education institution abroad. The attributes are divided into four groups that are 

discussed in detail at the end of the chapter. Chosen factors are examined more closely 

and special attention is paid to the cost of education. 

 

The third and fourth chapters of the research cover the empirical part of the study. In the 

third chapter the research methods are studied in more detail and the sampling and 

response rate are presented. The survey and the chosen questions are discussed as well 

as the design of the survey and how the results are coded and measured. 
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The last chapter of the research consists of the conclusions and discussion. The 

theoretical contribution of this research is presented as well as the practical utility. 

Limitations and suggestions for further research are also analyzed. 
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2. Evaluating and Choosing a Higher Education Institution in an 

International Context 
 

In this chapter the international students’ decision-making process is discussed from a 

theoretical point of view. First the nature of educational services is examined in order to 

understand how it affects the strategic marketing approach for higher education. The high 

level of involvement is also discussed as it has a strong influence on the consumers’ 

decision-making process. Then the attributes that consumers use to evaluate the services 

are examined as well as their relative importance and the cost of education is under 

special interest. The chosen attributes are based on the existing literature and they are 

divided into four categories: personal reasons, country image, institutional image, and 

program evaluation. These categorizations are further discussed at the end of this chapter. 

 

2.1. Decision-Making Process 

 

The five stage model of consumer decision-making is often cited in marketing literature. 

The steps that consumers go through are problem recognition, information search, 

evaluation of alternatives, purchase decision, and post purchase behavior (Kotler 2003, 

204). As selecting a higher education institution is consumer behavior this five stage model 

can be applied to the international students’ decision-making process. Other researchers 

such as Carter and Maringe (2007) and Moogan (2003) have also applied this model to 

higher education.  

 

Figure 2: Five-stage model of the Consumer Buying Process (Based on Kotler 2003, 204 

and Mullins et al. 2005, 110). 

As can be seen from figure 2, the buying process starts by recognizing a problem or a 

need that motivates the consumer to search for information about how to best satisfy this 

need. After enough information about solving the problem has been gathered the 

alternatives are evaluated based on the consumer’s choice criteria. The evaluation step is 

Problem 
recognition 

Information 
search 

Evaluation 
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alternatives 

Purchase 
decision 

Post 
purchase 
behavior 
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followed by purchase decision. There are however, two factors that may intervene with 

purchase intention and purchase decision: attitudes of others and unanticipated situational 

factors. The last stage of the model is post purchase behavior. This refers to the 

customer’s evaluation of the level of satisfaction that is dependent on relation between the 

customer’s expectations and perceived quality. (Kotler 2003, 204-208.) This study focuses 

mostly on the evaluation of alternatives but the decision step is also examined to an extent 

while the other stages in the consumer decision-making process are not under special 

interest.  

 

Maringe and Carter (2007, 460) characterize the five stages in selecting a higher 

education institution as follows: pre-search behavior involves early and sometime passive 

thought on the matter, in active search behavior choices are prioritized, applications are 

developed and submitted to the chosen institution in the application stage, next the 

decision of acceptance or decline is made and finally in the post acceptance behavior 

stage the students reflect on whether the decision was the right one or not. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Steps Between Evaluation of Alternatives and a Purchase Decision (Based on 

Kotler 2003, 207). 

As was mentioned before, there are two factors that may intervene between the purchase 

intention and purchase decision. Figure 3 illustrates the factors that may interrupt the 

decision-making process. Other people’s attitudes affect the purchase decision to an 

extent that is determined by the intensity of the other person’s attitude and the consumer’s 

motivation to comply with the other person’s wishes (Kotler 2003, 207). The opinions of 

other’s play a key role in the personal reasons that are part of the attributes that students 

use when selecting a study destination abroad. Personal reasons are further discussed in 

the last section of this chapter. Purchase intention may also be interrupted by 

unanticipated situational factors. In the case of a student, a family member might die, a 
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loan may fall through, or the residence permit application might be denied. Thus the 

purchase intention is not a completely reliable predictor of a purchase decision (Kotler 

2003, 207). 

 

2.2. The nature of Educational Services 

 

The growing importance of services has lead to a higher level of interest in services 

marketing and numerous articles have been published to research this topic (Fisk et al., 

1993). Services are often characterized as intangible, heterogeneous, perishable, and 

requiring simultaneous production and consumption (Zeithaml et al., 1985, 33). All of these 

characteristics apply to educational services and as in services marketing in general these 

characteristics require a particular marketing strategy application (Kotler and Fox 1995, 

279-280). Some of the usual determinants of profitability such as life cycle, experience, 

and market share are not easily applied to service firms and therefore the strategic 

planning of services marketing needs careful consideration (Carmen at al. 1980, 7). 

 

Zeithaml et al. (1985, 33) refer to Bateson (1979) according to whom intangibility is the 

critical distinction between services and goods from which all the other differences 

emerge. Intangibility is often associated with high level of risk because it makes the 

evaluation more challenging as services cannot be seen, touched, tasted, or possessed. 

The indirect mechanism of service evaluation influences the international students’ 

decision-making process as the intangible nature of services leads the students to analyze 

aspects such as institution image or country of origin. (Cubillo et al. 2006, 103.) The 

intangible nature of services also offers some opportunities for the creative marketers as it 

provides more alternatives for establishing the choice criteria on which the service offering 

are evaluated on (George 1977). Mazzarol (1998, 164) notes that intangibility applies 

particularly well to educational services as the specific nature of the service offering is 

difficult to define.  

 

Intangibility also hinders the communication of services to the customer (Rathmell, 1966) 

and according to Carmen et al. (1980) the risks involved in international marketing are 
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greater for services than for products. Another aspect of intangibility is that it makes pricing 

more challenging (Rathmell, 1966, 35). The cost of education is one of the attributes that is 

further examined later in this chapter. 

 

The inseparability of consumption and productions adds to the difficulty of services 

marketing. The simultaneous consumption and production of services results in the need 

to involve the customer in the production of the service and Carmen et al. (1980, 8) note 

that it also forces the buyer into intimate contact with the production process. According 

Shuell and Lee (1976, pp. 4-9 cited in Mazzarol, 1998) this is particularly true with 

education because student participation is a critical factor in determining the success of 

learning process. Another outcome of the inseparability of consumption and production is 

that in most cases direct sales are the only possible distribution channel as services are 

first sold and then produced and consumed simultaneously (Rathmell, 1966) this also 

causes the marketing and production to be highly interactive (Grönroos 1978). This aspect 

of services also means that there is likelihood that many consumers are involved in the 

production of the same service thus influencing each other’s service experience. This also 

applies particularly well to higher education considering the interaction and influence 

among students (Owlia and Spindwall, 1996).  

 

The heterogeneity of services poses significant problems as it causes potential for high 

variability in the performance of services. The quality of service may vary from producer to 

producer, from customer to customer, and from day to day. (Zeithaml, 1985.) In the case 

of education this means that the quality varies significantly in different circumstances such 

as from year to year, class to class, student to student, lecturer to lecturer (Owlia and 

Spindwall, 1996).  

 

Perishability, the last of the four common characteristic of services, means that they 

cannot be saved or stored thus leading to the difficulty of synchronizing supply and 

demand (Zeithaml, 1985). According to Zeithaml (1985) each unique characteristic of 

services leads to specific problems for service marketers and necessitates special 

strategies for dealing with them. 
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Services can also be described as comprising of core and peripheral services. The core 

service offering provides the intangible benefits that customers are looking for and 

according to Cubillo et al. (2006) the peripheral or auxiliary services are added to the basic 

service to satisfy customers’ expectations. Some of the peripheral services are 

indispensable for the execution of the core service while others are provided only to 

improve the overall quality of the service bundle. The core services are not easily modified 

and thus the peripheral services are often used to differentiate among competitors. 

(Carmen et al. 1980.)  

 

In international education the student will receive a pack of services comprising of the core 

education service, the peripheral services related to education activities at the host 

institution, and some secondary services related to their stay at the host country and city. 

There are several groups of secondary services in the case of international education. The 

prospective students will consider numerous aspects related to living in the host country 

such as safety, security, cultural activities, international background, and university 

environment among others thus the secondary services have an influence on the 

international students’ decision-making process. (Cubillo et al. 2006.) The prospective 

student is not only selecting the education service when choosing in which country to 

study, but also the set of services that are related to the core service (Cubillo-Pinilla et al. 

2009). The host country image and related attributes are further discussed later in this 

chapter.  

 

2.3. High-Involvement Purchase Decisions 

 

From the consumers point of view some purchase decisions are more important than 

others and thus require more psychological involvement. The decision-making process is 

quite different between low- and high-involvement products and services. The previously 

discussed five stages decision-making process best describes high-involvement decisions 

as for routine or habitual purchases the evaluation of alternatives step might be left out. 

(Mullins et al. 2005, 109.) The decision to study abroad can be characterized as a high-
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involvement purchase decision as according to Mazzarol (1998) it is one of the most 

significant and expensive initiatives that students may ever undertake. Binsardi and 

Ekwulugo (2003) point out that students tend to be extremely critical and analytical when 

choosing their educational institutions.  

 

High-involvement purchases involve more psychological and often also financial risk 

(Mullins et al. 2005, 109). Perceived risk influences the consumer’s decision to modify, 

postpone, or avoid a purchase decision (Kotler 2003, 207). Two separate types of risk are 

involved in any choice situation: uncertainty about the outcome and uncertainty about the 

consequences (Taylor 1974). A student perceives the two aspects of risk by considering 

the outcome “If I choose this institution, how can I be certain that it is a good decision?” 

and by estimating the consequences “What happens if I choose a wrong institution?”. The 

amount of money at stake, attribute uncertainty, and consumer self-confidence affect the 

amount of perceived risk (Kotler 2003, 207). 

 

Kotler and Fox (1995) developed a modification of the commonly used five stages 

consumer decision-making process that was discussed in chapter 2.1 by dividing the 

purchase decision step into decision and decision implementation stages. The model is 

meant for highly-complex situations such as selecting a higher education institution in an 

international context and it takes into account the influence of others and situational factors 

that might influence the prospective students’ choice. 

2.4. Categorizing Factors That Influence the Decision-Making Process 

 

The theoretical model of this research proposes that the evaluation attributes in 

international students’ decision-making process comprise of four factors: personal 

reasons, country image, institution image, and program evaluation. The chosen variables 

within these factors are based on existing literature and as the survey for the empirical 

research was designed to benefit LUT, the university’s point of view was taken into 

consideration when selecting the attributes. The chosen attributes for the empirical 

research are presented next in table 1. 
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Table 1: Earlier researches identifying the chosen attributes that influence the selection of 

higher education institution. 

 

Personal Reasons  

Attribute Author(s) 

Enhance future career prospects Qureshi (1995), Bourke (2000), Soutar and 

Turner (2002), Cubillo et al. (2006) 

Live in a different culture Bourke (2000), Cubillo et al. (2006) 

Make international contacts Bourke (2000), Cubillo et al. (2006) 

Improve language skills Bourke (2000), Cubillo et al. (2006) 

Family recommendation Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Cubillo et al. 

(2006) 

Friend’s recommendation Cubillo et al. (2006), Maringe and Carter 

(2007) 

Professor’s recommendation Cubillo et al. (2006), Maringe and Carter 

(2007) 

Country and city image  

Location Price et al. (2003) 

Immigration Procedures Binsardi and Ekwulugo (2003), Cubillo et al. 

(2006),  

Opportunity for part time work during the 

course 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Cubillo et al. 

(2006), Maringe (2006) 

City image Cubillo et al. (2006) 

Transport and living costs Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Binsardi and 

Ekwulugo (2003), Cubillo et al. (2006), 

Maringe (2006) 

Availability of accommodation Binsardi and Ekwulugo (2003) 

Safety and security Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Binsardi and 

Ekwulugo (2003), Cubillo et al. (2006) 

International environment Cubillo et al. (2006) 

Low racial discrimination Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) 
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Institution image  

Institution prestige Cubillo et al. (2006), Cubillo-Pinilla et al. 

(2009) 

Ranking position Cubillo et al. (2006), Cubillo-Pinilla et al. 

(2009) 

Teacher and researcher reputation Ivy (2001), Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), 

Cubillo et al. (2006), Maringe (2006) 

Academic reputation Qureshi (1995), Mazzarol and Soutar 

(2002) Soutar and Turner (2002), Binsardi 

and Ekwulugo (2003), Cubillo et al. (2006), 

Maringe (2006), Cubillo-Pinilla et al. (2009) 

Friends studying at the institution Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) 

Amount of international students Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Binsardi and 

Ekwulugo (2003) 

Facilities Bourke (2000), Mazzarol and Soutar 

(2002), Binsardi and Ekwulugo (2003), 

Price et al. (2003), Cubillo et al. (2006),  

Maringe (2006), Cubillo-Pinilla et al. (2009)  

Ties/connections to your home university 

(links to other institutions known to me) 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) 

Program evaluation  

International recognition Bourke (2000), Cubillo et al. (2006), 

Cubillo-Pinilla et al. (2009) 

Program suitability Hooley and Lynch (1981), Soutar and 

Turner (2002), Cubillo et al. (2006), Cubillo-

Pinilla et al. (2009) 

Recognition by future employers Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Cubillo et al. 

(2006), Cubillo-Pinilla et al. (2009) 

Cost of education (tuition fees) Qureshi (1995), Bourke (2000), Ivy (2001), 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Binsardi and 

Ekwulugo (2003), Cubillo et al. (2006), 

Maringe (2006), Maringe and Carter (2007), 

Cubillo-Pinilla et al. (2009) 
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Possibility of financial aid/scholarships Qureshi (1995), Ivy (2001), Binsardi and 

Ekwulugo (2003), Cubillo et al. (2006) 

 

As can be seen from table 1, the cost of education has received attention from various 

authors. The results from these studies have been somewhat inconsistent. Mazzarol and 

Soutar (2002) found lowering fees to be only of moderate importance to Asian students in 

selecting their study destination. According to their research the importance of part-time 

work was significantly greater. On the other hand Maringe and Carter (2007) identified the 

direct cost of higher education to be the greatest risk that students associated with the 

decision to study abroad and according to a study conducted by Qureshi (1995) the total 

cost of attendance is very important for students in their consideration of university 

selection. This research is conducted from a rather different view point compared to the 

prior researches that were identified in table 1. The previous studies have mostly 

concentrated on the higher education services in English speaking countries that have had 

tuition fee systems for long whereas the trial that allowed certain tuition fees in Finland 

only began in 2010. 

Figure 4: Model of grouping attributes that influence international students’ choice on 

tertiary education. 
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The model of factors that influence the international students’ selection on higher 

education institution is presented in figure 4 and it is based on a model created by Cubillo 

et al. (2006). Their model is illustrated in figure 5. However, there are some differences, as 

can be seen by comparing these two figures. Cubillo et al. (2006) have city effect as one of 

the dimensions whereas in the model proposed by this research, the city image is 

integrated into country image and it does not play as significant role as it does in the model 

created by Cubillo et al. (2006). 

 

Figure 5: A model of international students’ preferences by Cubillo et al. (2006). 

2.4.1. Personal Reasons 

 

When considering core benefits, students are not buying degrees but the benefits that a 

degree can provide in the terms of employment, status, lifestyle etc. (Binsardi and 

Ekwulugo 2003). Thus the personal reasons and aspirations play a key role in the 

selection of tertiary education. Enhancing future career prospects has been identified by 

many authors as one of the factors that affect the international students’ decision-making 

process (Cubillo et al., 2006; Soutar and Turner, 2002; Bourke, 2000; Qureshi, 1995). 

 



24 
 

 
 

According to Cubillo et al. (2006) advice represents an important factor included in 

personal reasons. Bourke (2000) identified recommendation from family and friends to 

have a significant influence on the student’s choice and according to Chapman (1986) 

students consult knowledgeable others with great frequency and in depth. As discussed 

previously, attitudes of others may also come in between the purchase intention and 

purchase decision. Students might for instance, be persuaded by their parents to attend a 

different institution than the one they had originally chosen. Binsardi and Ekwulugo (2003) 

conducted a study on international marketing of British education and found out that 52 per 

cent of the sampling students believe that using alumni networks and contacts is the best 

promotional strategy in their countries. 

 

2.4.2. Country image 

 

The intangible nature of educational services makes it difficult for prospective students to 

evaluate. When intrinsic cues are unknown or unavailable, consumers must evaluate the 

product or service on extrinsic cues such as country of origin or brand name (Harvey and 

Busher 1996, Gnoth and Srikatanyoo 2002). According to research, prospective students 

tend to choose first the country and then the institution (Srikatanyoo and Gnoth, 2002; 

Bourke 2000). Maringe and Carter (2007) found in their research that for many students 

the choice of institution was not as important as the decision to apply to England. Country 

image seems to play an important role in students’ university selection in international 

education and globalization has made it even more important (Srikatanyoo and Gnoth, 

2002). Cubillo et al. (2006) note that the students’ perception of the destination city will 

also influence the decision process as well as the country image. 

 

2.4.3. Institution Image 

 

According to research, a positive image can have a strong influence on the student’s 

decision to attend an educational institution (Qureshi, 1995; Mazzarol 1998; Bourke 2000). 

The institution image is the sum of beliefs, ideas, and impressions that the prospective 

students have of the institution and it tends to be based on very limited and even 

inaccurate information. The present image is often based on past record and therefore it 
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cannot be changed through quick change in public relations strategy. (Kotler and Fox, 

1995, 231.) The evaluation of institution image contains attributes such as academic 

reputation, facilities, and teacher and researcher reputation.  

 

2.4.4. Program Evaluation 

 

Program evaluation is conceptualized as the attitudes that the prospective students hold 

toward their targeted programs (Peng et al. 2000). Previous studies show that the program 

suitability is of overwhelming importance in university selection (Hooley and Lynch 1981, 

Soutar and Turner 2002). Other aspects of the program evaluation include, for instance, 

international recognition, cost of education, and availability of financial aid (Bourke 2000, 

Maringe 2006, Cubillo et al 2006). According to Peng et al. (2000) the brand image of a 

study program is more important than the country or institution image in product evaluation 

and purchase intention and therefore marketing efforts should be focused on building a 

strong brand image for the program. 
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3. Research Methods 
 

In this chapter the research methodology of the study is presented in more detail. The 

quantitative research method is discussed as well as the design of the empirical research. 

The sampling and data collection are also examined. 

 

3.1. Quantitative Research 

 

Quantitative research method was chosen for the study as it better serves the purpose of 

this research than qualitative method would have. According to Alkula et al. (1994) 

quantitative methods are appropriate for examining a phenomenon’s structure that refers 

to the factors that it consists of and the dependencies among these factors. This research 

is focused on the factors that influence the international students’ decision-making and the 

relative importance of these factors and the elements within and quantitative methods 

provide the best tools for examining these issues. The empirical part was conducted using 

a web-based survey for the international master’s degree students at LUT who started 

their studies in the fall of 2011. 

 

3.2. Design of the Survey 

 

The survey was conducted in a web-based manner as it was the fastest and most 

accurate way to reach the target students. A link to the survey was sent for all of the target 

recipients via e-mail and the students were given two weeks to answer the questionnaire. 

After the first week, the recipients who had not submitted their answers were sent a 

reminder. 

 

There are three different types of questions used in the empirical research: multiple choice 

questions, scale questions, and open questions. Multiple choice questions are used when 

gathering information about the respondents’ background. In these questions the students 

are given response alternatives and they are asked to pick the alternative that fits the best. 

For example, questions such as age and gender are asked in the form of multiple choice 
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questions. Scale questions are used the most in the survey because they help in providing 

answers for the main research question that is focused around examining the importance 

of different evaluation attributes and education’s cost in particular. In these questions the 

students are asked to choose an answer from a five point Likert response scale. Open 

questions are also used in this research. There are mainly two reasons for using open 

questions in the survey. First, when response alternatives were impossible to predefine, 

this was the case, for example, when asking the students about the other universities 

where they applied to and second, when deeper information was sough without influencing 

the answers in any way. This was the case when asking the students for any additional 

comments on the factors that affected their university selection. 

 

The survey consist of four sections; the respondent’s background information, the relative 

importance of each evaluation attribute, how these attributes were perceived in the case of 

LUT, and in the last section the students were asked for additional comments and their 

opinion on the appropriate amount of tuition fee per academic year for their study program. 

Next the four sections of the empirical research are discussed in more detail. 

 

In the first section of the survey the students were asked questions related to their 

personal information. The background section included questions on gender, age, 

citizenship, other universities where the students applied to and whether these universities 

had tuition fees or not, and the respondents were also asked whether they focused more 

on differences between universities or major subjects and programs when they were 

searching for information on higher education institutions. 

 

The second section of the survey is the most important one as it examines the relative 

importance of different evaluation attributes to the students. The purpose of this research 

is to better understand the international students’ decision-making process through 

examining the evaluation attributes and therefore the second section of the survey is the 

most relevant one for this study. The respondents were asked to rate the importance of 

each of the attributes from a scale of 1 to 5. 
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The evaluation attributes were also the focus of the third part of the survey but from a 

different point of view as in the previous section. In this part the students were asked to 

rate how positive or negative they perceived each attribute to be in the case of LUT. A 

scale of 1 to 5 (1=very negative, 2=negative, 3=neutral, 4=positive, 5=very positive) was 

also used in this section of the survey. As the research is conducted from LUT’s point of 

view the third section of the survey plays a pivotal role in understanding the reasons 

behind the international students’ decision to choose LUT. The students’ overall attitude 

toward LUT was calculated by using the Fishbein model that combines the relative 

importance of the attributes and how negative and positive they are perceived. Cohen et 

al. (1972, 457) presented the Fishbein model as follows: 

 

Figure 6: Fishbein model (Cohen et al. 1972, 457) 

The attributes that were chosen for the survey are based on existing literature and they 

were discussed in more depth in chapter 2.4. and the previous research identifying the 

chosen attributes were presented in table 1. 

 

In the last section of the survey the students were asked for additional comments on the 

factors that influenced their decision. Also the respondents were asked to specify their 

study program and to give their opinion on what would be an appropriate amount of tuition 

fee per annum for their study program. 
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3.3. Response Rate, Sampling and Data Gathering 

 

The link for the survey was sent to 175 international master’s degree students of LUT via 

e-mail. The questionnaire was available for 15 days during October 2011 and altogether 

84 responses from international students were received, resulting in a response rate of 48 

per cent. Only the international master’s degree students who started their studies in the 

fall of 2011 were asked to participate in the research as they had began their studies only 

two months before the survey was conducted and their memory was fresh on the reasons 

that affected their decision-making process. The responses of students who had been 

studying at LUT for a longer period of time might have been influenced by the students’ 

experiences while studying at LUT. Prospective students were not a part of this study as 

their university selection process is not complete; as discussed in chapter 2 some 

unexpected situational events may occur that intervene with student’s purchase intention 

and purchase decision. 

 

The survey was pretested with five students of LUT in order to get feedback on the 

structure and the phrasing of the questions. In addition, the International Services of LUT 

provided assistance in choosing the evaluation attributes for the survey and one of the 

employees also pretested the questionnaire before it was sent to the students. The survey 

that was used to collect the data for this research is presented in appendix 1. 
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4. Results and Discussion 
 

The following chapter presents the findings of the empirical research. The results of the 

survey are discussed and analyzed by first focusing on the respondents’ background 

information and then moving on to the evaluation attributes that are in the center of this 

research. The cost of education is paid special attention to as the second part of the main 

research question is to find out it’s relative importance to students of LUT. 

 

4.1. Respondents’ background information 

 

175 international master’s degree students who started their studies at LUT in the fall of 

2011 were invited to participate in this research. The students were sent a link to a web-

based questionnaire that was available for two weeks in October 2011. 84 of the 

international students responded to the questionnaire and as can be seen from figure 6, 36 

per cent of the respondents were female and 64 per cent male. The uneven gender 

distribution is hardly a surprise in a university of technology as the number of women 

studying technology is very low (Sanders, 2006). 

 

Figure 7: Respondents’ gender distribution 

64 % 

36 % 

Respondent's gender 

Male Female 
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The respondents’ age distribution is presented next in figure 7. The largest age group 

among the respondents was the 20-23 years old as 42 per cent of the students belonged 

to this age group when they applied to LUT. 33 per cent of the respondents were 24-26 

years old and only 25 per cent were 27 years or older. Majority of the students, 75 per 

cent, were thus under 27 when they applied for the master’s degree program. 

 

Figure 8: Respondents’ age distribution 

The respondents represented 22 different nationalities as can be seen from table 2. The 

high amount of Russian students, 36 per cent, was expected as 35 per cent of the 

international students who started their studies in the fall of 2011 were Russian. Iranian 

students also represented a quite significant portion of the respondents, 13 per cent, but 

the rest of the students were quite dispersed among various nationalities. 

Table 2: Respondents’ nationalities 

Country 
Number of 
respondents 

Russia 30 

Iran 11 

China 7 

Nepal 5 

India 4 

Rwanda 4 

Colombia 2 

Ghana 2 

Pakistan 2 
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Tanzania 2 

Greece 2 

Spain 1 

Lithuania 1 

Germany 1 

Afghanistan 1 

Uganda 1 

Zambia 1 

Kenya 1 

Vietnam 1 

Ethiopia 1 

Nigeria 1 

Mexico 1 

Did not provide 
their citizenship 2 

 

The students were asked what their first option of university was when applying for 

master’s degree programs and 45 per cent of the respondents informed that they had 

applied to LUT as their first choice and only 14 per cent of the respondents had applied to 

other universities in Finland as their first option. From countries other than Finland, Russia 

was by far the most popular study destination for the respondents as 32 per cent of them 

had applied to Russian universities as their first choice but all of these students were 

Russian. 6 per cent of the students had applied to Swedish universities as their first option 

while the other countries only received single responses. According to the results, Swedish 

universities and other Finnish universities are the main competitors for LUT in the field of 

international tertiary education. 

 

Majority of the students, 75 per cent, had focused on the differences between major 

subjects and degree programs rather than on differences among universities when they 

were looking for information on the higher education institutions. 

 

4.2. Evaluation Attributes in Decision-Making 

 

The main interest of this research is on the evaluation attributes and next they are 

examined through the results of the empirical part of this study. First the importance of the 
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selected evaluation attributes is discussed in detail; special attention is paid to the most 

significant choice criteria. This is followed by the students’ attitudes toward LUT that are 

studied through applying the Fishbein model and finally the importance of education’s cost 

in the students decision-making is analyzed in depth. 

 

4.2.1. Relative Importance of Selected Evaluation Attributes 

 

The main research question is divided into two sub question and the first one is focused 

around the most significant evaluation attributes in the university selection. Next this 

aspect is examined through the results from the questionnaire that concentrate on the 

importance of the elements in the international students’ decision-making process. 

 

The chosen 29 evaluation attributes were classified into four categories that affect the 

international students’ choice of higher education institution. The mean scores and 

standard deviations for each of the attributes and the four categories they were classified 

into were calculated and the results are presented in table 3. To better demonstrate the 

relative importance of the four factor groups the results are also graphically illustrated in 

figure 9.  

Table 3: Summary of means for the importance of evaluation attributes 

 

Evaluation Attribute N Importance 
Standard 
deviation 

Personal reasons (α = 0,769)   3.537 1.326 

Enhance future career prospects 73 4.638 0.711 

Improve language skills 70 4.244 0.865 

Make international contacts 73 3.951 0.901 

Live in a different culture 73 3.772 1.055 

Professor's recommendation 65 3.0 1.404 

Friend's recommendation 67 2.539 1.240 

Family recommendation 65 2.453 1.158 

Country image (α = 0,926)   3.567 1.193 

Safety and security 68 4.013 1.130 

Availability of accommodation 68 3.961 0.986 

International environment 70 3.947 1.099 

Location 69 3.737 0.965 

Transport and living costs 69 3.733 1.099 
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Low racial discrimination 66 3.453 1.320 

Opportunity for part time work during the 
course 68 3.145 1.253 

Immigration procedures 69 3.081 1.183 

City image 68 3.013 1.094 

Institution image (α = 0,832)   3.607 1.174 

Institution prestige 68 4.115 0.751 

Academic reputation 68 4.115 0.961 

Teacher and researcher reputation 67 4.039 0.959 

Facilities 66 4.038 0.849 

Ranking position 66 3.833 0.868 

Amount of international students 67 3.187 1.116 

Ties/connections to your home university 67 2.870 1.371 

Friends studying at the institution 67 2.623 1.185 

Program evaluation (α = 0,850)   4.359 0.868 

Program suitability 70 4.438 0.686 

Recognition by future employers 66 4.436 0.761 

Possibility of financial aid/scholarships 70 4.400 0.943 

International recognition 68 4.266 0.791 

Cost of education (tuition fees) 65 4.256 1.079 

 

The internal consistency of the factor scores were evaluated with Cronbach’s alpha which 

is a measurement of reliability that ranges from 0 to 1 and the higher the score, the more 

reliable the generated scale is (Gliem and Gliem 2003). All the reliability test results in this 

study show alpha values exceeding 0.60 that is the lower limit of acceptability (Hair et al., 

1998). 

 

Figure 9: Importance of the factors in international students’ decision-making process 
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As can be seen, the results clearly show that the program evaluation is the most important 

factor in determining the international students’ choice of university. All of the decision-

making elements within the program evaluation received high scores but especially the 

program suitability and recognition by future employers were of utmost importance. 

According to previous research (Hooley and Lynch, 1981; Soutar and Turner 2002) 

suitability of the program is the most important factor in university selection. The high 

importance of recognition by future employers is also in line with a study conducted by 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002). 

 

As previously mentioned the results also show that students focus more on differences 

between programs and major subjects than on differences between universities when they 

are looking for information on higher education institutions. This also highlights the 

importance of study programs in determining the students’ university choice. 

 

However, according to the results the most significant evaluation attribute for the 

international students was in the factor group of personal reasons. The survey identified 

enhancing future career prospects as the determinant attribute that exerted the greatest 

influence on the university choice. This also follows previous research as according to 

Bourke (2000) enhancing career prospects is one of the most important reasons for why 

students wish to apply to educational institutions overseas. Improving language skills and 

making international contacts were also important personal reasons in the students’ 

decision-making. Recommendation by professors, friends, and family seemed less 

important for the students. From a marketing point of view this implies that the focus of the 

universities’ marketing activities should primarily be on the prospective students and that 

as the opinion seeking from other people seems to be relatively low the universities should 

not waste too much effort on marketing for the people close to the prospective students. 

 

Country image elements that had the greatest impact on university choice included safety 

and security, availability of accommodation, and international environment. Nordic 

countries are often perceived very safe and therefore it is not surprising that students who 

selected a Finnish education institution value safety and security. According to the results, 
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students were less influenced by city image, immigration procedures, and opportunity for 

part time work during the course. As Lappeenranta is a small and relatively unknown city it 

stands to reason that students who chose LUT did not perceive city image to be very 

influential.  

 

Institution image scored the second highest average among the four factor groups. 

Institution prestige and academic reputation were especially important to the students 

while ties to home university or friends studying at the institution were significantly less 

influential. As recommendation by other people and friends studying at the institution 

received low scores it can be assumed that the alumni networks are not currently 

attracting many international students to LUT. 

 

4.2.2. Attitudes 

 

An attitude is a positive or negative feeling about an object that predisposes a person to 

behave in a certain way toward that object or brand (Mullins et al. 2005, 121) and in the 

case of tertiary education this means that the student’s attitude toward the university 

determines the choice of higher education institution. Attitudes derive from 

multidimensional evaluations across a set of attributes weighted by their relative 

importance (Mullins et al. 2005, 121). The Fishbein model was used to calculate the 

students’ overall attitude toward LUT and the results are presented in table 4. The 

Fishbein model combines the relative importance of each attribute and how positive or 

negative the students perceive them to be in the case of LUT. The values depict the 

students’ overall attitudes toward Lappeenranta University of Technology.  

Table 4: Students’ attitudes toward LUT 

Evaluation Attribute Value 

Personal reasons (α = 0,880)   

Enhance future career prospects 1418 

Improve language skills 1216 

Make international contacts 1190 

Live in a different culture 1097 

Professor's recommendation 686 

Friend's recommendation 578 
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Family recommendation 501 

Average 955 

Country image (α = 0,932)   

Safety and security 1199 

International environment 1117 

Availability of accommodation 1042 

Location 1029 

Low racial discrimination 915 

Transport and living costs 834 

City image 740 

Immigration procedures 680 

Opportunity for part time work during the course 668 

Average 914 

Institution image (α =0,929)   

Institution prestige 1133 

Academic reputation 1133 

Facilities 1118 

Teacher and researcher reputation 1046 

Ranking position 969 

Amount of international students 786 

Ties/connections to your home university 681 

Friends studying at the institution 608 

Average 970 

Program evaluation (α = 0,906)   

Possibility of financial aid/scholarships 1283 

Program suitability 1277 

International recognition 1167 

Recognition by future employers 1157 

Cost of education (tuition fees) 1141 

Average 1186 

 

The students’ overall attitude toward LUT comprises of personal reasons, country image, 

institution image, and program evaluation; these are the same factor groups that the 

evaluation attributes were classified into. As can be noted from table 4, program evaluation 

received the highest attitude score, meaning that the respondents perceived the program 

evaluation to be more positive than the three other categories. All of the elements within 

program evaluation scored a high attitude value and the possibility of financial aid or 

scholarships was the highest among these, surpassing even program suitability that was 

the most important factor for the students as was shown in chapter 4.2.1.  
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The students’ attitude scores for the four categories and the elements within, follow the 

results from the importance of these factors. Enhancing future career prospects also 

received the highest attitude score from all of the evaluation attributes, as it did with the 

relative importance. Improving language skills and making international contacts also 

received high attitude scores within the personal reasons.  

 

Safety and security, international environment, and availability of accommodation received 

the highest attitude scores among country image. These three attributes were also the 

most important elements within country image as was noted in the previous chapter that 

discussed the relative importance of the evaluation attributes. The safe and international 

environment and availability of accommodation in Lappeenranta clearly influenced the 

students’ choice in a positive way. All of the new students at LUT are guaranteed an 

accommodation and judging from the high attitude score for availability of accommodation 

the students are obviously very pleased with this.  

 

International Student Barometer (2011) conducted a research to measure international 

students’ satisfaction with their studies, accommodation and living, university’s support 

services and services related to arriving at the study institution. 186 universities took part 

in the international research and out of all of these institutions LUT received the highest 

score for overall satisfaction. This research also concurs with the International Student 

Barometer’s results as the respondents rated similar factors with high scores on the 

negative-positive spectrum as the overall attitude ratings for these decision-making 

elements were so good. 

 

4.3. Education’s Cost 

 

Cost of education was one of the attributes within the program evaluation category and as 

already mentioned all of the decision-making elements that were classified into program 

evaluation received a high score for relative importance. However, as can be seen from 

table 3, education’s cost was the least important element within program evaluation for the 

respondents. The students placed more importance on the possibility of financial aid or 
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scholarships and this is extremely positive from the university’s point of view as it suggests 

that students are not discouraged from applying simply because a university has tuition 

fees if there is a possibility of financial aid or scholarships. This applies particularly well to 

students with high a GPA from their bachelor’s degree as they have a better chance of 

receiving a scholarship that is based on previous academic merit.  

 

23 per cent of the respondents were currently studying in degree programs that have 

tuition fees. The results suggest that there is no significant difference in the importance of 

education’s cost or the possibility of financial aid or scholarships as evaluation criteria for 

these students compared to the respondents who study in master’s degree programs that 

have no tuition fees. The results from t-tests that examine the issue are presented in 

appendix 2. 

 

The respondents were asked for their opinion on what would be an appropriate tuition fee 

per academic year for their study program. This turned out to be a difficult question as 37 

per cent of the students were unsure of their answer. Two of the students commented that 

the ongoing international accreditation process made it difficult to evaluate as the outcome 

would have significant impact on the appropriate tuition fee for Master’s Degree in 

International Marketing Management. 24 per cent of the respondents were against any 

amount of tuition fees and only 5 per cent agreed with the current or higher level of tuition 

fees that three of the LUT’s degree programs have. 

 

4.4. Summary of the Research Results 

 

The research results and major findings of the empirical part of the study are presented 

and discussed in this chapter. Next the results are summarized and examined in light of 

the research question and objectives. The main research question was: What are the 

factors that influence international students’ decision making process? and it was further 

divided into two sub questions that were: What are the most significant evaluation 

attributes in international students’ decision-making process and what is the importance of 
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education’s cost for the international master’s degree students at LUT compared to the 

other choice criteria? 

 

29 evaluation attributes were chosen for the survey and the students were asked to rank 

their importance from a scale of 1 to 5. The 29 factors were classified into four categories 

and mean scores and standard deviations for each category and evaluation attribute were 

calculated. The study identified program evaluation to be the most important factor in 

international students’ decision-making and enhancing future career prospects, program 

suitability, and recognition by future employers as the three most significant evaluation 

attributes. As the study was conducted from LUT’s point of view it was also important to 

examine the factors from the university’s point of view therefore the respondents of the 

survey were asked to rate how positive or negative they perceived each of the 29 

attributes to be in the case of LUT. The students’ overall attitudes toward LUT were 

measured using the Fishbein model and the results showed that students’ perception of 

program evaluation was more positive than their image of country image, personal 

reasons, or institution image.  

 

The second sub question was focused on the importance of education’s cost as an 

evaluation attribute. The results suggested that this is of significant importance to the 

respondents compared to all of the attributes but that within the factor group of program 

evaluation the cost of education was perceived to have the least amount of impact on the 

students’ university selection. Attributes such as program suitability and possibility of 

financial aid or scholarships were more important for the students. 
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5. Conclusions 
 

The main purpose of this research was to gain understanding of the international students’ 

decision-making process and the importance of education’s cost as an evaluation attribute. 

This objective was pursued by examining the different factors that influence the university 

choice and the importance of the decision-making elements within these factors. The 

significance of education’s cost as an evaluation attribute was studied from LUT’s point of 

view. The theoretical part of this study was covered in chapter 2 and the existing research 

was used to select the attributes for the empirical study. The research methods were 

discussed in chapter 3 and the results were presented and analyzed in the previous 

chapter. Summary of the research results can be found from the end of chapter 3. Next the 

contributions and implications of the research are discussed by examining them from 

theoretical and managerial perspectives. The reliability and limitations of the research are 

also presented and finally, suggestions for future research are proposed. 

 

5.1. Contributions and Implications of the Research 

 

This research contributes to the existing knowledge on international students’ decision-

making process. Especially Finnish studies on the matter have been scarce and therefore 

the research contributes to forming a better understanding of the factors that influence the 

international students’ choice of a Finnish tertiary education institution. The main 

theoretical contribution of this research is the increased knowledge on the attributes that 

students use to evaluate higher education institutions in an international context.  

 

From a managerial perspective this research offers important information of the 

international students’ decision-making process that is crucial in creating an effective 

marketing plan. As this study was conducted from LUT’s point of view and the respondents 

for the survey were students of LUT it stands to reason that the research implications best 

apply to this context. But previous research suggests that students tend to choose the 

country first and only then the institution and therefore the results of this research can be 

helpful for other Finnish education institutions as well. All of the Finnish universities benefit 

from knowing how to allure more international students to Finland. A managerial 
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implication of this research is that LUT should focus marketing efforts on building a strong 

image for each of the study programs as the program evaluation was the most important 

factor in the students’ decision-making. 

 

5.2. Reliability and Validity 

 

Reliability refers to the extent to which results are consistent over time and to an accurate 

representation of the total population under study. The research instrument is considered 

to be reliable if the results can be reproduced under a similar methodology. (Joppe 2000.) 

Incidental errors lower the reliability of the results (Alkula et al. 1999, 94). Validity 

determines whether the research truly measures what it intends to or how truthful the 

research results are (Joppe 2000). 

 

In order to achieve better reliability and validity, the survey for the empirical research was 

pretested with five students of LUT to make sure that the phrasing of the questions was 

understandable. Also the target students for the questionnaire were chosen in a way that 

ensured the most reliable answers as the respondents had only began their studies two 

months prior to the research and their memories of the university selection process were 

still fresh. To measure the reliability of the summated scales the Cronbach’s alpha was 

calculated for each of the factor groups. All of the reliability test results in this study 

exceeded the limit of acceptability. 

 

5.3. Limitations 

 

The limitations of this research need to be taken into account when considering the 

contributions and implications. The total sample size for the survey was only 175 students 

and even though the response rate of 48 % is very good it still means that there were only 

84 respondents. Therefore broad generalizations should not be made. The sample 

consisted only of business and technology students at master’s degree level and that is 

why the results only apply in this context. The research was conducted from LUT’s point of 

view and this was taken into account in every aspect of this research. All of the 
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respondents were studying at LUT and the survey was designed to benefit the university in 

attracting new international students. Therefore caution should be used if these results are 

applied to other Finnish universities. In addition, as only 24 per cent of the respondents 

were currently studying in degree programs that have tuition fees, the results on whether 

there is significant difference on how important they perceive the cost of education or 

financial aid to be could be somewhat questioned. 

 

This research only focused on the evaluation of alternatives and purchase decision steps 

of the students’ decision-making process and the influence of the other stages were not 

under special interest. The other steps of the process might have implications to the 

evaluation attributes that were not identifies in this research. 

 

5.4. Suggestions for Further Research 

 

There is scarce literature that examines the international students’ decision-making 

process (Cubillo et al. 2006, 102) and especially more studies from the Finnish point of 

view should be conducted. The increasing international competition has led to a growing 

need to better understand the factors that influence the international students’ university 

choice. The tuition fee trial that was introduced in 2010 aims to enhance the 

internationalization of Finnish education institutions (Ministry of Education, Finland) and 

research that examines this issue should be conducted both from institutional point of view 

as well as from a national level. In addition, further studies should be conducted on how 

the trial affects the international students’ evaluation of Finnish universities and on what 

would be the appropriate amount of tuition fees for the study programs that are a part of 

this trial. Interesting would be to find out if the trial affects the students’ opinions on how 

important the cost of education is and whether the tuition fees are perceived to be merely 

negative or if the prospective students link education’s cost to some positive aspects such 

as better quality. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1 

 

Questionnaire for the empirical research. 

University Choice Criteria Survey for Master's Degree Students 

 
1) What is your gender? 

Male Female 
  

 

  

 
2) Age at the time that you applied for master's degree programs? 

20-23 24-26 27-> 
  

 

  
 
3) Where are you from? (citizenship) 

 

 

  

 
4) What was your first choice of university when you were applying for master's degree 
programs? 

 

 

  

 
5) Did the program that you applied to as your first choice have tuition fees? 

Yes No Not sure 
  

 

  
 
6) What was your second choice of university when you were applying for master's degree 
programs? 

 

 

  
 

7) Did the program that you applied to as your second choice have tuition fees? 

Yes No Not sure 
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8) What was your third choice of university when you were applying for master's degree 
programs? 

 

 

  
 
9) Did the program that you applied to as your third choice have tuition fees? 

Yes No Not sure 
  

 

  
 
10) When you were looking for information about the universities and master's degree 
programs, which one did you focus more on? 

Differences between universities Differences between programs and major subjects    
 

Below you will find a list of factors that may have influenced your choice of university. Please 
rank the importance of each factor in your decision-making process.  
  
 

1 = Not important at all, 2 = Not very important, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Important, 5 = Very 
Important  
 

If some of the factors did not influence your decision-making process or you are unsure of the answer, 
please leave the section empty. 
  

 
11) Personal Reasons 

   1   2   3   4   5    

Enhance future career prospects 
     

 

Live in a different culture 
     

 

Make international contacts 
     

 

Improve language skills 
     

 

Family recommendation 
     

 

Friend's recommendation 
     

 

Professor's recommendation 
     

 
 

  
 
12) Country & City Image 

   1   2   3   4   5    

Location 
     

 

Immigration procedures 
     

 

Opportunity for part time work during the course 
     

 

City image 
     

 

Transport and living costs 
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Availability of accommodation 
     

 

Safety and security 
     

 

International environment 
     

 

Low racial discrimination 
     

 
 

  
 

 
 
13) Institution Image 

   1   2   3   4   5    

Institution prestige 
     

 

Ranking position 
     

 

Teacher and researcher reputation 
     

 

Academic reputation 
     

 

Friends studying at the institution 
     

 

Amount of international students 
     

 

Facilities 
     

 

Ties/connections to your home university 
     

 
 

 

14) Program Image 

   1   2   3   4   5    

International recognition 
     

 

Program suitability 
     

 

Recognition by future employers 
     

 

Cost of education (tuition fees) 
     

 

Possibility of financial aid/scholarships 
     

 
 

  
 
 

 
Below you will find the same list of factors as in the previous question. Please rate how POSITIVE or 

NEGATIVE you perceived each factor to be in the case of LUT when you were applying for universities. 
  
 
1 = Very Negative, 2 = Negative, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Positive, 5 = Very positive 
  
 
15) Personal Reasons 

   1   2   3   4   5    

Enhance future career prospects 
     

 

Live in a different culture 
     

 

Make international contacts 
     

 

Improve language skills 
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Family recommendation 
     

 

Friend's recommendation 
     

 

Professor's recommendation 
     

 
 

  

 
16) Country & City Image 

   1   2   3   4   5    

Location 
     

 

Immigration procedures 
     

 

Opportunity for part time work during the course 
     

 

City image 
     

 

Transport and living costs 
     

 

Availability of accommodation 
     

 

Safety and security 
     

 

International environment 
     

 

Low racial discrimination 
     

 
 

  

 
17) Institution Image 

   1   2   3   4   5    

Institution prestige 
     

 

Ranking position 
     

 

Teacher and researcher reputation 
     

 

Academic reputation 
     

 

Friends studying at the institution 
     

 

Amount of international students 
     

 

Facilities 
     

 

Ties/connections to your home university 
     

 
 

  
 
18) Program Image 

 
In the last two questions please take into account that MSF, MITIM, and Mechanical Engineering 
programs have tuition fees even if you were not required to pay them. 

   1   2   3   4   5    

International recognition 
     

 

Program suitability 
     

 

Recognition by future employers 
     

 

Cost of education (tuition fees) 
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Possibility of financial aid/scholarships 
     

 
 

  
 
 

19) Which program do you study in? 

Master's Degree 
Programme in 
International 
Marketing 
Management (MIMM) 

Master's 

Degree Programme 
in Strategic 
Finance (MSF) 

Master’s Degree 
Programme (CBU) in 
Business and 
Administration 
(MITIM) 

Master's Degree 
Programme in Information 
Technology 

Master's 
Degree 
Programme in 
Industrial 
Management 

Master's Degree 

Programme in Energy 
Technology 

Master's 

Degree Programme 
in Chemical and 
Process 
Engineering 

Master's Degree 
Programme in 
Mechanical 
Engineering 

Master's Degree 
Programme in 
Technomathematics and 
Technical Physics 

  

 

  
 
20) In your opinion, what would be the appropriate tuition fee for you degree program? 
(euros/academic year) 

 

 

  
 
21) Are there any other choice criteria that affected your decision-making process or other factors that 
you perceived to be positive or negative in the case of LUT? 

 

 

  
 

 

Appendix 2 

 

T-test results to determine whether there is significant difference on how important 

education’s cost is to students in degree programs that have no tuition fees and to 

students in degree programs with tuition fees. 

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Equal Variances 
 Importance of education's cost 
 

  
Programs without tuition 

fees Programs with tuition fees 

Mean 4,233333333 4,333333333 

Variance 1,198870056 1,176470588 

Observations 60 18 

Pooled Variance 1,193859649 
 Hypothesized Mean 

Difference 0 
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df 76 
 t Stat -0,340555532 
 P(T<=t) one-tail 0,367188893 
 t Critical one-tail 1,665151354 
 P(T<=t) two-tail 0,734377786 
 t Critical two-tail 1,991672579   

 

T-test results to determine whether there is significant difference on how important 

financial aid or scholarships are to students in degree programs that have no tuition fees 

and to students in degree programs with tuition fees. 

 

t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Equal Variances 

Importance of financial aid/scholarships 

  
Programs without tuition 

fees 
Programs with tuition 

fees 

Mean 4,370967742 4,5 

Variance 0,827340032 1,205882353 

Observations 62 18 

Pooled Variance 0,909842845 
 Hypothesized Mean 

Difference 0 
 df 78 
 t Stat -0,505245215 
 P(T<=t) one-tail 0,307405651 
 t Critical one-tail 1,664624645 
 P(T<=t) two-tail 0,614811301 
 t Critical two-tail 1,990847036   

 


