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CHOOSING A UK UNIVERSITY: INTERPERSONAL INFLUENCES
FOR AFRICAN STUDENTS
RICHARD R. BAKARE

January 2017

This paper explores the use of interpersonal sources in the evaluation of alternatives
stage of the decision-making process for prospective UK international higher education
students from Africa. The objectives of the study were to identify the main sources from
which they obtain information about UK higher education, assess the importance of
information obtained from interpersonal sources in the decision-making process,
identify the interpersonal sources that are most influential at the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the process and explain the ways in which those sources influence
their decisions about which university to choose.

The mixed methods strategy employed by the study used data collected through archival
research, survey questionnaire and in-depth interviews to provide answers to the
research questions.

The study identified the main interpersonal sources from which prospective African
students obtain information about UK higher education as agents, parents, family
members, friends, university staff, career tutors, teachers/tutors, current/previous
students & employers, and found that information obtained from interpersonal sources
are more important than information from other sources. Agents & parents were

identified as the most influential interpersonal sources in the evaluation of alternatives



stage of the decision-making process and the study explains some of the ways in which
they influence the decisions of prospective African students.

The study builds on existing knowledge in the subject area by highlighting significant
differences in the way that African students approach the decision-making process
compared to their counterparts from other regions. The identification of the main ways
in which agents, parents, friends and family members influence the decisions of
prospective African students about UK higher education is a significant contribution to
knowledge. It provides UK higher education institutions with valuable insights that
should enable them to devise marketing strategies that will improve the effectiveness of

their student recruitment activities in the region.
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1 INTRODUCTION

As the balance of funding in the UK higher education sector continues to shift more
rapidly from public to the private sector and students, universities have become more
dependent upon their responsiveness to customer needs and the agendas of funding
providers. Not only do they have to act much more like commercial organisations in
order to obtain the funding that they need to survive, they also have to attract students
through the use of traditional marketing strategies. Although the demand for universities
places has increased significantly during the past few decades, so has the number of
institutions. This and several other factors like the increase in tuition fees, changes in
the student lifecycle, sector diversity and foreign competition has put UK universities in
a position where they might just find themselves scrambling over a much smaller
number of students than they had anticipated. The recent entry of private and brand —
backed players like BPP and Pearson Education has resulted in a crowded market where
leading players must employ creative marketing strategies to attract students. The need
to emphasise value for money and compete with new rivals means HE is a sector where
the importance of marketing is growing and new marketing roles are being created to

serve the business needs of the sector (Costa, 2011).

This study will discuss the driving forces behind the marketisation of the UK HE sector
and explore the activities undertaken by universities in order to attract students. It will
focus on the role of interpersonal sources in the decision — making process when

international students are selecting which university to attend.

The main purpose of the study is to explore the use of interpersonal sources (teachers,
career advisers, friends & relatives, agents, university reps, etc.) in the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process for prospective UK international
higher education students from Africa.

The main research questions are:

1. What are the interpersonal sources from which prospective international
students obtain the information required to make decisions on which
university to choose?

2. How important is information obtained from interpersonal sources in the

decision-making process?



3. Which interpersonal sources are most influential at the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process?

4. In what ways do interpersonal sources influence the decision of prospective
international students at the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-

making process?

There are several other major issues in the UK HE sector which are worthy of
discussion, but outside the scope of this study. Although there has been important
debates about issues like funding, regulation, quality and research in HE during the past
few years, this study will not attempt to provide answers to the many challenges being

experienced in those areas.

The identification of the specific interpersonal sources that are most influential in the
evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-making process for prospective UK
higher education students from Africa is the main gap in knowledge that the research
aims to fill. The study will identify which source is most influential and also explain the
specific ways in which interpersonal sources influence the decisions of prospective

African students.

In recent years international students’ higher education decision- making has become a
high stakes process as UK institutions grow more aggressive in their efforts to attract
them. As African countries like Nigeria become major sources of international students,
strategic planners in UK universities require more evidence in order to devise effective
strategies. Proper analysis of consumer behaviour and determining factors in the
decision-making process of African students will enable educational institutions
interested in attracting these students to strengthen their image, eliminate weaknesses

and thus increase their chances of being chosen as the preferred institution.

In the UK, HE courses and qualifications are delivered by a wide variety of institutions,
including universities, further education colleges and privately — owned colleges. The
unit of analysis for this study is international students studying at UK HE institutions. A
HE institution is a ‘recognised body’ that delivers higher — level courses and
qualifications. Recognised bodies are institutions that have been granted degree —

awarding powers by a royal charter or by Act of Parliament. According to HESA (2016)



there were 161 publicly — funded UK Higher Education Providers (HEPs) in 2014/15. A
UK university is an educational institution that is authorised by an Act of Parliament or
Royal Charter to use that name or granted university status by the Privy Council. A UK
domiciled student for the purpose of this study is a person that is ordinarily resident in
the UK and have been living in the UK for at least three years prior to their university
education. International students can be defined as those students that left their country
of origin and moved to another country for the purpose of study (British Council, 2013).
They are usually not permanent or usual residents of their country of study, having

obtained prior education in a different country.

Chapter One examines the structure of the UK higher education sector, discusses the
recent trends in the sector, highlights the importance of international student recruitment
to the sector and provides some background information about Anglia Ruskin
University. Chapter Two examines the existing literature in the subject area and
identifies the main gap in knowledge that the study intends to fill. Chapter Three
contains a discussion of the research strategies and methods available to the researcher
and identifies those that are employed in the study. Chapter Four contains details of the
main findings from the study. Chapter Five contains a detailed analysis and discussion
of the findings in the light of current knowledge in the subject area. Chapter Six brings

together the main conclusions and highlights areas for future research.



2 THE UK HIGHER EDUCATION SECTOR &
INTERNATIONAL STUDENT RECRUITMENT

2.1 Introduction

The United Kingdom has a leading system of HE that attracts students and staff from all
over the world. According to the 2014 - 15 Times HE World University Rankings, the
UK has three universities in the global top 10 and 11 in the top 100 (THES, 2014). The
number of young people entering HE has increased from about 15% in 1987 to about
45% in recent years. With 2.27m studying at 162 HE institutions in 2014/2015 (HESA,
2016), the UK is also the second most popular destination for international students,
behind only the United States. International students are estimated to generate £3.3bn of
output across the UK economy and over 27,800 jobs (Browne Report, 2010). The HE
sector is a major part of the UK economy, contributing more revenue than the
advertising industry, and significantly more than the aerospace and pharmaceutical
industries. With an income of £23.4bn per year, the sector is estimated as generating
£59bn of output (Brown Report, 2010). The sector includes a diverse range of
universities, colleges and specialist institutions operating with high levels of autonomy
by international standards. These institutions offer a broad range of qualifications across
an ever increasing range of subject areas in their efforts to provide the knowledge and

skills that students need to be competitive and successful in the world of work.

According to the HE Funding Council for England (2009), the main purposes of HE are
to enable people to develop their capabilities and fulfil their potential, both personally
and at work; to advance knowledge and understanding through teaching and research

and to contribute to an economically successful and culturally diverse nation

Whilst there might be a general consensus on the purposes of HE, the environment in
which they are being fulfilled has changed significantly during the last five to six
decades. Greenaway & Haynes (2003) identified the major systemic changes that had

dramatically transformed the UK HE sector during the previous 40 — year period as:
e A threefold increase in the number of universities since the 1960s; due to the
entry of 20 new universities and the granting of university status to 40 former

polytechnics.



e A growth in student numbers which outstripped the growth in providers. The
number of students in the sector had risen from about 400,000 in the early 1960s
to over 2m in 2000.

® Anirrevocable change in the balance between public and private funding; with a
significant move away from public funding to direct public subventions.

¢ Changes in the mechanism for disbursing funds to providers and consumers. For
universities, there had been a shift away from block grants to funding based on
several performance measures and for students, a shift away from income
support transfers to student loans.

® A dramatic increase in regulation and compliance requirements, with formal

appraisal of teaching and research well embedded in the sector.

It is interesting to find that not only have these changes continued, they have actually
intensified during the past decade. These changes have transformed the sector from one
traditionally tasked with training individuals to contribute to the development of society

to one whose ‘product’ is freely traded in the open market like any other.

The main purpose of the study is to explore the use of interpersonal sources (teachers,
career advisers, friends & relatives, agents, university reps, etc.) in the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process for prospective UK international
higher education students from Africa.

The main research questions are:

1. What are the interpersonal sources from which prospective international
students obtain the information required to make decisions on which
university to choose?

2. How important is information obtained from interpersonal sources in the
decision-making process?

3. Which interpersonal sources are most influential at the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process?

4. In what ways do interpersonal sources influence the decision of prospective
international students at the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-

making process?



This chapter provides information about the context of this study; including background
information about the UK HE sector and the driving forces behind marketisation, UK
institutions as part of the global HE sector, international student recruitment in the UK,
the African market as a major source of international students for UK institutions and

the international student recruitment activities of Anglia Ruskin University.

2.2 The UK Higher Education Sector

The UK HE sector comprises of universities that are both ancient and modern
institutions of learning. They are ancient in the sense that some can trace their origins to
the late middle ages and modern in the sense that it was only in the late nineteenth and
twentieth centuries that they developed into the form that is recognizable today
(McCaffery, 2010). Teaching in the city of Oxford is documented from around 1096
and the association of scholars in Cambridge can be traced back to 1209; making the
universities of Oxford & Cambridge two of the oldest universities in the world. St
Andrews, Glasgow and Aberdeen were founded in the 15" century, whilst University of
Edinburgh was established by royal charter in 1583. McCaffery (2010, pp. 28) outlined
the main aims of universities as:

e To generate a highly educated and trained population

e To generate a population that is able to work and live together

e To generate a society that reflects certain inherent moral values

e To transmit a shared culture that is consistent with the ideal of cultural diversity

® To preserve and transmit knowledge

e To assist in spreading the benefits of informational and technological advances

e To enable its graduates to play an active part in wealth creation of the nation

e To generate a population that is skilled in the wide range of specialized activities

necessary to sustain a complex society.

The sector expanded significantly during the 19" century with the awarding of royal
charters to St David’s College, Lampeter (later became part of the University of Wales),
Durham University, King’s College London and University College London. According
to McCaffery (2010), it was the Industrial Revolution, the progressive extension of the
franchise and the rise of the professional society that created the demand for, as well as
shaped the development of a more elaborate university system in nineteenth century

Britain. In the later part of the century medical, science and engineering colleges were
6



established in the major cities of England and some eventually amalgamated and
became the universities of Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester and
Sheffield. The development of the industry continued in the late 1940s as the
universities of Exeter, Keele, Leicester, Nottingham and Southampton were created by

Royal Charter.

As a direct response to the demands of the expanding population and the needs of an
increasingly technological economy, the government adopted a strategy aimed at
expanding the HE sector. It had become clear to the government by the 1950s that
gradual expansion of the sector was not going to yield the growth that was required,
mainly because universities raised their entry requirements to cope with increased
demand, rather than accommodating larger groups of students within the existing

infrastructure (Stevenson & Bell, 2009).

The Committee on Higher Education chaired by Lord Robbins was established in 1961
to enquire into the future development of the UK HE sector. The Robbins report was
published in 1963 and recommended that all young persons qualified by ability and
attainment to pursue a full — time HE course should be given the opportunity to do so. It
also recommended the expansion of universities and that all colleges of advanced
technology should be given the status of universities. Thus the award in 1966 of
university status to the colleges of advanced technology established from 1956 created
Aston, Bath, Bradford, Brunel, City, Loughborough, Salford, Surrey and the University
of Wales Institute of Science & Technology (became part of Cardiff University in
1988). Another 13 UK institutions, including Hull and Leicester gained university status
during this period and seven new universities were created in East Anglia, Essex, Kent,

Lancaster, Sussex, Warwick and York.

The sector was further transformed in 1992 by the Further & HE Act which abolished
the division between universities and polytechnics and allowed the UK government to
grant university status to 35 institutions which were mainly polytechnics offering
degrees that were validated by the Council for National Academic Awards (CNAA).
Many of these polytechnics were already the size of average sized universities and had

long and illustrious histories of delivering courses in practical subjects. A small number



of other higher institutions have also joined the ranks of the post — 92 universities

during the past two decades.

2.2.1 Key Developments in the UK HE Sector

1963 The Committee on HE recommended substantial expansion in

Robbins Report UK HE provision. The principles and recommendations of the
report provided the basis for the development of the sector for the
next few decades.

1986 The first RAE was conducted to provide ratings of the quality of

Research Assessment research undertaken in UK universities and HE institutions.

Exercise (RAE)

1988 The Act created the Polytechnics & Colleges Funding Council

Education Reform Act

(PCFC) and the Universities Funding Council (UFC). The PCFC
provided funding for over 50 polytechnics and colleges
previously supported by local education authorities. The UFC
provided funding for all 52 UK universities.

1992 The Act created new funding councils and abolished the binary

Further & HE Act divide between polytechnics and universities. This led to the
granting of university status to polytechnics.

1997 The Dearing report recommended further expansion of the sector,

National Committee of changes in institutional and student funding, a framework of

Enquiry into HE qualifications, creation of the Office of Fair Access and Arts &
Humanities Research Council.

1997 The QAA was established to safeguard quality and standards in

The Quality Assurance UK HE institutions.

Agency for HE (QAA)

1998 The Act introduced ground — breaking measures to change the

Teaching & HE Act way that students are provided with financial support in the
sector. Tuition fees were to be paid by all except the poorest
students, maintenance grants for living expenses were replaced
with loans and bursaries were to be provided for teaching, health
& social care students.

2002 - 2003 The report recommended a new method for assessing the quality

Roberts Review of
Research Assessment

of research in the sector. The new RAE process was announced in
February 2004.

2004 The Act took forward the proposals outlined in the White Paper

The HE Act “The Future of HE” with the aim of widening access to UK HE
institutions and enabling them to remain competitive in the
dynamic world economy.

2005 HE Funding Council for England (HEFCE) commissioned the

National Student Survey

first annual National Student Survey to provide student feedback
on the quality of teaching on HE courses.

2007 The creation and implementation of the detailed report was
Burgess Group recommended to record an individual’s achievement in HE. The
recommends the HE system was proposed as a record of achievement that could
Achievement Report replace existing degree classifications.

(HEAR)

2010 The Independent Review of HE Funding & Student Finance

Brown Review

recommended major changes to the funding of HE in England;
including removing the cap on the level of fees charged by
universities and increasing the income level at which graduates
must begin to pay back their loans.

8




2011 The White Paper takes forward the proposals in the Browne
White Paper: Students at Review by seeking to ensure that the sector is more responsive to
the Heart of the System student choice, provide a much better student experience and
helps to improve social mobility.

Table 2.1: Key Developments in the UK HE Sector. Adapted from “A Guide to UK
HE” (HEFCE, 2009)

In the period following the Robbins — driven expansion of the sector, UK HE
experienced turbulent times as state control over the funding and the work of
universities increased. This was justified on the ground that universities needed to make
a more effective contribution to national economic development. The introduction of the
assessment of both research and teaching created an elaborate process of scrutiny,
evaluation, measurement and quality assurance in exchange for state funding

(Stevenson & Bell, 2009).

The Dearing Committee was established in May 1996 and tasked with making
recommendations on how the purposes, shape, structure, size and funding of HE should
develop to meet the needs of the country over the next 20 years. The Committee was
established in response to a funding crisis in the sector, which was partly caused by the
doubling of the number of young people going to university when the former
polytechnics were relabelled universities. Contrary to the expectations of the
polytechnics, the end of the binary divide did not put them on the same level of funding
as the older universities, but created a system where they were forced to compete for
funding with universities whose research and teaching expertise were much better than
theirs. There was pressure from the Treasury to reduce the unit of resource down to the
level that reflected the price at which the cheapest supplier of the programme would
supply it as well as pressure from the institutions which were prepared to expand their
intakes at a very low cost (Ryan, 2005). Thus, in the quest to boost their revenue, the
expansion of provision by the new universities increased pressure on HEFCE. By the
late 1990s, underfunding had left universities significantly stretched and struggling to
survive. The amount available for universities to spend on teaching had halved and

funding for infrastructure and research had been significantly reduced.

Having won the 1997 elections on the platform of ‘education, education, education,’ the

Blair government inherited an HE sector which was severely underfunded due to the
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shift from an elite to a mass system. The sector also had to respond to the perceived
need to raise the knowledge and skills of the labour force in order for the country to be
competitive in the global economy. As part of New Labour’s Third Way agenda, the
role of HE was seen as contributing to Britain’s competitive advantage in the global
market by producing and disseminating economically productive knowledge. The belief
that a knowledge — based economy requires large numbers of highly qualified
employees endorsed a continued commitment to increasing the total number of students
and within that, the overall proportion of graduates students (Lunt, 2008). The need for
the country’s HE sector to compete and stand amongst the top universities in the world
meant a focus on further developing the research capacity and output of universities.
Economic and financial imperatives implied the creation of incentives for other modes
of funding HE, and further drives for entrepreneurial activity and involvement of the
private sector. The party’s strong commitment to widening participation and greater
social inclusion meant continued expansion of the sector. According to Lunt (2008), the
big political question that needed to be answered was: who should pay for the continued

expansion of the UK HE sector?

The Dearing Report of 1997 made 93 recommendations concerning expansion of
student numbers, widening participation, increasing public funding in the sector, the
introduction of a graduate contribution to tuition costs, professionalism in teaching and
expanded quality arrangements. According to Crace & Shepherd (2007), the report
contained eight key messages:

e All full — time undergraduates should contribute £1,000 per year of study after

graduation on an income — contingent basis

e A return to expansion of student numbers in the sector

¢ Protection of the world — class reputation of UK degrees

¢ Increase in the level of government funding for research

e There should be a stronger regional and community role for universities

e HE should make greater use of technology

® There should be more professionalism in university teaching

e There should be a review of pay and working practices of all staff.

Dearing’s Report highlighted the economic, social and cultural contribution that HE

makes to the quality of life in the society and also emphasised its vital role in
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contributing to commercial success in a globalized economy. According to Stevenson &
Bell (2009), there are three main issues in Dearing’s analysis that have shaped the
development of HE policy in the UK. They are the analysis of the world as knowledge —
driven and global; a policy response that sees competitive advantage secured through
the development of human capital and the view of the role of the state in facilitating
these changes whilst market forces drive innovation and provide value for money in the
public sector (Bell, 2009). The recognition of knowledge as a key source of competitive
advantage meant that universities now had a key role to play as production sites for the

output required for economic success.

The Blair government initially rejected Dearing’s recommendation that individual
students should meet part of the cost of full time HE through income contingent loans
after graduation. It introduced £1,000 per year up — front tuition fees in 1998, with free
tuition for students from lower — income families. Variable tuition fees of up to £3,000
per year were introduced by the HE Act 2004 from the 2006/7 academic year with
funding provided through a system of student loans, means — tested grants and

university bursaries.

The HE Act 2004 represented an attempt to position HE firmly within the drive for
competitive success in the increasingly globalised economy. It advocated the continued
expansion of the sector and the belief that training more people at all levels represents
the investment in human capital required for increasing economic prosperity. Most of
this expansion was to come through new types of qualifications like foundation degrees,

which are better tailored to the needs of the students and the economy.

According to Lunt (2008), the major initiatives pursued by the labour government in its
second term resulted from its attempts to maintain simultaneous commitment to a
marketised HE system and a policy of widening participation. As part of New Labour’s
modernisation of public services, there was increasing emphasis on enhancing student
choice and their control over the educational process by labelling them as ‘consumers’.
The ranking of universities in international league tables and the introduction of student
satisfaction surveys in an environment where universities were expected to ‘compete’
for fee paying students increased the pace of marketisation. The government also

emphasised the importance of international students and the significant contribution that
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they made to the UK economy as a way of encouraging universities to employ
appropriate marketing strategies to attract more of them in order to increase their
revenue. International student recruitment targets were set in 1999 & 2006 as part of the
Prime Minister’s Initiatives on International Education (PMI1 & PMI2) which were
aimed at helping UK universities to gain a competitive edge in a crowded global
marketplace. Universities were also encouraged to increase their income leads by

seeking new markets and devising new methods of delivery to increase consumption.

2.3 Recent Developments in the UK HE Sector

2.3.1 Sector Diversity

The Future of Higher Education 2003 report acknowledged the significant strength that
UK universities have in the area of research and committed the government to an
increase of 30% in research spending for 2005 — 2006 (DfES, 2003). The report also
stressed the need to reap the benefits that flow from concentrating the best research in
larger units and that future investment will focus more on enabling the leading research
departments and universities to compete with the best in the world. This and the
growing expectation amongst universities that research income will be drawn
increasingly from the private sector has increased the institutional hierarchies that is
primarily determined by the distinction between research — based and teaching — based
institutions. The research — intensive institutions are seen as knowledge producers,
whilst the non — research intensive institutions are seen as knowledge transmitters
focussed on facilitating knowledge exchange, especially through the development of

networks with local and regional businesses.

According to McCaffery (2010), the funding council’s separation of funding for
teaching and research has produced a ‘super league’ of elite research universities which
exist alongside but are largely segregated from the bulk of HE institutions whose
primary role is that of providing mass teaching. The rationale behind the drive for
greater institutional segregation has been the desire to preserve and enhance excellence
in elite research universities and protect them from the pressures of massification whilst
simultaneously satisfying political and public pressures for mass participation.
However, many of the former polytechnics have been reluctant to forsake research for

an existence based solely on transmitting knowledge through teaching. Most have made
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significant efforts to expand their research activities based on the belief that without

significant research activities they might not be taken seriously as universities.

2.3.2 Globalisation
Globalisation represents one of the most significant challenges facing the HE sector
today. The growing realisation that national economic success no longer depends on the
physical exploitation of natural resources or mass production of consumer goods means
that we are becoming increasingly dependent on our ability to create and use new ideas
and knowledge effectively. Although new technologies have increased the ability of
institutions to transmit knowledge, it has also enabled new players to challenge the
dominance of universities in the market for producing and transmitting knowledge. This
new wave of competitors from both home and abroad constitute a formidable challenge
which the sector will have to tackle effectively in order to maintain its established role
in the society. According to McCaffery (2010), this new wave of competitors includes:
e Mega Universities: UK Open University, Academic University Turkey,
University of South Africa & Indira Gandhi National Open University, India
e For — Profit Universities: Phoenix, BPP & Corinthian Colleges
e (Corporate Universities: BAE, Disney, Ford, Microsoft, Motorola & Unipart
e Private HE Training Organisations: Apollo, DeVry, Kaplan, Laureate Education
& Pearson

e Sleeping Giants: IBM, News International.

The new wave of competition is in addition to existing competition from other
traditional universities in countries like the United States, Australia, Canada and Europe

that are perceived to offer education that are similar in standard to the UK.

On the domestic front, UK institutions continue to prepare students for success in the
globally integrated economic environment by internationalising their curricula,
promoting cross — cultural understanding and providing opportunities for the
development of foreign language skills. As part of their internationalisation strategy,
many institutions recruit significant numbers of international students onto their
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. HESA statistics for 2013/14 indicate that
5.5% of students were from other countries within the EU whilst 13.5% were from

countries outside the European Union (HESA, 2015).

13



The development of physical presence and engagement in partnership activities
overseas has also become a major aspect of the commitment of many UK institutions to
internationalisation. In 2012/13, 521,245 Non - EU students were studying wholly or
mainly overseas for UK HE qualifications (HESA, 2014). The different types of
provision include branch campuses, distance learning, collaborative arrangements and

overseas partner organisations.

2.3.3 Funding
The publication of the Independent Review of Higher Education & Student Funding —
the Browne Report in October 2010 led to significant changes in the funding of the UK
HE sector. The report was based on the following six principles (Browne, 2010):

1. More investment should be made available for higher education
Student choice should be increased
Everyone who has the potential should be able to benefit from higher education
No one should have to pay until they start to work

When payments are made they should be affordable

AN A T

Part — time students should be treated the same as full time students for the costs

of learning.

The report emphasised the fact that the current system did not meet the aspirations of
prospective students; that students were no more satisfied than ten years ago and that
the system was still too dependent on public resources which were being cut. The
report outlined the following benefits of implementing its proposals (Browne, 2010):

e Higher education will expand sustainably to meet demand, with access for
anyone who has the talent to succeed.

e Institutions will actively compete for well — informed, discerning students, on
the basis of price and teaching quality, improving provision across the whole
sector, within a framework that guarantees minimum standards.

¢ Increased private contribution and more targeted public investment to support
high quality provision and allow the sector to grow in order to meet qualified

demand.
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In November 2010, the government announced plans for reform and implemented many
of the recommendations of the Browne Report. The new provisions were:

e A cap on tuition fees of £9,000 with no levy on fees above this level, but
obligations on the institution to put more effort into providing access for
disadvantaged students.

¢ (QGraduates earning above £41,000 (in 2016) will pay back their student loans at a
real interest rate of 3% above inflation with a sliding scale rising from inflation
only at £21,000.

e Annual increases in both thresholds in line with the growth in average earnings.

e No increase in student numbers.

In line with the existing arrangements, no student will be required to pay up — front
tuition fees. They can continue to take out loans to cover fees and maintenance;
graduates start to repay 9% of any income above the earnings threshold of £21,000.
Under the current system full — time home and EU students on qualifying courses can
take out a loan to cover their tuition fees. Maintenance loans are only available to home
students and their amount depends on the student’s household income, where they live
and where they study. New part — time students on courses with an intensity of 25% or

greater are also eligible for tuition fees loans from 2012.

According to Universities UK (2015), the total income for UK HE institutions in
2013/14 was £30.7 billion.

Income of UK HEIs 2013/14

m Funding council grants

m UK & EU fees

m Non - EU domicile fees
Other fees & grants

M Research grants

H Other Income

B Endowment & investment
income
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Figure 2.1: Income of UK Higher Education Institutions in 2013/14 (Universities UK,
2015)

2.3.4 The Role of League Tables

The quest for quality in the UK HE sector during the past decade has led to the
proliferation of performance indicators that measure how well an institution or a
programme of study is operating. UK institutions have followed in the footsteps of other
universities and colleges throughout the world in undertaking benchmarking exercises
that allows them to use specific performance indicators to compare themselves to other
institutions on appropriate indices in order to establish their current levels of
performance and initiate strategies for continuous self — improvement. In the same way
that commercial organisations prepare financial statements and accounting reports for
internal and external stakeholders, HE institutions use performance indicators and self —
evaluation reports to provide feedback on how well they are doing and highlight the

aspects of their operations that require improvement.

The most recognised performance indicator in the UK HE sector is the ranking of
universities in University League Tables. The main aim of the ranking of universities in
league tables is to provide information to prospective applicants about the many
institutions operating in the sector based on a range of criteria, including student
satisfaction, entry standards, academic services, staff/student ratio, research quality,
completion rates and student destinations. The four main rankings of universities in the
UK are published by The Complete University Guide, The Guardian, The Sunday
Times and The Times. Each league table is compiled using a number of criteria that are
judged by the organisation as the best indicators of quality in the sector. The most
important determinants of an institutions position in the rankings are the National
Student Survey (NSS), the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) and the Quality
Assurance Agency (QAA) report.

2.3.5 The UK Higher Education Sector in 2015

According to the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) there were 2.27m
students studying for a qualification or for credit at 162 UK HE institutions in 2014/15
(HESA, 2016). All the institutions were publicly funded, except the University of
Buckingham which is privately funded. 80.7% of students were domiciled in the UK
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before entering higher education, 5.5% are from other countries within the European

Union (EU) and 13.8% were from countries outside the EU (HESA, 2016).

UK HE Students by Domicile 2014/15
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Figure 2.2: UK Higher Education Students by Domicile 2014/15 (HESA, 2016)

Student numbers have increased significantly during the past decade, from just under 2
million in 2000/01 to 2.55m in 2011/12 (HESA, 2013). It decreased to 2.38m in
2012/13, to 2.3m in 2013/14 and to 2.27m in 2014/15 (HESA, 2016).
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Figure 2.3: UK Higher Education Student Numbers 2000 - 2015 (HESA, 2016)
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The growth in UK HE student numbers has mainly come from a significant increase in
the number of international students studying at UK universities. In 2002/03 non — EU
students comprised 8% of the total student population; by 2012/13 this had risen to
12.8% (HESA, 2014). HE as an export industry is believed to have contributed around
£7.9 billion to the UK economy in 2009 and has the potential to contribute almost £17
billion by 2025 (Universities UK, 2012). One of the most important trends in the
student population has been the increase in demand from international students for
masters’ degrees in the UK. The number of non — EU postgraduate students taking

taught programmes has doubled since 2002/03 (Universities UK, 2012).

2.4 Marketisation of Higher Education in the United Kingdom
Recent developments in the UK HE sector has significantly increased the rate of
marketisation and led to the development of a market — based system for university
education. According to Universities UK (2012), the shift towards demand - led
funding together with policies to relax the entry barriers for new providers is indicative
of a more open and competitive sector. There are several features of the current system
that indicate a shift towards a more open and competitive system (Universities UK,
2012):
¢ The move towards demand — led funding and deregulation of places
e Policy agendas aimed at opening up the sector to a wider range of providers with
different models of governance and delivery
e The progressive deregulation of student number controls between institutions
e The opening up of HESA statistics to third party organisations to provide
information in support of student choice
e The application of competition law and Office of Fair Trading scrutiny to the

sector

The influence of national and international league tables and the growing use of impact
and other evaluation metrics as part of research assessments and funding allocations
indicate a move towards a market — based system in which universities compete for

students and funding.
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Adcroft, Teckman & Willis (2010) argued that the most important objective of variable
fees in the UK HE sector has been the introduction of competition into the sector. They
observed that the preconditions for competitive behaviour are met in the sector and that
the main hurdles to competitive behaviour are absent across much of the sector. They
concluded that universities will increasingly adopt a competitive orientation that will
make issues such as management, performance measurement, globalisation, mergers,

acquisitions and partnerships more prevalent in the sector.

In addition to market pressures, the government also wants to see significant
improvements in the quality of the services delivered by universities. The June 2011
White Paper “Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the System” contains several
proposals aimed at improving the student experience and making universities more
accountable to their customers. Barber, Donnelly & Rizvi (2013) identified several
challenges facing modern universities and stressed the need to respond effectively to

competition from several sources in order to survive and thrive.

Thus the main result of the environmental changes that has occurred in the sector is that
institutions have to market themselves aggressively in order to be able to continue to
attract and retain the students that they need to survive and increase the quality of those
that are enrolling on their programmes. McCaffery (2010) identified the main marketing
strategic challenges facing the modern universities as market positioning, brand
identity, proactive strategic communication, reputation management and league table
positioning. The institutions that respond effectively to these challenges will survive
and thrive, but those that fail to adapt are likely to struggle and may have to leave the

sector.

The recognition by most UK HE institutions of the need to market themselves in a
climate of local, national and global competition and the emergence of marketing as a
major concept in the sector justifies a study into the behaviour of consumers in the
sector. Durkin & McKenna (2011) observed that the introduction of deferred fees in UK
higher education has led to commentators taking the position that students must be
regarded as customers in the same way as would other purchasers of goods or services.
Students are the consumers of the ‘product’ (education) that universities produce and

must be recognised as such by institutions that want to be successful in the ‘new’ UK
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HE sector. In a sector where the number of places available continues to exceed the
demand for places, an understanding of customer needs and the ability to satisfy them

will be a major determinant of survival and success.

The main implication of the developments in the UK higher education sector during the
past few decades is that institutions have to do a lot more to appeal to prospective
students. The changes outlined in the June 2011 White Paper, Higher Education:
Students at the heart of the system, spells the end of the traditional system under which
there was a large number of students chasing the few available places and universities
having the privilege of selecting from a large pool of applicants. The move away from
tight number controls, removal of regulatory barriers and simplification of the process
for obtaining and renewing degree — awarding powers will significantly increase the
supply of university places during the next few years. Recent decreases in the number of
18 year olds in the population and in the number of UCAS applications is also likely to
create a situation where an increasing number of players are competing for a shrinking
population of prospective students. The increasing importance of student charters and
feedback through the National Student Survey will also empower students and make

more information available to prospective students in the decision — making process.

The White Paper emphasised the fact that higher education has a fundamental value in
itself and UK universities are world — class institutions that attract international students
and contribute significantly to the economy. It identified the major challenge facing
institutions as that of putting the undergraduate experience at the heart of the system
and proposed reforms to tackle three main challenges. The first challenge is the need to
shift public expenditure away from teaching grants and towards repayable tuition loans
in order to ensure that the sector receives the funding that it needs even as substantial
savings are made in public expenditure. The second challenge is the need for
institutions to deliver a better student experience; improve teaching, assessment,
feedback and preparation for the world of work. The third challenge is the need to take

more responsibility for increasing social mobility.

In addition to the implementation of the changes to the funding of higher education
proposed in the Browne Review, the White Paper also proposed the following changes

in order to improve student experience in the sector:
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e Putting financial power in the hands of learners in order to make student choice
more meaningful. In order to be successful, institutions will have to appeal to
prospective students and earn the respect of employers.

¢ A move away from tight number controls that constrain institutions in order to
create a more dynamic sector in which popular institutions can grow and where
all institutions must offer good student experience to remain competitive.

e The removal of the regulatory barriers that are preventing a level playing field
for all providers in order to improve student choice by supporting a more diverse
sector.

e To make it easier for new providers to enter the sector by simplifying the regime
for obtaining and renewing degree — awarding powers.

e To radically improve and expand the information available to prospective
students by asking institutions to provide much more information about
individual courses and graduate employment prospects.

e To increase the importance of student charters and student feedback in
empowering university students. Institutions will be expected to publish online
summary reports of student surveys in order to aid choice and stimulate
competition between the best academics.

e To establish a new regulatory system that protects standards and quality,
empowers students to trigger quality reviews where there are grounds for

concern, whilst reducing the burden for high performing institutions.

Universities have to perform and must compete effectively in the new UK higher
education sector in order to survive and succeed. In the past decades universities have
been focussed on their research profiles, teaching excellence and preservation of their
traditional heritage. But in the new UK higher education sector, all activities must be
directed at attracting, retaining and satisfying students as the customers of universities.
McCafery (2010, pp.31) highlighted the differences between traditional higher

education and the new higher education:
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Traditional Higher Education New Higher Education

Competition: other universities Competition: everywhere

Student as apprentice scholar Learner as customer (and producer)
Delivery in the classroom Delivery everywhere

Technology as an expense Technology as market differentiation
Institutional — centric Market — centric

18 — 25 year — old audience Lifetime learner

Terminal degree Lifelong learner

Mode 1 knowledge Mode 2 knowledge

Take what is offered Courses on demand

Academic calendar Year — round campus

Course as 3 — 4 year revenue Course as business plan

Teacher as director of learning Teacher as facilitator of learning
Academic as ‘jack of all trades’ Academic as specialist
Multicultural Global

Diversity as problem Diversity as strength

Process — compliant Outcomes — driven

Public subsidy Portfolio management

Peer review Quality ‘kite marks’

Producer of knowledge Agent of learning

Organized by subjects Organized for solutions

Table 2.2: The differences between traditional higher education and the new higher

education (McCafery, 2010)

For most universities there is a direct relationship between student numbers and
revenue, because an increasing proportion of their funding comes from the tuition fees
charged to students. A fall in student numbers will mean a drop in revenue which will
affect the ability of the institutions to operate effectively or even survive. In order to
maintain the level of funding required to operate effectively and succeed in the sector,
universities require a major change of philosophy from production or product
orientation to marketing orientation. All activities must now be directed at identifying,
anticipating and satisfying the needs of students as consumers efficiently and profitably.
Thus the ability to devise and implement an effective marketing strategy has become a

critical success factor in the UK higher education sector.

2.5 Internationalisation of the Higher Education Sector

2.5.1 Internationalisation of Higher Education

International students can be defined as those students that left their country of origin
and moved to another country for the purpose of study (British Council, 2013). They are

usually not permanent or usual residents of their country of study, having obtained prior
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education in a different country. Over the years the demand for higher education has
increased, mainly due to the expectation that it would raise the economic and social
status of the graduate. For those living in less developed countries, the limited access to
higher education in their own countries led to a significant increase in the number of
those studying internationally. International student flows grew by an average of 9% per
annum between 1960 and 1970, and continued to grow by an average of 6% per annum

from 1970 to 1980 (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001).

Traditionally, the British higher education system served the need of thousands of elite
and gifted international students from throughout the former British Empire who were
attracted by the reputation of Oxford and Cambridge. The variety of reforms to the
British education system following the Second World War increased accessibility to
home students and enabled all students with appropriate Advanced Level grades at sixth
form to enter tertiary education in a range of courses of their own choosing. During the
1960s, the international students who studied in the UK were charged the same fees as
home students. Although the fees charged to international students increased in 1967,
and again in the 1975 — 79 period, they were still heavily subsidised by the British
taxpayer and served to increase the number of international students in the country. By
1979, there were 88,000 international students studying in the UK and the cost of
subsidising them was estimated at £100m per year (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001). When
Margaret Thatcher’s government introduced full — cost fees for international students
from outside the European Community in 1980, there was a major uproar throughout
the British Commonwealth, with some governments campaigning for a boycott of

British products.

The introduction of full — fees for UK Higher Education led to a dramatic decrease in
the number of international students, from a peak of just over 90,000 in 1978 to 55,000
in 1984. The decline in international student enrolments led to a severe shortfall for the
sector at a time when the government withdrew £100m in subsidies to the institutions.
This forced many institutions to adopt a more coordinated and active international
student recruitment policy. Thus the withdrawal of public subsidy for international
students made universities and polytechnics to realise that the only way to prevent a
significant shortfall of income was to go out into the world market and recruit students

with the ability to pay the new full — cost fees. Declining birth rates and increasing costs
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during the 1980s also led many higher education institutions to take a greater interest in
marketing than had previously been the case. In a climate of increasing budgetary
constraints due to the decline of government funding, many universities have sought to
expand their financial base by using international students as a source of revenue (De
Vita & Case, 2003). Revenues from fees charged to international students has been an
important source of financing for UK universities with international student fees rising
from 2.8% to 5.6% of total revenues (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001). This had risen to 11%
in 2011 (Universities UK, 2012). McNamara & Harris (1997) argued that the drive to
attract international students into UK Higher Education is based mainly on the need for
foreign currency to compensate for institutional shortfalls and only secondarily for

genuine educational considerations.

The British Council is the main agency responsible for the international marketing of
UK higher education. The British Council works in over 100 countries to create
international opportunities for the people of the UK and other countries, and builds trust
between them. It connects millions of people with the United Kingdom through
programmes and services in the English language, the arts, education and society. Their
work in English aims to bring high quality language materials to every learner and
teacher who wants them. They also offer over three million UK examinations
worldwide, helping people gain access to trusted qualifications to support their career
and study prospects. Their work in education and society helps transform national
education systems, builds more inclusive and open societies and increase opportunities
for young people. They encourage international students to come and study in the UK,
and British students to experience life abroad. Their work in the arts involves the very
best British and international artistic talent and help increase audiences for international

work in the UK and for UK work globally.

British Council Services for International Education Marketing provides a
comprehensive set of solutions, tailored to cater to the diverse international marketing
needs of UK educational institutions. The services are delivered through experienced
overseas teams at country level, led by specialist Regional Managers who ensure that
the right people, process and approach are employed to meet the international marketing

needs of UK institutions.
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Knight (1994) described internationalisation as the process of integrating an
international / intercultural dimension into the teaching, research and service functions
of an institution. It is a process that requires continuing management action in order to
be achieved. Internationalisation has been quite prominent at regional and international
level. Europe’s Bologna Process which draws more than 40 countries into a process of
enabling a European Higher Education Area is one of the clearest examples of
international engagement. The past decade has seen a significant explosion in the
number of programmes and institutions that are operating internationally. Countries like
Qatar, Singapore, the United Arab Emirates and China stand out as examples of those
that have boldly promoted internationalisation as a matter of national policies. They
have actively recruited prestigious foreign universities to establish local campuses for
the purpose of expanding access for the local student population and serving as higher

education ‘hubs’ for their regions.

Jane Knight’s definition of internationalisation is usually accompanied by a
classification that is made between ‘internationalisation at home” and
“internationalisation abroad”. Internationalisation at home refers to activities on the
home campus whilst internationalisation abroad covers a wide range of activities

abroad:

Internationalisation at Home

Internationalisation Abroad

Internationalising the curriculum and
related materials

Foreign language study for home
students

New courses with international themes
A mix of international students
Involvement of international students
in the teaching / learning process
International academic staff
Intercultural campus events

Liaison with community groups
Student placements with local ethnic
organisations.

Home students studying abroad
Academic staff working overseas on
teaching, research or consulting
Delivery of courses offshore jointly
with partners

Accreditation of partners’
programmes as part of a home
degree/award

Establishment of an offshore campus
delivering home degrees/awards
Establishment of joint research
centres abroad

Research projects undertaken abroad
Capacity  building or technical
assistance projects

International volunteering and charity
work.

Table 2.3: Differences between “internationalisation at home” and “internationalisation

abroad”.

Source: Fielden, 2007.
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Gallagher & Garrett (2012) argued that for most of the 20™ century, the main way in
which universities internationalised themselves was through the recruitment of
academics and PhD students from abroad, the incorporation of international modules
into their curriculums and short — term study abroad to provide students with
international experience. International scholarship programmes provided some of the
first opportunities for students to gain experiences abroad before universities around the
world began to move to more ambitious internationalisation strategies based on the
recruitment of full - fee paying foreign students onto undergraduate and postgraduate
programmes. They argued that the first wave of internationalisation was through ‘study
abroad’ programmes for domestic students. These programmes give home students
international experiences through studying and living in another country and comprise a
relatively small portion of what remains essentially a home degree for a relatively small

number of the total student population.

The second wave of internationalisation began in the early 1990s as national
universities began to educate large numbers of foreign students. In the ‘export’ model,
universities in developed countries like the United States, United Kingdom and
Australia not only opened their doors to foreign students, but devised and implemented
strategies to actively recruit them. They wanted to create an international experience on
the domestic campus, develop human capital in the developing world and generate
significant amounts of revenue. In 2009, over 3.4 million students were studying outside
their home country, with UNESCO projecting that this number will rise to 7 million by
2020 (Gallagher & Garrett, 2012). Student mobility has been identified as one of the
most visible aspects of globalisation and has been a reflection of not just national and
institutional strategies but also the decisions of international students all over the world.
Altbach et al (2009) observed that the mobility of international students involved two
main trends. The first one consists of students from Asia entering the major academic
systems of North America, Western Europe and Australia in response to the adjustment
of visa and immigration requirements to attract them by governments that want to
maintain economic competitiveness and realise financial gains by enrolling large
numbers of full fee — paying overseas students. The second trend is the development of

various programs within the European Union to encourage student mobility.
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The third wave of internationalisation involves the establishment of branch campuses in
developing countries in order to bring the provision of higher education to international
students rather than asking them to come to the home campus. Students at the branch
campus receive degrees from the home university, often using the home university’s
curriculum with a smaller number of course offerings. The main benefit of the model is
lower cost for both the students and the universities. The main challenge is quality
control, as the admission criteria and teaching standards are likely to be lower. There are
currently more than 200 degree — awarding international branch campuses in operation

worldwide (Gallagher & Garrett, 2012).

2.5.2 Internationalisation in Other Countries

2.5.2.1 The United States

The motive for promoting internationalisation in US institutions is based on the same
national economic arguments as in the UK. However, the rationale for recruiting foreign
students into many American universities is not necessarily financial. In some private
universities in the United States foreign students are actually a net expense rather than a
source of income (Fielden, 2007). As the criterion for admitting foreign students is
merit rather than their family wealth, some universities have to meet some of the
bursary costs due to limited federal financial aid. The large US institutions are not as
dependent on international student fee income as UK institutions; only four of them
(Southern California, Columbia, Purdue and New York) had more than 5,500
international students in 2005 — this number is almost equalled by some UK universities
(Fielden, 2007). Gallagher & Garrett (2012) argued that the growth of international
higher education at prestige universities in the United States is not without its own
challenges. They observed that the increasing numbers of international students in
already full public campuses is either at the expense of in — state student places or
further eroding student/faculty ratios. Despite the strong economic case for recruiting
more international students, American public universities face continuing political
pressure to focus on serving in-state students, public hostility towards the rising
numbers of overseas students and rising strains on campus resources from larger total

student numbers.

The US Information Agency (USIA) promotes US education through its network of

offices located throughout the world and is a valuable source of information for
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prospective students. The Fullbright-Hays program, the Institute for International
Education (IIE), the Council for International Education Exchange (CIEE) and the
National Association for Foreign Student Advisers (NAFSA) are amongst other
agencies that engage in the promotion of international education. By the early 1990s,
the United States was estimated to have 400 Government assisted advisory centres in

143 countries promoting international education (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001).

2.5.2.2 Canada

Internationalisation has been a policy priority for most Canadian universities for many
years and they have well — established mechanisms for encouraging foreign travel and
study abroad by staff and students. The activities of the Association of Universities and
Colleges of Canada (AUCC) have encouraged institutions to adopt a broad view of
internationalisation and emphasise its importance to the provincial and federal
governments. Many institutions now offer scholarships targeted at international students
and International Offices continue to play a major role in internationalising the
curriculum of their institutions. Canadian universities place a much higher value on
international development than their major competitors; and helped to train over
265,000 people in the developing world between the 1970s and 2007 (Fielden, 2007).
The high priority given to international development by universities is partly driven by a
growing upward push from students demanding that their institutions be more engaged

with the problems of the developing world.

Canada’s proximity to the United States, its bilingual education system, high quality
education and sophisticated economy has positioned it as a major provider of
international education. As a response to concerns over its declining status as a supplier
of international education, the Canadian government launched several initiatives in the
1990s. The country established a number of Canadian Education Centres (CECs)
managed by the Asia — Pacific Foundation of Canada (APFC) throughout key Asia —
Pacific markets. A number of provincial agencies like the British Columbia Centre for
International Education (BCCIE) were also established to represent the universities and
colleges located within their provinces. The BCCIE claims to have increased
international student enrolments within British Columbia by 25% since its

establishment (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001).
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2.5.2.3 Australia

Australia has been ahead of the UK for many years in terms of the application of the
principles of internationalisation in the higher education sector. Large Australian
universities such as Monash, Bond and RM devised ambitious international strategies
involving the establishment of offshore campuses and collaborative partnerships many
years before UK institutions. Australian universities have always had very strong
incentives to create links and partnerships in the Asia — Pacific region and have become
major competitors to UK & US universities in international student recruitment in the
region. Australia has the highest level of international students per capita of comparable
English — speaking countries. According to UNESCO data, there are 1.2 international
students for every 100 Australians, roughly double the UK as second highest and more
than five times Canada and the US (Gallagher & Garrett, 2012). In 2009, 21% of
enrolments at Australian universities were overseas students compared to 15% in the
UK, 3% in the US and 8% in Canada (Gallagher & Garrett, 2012). The Australian
government values internationalisation for mainly economic reasons and has been an

active supporter of the international ambitions of its institutions.

Before 1994, the marketing of Australian international education was largely the
responsibility of individual institutions. In 1994, the Australian International Education
Foundation (AIEF) was established to provide strategic co-ordination of the Australian
industry’s marketing efforts. It was later renamed Australian Education International
(AEI) and managed a network of Australian Education Centres (AECs) in several
countries and placed representatives in others. Other agencies involved in the
international marketing of Australian education included the International Development
Program of Australian Universities & Colleges (IDP Ltd), the Australian Trade
Commission (AUSTRADE) and various state and territory based organisations. Within
the university sector, IDP Education Australia Ltd has been the most successful in
recruiting international students for Australian higher education. The company acts as a
recruitment agent and also undertakes the management of education exhibitions in
selected overseas markets throughout the year. Its offices are located in most Asian

capitals from where Australia draws its students.
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2.5.3 Internationalisation in the United Kingdom

Fielden (2007) provided a SWOT analysis of the UK’s position compared to its major

competitors with regards to internationalisation:

Strengths

Perceived reputation for good teaching

Proven reputation for excellent research

Good number of world class universities in all
the major league tables

An international faculty

A multi-cultural society and many multi-
cultural campuses

Multidisciplinary approaches reinforce strong
creativity

Competitive course lengths

English Language

Overall strengths of the UK brand

Weaknesses

Perceived high tuition fees and reputation for
being concerned with revenue

High cost of living and accommodation
Perceived high visa costs

Limited potential for enhanced employment
opportunities

Limited scholarship programmes

Limited support for home students’ overseas
study costs

Some perceived quality issues around the total
student experience

Negative perception about crime and violence
in some cities

Reputation as not a particularly friendly host

Opportunities

Continuing global demand for higher quality
higher education at all levels

Keenness of many international institutions to
forge partnerships with UK institutions
Potential for offering quality learning
experiences and improved value for money
Potential for more strategic partnerships, joint

curriculum development and associated
student flows

Potential for closer working links with
businesses to improve job opportunities
Potential for improved Government,
institutional ~and  business -  backed
scholarships

Government to offer more consistent and
friendly approaches on visas and work permits
Potential for using alumni as ambassadors as
well as donors

Threats

The USA seizes the opportunities available
Growing  competition from  European
universities for international students

Increase backing by foreign governments to
their universities’ expansion

Asian students choose to study in the growing
political and economic power house of China
Decline in student numbers from Asia in the
long term.

Table 2.4: SWOT analysis of the UK’s position compared to its major competitors with

regards to internationalisation (Fielden, 2007)

For a long time the UK has enjoyed a world — leading position in terms of numbers of

international students attracted to study in its higher education sector. According to

Universities UK (2012), this competitive advantage is based on the following features

of the sector: an international reputation for education & research; the profile of its elite

global higher education brands; historical trade & political links; the popularity of

English Language study & culture and post — study employment prospects.
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Whilst the increasing global demand has had significant beneficial effects on the UK
higher education system as well as the wider economy, the international student market
is changing dramatically. Competition from mainland Europe and the rapid emergence
of entrepreneurial institutions in countries such as China, India, Malaysia & Singapore
mean that the UK’s traditional sources of internationally mobile students are no longer
guaranteed (Fielding, 2007). Asian governments are seeking to limit the numbers who
study abroad and their institutions are seeking to recruit international students

themselves, with a small number establishing offshore campuses.

2.5.4 Trends in the internationalisation of Higher Education
The QS World Grad School Tour Applicant Survey (2014) identified the following
major trends in international student mobility:

e International students are considering a broader range of study destinations:
Although the big four English speaking countries are still amongst the most
popular, countries like Germany, France, Switzerland & Netherlands are gaining
prominence as potential study destinations.

e Study costs, financial aid and post — graduation employment prospects are
becoming increasingly important factors; especially for younger applicants.

e Although international recognition remains the single most important criteria for
students when choosing a country and institution, its importance is declining. As
a much broader selection of countries and institutions enjoy global visibility in
the higher education world, students are increasingly focussed on other more
distinguishing factors, especially those relating to costs, funding and career
prospects.

e (Graduate degree applicants have high expectations for career development and

salaries.

The British Council (2013) recently identified seven Megatrends or core drivers that
will have a profound effect on the growth of international higher education in the future:
e Demographic shifts: The world’s population is currently ageing at an
unprecedented rate, with examples from developed economies providing an
understanding of the profound effect that this will have on societal development.

Converse to this is the growth of younger populations in emerging and
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developing economies like India, the Middle East and North Africa. By 2024,
four countries (India, China, Indonesia & the United States) will be home to
over 50% of the global 18 — 22 year old population. The largest growth outside
these four countries will be from the African continent including Nigeria,
Ethiopia, Egypt, Kenya and South Africa.

Economic dynamics: Economic analysts suggest that the global economy is now
slowly healing, led by the strengthening of the US job market and China’s
recovery from its recent slowdown in GDP growth. The slower rate of growth in
the BRIC economies has shifted the focus to CIVETS (Columbia, Indonesia,
Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey & South Africa), a group of emerging economies that
are forecast to become increasingly important. It has been observed that these
growth markets will witness the steepest rise in gross tertiary enrolments as their
GDP per capita reaches USD 10,000. Growth in mobile tertiary students has
proved to be recession — proof and continues to outstrip that of world trade and
GDP.

Changes to political conditions: The introduction of new policies, changes in
legislation, reform agendas and increasing political tensions that are regularly
occurring across the political systems of many nations can have a profound
effect on national and international education provision. Major changes in policy
such as the March 2013 introduction of new post - study work arrangements for
graduates in Australia and removal of post - study work entitlements for
graduates in the UK can have positive or negative effects on the sustained
growth and longevity of international competitiveness of a country as a leading
destination for international students.

Growth in education provision: As emerging economies develop, they will place
greater emphasis on education as central to aiding progress, empowering
individuals and acting as a catalyst for further economic stability. These
economies are likely to invest in the development of their own educational
provision in order to encourage more of their brightest students to study at home
and enable their leading institutions to ascend in the global rankings. This will
reduce the opportunities for direct international student recruitment from those
markets as their main priorities become research collaborations, institutional

partnerships and inward recruitment of international students.
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Digital technology: The digital technology revolution of education that began
with the packaging of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and the
opportunity to capitalise on the big data they capture will continue to influence
future pedagogical formats. The phenomenon has intensified with the design of
courses for gaining academic credit which are unbundled from regular course
structures and allow students to create their own teaching and learning
experience. Whilst digital technology and the opportunities for progress and
access continue to develop, the experiential value of international education
remain at the heart of individuals’ aspiration to learn and grow.

Global workforce demands: Despite the large numbers of unemployed graduates
in most countries, many industries are still experiencing a shortage of skilled
workers. The graduates that are being produced by universities are not meeting
the needs of industry, with many overseas graduates returning home from their
studies struggling to find appropriate employment due to their lack of relevant
skills. Whilst many countries have started investing heavily in education, it will
take some time to close the gap.

Cultural impact: Culture is a term that encompasses all activities that distinguish
one particular group of people from another and is becoming more important at
a time when many countries are trying to maximise their ‘soft power’. Soft
power refers to the ability of countries to achieve their international objectives
through attraction and cooperation rather than coercion. The main forces that are
known to shape a nation’s cultural activity are commerce, foreign policy
objectives, cultural assets, language, resources, ideology, history and the desire
to create a good impression. The choice of one study destination over another by
prospective students is greatly influenced by a nation’s culture and the potential

to experience living and studying within it.

The report concluded that the future of international education is likely to be found at

the intersection of these seven drivers. These trends will determine how the world

teaches, learns and researches; shape how world - class institutions are developed and

how young learners are grown into leading academics. They will also guide how nations

respond to global demands for skilled workers and how they collaborate across cultures

to harness what individual nations do best for a shared and prosperous future.
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The global education sector, including expenditure on national education systems, is
reported to be the second largest global market after healthcare, with expenditure
estimated to be US$4.5tr in 2012 (HM Government, 2013). Global tertiary enrolments
was estimated to have reached 170 million in 2009 with four countries alone (China,
India, US & Russia) having a combined share of 45% of total global tertiary enrolments
(British Council, 2012). The rise in the number of internationally mobile students has
been a key feature of the global tertiary education sector, with the numbers rising from
800,000 in the mid — 1970s to over 3.5 million in 2009 (British Council, 2012). In 2011,
there were 4.3 million internationally mobile students, representing a growth of 99%
between 2000 and 2010, equivalent to an annual growth rate of 7.1% (HM Government,
2013). The major countries of origin for internationally mobile tertiary students are
China, India, South Korea, Germany, Turkey and France. In 2010, nearly a fifth of
internationally mobile students were Chinese (18.2%), with Indian (6.4%) and German

(3.1%) students the next biggest groups.

Top Ten Countries of Origin for
Internationally Mobile Students
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Figure 2.4: Top 10 countries of origin for internationally mobile students (Source: HM

Government, 2013)

The main destination countries for mobile tertiary students are the United States, UK,
Australia, France, Germany, Russia, Japan and Canada. In 2012, five destinations
(United States, United Kingdom, France, Australia & Germany) hosted almost half of
total internationally mobile students (UNESCO, 2014). The top five have also seen their
market share decline from 55% in 2000 to 47% in 2012 (UNESCO, 2014).
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Country 2000 (%) | 2011 (%) | 2013 (%)
United States 22.9 16.5 19.4
United Kingdom 10.8 13.0 10.3
France 6.6 6.2 5.7
Australia 5.1 6.1 6.2
Germany 9.0 6.3 4.9
Russian Federation 2.0 4.0 34
Japan 3.2 3.5 34
Canada 4.6 4.7 3.4
China 1.8 1.8 2.4
Italy 1.2 1.7 2.4

Table 2.5: Changing shares of the international student market, 2000, 2011 & 2013
(Sources: UK HE International Unit, 2013, UNESCO, 2014 & UK HE International
Unit, 2016).

Other countries that are becoming increasing popular as study destinations for
international students are South Africa, Singapore, Hong Kong, Malaysia & South
Korea. The British Council (2012) predicts that the largest inbound student flows by
destination in 2020 will be United States (582k), UK (331k), Australia (277k), Canada
(176k) and Germany (155k).

The British Council report on higher education global trends and emerging
opportunities to 2020 identified the following potential barriers to international student
mobility:

e Student visa restrictions / migration laws

e Post — graduation employment restrictions on mobile students in host countries

¢ Political relations

e Social and cultural norms, like female students in some countries being less

likely to travel.

2.6 International Student Recruitment in the UK Higher Education
Sector

2.6.1 About International Student Recruitment in the UK

There were 436,585 international students in the UK higher education sector in 2014/15

(UCKISA, 2016). In 2013/14 the figure had increased by 3% to 435,500 (UCKISA,

2015). 124,575 of the 436,585 international students in UK higher education in 2014/15
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were from other EU countries whilst 312,010 were from outside the European Union
(UCKISA, 2016). Since 2007/2008, the number of international students at publicly —
funded higher education institutions has increased by an average of 6.2% per year, with
the balance between EU and non — EU students remaining broadly constant (HM

Government, 2013).

During the past decade, there has been a significant shift in the origin of international
students in the UK. In 2000 half of them came from Europe, with Asia accounting for
another third. By 2010, Asia accounted for over half, with a further 30% coming from

Europe. The table below shows the top 10 source countries in each year:

2000 2010

Greece 29,300 13.1% China 55,500 14.1%
Ireland 14,300 6.4% India 38,200 9.7%
Germany 13,500 6.0% Nigeria 16,500 4.2%
France 12,500 5.6% Ireland 16,500 4.2%
USA 11,200 5.0% Germany 15,100 3.6%
Malaysia 10,400 4.6% USA 13,900 3.5%
Hong Kong 8,300 3.7% France 13,600 3.5%
Spain 7,500 3.4% Malaysia 12,500 3.2%
Japan 6,200 2.8% Greece 11,700 3.0%
China 6,200 2.8% Cyprus 11,300 2.9%

Table 2.6: Top ten countries of origin for international HE students studying at publicly

— funded HEIs in the UK (Source: HM Government, 2013).
The top 10 countries of origin for international students enrolled in UK higher education

institutions in 2014/15 are China, India, Nigeria, Malaysia, United States, Hong Kong,
Germany, France, Ireland & Greece (UKCISA, 2016).
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Figure 2.5: Top ten countries of origin for international students in UK HE in 2014/15
(Source: UKCISA, 2016)

The table below shows the top ten EU and non — EU countries of origin for international

students in UK higher education institutions in 2014/15:

Non - EU 2014/15 EU Countries 2014/15
China 89,540 Germany 13,675
India 18,320 France 11,955
Nigeria 17,920 Republic of Ireland 10,905
Malaysia 17,060 Italy 10,525
United States 16,865 Greece 10,130
Hong Kong 16,215 Cyprus 9,745
Saudi Arabia 8,595 Spain 7,040
Singapore 7,295 Romania 6,590
Pakistan 7,295 Bulgaria 6,255
Thailand 6,240 Poland 5,245

Table 2.7: Top ten EU & non — EU countries of origin for international students in UK

higher education (Source: UKCISA, 2016).

Although international students study courses across all subject categories, Business and
Administrative Studies is by far the most popular subject area at both undergraduate and
postgraduate level, accounting for nearly a third of international students overall. The
second and third most popular subject areas are Engineering & Technology and Social

Studies (UKCISA, 2016). London is the most popular region of the UK for international
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students and accounts for about a quarter of the total, with similar proportions for

undergraduates and postgraduates (HM Government, 2013).

International students seem to have stronger preferences when it comes to the type of
institution that they attend, with Russell Group institutions being the most popular and
accounting for over a third of all international students in the UK in 2011/12 (HM
Government, 2013). The largest proportions of international students in the sector in
2011/12 were 75% at the London Business School and 67% at the London School of
Economics (HM Government, 2013). UKCISA (2016) identified the largest recruiters
of international students in 2014/15 as University College London (13,545), The
University of Manchester (12,215) and The University of Edinburgh (10,080).

2.6.2 International Student Impact

In considering the ways in which international students impact the UK economy, it is
important to identify the key drivers of international student demand and impact (PA
Consulting Group, 2011). Examining the reasons why international students come and
will continue to come to the UK will be helpful in maximising the economic impact of
their presence. It is also important to consider the fact that the nature of international
study in the UK and the wider environment causes different patterns of expenditure and
brings other benefits to the economy. PA Consulting Group (2011) identified the key
drivers of international student impact as:

e Institutional reputation: The presence of world class UK universities with
established reputations for excellence in teaching, significant research capability
and supporting infrastructure is a critical factor in bringing international students
to the UK. The Times Higher Education 2014/15 World University Rankings
include 11 UK universities in the top 100 globally (THES, 2014). UK
universities have a long track record of delivering quality learning to
international students.

e Specialist niche: Success in attracting international students also depends on the
ability of institutions to distinguish their offerings from other competing
education providers and develop an international reputation for specialist
excellence. Whilst there is a strong interest in business degrees and related
professional qualifications, specialist institutions (like the Royal College of Art,

Royal Academy of Music and Institute of Education) bring substantial numbers
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of students to the UK from abroad as a result of expertise within their particular
specialist disciplines.

Multi — cultural environment: The growth of the UK’s international student base
over the years has generated a multi — cultural environment within many
institutions. This environment creates ready — made support communities which
have made a very positive contribution to the student experience and the
presence of others from the same nationality is a contributory factor in
international student demand.

Culture and amenities: The wider attraction of spending a period of time in
London, Cambridge, Oxford, Edinburgh and other major UK cities is a key
driver of international student demand. The status of these cities as major tourist
and cultural destinations and the significant base of associated infrastructure are
key assets in persuading students to come and also to remain once the period of
study concludes. The presence of a wide variety of amenities also encourages
higher levels of spend than would be the case for students in other locations
around the world.

Business and employment opportunities: The UK’s status as a global business
hub brings many people to the country to study with the prospect of further
employment and business opportunities after graduation. The UK’s feature as
the location of the headquarters of many professional bodies attracts
international students that are pursuing a career in such professions.
Accessibility: The status of London as a global transport hub with direct access
to most international destinations makes UK institutions highly accessible to
international students. The wide range of transport options available facilitates
cost effective travel and the transport infrastructure within major cities is a
notable asset in drawing people to study in the country.

Cost effectiveness: Although there is a perception that London, Oxford,
Edinburgh and other UK cities are relatively expensive study locations, it is also
true that the development of the international student base has been supported by
the UK’s ability to offer cost — effective educational opportunities that are
tailored to the needs of the market. The UK’s international student fees are
comparable to equivalent international fees in Australia, Canada and the United
States, but the perceived value of the educational experience along with other

factors drives considerable student demand.
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2.6.3 The Value of International Student Recruitment to the United Kingdom

The recent UK Government’s Industrial Strategy for International Education estimates
that education exports were worth £17.5bn to the UK economy in 2011 (HM
Government , 2013). Fees income and living expenses from the almost 500,000 non —
UK domiciled students studying on undergraduate and postgraduate programmes at UK
universities is by far the largest contributor to this figure. This estimate makes the
education sector the country’s fifth largest services export sector, ahead of both
insurance service as well as computer and information services (HM Government,

2013).

£m*
Higher Education (including EU students):
Tuition fees (net of scholarships) 3,600
Living expenditure 5,540
Other 1,000
(Cost to Govt of tuition fees loans to EU undergraduates) (70)
English Language Teaching:
Tuition & living expenses 2,000
Schools:
Tuition & living expenses 620
Education Products & Services 1,590
Further Education:
Tuition fees 320
Living expenditure 810
Other 40
Transnational Education Income (indicative figures):
Higher Education 300
English Language Teaching 90
Schools 960
Further Education 30
TOTAL 17,490

*2011 prices, to nearest £10m

Table 2.8: Estimated value of UK education exports in 2011 (Source: HM Government,
2013)

The main beneficiary of international student mobility is the mobile student who is
likely to be embedded in other social networks that may also receive immediate and
short — term direct benefits from their overseas studies. Other potential beneficiaries in
the student’s home country include sponsors and facilitators, such as employers,
government or sponsors, as well as those who employ or engage with the student on
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their return home. The most direct beneficiary in the host country is the host institution,
especially the faculty or department that recruits the student. The wider higher
education sector, local communities, regions and even nations can benefit from inward
mobility as mobile students engage more broadly with their host country during and

after their university education.

The main impacts and benefits of international student recruitment to the UK manifest
themselves in a range of different ways — planned and unplanned, positive and negative,
short — term and longer term, and implicit or explicit. The main categories of benefits

and impacts of international student recruitment are discussed below:

2.6.3.1 Financial benefits

The financial benefits of international student recruitment to UK higher education
institutions are the short — term cost — related benefits. These include the fees paid by
international students as well as their associated accommodation and living costs. These
benefit host institutions directly by contributing to their revenue streams, as well as the
much broader benefits to the national and local economy in the form of inward foreign
investment. In 2011/12, fee income from non — EU students accounted for more than
20% of total income at 13 HEIs and between 10% and 20% for a further 68 HEIs;
meaning that half of all publicly — funded HEIs in the UK earn more than 10% of their
income from non — EU students (HM Government, 2013). In 2013/14 universities
received £3.9 billion in tuition fees from 310,000 international students enrolled in the

UK (Universities UK, 2015).

2.6.3.2 Wider economic benefits
Beyond the direct, short — term financial benefit, there are also a range of indirect
economic impact of international student mobility that are less straightforward and may
be less tangible, but potentially accrue over a period of time:
® Positive impact on economic development through skilled migration and skills
development for specific sectors of the labour market; especially the STEM
sector where there has been shortages in recent years.
e By increasing the pool of employable graduates available in the national
knowledge economy and meeting local skills needs.

¢ Through the development of national research and development capacity.
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e Through the establishment of trade and research & development networks

between the UK and other countries / regions.

2.6.3.3 Academic benefits

International student recruitment makes a significant contribution towards the
internationalisation agendas of UK institutions. This improves the ability of institutions
to ‘internationalise at home’ for local students unable or unwilling to travel overseas for
study and for locally — oriented staff. Home students will have the opportunity to
interact with international students in both classroom and social setting, and an
international student body may facilitate the adaptation of traditional teaching and
learning approaches. International student recruitment also stimulates demand for
courses where domestic demand alone is insufficient to sustain them, thus ensuring that
some strategically important courses remain viable and a wider range of courses are
available to all students. For taught postgraduate courses in 2011/12, non — UK students
made up 84% of new entrants in Electronic & Electrical Engineering, 76% in
Production & Manufacturing Engineering and 67% in Computer Science (HM
Government, 2013). Longer — term alumni relationships with international students also
support and facilitate collaborative research and consultancy projects, which are

becoming increasingly important to many institutions (Mellors — Bourne et al, 2013).

2.6.3.4 Socio — cultural benefits

The international students in UK higher education bring diversity to the sector and help
to provide an international dimension that benefits all students. Home students who
study alongside internationally mobile students in a multi-cultural environment acquire
such attributes as tolerance and respect for diversity, which are normally associated with
the highly desirable characteristics of cosmopolitanism and global citizenship. These
competencies can help home students to gain competitive advantage when seeking to
enter the labour market and provide access to international networks. International
education also helps to strengthen the UK’s social and cultural links as those that have
studied in the UK are significantly more likely to be interested in working with and

doing business with the UK than those who have not (HM Government, 2013).
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2.6.3.5 Political benefits

Engagement in international education enhances the reputation and brand reputation of
UK institutions and helps project the country’s soft power (HM Government, 2013).
Positive perceptions and attitudes amongst those that have previously studied in the UK
could contribute to reductions in the likelihood of future conflict and also facilitate
increased positive international engagement culturally, politically and economically.
This can be important as most international graduates are likely to have some degree of
influence in their home countries (or elsewhere in the world), even if they do not form

part of a national elite.

2.6.4 Challenges & Issues facing UK International Student Recruitment
Although UK higher education institutions have been quite successful at recruiting an
increasing number of international students during the past decade, there are a number

of major challenges and issues that currently face the sector:

2.6.4.1 Migration policy

The UK’s migration policy affects the attractiveness of the nation as a study destination
relative to key competitor countries like the United States, Australia & Canada. The
recent changes to the visa regulations were designed to address past abuses on the visa
system by creating controls that discourage those who are not genuine students from
applying. There have recently been strong concerns within the sector that the changes
have had a negative impact on the perception of the UK as a place to study. Media
reporting of these changes has created a perception that international students are not
welcomed in the UK as observers begin to notice significant reductions in the number
of visas issued. The Indian sub — continent countries of India, Pakistan & Bangladesh
saw reductions of 38%, 62% & 30% respectively in the number of visas issued in the
year to March 2013 compared to the previous year (HM Government, 2013). These
countries also happen to be amongst those predicted to see the largest increases in

outbound student mobility between now and 2020 (British Council, 2012).

The closure of the Tier 1 (post — study work route) in April 2012 as part of the changes
to the visa regime makes the UK considerably less appealing for international students
as a place to work after completing studies. The Tier 1 (post — study work) visa was

available to students who had been awarded a UK recognised HND, bachelors or
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postgraduate qualification and enabled them to remain in the UK for the purpose of
employment up to two years after completion of their education. In a survey by
Universities UK in 2011, 56% of respondents cited the possibility of getting post —
study work experience as a factor that they considered when applying to the UK
(Universities UK, 2011). A survey by the UK Council for International Student Affairs
(UCKISA) found that of the recent changes to UK visa rules, the abolition of the post —
study work route had the greatest negative impact on students’ decisions to study in the
UK (HM Government, 2013). It is interesting to note that the UK’s key competitors
such as Australia, Canada and the United States allow international students to work
after graduation. Australia recently increased the period of post — study work

entitlement and lifted restrictions on the nature of eligible jobs.

2.6.4.2 International student numbers

The number of international students in UK higher education decreased by 2% from
435,230 in 2011/12 to 425,265 in 2012/13 (UKCISA, 2014). The 1% fall in the number
of non — EU students at UK universities is the first such decline ever recorded and
included a 25% drop in the number of Indian first year students (Morgan, 2014). UK
universities have seen the number of Indian first — year students drop by half in just two
years, falling from 23,985 in 2010/11 to 12,280 in 2012/13 (Morgan, 2014). India is still
the second largest source of non — EU students for British universities (UKCISA, 2014).
The decline in the number of entrants coming from traditional UK postgraduate markets
like India, Pakistan and Iran coupled with the continued growth in entrants from China
has increased the proportion of Chinese postgraduate taught masters students in UK
universities to 23% in 2012/13. This is only marginally lower than the proportion of UK
students, who made up 26% of the full — time taught masters entrants population in

2012/13 (HEFCE, 2014).

International student numbers increased by 3% to 435,500 in 2013/14; comprising
125,300 European Union students and 310,190 students from outside the EU (UCKISA,
2015).

2.6.4.3 Stronger country to country competition
UK higher education institution are facing stiff and increasing competition from

institution in the United States, Canada, Australia and other parts of Europe. The United
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States is opening up its higher education sector to more international students and

increasing the number of international students that can study at its universities. Canada

is working on a new international strategy that will enable the country to double the

number of international higher education students in the next ten years. In February

2013, Australia published a report titled “Australia — Educating Globally”, which

forecasts that the number of international students at Australian Universities will

increase by 30% between 2012 and 2020 (HM Government, 2013). Non — traditional

competitors like Germany and The Netherlands are also looking to increase their share

of international students by increasing their marketing budgets.

2.6.4.4 Other challenges & issues:

Institutional strategies & structures: The decisions, strategies and structures of
UK higher education institutions can limit their potential to increase the number
of international students in the UK. For example, some institutions have been
unwilling to increase the number of international students beyond a certain point
in order to protect their ‘brand’, avoid excessive expansion or preserve the
quality of the education offer.

Co-ordination failure: Co-ordination is an area where more needs to be done in
order for UK higher education institutions to fully exploit the global
opportunities available. Universities UK have provided evidence to support the
fact that in order to take advantage of global opportunities, the HE sector
requires seamless coordinated services and support to bring together existing
services from governments and partners to assist in their international activities
in the UK and overseas.

UK outward student mobility: This refers to the number of students from the UK
in higher education overseas. It is important because it provides a range of
development opportunities for UK students and plays a major part in enabling
cultural exchange and long term UK overseas ties. Only around 6% of those that
graduated from UK higher education institutions in 2011/12 had experience of
mobility placements abroad, against an EU target of 20% by 2020, while
Germany has ambition to achieve 50% of its students (HM Government, 2013).
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2.6.5 Major Trends in UK International Student Recruitment

New types of provider: Until recently, higher education in most countries was a
state — controlled business, dominated by national providers and national norms.
This is changing rapidly with the emergence of genuinely multi-national
companies that operate higher education institutions across the world. These
companies are the private sector’s response to the rapidly growing global
demand for education, coupled with a realisation by national governments that
State provision alone cannot meet the demand. Companies like Pearson, Apollo
Group, Laureate and Kaplan are becoming major players in the UK higher
education sector. Their typical business model is focussed on developing large
scale operations that seek economies of scale and aims to offer value for money
to students. Laureate runs online degrees in partnership with Roehampton
University and the University of Liverpool whilst Pearson College runs degrees
validated by Royal Holloway University of London. Apollo Group owns BPP
University College, which is one of a small number of private UK institutions
with degree - awarding powers.

Transnational Education (TNE): TNE involves the delivery of UK university
degree programmes at overseas locations and presents significant strategic
opportunities for institutions wishing to extend their reach across the world.
Most importantly it enables institutions to reach a huge potential new market of
students who seek a UK degree, but don’t have the means to travel to the UK to
study. TNE collaborations have increased global opportunities for access to
higher education and created significant social value and public benefit in the
process. Typical TNE models include full — scale campuses, franchising of UK
degrees for local delivery, twinning arrangements with study in both the local
country and the UK, validation of local programmes by UK institutions, distance
learning programmes and advanced standing or articulation agreements. Since
2009/10, there has been more overseas students undertaking UK courses
overseas than coming to the UK to study (Universities UK, 2012). In 2011/12,
there were 571,010 TNE students compared to 435,235 non — UK students
enrolled in UK higher education (UK HE International Unit, 2013).

Increasing competition within the sector: The level of competition within the
UK higher education sector in the area of international student recruitment has

increased significantly during the past few years. The recent changes to the
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funding regime and the fall in the number of UK postgraduate and part — time
students has increased the importance of the revenue from international students
for most institutions in the sector. Competition has intensified to the extent that
even Russell Group universities like Birmingham & Southampton are offering
part — scholarships to attract international students onto their masters
programmes. As suggested by Adcroft et al (2010), international students are
increasingly behaving like rational consumers making trade-offs between

price/cost and quality of UK university education.

2.6.6 International Student Recruitment in Africa

The African continent is the world’s second largest and second most populous with
about 1.1 billion people as of 2013. The continent’s 54 countries has a population that is
among the youngest of all the continents; an estimated 50% of Africans are 19 years old
or younger. All African countries have different cultural and language backgrounds.
The most common language which is spoken by more than 40% of Africans is English;
which along with French, Portuguese, Spanish and German has replaced traditional
local African languages in many parts of the continent. The UN predicts that the world’s
population is going to increase to 9.6 billion in 2050 (from 7.2 billion in 2013) and that
more than half of the extra 2.4 billion people will be African (ICEF, 2013). Thus the
projected phenomenal population growth along with economic development in some
countries in the continent represent a significant opportunity for the international

student recruitment sector.

Maringe & Carter (2007) found that African student migration to Western countries
tend to reproduce patterns of colonisation. Partly due to derived cultural capital and
language ability, students tend to look for study opportunities in countries with which
they have a colonial association. Out of the 380,376 African students electing to study
abroad in 2010, 29.2% went to France, 15% went to South Africa, 9.7% went to the
United Kingdom and 9.7% to the United States (ICEF, 2013). The table below shows

the African countries with the largest proportion of students engaged in study abroad:

Morocco 42,800 11.3%
Nigeria 38,851 10.2%
Algeria 22,465 5.9%
Zimbabwe 19,658 5.2%
Cameroon 19,506 5.3%
Tunisia 19,506 5.1%
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Table 2.9: African countries with the largest proportion of students in overseas study

(ICEF, 2013)

The colonisation of large parts of Southern, Eastern and West Africa by the British
Empire, the use of English as the medium of instruction and the high quality of UK
qualifications has made the UK a destination of choice for many African students.
Although African students represent about 10% of the 333,150 international students
enrolled in UK universities in 2012/2013, the projected phenomenal growth of the
population and the high numbers of young people makes the continent an attractive
opportunity. The British Council’s recent study titled “The Future of the World’s
Mobile Students to 2024” listed the countries with the top fastest growing 18 — 22
populations as Nigeria, India, Ethiopia, Indonesia, Kenya, Philippines, Iraq, Pakistan,
Angola & Nepal (British Council, 2013). It is interesting to note that four of these
countries, including three of the top five, are in Africa. Another recent British Council
study on future postgraduate student mobility trends concluded that Nigeria will
overtake India as the second major source of postgraduate students by 2024 (British
Council, 2014). The British Council (2014) expects China to continue to dominate UK
postgraduate enrolments with 85,000 postgraduates by 2024, followed by Nigeria
(29,000), India (24,000) and the United States (15,000). There were 35,535 African
students enrolled in UK universities in the 2012/2013 academic year (British Council,
2014). The table below shows the top 10 African countries of origin for international

students enrolled in UK universities in 2012/2013:

Country Nos.
Nigeria 18,150
Ghana 2,135
Kenya 1,990
Libya 1,845
Egypt 1,490
Mauritius 1,380
South Africa 1,150
Zimbabwe 935
Uganda 780
Tanzania 750

Table 2.10: Top 10 African countries of origin for UK HE international students
2012/13 (Source: British Council, 2014)
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2.6.6.1 Overview of an African Market: Nigeria

Nigeria is the main African student recruitment market for the UK higher education
sector and accounts for over 50% of the continent’s market based on 2012/ 2013
figures. The country is the most populous on the African continent and one of the 11
Global Growth Generators - large population countries identified as having the right
economic and political conditions to influence the global economy. Although there are
over 250 ethnic groups in Nigeria, English is the language of education, business and
official proceedings. Nigeria had an estimated population of 170.1 million in 2012, with
40% of the population under the age of 15 (British Council, 2013). In April 2014,
Nigeria became Africa’s largest economy with a GDP of $509.9bn in 2013.

Although Nigeria has about 51 private and 78 public universities with about 300,000
places, about 1,503,931 students sat for the university entrance examinations in 2012
(British Council, 2013). The poor quality of provision and high demand for university
places means that students often re — sit the university entrance examinations year on
year, with the affluent ones opting for overseas study and others opting for polytechnics
and other tertiary institutions. In 2010, 38,851 Nigerian students travelled overseas to
study at tertiary level. An estimated 75,000 headed to regional education hubs such as
Ghana, 18,420 headed to the UK and 7,028 headed to the US. Other popular study
destinations include Malaysia, Canada and South Africa. Small numbers of Nigerian
students travel to Germany, Australia, Russia, Finland, Sweden, Ukraine and Saudi

Arabia.

The UK’s position as the most popular traditional higher education destination for
Nigerians is as a result of its strong historical ties and large Nigerian diaspora. The
number of Nigerians enrolled in UK higher education institutions increased from just
8,170 in 2004/2005 to 18,420 in the 2011/2012 academic year (British Council, 2013).
64.7% of Nigerian students in the UK in 2012 were enrolled on postgraduate taught and
research programmes. The most popular subject areas are Business & Management,
Electrical & Electronic Engineering, Computer Science, Law, Economics, Civil
Engineering, Mechanical Engineering, Finance, Chemical, Process & Energy
Engineering and subjects allied to Medicine. The willingness and capacity of families
and individuals from Nigeria’s developing consumer class to pay the elevated tuition

fees charged to foreign students is demonstrated by the fact that about 77% of Nigerian
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students enrolled in the UK are self — funded. The British Council (2014) identified the
most important factors for Nigerians in selecting institutions as quality of the course
(21.6%), career prospects (16.8%), institution reputation (9.6%) and low tuition fees

(8.8%).

2.6.7 The International Student Recruitment Process

Prospective international students obtain information about studying in the UK and UK
universities from the Internet / search engines, the network of British Council offices,
institutions’ websites / prospectuses, education exhibitions, career centres, education
agents, UCAS website / directory, newspaper / magazine adverts and recommendations
from family / friends. The ability of many young people to access the Internet through
computers and mobile devices has made it easier for them to get access to reliable
information about studying in the UK. There are three main methods that international
students use to apply for places at UK universities:

1. Direct Applications: Some prospective international students apply for places on
UK university programmes by completing an online application form on the
university’s website or sending a completed hard copy application to the
university by post.

2. UCAS: The Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) is the
organisation responsible for managing applications to higher education courses
in the UK. It processes about 2.5 million applications every year and helps
650,000 students to gain access to 340 universities and colleges. Students
normally complete a single online application with their personal details and a
personal statement. UCAS forwards the application to the institutions that the
student has applied to, who then decide whether to offer the student a place on
the programme.

3. Recruitment Agents: Some students apply through locally - based UK university
recruitment agencies who are authorised representatives of UK institutions in
their respective markets / regions. Recruitment agents provide advice on the
institutions / programmes available, guide students through the application
process and liaise with the institution on behalf of the students to secure a place

on their chosen programme.
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2.6.7.1 The Role of Recruitment Agents
Krasocki (2002) defined education agents as individuals, companies or other
organisations providing services on a commercial basis to help students and their
parents gain places on study programmes overseas. Most agents fall into four broad
categories:
e Education specialists who place students on behalf of one or more overseas
institution
¢ Non — education specialists, like travel agents and training providers, who may
offer overseas education placement as a subsidiary activity
e Education specialists who place students but have no ties to any particular
institution
e Other individuals such as alumni, parents and overseas — based staff, working in

the capacity of education agents.

Recruitment agents operate extensively in all the key international student recruitment
markets and play a major role in recruiting students to overseas institutions. They offer
a cost — effective approach to the challenge of recruiting simultaneously in a range of
countries and provide valuable local knowledge and routes for connecting with potential
students (HM Government, 2013). Humfrey (1999) identified the use of agents as one
of the most hotly debated marketing issues that international recruiters face. Whilst
some institutions view them as a logical requirement for successful overseas sales,
others see them as intrusive and out of place in the matching of students with courses as
a marriage broker with clients who seek true love (Humfrey, 1999). Most institutions
believe that they can be supportive, successful, student — centred and valuable partners
if sufficient time, effort, patience and resource are invested into managing them. British
Council research found that 40% of prospective UK international students use the
services of a recruitment agent; especially those in countries like China & India (HM
Government, 2013). Raimo et al (2014) observed that more than 100 UK higher
education institutions used international student recruitment agents in 2012 and that in
the 2010/2011 academic year, 50,000 international students were recruited through
agents, with total commission payments of £57.8m. Universities generally pay
recruitment agents 10% - 15% of the student’s first year’s tuition fee for the services
provided in getting the student enrolled. Some institutions also pay a retainer or

contribute to the cost of promotional activities undertaken by an agent on their behalf.
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In many markets students and parents use agents to arrange overseas study because they
lack knowledge and understanding of international education systems or lack the
confidence or time to complete the necessary formalities, especially the increasingly
complex UK student visa application process. They play an important role in countries
where customers have limited English Language skills by providing information and
advice in the customers’ own language. Raimo et al (2014) observed that universities
use agents due to the need / demand for increasing numbers and diversity of
international students and the direct resources available to the International Office. They
identified six main rationales for the use of recruitment agents by UK universities:

1. Institutional factors — numbers, diversity and maturity of market development:
Recruitment agents are well placed to respond quickly in situations when the
university’s strategic plan demands higher levels of recruitment. Many
institutions have observed a correlation between agent activity, student numbers
and fee income, whilst others believe in the benefits of recruiting students from
a wider range of countries in order to decrease dependence on a few major
markets.

2. Institutional factors — Resources available to international recruitment activities
and risk preference: In the current higher education funding environment where
funding may be insecure, uncertainty over the success of international
recruitment could result in a downward spiral where fewer students lead to a
reduction in expenditure with fewer staff and less marketing activity.
Recruitment agents represent a solution to such situations by providing access to
networks and allowing a spread of effort without the institution being committed
to investing much resource in less certain markets.

3. Agent — related factors — Local knowledge and cultural bridges: Agents possess
local knowledge and provide basic explanations of culture, information about
educational qualifications and the reputation and ranking of local institutions.
Based on their experience, they can also provide information on trends, past data
and major changes.

4. Agent related factors — Local connections: Agents provide valuable support with
connectivity and networking by introducing university staff to identified
contacts in local schools and universities as well as helping prospective students

search for sponsors. They have the knowledge of the right people to meet at
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education ministries, scholarship agencies, professional associations and local
companies.

Agent — related factors — Services provided to prospective students: Apart from
recruiting students to an institution, agents raise the brand image of the
institution, make a positive impression on the market, meet a need that students
and parents express and further the reputation and contacts of the institution in
their region. This support can be even more valuable in areas where British
Council offices are not available to provide ongoing assistance to students and
families.

Agent — related factors — Services provided to universities: Most universities see
the role of the agent as a continuous process of helping to create the market,
raise the brand profile, encourage applicants and then support both the university
and the applicant until that process has been satisfactorily completed. They help
to ensure that the university attracts the right quality of students by screening
applications and communicating the institution’s requirements to prospective
students. The process of converting applications into enrolments is one of the
most important aspects of the agents’ role as many institutions want to see an
improved application to enrolment ratio. Some institutions also refer direct
applicants to agents and pay the agent for their role in providing the practical

support required for the students to enrol successfully.

Hulme et al (2013) identified the three categories of agents used by universities as

individual agents, established agents and large international recruitment consultancies:

1.

Individual agents: These agents are beginners or alumni who are yet to ‘prove
their worth’ to the institutions. They are usually engaged on a ‘letter of referral’
basis, whereby they have the support of the university and are paid a flat fee of
about £1,000 for every successful applicant. Some universities do not use
individual agents for student recruitment activities.

Established agents: These are agents with a proven track record of successfully
recruiting students for a university. They are sometimes in a position to
negotiate a higher rate of commission for a consistent and large number of
successful application referrals.

Large international recruitment consultancies: These are well established

organisations with several offices and well trained counselling and marketing
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staff. They normally hold a significant share of their local market and often
expand their operations into other countries in their region. Most universities sub
— contract a number of experienced agents from these companies or employ
local in — country staff that are based in their offices. Universities often pay a fee
to secure their exclusive services. This allows the university to acquire an office
and permanent representation in the city in which the agent is located. These
agents receive significant amounts of funding from institutions for promotional
activities and are known to negotiate commission rates of up to 25% of the
students’ first year tuition fees as a reward for recruiting up to a hundred

students per year for some institutions.

2.6.8 About Anglia Ruskin University

The story of Anglia Ruskin University dates back to 1858 when the art critic, patron and
philanthropist John Ruskin opened the Cambridge School of Art. Over the years, a
number of colleges and institutes including Cambridgeshire College of Arts &
Technology (CCAT) and the Essex Institute of Higher Education combined with the
Cambridge School of Art to become Anglia Higher Education College in 1989. The
merged college became Anglia Polytechnic in 1991and was awarded university status
and became Anglia Polytechnic University in 1992. The institution became Anglia
Ruskin University in 2005. In addition to the main campus in Cambridge, the university
has campuses in Chelmsford & Peterborough. The university’s mission is: “We are
exceptional and imaginative in the advancement of knowledge and education of
students. We are passionate about collaboration, innovation and transformation to

enhance social, cultural and economic well — being” (Anglia Ruskin University, 2014).

With more than 30,000 students from 177 countries studying on its three main
campuses and with a number of partner institutions in the UK and overseas, Anglia
Ruskin is one of the largest universities in the East of England and was recently
awarded ‘Entrepreneurial University of the Year 2014’ by the Times Higher Education
Supplement (THES). Anglia Ruskin is ranked 105 in the 2015 Guardian University
League Table and 116 in the Complete University Guide 2015 University League Table.
The university is ranked 90 in the league table for top universities for research (power

rank) 2014.
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The university has six high — profile research institutes; namely the Postgraduate

Medical Institute, the Institute for International Management Practice, the Cultures of

the Digital Economy (CoDE) Research Institute, the Global Sustainability Institute, the

Veterans & Families Institute and the Anglia Ruskin IT Research Institute. It also has a

range of research units that are dedicated to research in a range of subject areas,

including music therapy, eye diseases, children’s book studies and political history. In

the recent Research Excellence Framework (REF) 2014, 12 of the university’s research

areas were ranked as ‘world leading’. The subject areas are:

Allied Health Professions, Dentistry, Nursing and Pharmacy
Architecture, Built Environment and Planning

Art and Design: History, Practice and Theory

Business and Management Studies

Communication, Cultural and Media Studies, Library and Information
Management

English Language and Literature

Geography, Environmental Studies and Archaeology
History

Law

Music, Drama, Dance and Performing Arts

Psychology, Psychiatry and Neuroscience

Social Work and Social Policy

The university consists of five faculties:

1.

Lord Ashcroft International Business School: The faculty offers undergraduate,
postgraduate and research degrees in Accounting, Business, Marketing, Human
Resource Management, Tourism Management, Finance & Supply Chain
Management.

Faculty of Science & Technology: The faculty offers undergraduate,
postgraduate and research degrees in Architecture, Biomedical Science,
Computing, Engineering, Construction, Forensic Science, Optometry,
Psychology, Sports Science, Zoology, Biotechnology, Project Management and

Town Planning.
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3. Faculty of Health, Social Care & Education: The faculty offers undergraduate,
postgraduate and research programmes in Education, Nursing & Midwifery,
Social Work and International Social Welfare & Social Policy.

4. Faculty of Medical Sciences: The faculty runs undergraduate, postgraduate and
research programmes in Public Health, Medical Sciences, Pharmaceutical
Sciences, Physiotherapy, Healthcare Management and Hospital Management.

5. Faculty of Arts, Law & Social Sciences: The faculty runs undergraduate,
postgraduate and research programmes in Art, Drama, English Language,
Criminology, Fashion Design, Film & TV Production, Film Studies, Media
Studies, History, Graphic Design, Law, Music, Philosophy, Performing Arts,
Photography, Public Service, International Relations, Creative Writing,

Intercultural Communication, Sociology, Printmaking and Publishing.

Anglia Ruskin has over 18,000 students studying on its campuses and over 12,000
students at UK and overseas partners. 83% of the students on — campus are home / UK

students, 4% are from the EU whilst 12% are international non — EU students.

2.6.9 International Student Recruitment at Anglia Ruskin

International student recruitment is an important aspect of Anglia Ruskin’s vision and
strategy. In the institution’s 2015 — 2017 strategy, Goal 7 is: “3,000 of our campus —
based students will be from outside the EU and we will educate 20,000 students off —
site” (Anglia Ruskin, 2014). The university currently receives about 9,000 applications
annually from international students from outside the European Union and has about

2,000 campus — based students from outside the European Union.

At Anglia Ruskin, international student recruitment is the responsibility of the
International Office which is headed by the Pro Vice Chancellor, Corporate and
International Development Services. The university has three regional recruitment
teams whose heads report directly to the PVC:
1. South Asia, Africa, USA, Canada & South America: This team is headed by a
Regional Director and consists of International Officers for East Africa &
Pakistan, USA, Bangladesh & Sri Lanka and Latin America and a Senior

International Manager for West Africa.
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2. Asia, Russia, Middle East, North Africa & Central Middle East: This team is
headed by a Regional Director and consists of Senior International Managers for
East Asia, South East Asia and Middle East, Central Asia & Russia and an
International Officer for Japan, South Korea, Taiwan & Norway.

3. UK & Non — EU Europe: This team is headed by the International Liaison
Manager and consists of International Officers for EU & Turkey and UK & EU,
Erasmus Co—ordinator / Study Abroad Adviser and an International Liaison

Officer.

The Senior International Manager / International Officer for each market is responsible
for coordinating the university’s international student recruitment activities in that
region. This requires them to devise and implement appropriate marketing strategies to
create awareness about the university and generate applications from prospective
students and work with local recruitment partners / agents to convert into enrolments for
each intake. This normally involves regular visits to the market to meet prospective
students, attend exhibitions, fairs & school visits and support the activities of local
recruitment partners. The main responsibilities of International Office recruitment staff
are:

e To develop and implement an annual recruitment marketing action plan to
successfully recruit students to agreed targets in allocated key markets and
undertake the necessary faculty liaison necessary to ensure that such plans
support faculty plans.

e To arrange and carry out frequent visits to the designated region in order to give
presentations, participate in promotional events, counsel prospective students,
set up conversion interviews with recruitment partners, regional offices and
partner institutions and make specific course offers to applicants in order to
achieve agreed recruitment targets.

e To identify market development strategies and opportunities, build new
productive recruitment links and manage existing ones with educational
institutions, recruitment partners and other institutions.

¢ To negotiate and manage agreed contracts overseas and lead on progression and
partnership negotiations in designated markets.

e To prepare and contribute to high quality publicity and marketing materials in

various formats and utilise social and new media in order to promote the
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university’s courses to a wide range of audiences globally. Also needs to
identify in — country marketing tools to support recruitment from the designated
market and manage their implementation and activities in collaboration with

appropriate colleagues.

The main promotional methods used by international student recruitment staff are:

Fairs / Exhibitions: The British Council organises a number of UK University
Exhibitions in major cities around the world which provides opportunities for
UK universities to meet with hundreds and thousands of prospective students.
Participation at these events enable the university to meet with prospective
students, parents and teachers / career advisers in order to provide them with
information about courses, fees, accommodation, facilities, scholarships and
career opportunities. There are also a number of other exhibitions / fairs
organised by major student recruitment agents and other marketing organisations
in the sector.

School / University Visits: International Office staff visit schools and
universities to deliver presentations on the university and provide information to
prospective students about studying in the UK. These are normally institutions
that run internationally recognised qualifications like the Cambridge Advanced
Level and other qualifications that students need to meet the entry criteria.
Advertising: The University runs advertising campaigns in many markets to
raise awareness about Anglia Ruskin and the courses that are available to
international students. Advertising tools used include newspapers / magazines,
billboards, the Internet and radio.

Social Media: The University uses websites and applications that allow users to
create and share content and participate in social networking to promote its
courses internationally. Social media tools used include Facebook, Twitter,
YouTube & Instagram.

Recruitment Partner / Agent Office Visits: This is when International Office
staff visit the offices of the university’s agents to meet with prospective students
during an overseas trip. In preparation for such visits, the agent will invite
current applicants and other contacts that are interested in studying in the UK to

attend in order to find out more information about the university. The university
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usually supports the agent’s activities by paying for local advertising to promote
the sessions.

e In — Country Staff Support: In major markets like China, India & Nigeria, the
university employs a number of local in — country staff that work from home or
are based in the offices of trusted recruitment partners. They act as local points
of contact for prospective students, provide advice & support throughout the
application process and support the activities of local recruitment partners. They
also enable the university to follow up applicants effectively in order to improve

the conversion rate and recruit good numbers of students.

2.6.10 Anglia Ruskin & the African Student Recruitment Market

Africa is an important region for international student recruitment at Anglia Ruskin.
29% of the on — campus students at the university are from African countries. With 372
enrolled students, Nigeria is the leading source of international students for the
university and Nigerian students constitute 18.8% of the international student
population. The diagrams below show the top ten nationalities of international students

and a breakdown of the international student population at the university by region:
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Figure 2.6: Top ten Non — EU student nationalities at Anglia Ruskin University 2014
(Anglia Ruskin, 2014)
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Anglia Ruskin University Non - EU Students by
Continent of Origin
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Figure 2.7: Anglia Ruskin University Non — EU students by continent of origin 2014
(Anglia Ruskin, 2014)

The university’s student recruitment activities in the region is managed by a Senior
International Manager with responsibility for West Africa (Nigeria & Ghana) and an
International Officer with responsibility for Eastern & Southern Africa (Kenya, Uganda,
Tanzania, Mauritius, Zimbabwe & Zambia). They develop and implement an annual
recruitment marketing action plan to successfully recruit students to agreed targets in
their respective regions. The university also contracts the services of three In — Country
Representatives to support the activities of key recruitment partners and provide advice /
guidance to applicants in Nigeria. The use of in — country staff is a major aspect of the
university’s strategy and enables the university to maintain the constant market presence
needed to effectively support the conversion of applicants into enrolled students. In —
country staff work exclusively to increase awareness of the university’s brand in the
market and are line — managed by the Senior International Manager with responsibility
for the market. They counsel prospective students and process applications for
prospective students at the offices of the recruitment partner where they are based. They

also provide advice and practical support to direct applicants.
2.6.11 The Process of Joining the University

These are the different stages that a prospective international student goes through in

order to become a student at the university:
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1.

Application: The first stage of the process is when the student completes and
submits an application to join the university. Most international students apply
through an agent or use the online application facility on the university’s
website. Some prospective undergraduate students apply through UCAS.
Application Decision / Offer: All non — EU applications are processed by the
International Admissions Team based at the Chelmsford Campus. International
Admission Officers check all submitted applications to ensure that the applicant
has provided the information and documentation required for them to make a
decision. If the Admission Officer is satisfied that the applicant meets the
university’s entry requirement, they issue a conditional offer of a place at the
university by email. The offer is normally conditional on payment of a minimum
initial tuition fee deposit of £4,000, provision of evidence that the student can
support themselves financially during the first year of their studies and provision
of any outstanding application information / documents. The International
Admissions Team aims to provide a decision on all applications within 2 — 3
days.

Acceptance: When the student receives the offer letter from the university, they
are given about 2 — 4 weeks to communicate acceptance of the offer. Most
applicants receive offers from more than one university and have to decide at
this stage which offer to accept. Applicants usually communicate their
acceptance by email or by returning the acceptance page of the application
documents. The Marketing Communications Team at the International Office
communicate regularly with offer holders in order to encourage them to accept
their offers and join the university.

Payment: This is the stage at which the student commits to the university by
paying part or all of their tuition fee. It is the strongest indication that the
applicant is truly interested in joining the university. In some markets, as little as
10% of applicants get to this stage of the process.

Unconditional Offer: When the applicant has paid the tuition fee deposit and
fulfilled all the other conditions of the offer, the International Admissions Team
issues an Unconditional Offer / Confirmation of Acceptance of Studies (CAS).
This is the main document that the applicant needs to apply for the UK Student
Visa that they need to be able to travel to the UK to start their studies at the

university.

61



6. Visa Application: At this stage, the applicants submits an application for a UK
Student Visa that will grant them entry to the UK to join the university. The visa
application process requires prospective students to submit their credentials,
evidence of maintenance funds for the first year of their course in the UK and
the Unconditional Offer / Confirmation of Acceptance of Studies (CAS) from
the university. Some applicants are also required to attend a credibility interview
to answer questions that will enable UK Visa & Immigration to confirm that
they are genuine students and are not just trying to exploit the system. This is a
critical stage in the process of joining the university and the stage where the
advice / support of local agents / recruitment partners and in — country staff is
most valuable. Agents & in — country staff help applicants to complete their
online visa application forms, book credibility interviews, check their documents
and have also been known to coach them for the credibility interviews.

7. Visa Application Decision: This is the stage at which the student receives a
decision about their visa application from the local British Embassy. Visa
application processing times range from 5 days to 60 days depending on
location. The move to a points — based system has increased the level of
transparency and made it much easier for applicants to understand what is
required to apply for a UK Student Visa successfully. Most students receive a
positive decision and those that are refused a visa are entitled to request an
administrative review within a month of the decision if they feel that there was
an error on the part of UK Visa & Immigration. Local agents & in — country
staff provide applicants with support at this stage of the process and have been
known to help students to successfully overturn visa refusals. Students that are
unable to obtain a student visa to travel to the UK are usually entitled to a refund
of the tuition fee paid to the university.

8. Arrival, Welcome & Orientation: This stage of the process is managed by the
University’s International Student Advice Service and is aimed at providing all
the essential elements that international students need to make a successful start
to life at the university. New international students are advised to arrive on a
particular day in order to be able to use the university’s airport pick — up service.
They are collected by coach from the major international airports and
transported to the university’s campuses in Cambridge, Chelmsford &

Peterborough. The first day of the International Orientation Programme includes
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sessions on studying in the UK, sports & social facilities, working & health
entitlements, food & shopping, UK culture & customs, travel & transport,
finding a part — time job and opening a UK bank account. They also get campus
/ city tours and a number of social events that enables them to meet other
students. The second day of the event includes a number of activities at the

faculty designed to welcome the students and prepare them for academic life.

2.6.12 Conclusion

The discussion of recent developments and the main trends in the UK HE sector makes
it easy to understand the importance of the topic to institutions in the sector. The next
chapter will examine the current literature in the subject area and identify the gap in

knowledge that the study intends to fill.
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3 CONSUMER DECISION-MAKING IN UK HIGHER
EDUCATION

Mazzarol & Soutar (2002) in their study of the factors motivating international student
choice found that word — of — mouth referral is one of the most powerful forms of
promotion that international education institutions can use. They stated that parents,
relatives and agents that have graduated from a particular institution and enjoyed the
experience are likely to recommend it to others. A British Council (2013) study into the
decision-making process for prospective international students in Nigeria identified the
main sources of influence on the decision to study overseas as employer (53.1%),
parents (17.3%) & Agents (4.9%). Recommendation from family members, friends &
acquaintances who have also studied overseas is one of the most important factors that
influence the decision of international students about destinations & institutions

(Krampf & Heinlein, 1981; Turner, 1988; Bourke, 2000).

This chapter will examine the current general and specific literature that is available in
the subject area and identify the knowledge gap that the study intends to fill. It will
include a discussion of the work of other researchers on the subject of international
student decision-making. This is because a good understanding of the importance of the
research topic in the field of marketing will enable readers to appreciate the contribution
to knowledge that will be made by the research study. The main purpose of the study is
to explore the use of interpersonal sources (teachers, career advisers, friends & relatives,
agents, university reps, etc.) in the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-
making process for prospective UK international higher education students from Africa.
The main research questions are:

1. What are the interpersonal sources from which prospective international
students obtain the information required to make decisions on which
university to choose?

2. How important is information obtained from interpersonal sources in the
decision-making process?

3. Which interpersonal sources are most influential at the evaluation of

alternatives stage of the decision-making process?
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4. In what ways do interpersonal sources influence the decision of prospective
international students at the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-

making process?

This research questions are being asked because they are not already covered by
existing literature. This chapter will show how the research questions on the use of
interpersonal sources in UK Higher Education decision-making relate to the field of
marketing. It will discuss the marketing concept and its application in UK Higher
Education, consumer behaviour as a branch of marketing, consumer decision-making
process in UK Higher Education, international student decision-making and the role of
interpersonal influences in the decision-making process. It will discuss the current
literature in the subject area and identify the specific knowledge gap that the study

intends to fill.

3.1 What is marketing?

Contrary to popular belief, marketing is not just another interchangeable word for
selling, advertising or other strategies used to persuade people to try, buy or use
products that they do not really want. According to Reynolds & Lancaster (2005), there
is often confusion amongst marketing academic and practitioners over the precise

meaning of the term.

3.1.1 Definition of marketing

Over the years, marketing has been defined in different ways:

Kotler et al (2008, pp. 7) defined marketing as “a social and managerial process by
which individuals and groups obtain what they want through creating and exchanging
products and value with others”.

Dibb et al (2006, pp. 7) defined marketing as “individual and organisational activities
that facilitate and expedite satisfying exchange relationships in a dynamic environment
through the creation, distribution, promotion and pricing of goods, services and ideas”.
Kotler et al (2013, pp. 5) defined marketing as “the process by which companies create
value for customers and build strong customer relationships to capture value from
customers in return’.

The Chartered Institute of Marketing defines marketing as “the management process

responsible for identifying, anticipating and satisfying customer requirements
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profitably” (CIM, 2016). According to Bakare (2012, pp. 4) the CIM definition contains

several key points that are important in understanding the concept of marketing:

1.

Marketing is a management process: As something that managers do in the
course of running a business on a daily basis, marketing requires the application
of management skills in analysis, planning, implementation and control.
Marketing identifies customer needs: It involves using market research to find
out who the customers are so that companies can tailor their products and
services to meet their needs.

Marketing anticipates customer needs: Marketing involves not just monitoring
customer needs and trends, but understanding them well enough to develop
product and services that will satisfy them well into the future.

Marketing satisfies customer needs: It is about giving customers exactly what
they want, at the right price, in the right place and at the right time. Customer
satisfaction refers to the extent to which a product’s perceived performance
matches a buyer’s expectations (Kotler et al, 2013).

Marketing fulfils customer requirements profitably: Marketing activities should
be conducted in such a way that the organisation’s profitability or other

objectives are achieved.

3.1.2 Marketing philosophies

Marketing management is about designing strategies that will enable an organisation to

build profitable relationships with customers. Marketing philosophies guide the

development of these strategies in terms of the weight that should be given to the

interests of customers, the organisation and the society. Kotler et al (2013, pp.10)

outlined five alternative concepts under which the organisation design and implement

their marketing strategies:

1.

The Production Concept: This is “the idea that customers will favour products
that are available and highly affordable and that the organisation should
therefore focus on improving production and distribution efficiency” (Kotler et
al, 2013, pp. 10). This is one of the oldest business orientations and was
predominant in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries when the primary purpose
of all business and industrial activity was thought to be production.

The Product Concept: This is “the idea that consumers will favour products that

offer the most quality, performance and features and that the organisation should
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therefore devote its energy to making continuous product improvements”
(Kotler et al, 2013, pp. 10). Under the product concept, marketing activities are
focussed on delivering technologically superior products to customers.

The Selling Concept: This is “the idea that consumers will not buy enough of the
firm’s products unless it undertakes a large — scale selling and promotional
effort” (Kotler et al, 2013, pp. 10). The concept affirms that in a highly
competitive business environment, it was not just enough to produce quality
goods as efficiently as possible, the organisation needs to persuade or force
customers to buy them. The concept is normally used for goods or services that
buyers do not normally think of buying (like insurance) and involves tracking
down prospects and using aggressive techniques to convince them of the
benefits of buying the product.

The Marketing Concept: This is the idea that “achieving organisational goals
depends on knowing the needs and wants of target markets and delivering the
desired satisfactions better than competitors do” (Kotler et al, 2013, pp. 10).
Organisations that develop and perform their production and marketing activities
with the identification and satisfaction of the needs of the buyer as the driving
force are said to be marketing oriented. Their motivation is to find wants and
meet them rather than create products and sell them (Brassington & Pettitt,
2006). According to Dibb et al (2008), a marketing - oriented organisation
devotes resources to understanding the needs and buying behaviour of
customers, competitors’ activities and strategies, market trends and external
forces in order to ensure that its activities and capabilities are properly aligned to
this market intelligence. Marketing orientation is an approach to doing business
that places customers and their needs at the heart of what the organisation does
(Brassington & Pettit, 2006). It implies that employees in every department and
at all levels within the organisation need to consider customer needs at every
stage of operation.

The Societal Marketing Concept: This is “the idea that a company’s marketing
decisions should consider consumers’ wants, the company’s requirements,
consumers’ long — term interests and society’s long — term interests” (Kotler et
al, 2013, pp.11). Companies that employ this concept attempt to deliver value to
customers in a way that maintains or improves the well — beings of both the

consumer and the society.
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An understanding of the different marketing philosophies is relevant to the research
questions for this study because the marketisation of the UK HE sector has led many

institutions to move from a product or production orientation to a marketing orientation.

3.1.3 Products & Services

The bundle of benefits that a company offers to the market can be products or services.
A product is “anything that can be offered to a market for attention, acquisition, use or
consumption that might satisfy a want or need”. (Kotler et al, 2013, pp. 238). A service
is an “act or performance that creates benefits for customers by bringing about a desired
change in — or on behalf of — the recipient” (Lovelock & Wright, 2002, pp. 6). It is a
satisfaction or benefit offered for sale that is intangible and does not result in the
ownership of anything. Kotler et al (2013) emphasised the importance of considering
the special service characteristics when designing marketing programmes for them.

These characteristics are intangibility, inseparability, variability and perishability.

3.1.4 The marketing mix

After understanding the nature of customers and their needs & wants, the organisation
needs to act on that information by developing and implementing marketing activities
that will deliver something that is valuable to customers. The marketing mix represents
the process through which an organisation’s ideas about its marketing activities are
turned into reality. McCarthy’s 1987 definition of the marketing mix in terms of
product, price, place and promotion has been widely criticised as incomplete because it
pigeonholed everything into four basic categories, had an internal orientation and lacked
personalisation (Blythe, 2009). The addition of three more Ps (people, process and
physical evidence) by Booms & Bitner in 1981 covered the extra elements that are
present in service industries which now dominate the bulk of products in modern
society. The 7P model of the marketing mix is widely accepted as representing the main
components of an organisation’s marketing activities:

1. Product: This refers to the bundle of benefits that the supplier offers to the
purchaser (Blythe, 2009). It includes everything related to the creation,
development and management of what the organisation offers to the consumer.
According to Kotler & Keller (2011), products can be goods, services, events,

experiences, persons, places, properties, organisations, information or ideas.
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Price: This refers to the total cost to the customer of acquiring the product
(Blythe, 2009). It includes both monetary and non — monetary costs and is seen
as the most flexible element of the marketing mix. Price is of strategic
importance to marketers because of its direct relationship with sales volume,
sales revenue and profits (Bakare, 2012).

Place: This traditionally referred to the location where the exchange takes place.
However, with the development of electronic channels of distribution, it has
become a dynamic area of marketing.

Promotion: This is the means of meeting the information needs of customers and
includes all the communication activities of marketing; especially advertising,
public relations, sales promotion and personal selling (Blythe, 2009).

People: This component of the marketing mix refers to individuals involved in
the process of delivering the service and providing customer satisfaction
(Blythe, 2009). It has become important in the marketing of service products
because the skills, ability and responsiveness of the personnel involved in
creating and delivering the service significantly affects the level of customer
satisfaction.

Process: This refers to the set of activities which lead to delivery of the product
benefits and together produce customer satisfaction (Blythe, 2009). Marketers
have to manage this component to ensure that the time involved in preparing the
product or delivering the service is in line with customer expectations.

Physical evidence: This refers to the physical aspects of the service delivery or
tangible proof that service has been delivered (Blythe, 2009). In service
situations, this will relate to the ambience of the hotel in which you stay, the

aircraft in which you fly and the lecture theatre in which you learn.

3.2 Marketing in the UK Higher Education Sector

A clear understanding of the application of the marketing concept in UK Higher

Education should provide useful background for the discussion of consumer behaviour

and consumer decision-making process which is required to properly address the

research questions for this study.

Gibbs (2002) observed that most educational institutions now recognise that they need

to market themselves in a climate of increasing global competition and substantial
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literature on the transfer of the practices and concepts of marketing from other sectors to
Higher Education is now available. Durkin et al (2012) noted that the concept of
marketing for universities has grown in importance in the UK since the re-designation
of the polytechnics to universities in 1992 and the resulting increase in sectoral
competition which highlighted the need to create more distinct brand identities in order

to attract and retain students in both the domestic and international markets.

Maringe & Gibbs (2009, pp. 162) defined university marketing as “an underlying
cultural and organisational disposition to position the customer at the centre of all
decisions in the critical tripartite university business of teaching, research & service”.
This is an organisational strategy aimed at keeping customers happy regarding the way
the university executes its core business. A key aspect of this is finding out what and
how to teach effectively to any group of students by thoroughly understanding them in
terms of how they learn most efficiently and how they prefer to be taught (Maringe &
Gibbs, 2009). Ivy (2008) stated that when universities offer degrees that satisfy student
needs, distribute the tuition using methods that match student expectations, provide the
data on which they can make informed decisions about qualification choices and price
those programmes at a level that students see as providing value, courses are more
likely to be filled. The role of marketing in student recruitment has increased during the
past few years due to a rise in the number of degree choices and institutions from which
prospective students can choose. The resulting competition has increased the need for
institutions to differentiate themselves in order to attract the right quality and quantity of

students.

Using Levitt’s earlier work, Binsardi & Ekwulugo (2003) outlined the three separate
and distinct levels that make up the universities’ offerings as the core, tangible and
augmented product. The core benefit is not the degree itself, but the benefits that a
degree can provide in terms of employment, status and lifestyle. At the second level,
tangible attributes include the physical layout of the campus, library, computer and
sports facilities. At the third level, the augmented product is made up of intangible
attributes such as careers / employability services, library membership and financial

support for students. Students will not be satisfied if these factors are not in place.
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3.2.1 Higher education as a service

Nicholls et al (1995) in a study of marketing in higher education observed that it is now
generally accepted that the marketing of services is sufficiently different to deserve
separate treatment. By their nature, higher educational services cannot be touched,
tasted or possessed; leading to customer difficulty in evaluating quality of the offering.
The service is inseparable from its source; meaning that production and consumption
takes place simultaneously. Higher education services are perishable since they cannot
be stored; last semester’s course vacancy cannot be sold in this semester. It is also

difficult to control their quality as they are difficult to standardise.

Higher education as a pure service is characterised by a greater amount of interpersonal
contact, complexity, divergence and customisation than other service businesses
(Cubillo et al, 2006). In higher education, quality may vary significantly according to
different circumstances: from year to year, class to class, student to student, lecturer to
lecturer and even within the same institution. In higher education, service quality has
different meanings for different consumers (Cubillo et al, 2006).

Higher education is a complex entity because it is a highly intangible service that
requires developing relationships with multiple stakeholders (e.g. students, parents,
employers, tutors, professional bodies and the government) over relatively long periods

of time (Moogan, 2010).

3.2.2 Market orientation in Higher Education

Ross et al (2013) defined market orientation as the ability to learn about customers and
competitors in order to respond to trends and also be aware of and respond to
environmental influences in the sector. Naver & Slater (1990) described market
orientation as comprising three dimensions; namely customer orientation, competitor
orientation and inter — functional coordination. Customer orientation involves
developing an understanding of the needs of current and future customers in order to
achieve long — term customer satisfaction. For HE institutions, this involves developing
an understanding of why international students seek to study overseas and being aware
of the current and anticipated future economic development in international student
source countries. Competitor orientation involves developing a good understanding of
the short — term and long — term strengths and weaknesses of current and potential

competitors. Inter — functional coordination involves designing a structure where the

71



creation of superior value for target customers is the responsibility of the entire

institution rather than a single department.

3.2.3 Characteristics of educational services
Mazzarol (1998, pp. 164) used the framework developed by Lovelock (1983) to
describe educational services as having the following characteristics:

1. The nature of the service act: Education is a people — based service that involves
largely intangible actions and is directed at the minds of people.

2. The relationship with the customer: Education involves lengthy and formal
relationships with students and continuous delivery of the service.

3. The level of customisation and judgement in service delivery: Education
services can be customised to varying degrees. Mass lectures are significantly
more standardised than small tutorials or individual supervision which can be
highly customised. The educational service provider also exercises a high level
of judgement in meeting the needs of individual students. The variability of
service delivery can make it difficult for management to ensure that the same
quality of service is being enjoyed by all consumers.

4. The nature of demand relative to supply: The demand for education as a service
is subject to narrow fluctuations over time. The supply of places can be difficult
to manage with significant limitations placed on the availability of staff and
physical resources.

5. The method of service delivery: Educational services normally involve the
student coming to the institution at a physical location to complete their
programme. However, in recent years, modern technology has made it possible
for the service to be delivered through distance learning and some institutions
have even established offshore teaching programmes that bring the service

closer to the customer.

3.2.4 The Marketing Mix in Higher Education

Identifying stakeholder expectations and satisfaction towards higher education is the
starting point for universities in designing effective marketing strategies (Filip, 2012).
Kotler & Fox (1995) identified the main university stakeholders as being classified into
sixteen major publics. They are current students, prospective students, faculty, parents

of students, administration & staff, alumni, suppliers, competitors, government
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agencies, business community, mass media, foundations, trustees, accreditation
organisations, local community and the general public (Kotler & Fox, 1995). Marketing
strategies in the higher education sector usually starts with the identification of
consumer needs regarding the structure and types of programmes. An institution’s
identity is formed based on the nature and quality of its educational programmes and
their degree of differentiation in relation with competing academic offers (Filip, 2012).
An effective marketing strategy should result in higher education programmes being
designed, developed, tested, piloted, provided and refined in cooperation with

consumers and other stakeholders (Kotler & Fox, 1995).

Ivy (2008) described the marketing mix as a set of controllable marketing tools that an
institution can use to produce the response that it wants from its various target markets.
It consists of everything that a university can do to influence the demand for its
services. Brown et al (2009) identified the three segments that universities seek to
recruit as school leavers, mature and international. Ivy (2008) used the 7P approach to
outline the various components of the marketing mix for higher education:

1. The product: This is the complex bundle of benefits that is being sold to the
customer to satisfy his / her needs. As students normally pay universities for the
services they receive and ultimately the degrees that they are awarded, the
qualification obtained is the product. The curriculum of the degree is central to
the product element and must be appropriately developed and adapted to the
needs of the students (Ivy, 2008).

2. The price: This component of the marketing mix refers to the tuition and other
fees charged for the degree that is being studied at the university. Tuition fees
not only affect the revenues that a university derives from enrolment on a
course, but also affects the students’ perception of the quality of the programme.
This is especially true in the MBA sector of the industry. Thus pricing policy
must consider the specific target profile and effect on overall university image,
because some consumers perceive more expensive services as adding substantial
value (Ivy, 2008).

3. The place: This is the distribution method that the institution adopts to deliver
the tuition to students in a manner that meets their expectations. It is designed to
create service availability in terms of time and geographical distribution of

teaching and learning (Kotler & Fox, 1995). Recent technological developments
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have enabled universities to increase service availability by delivering
programmes by distance learning through the post, email, Internet, video
conferencing, block release and podcasts. This has helped many institutions to
gain market share and reach those consumers who perceive geographic or time
difficulties in physically attending university courses.

4. The promotion: This includes all the tools that universities use to provide
prospective students with information on its offerings and maintain dialogue
with other stakeholders (Ivy, 2008). Due to the wide variety of publics with
which a university needs to communicate, it employs a number of tools,
including advertising, publicity, public relations and sales promotional efforts.

5. The people: This element includes all the employees of the university that come
into contact with current and prospective students at the university (Ivy, 2008).
In a marketing orientated university, all academic, administrative and support
staff have a role to play in ensuring that the service delivered meets and exceeds
the expectations of students. Due to the inseparable nature of educational
services, the skills and professionalism of tutors have a decisive influence on
students’ satisfaction with existing programmes (Filip, 2012).

6. The physical evidence: These are the tangible components of the service
offering that are used by the target market to evaluate the quality of its services
(Ivy, 2008). They range from the appearance of buildings, library facilities and
grounds to the quality of teaching materials and the user — friendliness of the
institution’s website. An institution’s facilities help to increase the tangibility of
its offerings and are often the most visible issues perceived by students in their
intention to differentiate between various universities (Filip, 2012).

7. The Process: This element refers to the way things happen and includes all of
the administrative and bureaucratic activities that students undertake during their
time at the university (Ivy, 2008). They include processing of identity cards at
registration, dissemination of results, applications for accommodation and
appointment systems for personal tutorials. Every aspect of the process must

meet or exceed the student’s satisfaction for service delivery to be successful.

Mazzarol & Soutar (2001) suggested that the flow of information to prospective
students should be substantially increased to help them make effective decisions and

offer them control over the decision — making process. They identified the three key
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promotional elements for international education as advertising in the mass media,

personal selling and publicity & professional promotion.

Many educational institutions have used newspaper, radio, TV, billboard and other
types of mass media advertising to project images of their students, buildings and
facilities. The use of testimonials in such advertising improves understanding and may
help prospective students better evaluate the institution’s offerings. Whilst mass media
advertising has been used successfully by several institutions in their home markets
over the years, it has not been as successful in attracting international students
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001). Most institutions tend to depend more on Internet
marketing as a more effective and efficient means of reaching prospective international

students.

In the education sector, personal selling is the use of university staff to provide
information & advice to prospective students at open days, exhibitions, school visits and
other events in order to convince them to choose the institution (Mazzarol & Soutar,
2001). It can also be seen in the use of overseas recruitment agents who advise
prospective students on their study destinations and earn a commission from institutions
for successful enrolments. Despite the controversies surrounding the use of recruitment
agents to promote international education, they are seen as an important source of
information and support for prospective students. They assist prospective students by
providing advice and information on courses and institutions, providing practical
support in the completion of documentation and arranging travel & accommodation.
Their ability to provide face-to-face communication about the relative merits of
particular institutions and facilitate the student decision-making process by guiding
them through the substantial quantity of issues to be considered demonstrates their
value in the international student recruitment process. Hulme et al (2013) in a survey of
the African students enrolled on a university programme found that all of them had been

recruited via the services of an agent.

Publicity entails the use of ‘generic’ promotion strategies to increase market awareness
of the supplier country and is usually carried out by government agencies (like the
British Council) or collaborative groups of institutions like the Russell Group (Mazzarol

& Soutar, 2001). Professional promotion refers to promotional activities undertaken by
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individual institutions to raise their own profile or desirability in specific markets. They
include presentations by staff to prospective students, provision of prospectuses &
information booklets and student word of mouth referrals. Mazzarol & Soutar (2001)
suggested that personal sources of information such as word of mouth referrals are
needed to overcome some of the perceived risks associated with the complexity and

intangibility of international education.

According to Gibbs & Knapp (2012, pp. 4), there are four key areas that suggest that the
appreciation and use of marketing process can significantly help the future provision of
education. These issues partly explain the reasons why marketing and student
recruitment have become much more important to UK higher education institutions:

1. The complexity of the offering: Degree programmes represent an educational
experience for the student, who is simultaneously a consumer of that experience.

2. The complicated social roles of institutions: The independence of faculties make
it difficult to add value to some programmes through changes in practice without
significant resource investment.

3. The increasing importance of financial performance: Institutions must shape
their market offerings in order to attract investment in the form of tuition fees,
grants, research funding and donations.

4. An approach to the market that sees students as informed consumers: The
essence of the marketing process is to realise that students are no longer a
homogeneous group. Institutions must understand their differing consumer

needs and adapt to them.

Gibbs & Knapp (2012) felt that higher education institutions need to plan and execute
the marketing mix in order to create exchanges that satisfy individual and institutional
objectives. Marketing has to influence the level, timing and composition of demand in

ways that help institutions to achieve their strategic objectives (Gibbs & Knapp, 2012).

Despite the obvious benefits of the application of the marketing concept to higher
education, some writers have highlighted potential problems. Newman & Jahdi (2009)
suggested that the application of the marketing mix to higher education has had some
negative consequences and that the marketing rhetoric does not always match the

educational reality. Naude & Ivy (1999) argued that higher education is unable to fulfil
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the customer retention goal of marketing because the percentage of students that remain
loyal to an institution and stay on to pursue postgraduate courses is too small to be the
focus of an institution’s marketing strategy. They also highlighted the extent to which
institutions must balance the need of the marketplace with the need to preserve

academic integrity and freedom.

3.2.5 Who is the consumer?
The identification of the consumer in higher education is an important starting point in
the discussion of the consumer decision-making making process and the importance of

the role of interpersonal sources in the process.

The consumer is traditionally seen as the person that buys products or services for
personal consumption. Solomon (2013) defines the consumer as ‘“a person who
identifies a need or desire, makes a purchase, and then disposes of the product during
the three stages of the consumption process”. Gibbs & Knapp (2012) claimed that the
question of who is the consumer of higher education is complex. Although the
education experience is undertaken by the student, he or she may not be the one that
selects the institution and may also not be the one that pays for it. If the needs of the
society are taken into consideration, the student may also not be the only beneficiary of
the education product. Parents & family members are other possible consumers;
especially as they often constrain the choice of institution and substantially underwrite
the costs (Gibbs & Knapp, 2012). Naude & Ivy (1999) observed that at the simplest
level institutions can regard students as their customers because they are the ones that
have entered into the relationship with the institution. Pursell (2000) observed that the
abolition of grants to students, followed by the introduction of student loans to cover
fees may have encouraged the student-as-customer mentality which has become
predominant in the sector. Durkin & McKenna (2011) stated that whether classified as
customers or not, the changes to the UK funding structure mean that students will now
be paying to a greater extent for a service and that universities will be service providers
in the commercial sense. This view has been strengthened by the introduction of various
customer benchmarks like the National Student Survey, the International Student
Barometer and a range of online fora which allow current students to share their views
about institutions. The results of these customer benchmarks are known to influence the

commercial awareness and decisions of prospective students.
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Mark (2013) observed that the student-as-customer mentality has made some
universities to adopt a customer focus by promoting greater student input, increased
accessibility of faculty and a curriculum that properly serves the needs of students.
Finney & Finney (2010) noted that it highlights students as significant stakeholders in
their education and pushes administrators to consider such issues as scheduling classes
at times convenient for students, scheduling courses often enough to meet student
demand and offering a sufficient number of course topics. The model advocates positive
faculty behaviours such as honouring office hours, responding promptly to students’

questions and increasing accessibility.

Despite the introduction of deferred fees in UK higher education there has been much
debate amongst marketing academics and practitioners about the positive and negative
aspects of the ‘student as customer’ concept. Mark (2013) argued that higher education
is so completely separate and distinct from the business world that it simply cannot
measure success and failure in the same way. This is partly because educators have a
more principled mission that does not depend on some bottom — line profit. Rejection of
the student-as-customer model also stems from a rejection by many universities of the
philosophy that ‘the customer is always right’ or that universities must pander to the
short-term demands of students in order to ensure satisfaction (Mark, 2013). McGhee
(2015) argued that calling students customers superficially appears to empower them,
but in fact disempowers them by restricting how they are treated and how they
perceived themselves. He stated that seeing students as customers in the traditional
sense restricts our perception of them, the potential for relationship with the university
and the kind of help from which they would benefit. Newman & Jahdi (2009) stated that
if students are led to see themselves as customers, they are likely to perceive any failure
on the course as a failure not of their own ability to meet the reality of the demands of
the course but of the institution, the staff or the course itself. The general consensus is
that students can be more helpfully regarded as ‘consumers’ rather than ‘customers’ as
there appears to be no other service encounter where the quality of the outcome of the
service delivered depends as much on the efforts of the consumer (Durkin & McKenna,

2011).
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Maringe & Gibbs (2009) stated that despite the three fundamental freedoms of the
university (to teach what they want, to whom they want and in the way they want), one
of the new lessons that universities are learning from the commercial world today is
how to develop a customer perspective. This customer perspective is one in which the
interests and needs of students are central to the organisation, whilst keeping in
perspective the needs and interests of other groups such as employers, government,
alumni, parents and funding agencies (Maringe & Gibbs, 2009). They outlined some

basic principles for developing a sound customer orientation in the university sector.

Although universities should not pander to every student’s need and expectation, they
should be aware of them and endeavour to meet them in a way that demonstrates
institutional sensitivity (Maringe & Gibbs, 2009). This requires an understanding of
who they are, in terms of demography, geographical distribution and psychographic
qualities; what do they like and dislike about the institution and its programmes; the
knowledge and skills that they expect to gain through studying at the institution; what
they expect to learn on the programmes and how they expect to be taught; their reasons
for studying at the institution and their needs and expectations on completion of the

programme.

Students’ expectations and perceptions of service quality need to be managed (Maringe
& Gibbs, 2009). Institutions should devise mechanisms for capturing, analysing and
reporting data about customer expectations of the service quality. This can be achieved
by involving current and potential students in interpreting the data and exploring its
possible implications. Managing student expectations require data capture and analysis
software and human capability to manage the process on an ongoing basis; involvement
of students to explore jointly and realistically the implications of the data collected as
part of the process; a realistic trade-off of quality expectations that incorporates the
opinions of both groups, in a way that does not compromise the programme, course
standards or reputation of the institution and creating a system for keeping key student
and staff constituencies, including other interested groups, informed about the outcomes

of the surveys and research.

Student satisfaction should be at the heart of the educational service delivery (Maringe

& Gibbs, 2009). It is the extent to which their expectations, in their raw or modified
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form, are either met or exceeded by their experience. University staff must have a good
understanding of the variables that are closely associated with university student
satisfaction and actively design and create ways by which these expectations would be
delivered (Maringe & Gibbs, 2009). They suggested that university student satisfaction
is more closely associated with issues like teaching delivery and the enthusiasm of
tutors; being exposed to a wide range of teaching and learning styles; experiencing real
— world scenarios as part of learning; enjoying learning at the university and having fun
at the same time; having the perception that the assessment system is fair and rigorous;
having the perception and experience of being valued and respected; a service delivery
system that meets its contractual obligations effectively and efficiently and the use of

assistive and appropriate technology.

Bejou (2005) noted that while some in the higher education sector find it difficult to
accept the idea of students as consumers that is what they are in reality. In today’s
competitive market, institutions are sellers offering courses, a degree and a rich alumni
life. Students are buyers who enrol on programmes, apply for graduation and make
donations as alumni. As long as these ongoing transactions are satisfactory to both

parties, the relationship will endure to the benefit of everyone (Bejou, 2005).

The three broad market segments targeted by UK universities are high school leavers
interested in undergraduate degree programmes, local mature students who mostly study
post — experience programmes, part — time and international students for undergraduate
& postgraduate programmes (Veloutsou et al, 2005). High school leavers represent the
most attractive and sustainable segment of the market (Veloutsou et al, 2005). The
intensity of competition for prospective students in the sector has led to an interest in

the decision-making process of the specific groups of applicants.

3.3 Consumer Behaviour

This section will explain the concept of consumer behaviour as a useful background to
the discussion of the consumer decision-making process. Consumer behaviour is
important to the research questions for this study because consumer decision-making is
an aspect of consumer behaviour. An understanding of the importance of consumer
decision-making as an aspect of consumer behaviour will enable readers to appreciate

the contribution that the study will make to knowledge in the subject area.
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3.3.1 What is Consumer Behaviour?

Kotler et al (2008) defined consumer behaviour as the buying behaviour of individuals
and households that buy goods and services for personal consumption. Solomon (2013)
defines it as the study of processes involved when individuals or groups select,
purchase, use, or dispose of products, services, ideas or experiences in order to satisfy
needs and desires. The study of consumer behaviour involves looking at what influences
individuals to behave in particular ways when obtaining products, using them and

disposing of them (Blythe, 2009).

3.3.2 Approaches to the study of consumer behaviour

Over the years writers have suggested different typological classifications of the
approaches adopted in the study of consumer behaviour (Bray, 2008). The five main
approaches are (Bray, 2008):

1. Economic man: This approach suggests that a consumer would have to be aware
of all the available consumption options, be capable of correctly rating each
alternative and be available to select the best course of action.

2. Psychodynamic approach: This view argues that behaviour is subject to
biological influences through instinctive factors which act outside of conscious
thought. It argues that behaviour is determined by biological drives, rather than
individual cognition or environmental stimuli.

3. Behaviourist approach: This approach includes a family of philosophies that
claim that behaviour is explained by external events and that the thoughts,
actions and feelings of organisms can be regarded as behaviours. These
behaviours are seen to be caused by factors external to the individual.

4. Cognitive approach: This approach ascribes observed action to intrapersonal
cognition and acknowledges an influential role of the environment and social
experience. Consumers actively seek and receive environmental and social
stimuli as informational inputs to aid internal decision-making.

5. Humanistic approach: These are new approaches that attempt to further
understand specific aspects of behaviour by seeking to explore concepts

introspective to the individual consumer rather than describe processes.

The cognitive models have been most popular, are well covered in generic Consumer

Behaviour textbooks and portrayed as providing the best explanation of consumer
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decision-making. The use of the approach by many writers to explain consumer
behaviour in the UK higher education sector makes it appropriate for this study into the
decision-making of African students regarding UK higher education. Knowing how
prospective students make their decisions has become increasingly important for
competing and surviving in the post-16 marketplace. Gaining insights into the main
dimensions of buyer behaviour is important for marketers, managers and policy

formulators in UK higher education (Moogan & Baron, 2003).

3.3.3 Characteristics affecting consumer behaviour

Although marketers cannot control the factors that affect consumer behaviour, they
must understand and take them into account in order to be successful. The products and
services that consumers purchase are significantly influenced by their cultural, social,

personal and psychological characteristics.

e (Culture: This refers to the set of basic values, perceptions, wants and behaviours
learned by a member of society from family and other institutions (Kotler et al,
2008). Each culture contains smaller subcultures like nationalities, religions,
racial groups and geographical regions. Most societies also have social classes;
which are divisions whose members share similar values, interests and
behaviours.

e Social factors: Consumer behaviour is also strongly influenced by a person’s
membership or reference group, their social role and their status (Kotler et al,
2008). Membership groups are groups to which a person belong and usually
have a direct influence on their behaviour. Reference groups act as indirect point
of comparison or reference in forming attitudes or behaviour. An individual’s
role or status in the groups to which they belong also influence their behaviour
as consumers. Their role refers to the activities that they are expected to perform
according to the persons around them, whilst their status refers to the general
esteem given to the role by society.

e Personal factors: Personal characteristics such as the individual’s age & life
cycle stage, occupation, economic situation, lifestyle, personality and self —
concept also affect their buying decisions (Kotler et al, 2008). Family life cycle
refers to the stages through which individuals in families might pass as they

mature over time. Occupation refers to the nature of an individual’s job and
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normally determines the type of certain products (like clothes) that they buy.
Economic situation relates to the amount of money available to the individual to
spend and is normally linked to their occupation. Lifestyle refers to an
individual’s pattern of living as expressed in their activities, interests and
opinions. Personality refers to an individual’s wunique psychological
characteristics that enable them to respond consistently to their environment.
Self — concept is the mental picture that people have of themselves.

e Psychological factors: Motivation, perception, learning and beliefs & attitudes
are psychological factors that influence an individual’s buying choices (Kotler et
al, 2008). Motivation is the internal energy — giving force that directs an
individual’s activities towards satisfying a need or achieving a goal (Dibb et al,
2008). Perception refers to the way individuals select, organise and interpret
information to produce meaning. Learning refers to changes in an individual’s
behaviour caused by information and experience. Beliefs are specific ideas or
thoughts that an individual holds about something. Attitudes are “an individual’s
enduring evaluation, feelings and behavioural tendencies towards an object or

activity” (Dibb et al, 2008).

Thus the consumer’s choice in any particular situation results from the complex
interplay of cultural, social, personal and psychological factors. Although the marketer
cannot influence many of these factors, a proper understanding of them will enable the
organisation to identify interested buyers and devise products and marketing messages

to serve their needs better (Kotler et al, 2008).

3.3.4 Types of Consumer Buying Behaviour
Consumers engage in decision-making behaviour when they make decisions about
many products and services on a daily basis. The amount of time and effort that buyers
expend in the decision-making process varies from situation to situation and from
consumer to consumer depending on the nature of the product or service being
purchased (Kotler et al, 2008). According to Kotler et al (2008), consumer decisions can
be classifies into three broad categories:

e Routine Response Behaviour: This behaviour is practiced in situations where

consumers are buying frequently purchased low — risk items that require very
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little search and decision effort. Typical examples include bread, milk or a pack
of sugar.

e Limited Decision-making: This behaviour is practised in situations where
consumers buy products occasionally and when they need to obtain information
about an unfamiliar brand in a familiar product category. This usually involves a
moderate amount of time for information gathering and deliberation before
taking a decision. Typical examples include a new computer game for a
teenager.

e Extensive Decision-making: This most complex decision — making behaviour is
required when a purchase involves unfamiliar, expensive, high risk or
infrequently bought products or services. In such situations, the consumer uses a
number of criteria to evaluate alternative brands and takes time to seek
information and compare alternative brands before making the purchase

decisions. Examples include cars, homes and foreign holidays.

The process of choosing which university to attend is a typical extensive decision-
making situation that requires a significant amount of information and involves a

significant amount of risk.

3.4 Consumer Decision-Making

This section will discuss the concept of consumer decision-making and its importance
to the marketing activities of UK higher education institutions. It will discuss the work
of other researchers on consumer decision-making in the sector and highlight the
knowledge that is already available on the importance of interpersonal sources in the
decision-making process for international students. This discussion will lead to the
identification of the specific focus of the study and the knowledge gap that the study

intends to fill.

3.4.1 Models of consumer decision-making

Kotler’s “black box” was the simplest and one of the earliest theoretical forms of
consumer decision models. It provided a simplified model that was focussed on
exogenous variables and avoided any supposition associated with identifying processes

and variables embedded in the minds of consumers (Lye et al, 2005).
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According to Kotler et al (2008), the six questions in the buyer’s black box are an
excellent way of analysing consumer behaviour. They are: what do consumers buy;
where do they buy; when do they buy; why do they buy; how do they buy and who
buys.

Marketers must understand the answers to these questions in order to successfully
predict how customers are likely to respond to the various marketing efforts their
company might use (Kotler et al, 2008). According to Kotler et al (2008) the starting
point for analysing consumer behaviour is the stimulus — response model of buyer

behaviour (shown below):

4 N\ 4 N\ 4
Marketing Stimuli
Product
Price Buyer Responses
Place Buyer’s Black Box Product choice
Promotion Buyer Brand choice
. characteristics ,
Other Stimuli . Dealer choice
. Buyer decision o
Economic process Purchase timing
Technological Purchase amount
Political
Cultural
|\ / \. / \.

Figure 3.1: Stimulus — response model of buyer behaviour (Source: Kotler et al, 2008)

The model shows that marketing and other stimuli enter the consumer’s ‘black box’ and
produce certain responses. Marketing stimuli consist of the marketing mix (4 Ps or 7 Ps)
and other major forces and events in the buyer’s environment including economic,
technological, political and cultural. These inputs enter the buyer’s black box, where
they are turned into a set of observable behaviour responses like product choice, brand
choice, dealer choice, purchase timing and purchase amount. The marketer’s task is to
understand how the stimuli are changed into responses inside the consumer’s black box
which consists of the buyer’s characteristics and his / her decision process (Kotler et al,
2008). The buyer’s characteristics determine how he or she receives and reacts to the

stimuli and the decision process affects the buyer’s behaviour.
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The early integrated models of consumer decision-making were mainly attempts to
unpack the black box to provide an understanding of the internal consumer decision-

making process for marketing purposes (Lye et al, 2005).

3.4.2 The Consumer Decision Process (CDP)

According to Solomon (2013) a purchase decision is composed of a series of stages that
results in the selection of one product over competing options. Jobber (2010) states that
how consumers buy may be regarded as a decision — making process beginning with the
recognition that the problem exists. Blackwell et al (2006) described the consumer
decision process (CDP) model as “a roadmap of consumers’ minds that marketers and
managers can use to help guide product mix, communication and sales strategies. The
model was originally developed by Professors Engel, Kollat and Blackwell at the Ohio
State University to analyse how individuals sort through facts and influences to make
logical and consistent decisions. No one buys a product unless they have a problem, a
need, or a want, and the model shows how people solve the everyday problems that

cause them to buy and use all kinds of products (Blackwell et al, 2006).

The CDP model shows that consumers typically go through seven major stages when
making decisions about products & services (Blackwell et al, 2006). These stages are:

1. Need recognition: The individual realises or recognises that something is missing in
their life.

2. Search for information: The individual embarks on a search for information and
solutions to satisfy the unmet need.

3. Pre — purchase evaluation of alternatives: The individual considers a number of
possible alternatives for fulfilling or meeting the need.

4. Purchase: The individual select the appropriate product and pays for it.

5. Consumption: The individual uses the product for the purpose of fulfilling the need.
6. Post — consumption evaluation: The individual considers whether the product actually
satisfied the need or not and whether they experienced any problems from its purchase
and consumption.

7. Divestment: The individual disposes of the product, its packaging and any residue left

from consuming the product.
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According to Engel et al (1995) the main advantages of consumer decision-making
models are: the possibility to illustrate visually what happens as variables and
circumstances change; provides conceptual frames of reference that logically indicate
the interrelationship of variables for research purposes; offer the possibility to
understand different consumer decision processes and marketing strategies; and plays an

important part in the establishment of theory.

Mohammadi & Mohamed (2011) outlined some of the objections against grand models
like Engel et al:

e Consumers are not all rational people who spend a considerable amount of time
to search information, evaluate alternatives and then choose the greatest product
that best satisfy their need.

¢ (Grand models generalise the decision-making process for any consumer process.
Not all consumers go through extensive five or seven stages of decision-making.

e (Grand models might be complicating a process that is quite straightforward as
consumers probably proceed through the decision-making process much quicker
than is suggested by traditional consumer decision-making models.

e Consumers are not always in ideal situations where they have all the required
information for the evaluation stage. In many situations missing information and

ill-defined possibilities force consumers to choose an alternative approach.

Debates about whether all customers pass through these seven stages and the popularity
of the CDP concept over the years has led to the development of much more simplified
versions that could be easily applied to a wider range of marketing situations. Marketers
have realised that a proper understanding of the stages in the decision — making process
can enable them to discover why people are or are not buying products and what can be

done to get them to buy more or to buy from specific suppliers.

Kotler et al (2008) described the process that buyers pass through to reach a buying
decision as comprising of five stages: need recognition, information search, evaluation
of alternatives, purchase decision and post purchase behaviour. This simplified model
implies that consumers pass through all five stages with every purchase; but with more

routine purchases, consumers can skip or reverse some of the stages (Kotler et al, 2008).
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Need Recognition

Information Search

Evaluation of
Alternatives

Purchase

Post — Purchase

Evaluation

Figure 3.2: Consumer Decision-making Process (Source: Kotler et al, 2008)

1.

Problem / Need recognition: The individual recognises a problem or need when
there is a difference between a desired state and an actual condition (Dibb et al,
2008). According to Blythe (2009) a need is felt when there is a divergence
between the person’s actual state and their desired state. The extent of the
difference between the two states usually determines the level of motivation the
individual feels to do something about the problem, and this will in many cases
be influenced by a number of external factors. Need recognition can occur if the
individual runs out of a product, buys a product that does not adequately satisfy
their needs or realises that he or she has a new need or desire (Solomon, 2013).
It has also become possible over the past few decades for marketers to use the
marketing mix to bring a problem to the consumer’s attention (Brassington &
Pettitt, 2006).

Information search: Information search is the process by which an individual
surveys the environment for appropriate data in order to make a reasonable
decision (Solomon, 2013). At this stage the individual identifies alternative ways
of solving the problem. An internal search involves a review of relevant
information from the individual’s memory and would include potential
solutions, methods of comparing solutions and reference to personal experiences
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and marketing communications (Jobber, 2010). An external search is normally
undertaken if a satisfactory solution is not found during the internal search.
According to Kotler et al (2008), the consumer can obtain information from
several external sources including personal sources (family, friends &
neighbours), commercial sources (advertising, salespeople and the Internet),
public sources (mass media & consumer — rating organisations) and experiential
sources (handling, examining and using the product). The main aim of this stage
is to build up the awareness set — that is, the array of brands or alternatives that
may provide a solution to the problem. According to Brassington & Pettit
(2006), in the process of choosing a university, many overseas students seek
advice from friends who may have studied at various institutions to narrow
down the number of options to consider.

Evaluation of alternatives: The first step in the process of evaluation is to reduce
the awareness set to a smaller set of brands for serious consideration (Jobber,
2010). The evoked set are those brands that the consumer seriously considers
before making a purchase. When evaluating this shortlist of brands, the buyer
establishes criteria for comparing the products according to the characteristics or
features that he or she wants or does not want (Dibb et al, 2006). The buyer also
assigns a certain salience, or level of importance to each criterion, according to
their personal requirement. The buyer then uses the criteria and their salience to
rank each brand in the evoked set by comparing the brands with each other as
well as with the criteria. Further information search may be necessary if the
evaluation process does not produce a brand that the buyer wishes to purchase.
Jobber (2010) stressed that a key determinant of the extent to which consumers
evaluate a brand is their level of involvement. This is the degree of perceived
relevance and personal importance accompanying the brand choice.

Purchase decision: This is when the individual chooses which product or brand
to purchase; mainly based on the outcome of their evaluation of the alternatives
(Kotler et al, 2008). According to Kotler et al (2008), although the consumer’s
purchase decision will be to buy the most preferred brand, two factors can come
between the purchase intention and the purchase decision. These factors are the
attitudes of others and unexpected situations. The level to which another
person’s attitudes will affect an individual’s choice will depend both on the

strength of the other person’s attitude towards the buying decision and the
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individual’s motivation to comply with that person’s wishes. Unexpected
situation factors can include loss of job or income and change in the individual ‘s
spending priorities at that period in their lives. In the absence of these factors,
the individual will purchase the product or brand that they have chosen.

5. Post-purchase behaviour: This is the stage at which the buyer evaluates the
product to determine whether he or she needs to take further action based on the
extent to which the performance meets their expectation (Kotler et al, 2008).
Satisfaction occurs when consumers’ expectations are matched by perceived
product performance and dissatisfaction occurs when experiences and
performance fall short of expectations (Blackwell et al, 2006). The level of
satisfaction will generally determine whether they make a complaint,
communicate with other prospective buyers or purchase the product in future.
The extent to which they are angered by the outcome of a purchase also
determines how they will behave in the future (Dibb et al, 2006). The recent
growth in the number of websites with customer reviews on different products
and services has significantly increased the importance of this stage to

marketers.

Although the consumer buying decision process has proved popular with most
marketers, there are a number of issues with the model (Dibb et al, 2006). Firstly, the
purchase of the product is only one stage in the entire process. This is because the
process usually begins several stages and in some situations several months or years
before the purchase itself. Secondly, contrary to the diagrammatic representation, not all
decision processes lead to a purchase. It is also possible for the individual to stop the
process at any time or follow a sequence of stages that is different from the diagram.
Finally, some consumer decisions do not always include all the five stages in the model.
Although people involved in extensive decision - making usually go through all stages
of the process, those engaged in routine response behaviour and limited decision —

making will omit certain stages.

The researcher’s decision to use Kotler’s five — stage consumer decision-making
process for this study into the decision-making of African students in UK higher
education is based on the fact that there is general consensus amongst researchers in the

sector that the model adequately reflects the stages that prospective students go through
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in choosing a university. Major studies that use Kotler’s model include Moogan &
Baron (2003), Rudd et al (2012), Brown et al (2009), Moogan et al (1999), Donaldson
& McNicholas (2004), Moogan (2011) and Moogan et al (2001).

3.4.3 Consumer Decision-making in the UK Higher Education Sector

In recent years higher education institutions have become increasingly interested in the
factors underlying student choices, mainly as a result of recent government policies
aimed at increasing marketisation in the sector (Manthorpe et al, 2010). There is still a
lot to learn about how potential students attend to, absorb and store data in order to
arrive at logical and rational decisions on choice of college / university (Moogan et al,
1991). Research into student consumer behaviour and market intelligence is needed in
order to improve the information on segmentation in the sector (Mazzarol & Soutar,
2001). Considering the time spent and the complexity and variety of the choices
involved, the decision on which university to attend can only be classified as extensive

problem solving.

Extensive or extended problem — solving decisions entail a high degree of information
search and close examination of alternative solutions using many choice criteria (Jobber
2010). The search for information focusses not only on which brand or model to
purchase, but also on where to make the purchase. Jobber (2010) stated that extended
problem solving is usually associated with three conditions: the alternatives are
differentiated and numerous; there is an adequate amount of time available for
deliberation; and the purchase has a high degree of involvement. Jobber (2010) also
cited the work of Laurent & Kapferer (1985) who identified the four factors that affect
involvement as:

1. Self-image: Involvement is likely to be high when the decision potentially affects the
individual’s self — image.

2. Perceived risk: Involvement is likely to be high when the perceived risk of making a
mistake is high.

3. Social factors: Involvement is likely to be high when social acceptance is dependent
upon making a correct choice.

4. Hedonistic influences: Involvement is likely to be high when the purchase is capable

of providing a high degree of pleasure.
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Thus it is not difficult to see why the decision on which university to attend is best

classified as extensive problem solving.

Foskett & Hemsley — Brown (2001) stated that potential applicants must choose a
higher education ‘package’ in relation to a number of choice fields. These are the nature
of the course in terms of subject content and approach to teaching and learning; the
location of the programme in terms of the institution or organisation through which the
programme is delivered; the mode of participation, in terms of the choice between full —
time and part — time or between classroom and other modes of delivery; socio —
economic decisions relating to the direct costs of higher education participation and the
long — term economic and social benefits of a university degree and personal lifestyle
decisions relating to the short — term and long — term implication of participating in

higher education.

An examination of the features of the UK university application process highlights the
challenges faced by typical consumers (prospective students) of higher education in this
extensive problem - solving situation (Moogan et al, 1999). Most prospective
undergraduate students initially select five institutions when they submit their
applications in October or January (depending on choice of university and course); eight
to eleven months prior to possible entry. They are then forced to narrow their choices to
two institutions (firm & insurance) about three to four months before the date of entry.
As most of them do not know what their examination grades will be until about six
weeks before the start date, they are making decisions based on obtaining the required
grades in their examinations. Whilst they are making these decisions about what and
where to study, they will not be able to experience university life until they obtain a
definite place and enrol at that particular institution (Moogan et al, 1999). In the
unfortunate event that the student fails to meet the conditions of both offers they may
choose to go through ‘clearing’, which involves ringing up different universities in the
hope of finding a place on a suitable course. Brown et al (2009) stated that the variety of
decision influences (fees & cost of living, career prospects, post — university debt and
institutional reputation) all conspire to emphasise the fact that university choice is a

high involvement decision with a significant level of perceived risk.
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At a basic level, the complexity of the UK system for securing a place on an
undergraduate degree programme and the relationship between the university and the
prospective student is not really one of a simple purchase based on a rational or
structured decision-making process. Briggs & Wilson (2007) stated that the picture of
students as ‘autonomous choosers’ who make decisions on whether to apply for
university and which university to attend can be challenged. James (1999) stated that
some students have no choice because the institution selects them, they don’t select the
institution. Other studies describe the student — choice decision-making as a complex
process influenced by numerous factors including cost, information, access, academic
achievement and life & school experience. However, based on the fact that about 45%
of Advanced Level grades are predicted correctly (Hayward et al, 2005) and a good
proportion of other applicants eventually make the decision on which university to
attend, there is reasonable basis for treating the UK higher education sector as a market
in which prospective students as consumers make rational decisions about which

university to attend.

3.4.2.1 International Students Decision-making

Cubillo et al (2006) proposed a theoretical model of international students’ decision —
making process that had purchase intention as an independent variable that depends on
five factors. The conscious or unconscious consideration of these five factors by the
prospective student determines their final choice. The five factors identified are personal
reasons, the effect of country image, the effect of city image, the institution image and
the evaluation of the programme of study (Cubillo et al, 2006).

e Personal reasons relate to the specific core benefits that students expect from the
programme (Cubillo et al, 2006). This comprises of the need for personal
improvement and the recommendation / advice of family members, friends and
tutors. The main personal factors influencing students’ decisions include future
job / earnings prospects, higher status, enhance career prospects and the need to
improve language skills.

e Country image effect refers to the picture, reputation and stereotype that
consumers attach to products or services of a particular country (Cubillo et al,
2006). The aspects of country image include cultural distance, social reputation,
academic reputation, development level, cost of living, immigration procedures,

time to obtain the degree and opportunity of working during the course.
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e (City image effect refers to the perception of prospective international students
about the environment in which the service will be produced and consumed
(Cubillo et al, 2006). Aspects of city image include city dimension, cost of
living, linguistic proximity or distance, safety / security, social facilities,
international environment and university environment.

¢ Institution image refers to the composite of opinions, ideas and impressions that
prospective students have of the institution (Kotler & Fox, 1995). Aspects of the
institution’s image include the institution’s prestige, ranking position, brand
reputation, academic reputation, research reputation, quality reputation,
expertise of teaching staff, campus atmosphere and campus facilities.

e Programme evaluation refers to the attitude of prospective students towards
specific programmes in terms of their suitability compared to programmes being
offered by other institutions (Cubillo et al, 2006). The aspects of programme
evaluation include international recognition, programme suitability, programme
specialisation, quality programmes, total cost and recognition by future

employers.

Mazzarol & Soutar (2002) outlined the three distinct stages through which international

students move when making decisions about overseas higher education.

At stage one, the student makes the decision to study internationally rather than locally
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). This decision is said to be influenced by a number of push
factors within the home country. Push factors operate within the source country and
initiate an individual’s decision to undertake international study (Pimpa, 2003).
McMahon (1992) identified the main ‘push’ factors as the level of economic
development within the source country, its relative engagement with the world
economy, the emphasis placed on education in the source country and the availability of
appropriate education opportunities locally. Mazzarol & Soutar (2001) identified the
factors as the perception that an overseas course of study is better than a local one,
difficulty in gaining entry to particular study programmes locally, unavailability of the
programme that the student wants to study in the home country, a desire to gain a better
understanding of western culture and an intention to migrate after graduation. In their
study of the decision-making of African students in UK higher education, Maringe &

Carter (2007) identified the most significant push factors as economic, political and lack

94



of local capacity within countries of origin. Economic factors relate to the prevailing
level of economic stagnation or decline in the home countries and the desire of students
to escape poverty and human degradation. Political factors relate to political instability
in many parts of Africa and the challenges of building a good life under such
circumstances. Some students are also pushed out of their countries on account of
inadequate higher education capacity to meet demand for places in existing home
institutions. After making the decision to study overseas prospective students must
select a host country. The British Council Student Insight Report for Nigeria identified
the important factors being considered by prospective higher education students in the
decision to study overseas as better quality of education / course overseas, to improve

career prospects and cultural experience of living overseas (British Council, 2013).

At stage two, the student makes the decision about the country or destination in which
to study (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). “Pull” factors that make one host country more
attractive than another become more important at this stage. They operate within a host
country to make the country relatively attractive to international students. Mazzarol &
Soutar (2001) suggested that six factors influence the selection of the host country.
These factors provide a framework for understanding the influences that motivate a
student’s selection of a host country:

e Knowledge and awareness: This is the students’ level of knowledge and
awareness about the destination country as a place to study (Mazzarol & Soutar,
2001). It is influenced by the overall availability of information on the host
country as a study destination and the ease with which students can obtain this
information. The host country’s reputation for quality and the recognition of its
qualifications in the prospective student’s home country also form part of this
factor.

e Recommendations: This is the importance of the influence that personal
recommendations or referrals from parents, relatives, friends and other
gatekeepers have on the prospective students (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001).

e Cost issues: This is the importance of the cost of fees, living expenses, travel
costs and social costs on the decision of the overseas student in selecting a
particular host country (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001). The presence of an
established group of international students in the host country and the

availability of part — time work are also considered under this heading.
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e Environment: This is the importance of the student’s perceptions about the study
climate in the host country, including its climate and lifestyle (Mazzarol &
Soutar, 2001).

e Geographical proximity: This is the importance of geographic and time
proximity of the potential destination country to the student’s home country
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001).

e Social links: This is the importance of the presence of family or friends that are
already studying or living in the potential destination country (Mazzarol &
Soutar, 2001). Potential students also consider whether family and friends have

previously studied in the host country.

Maringe & Carter (2007) identified a number of pull factors that make the UK an
attractive study destination for African students. Firstly, African students believe
strongly that UK higher education qualifications enjoy international recognition and that
acquiring it will be a lifetime investment and opportunity. Secondly, the application
process is simple and straightforward compared to the US university application
process. Thirdly, African students appreciate the excellent teaching and learning
environments in the UK higher education sector and exposure to an international
educational experience. The British Council Student Insight Report for Nigeria (2013)
identified the important factors being considered by prospective higher education
students in the decision about study destination as quality of education, internationally
recognised qualification, career prospects, university reputation and opportunity for

employment while studying.

At stage three, the student selects an institution at which to study (Mazzarol & Soutar,
2002). Mazzarol & Soutar (2001) found that the most important issue for international
students at this stage was whether their qualifications on graduation would be
recognised. The other variables that were found to be important to international students
are the quality and reputation of the institution, the institution’s links or alliances with
other institutions familiar to the student, the quality of the institution’s staff, the alumni
base and its word of mouth referral process, its existing international student population
and whether the institution is willing to recognise the student’s previous qualifications
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2001). Daily et al (2010) found that the factors that were most

important to international students pursuing a business degree in the US are post —
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graduation employment opportunities, availability of financial aid and reputation of the
institution. Maringe & Carter (2007) identified the pull factors for African students at
the institutional and course programme level as course availability, post qualification
employment data, post qualification progression data, institutional research / teaching
profile, labour market data and accommodation costs and availability. They noted that
for African students applying from home countries, choice of institution is not as
important as the decision to come to the UK due to positive brand association through
which UK higher education appears to be based on the Oxbridge perception. The British
Council Student Insight Report for Nigeria (2013) identified the important factors being
considered by prospective higher education students in selecting an institution as quality

of the course, career prospects, low tuition fees and institution reputation.

3.4.4 The Decision-making Process

Higher education decision-making is broadly seen as a problem solving process
undertaken by applicants in the process of making choices and models of decision-
making have been developed around their purchase behaviour (Maringe, 2006).
Chapman (1986) applied buying behaviour theory to education suggesting that in
selecting a subject of study or institution, students and their parents pass through a
number of uniquely definable stages. The stages are pre — purchase behaviour, search
behaviour, application stage, choice decision and registration. The first stage involves
early thoughts about their futures as students passively register the existence of
information about higher education to which they are exposed. At the second stage,
students have already made a shortlist of potential providers and begin to use a variety
of information sources to make up their minds whilst looking for data relating to a wide
range of decision criteria. At the third stage, applicants submit their applications to the
selected institutions. The fourth stage marks the acceptance of the offer from the
institution by the student. Many students tend to hold multiple offers at this stage. At the
fifth stage, the applicant turns up at the institution for registration. However, some

students turn down the offer within the first few days of arriving at the institution.
Several studies including Moogan et al (1999), Moogan & Baron (2003) and Brown et

al (2009) applied Kotler’s five stage model to evaluate the decision-making process that

prospective students go through in the process of choosing a university. A discussion of
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some of the previous work that has been done will provide a good context for evaluating

the role of interpersonal sources in the decision-making process:

Stage 1: Problem Recognition

At this stage, a gap exists between the ideal state and the actual state. The ideal state is
the position the prospective student would like to be in and the actual state is their
current perception of their present situation. They must therefore decide whether or not
to fill this gap. The larger the disparity between these two states, the greater the level of
motivation, ability and opportunity, then the more likely they are to act (Moogan et al,
2001). This is the stage at which young people recognise the need for higher education.
Brown et al (2009) stated that when students identify a university course as their next
goal, the problem recognised is that of making the best possible choice that will allow
them to achieve their goals. Moogan et al (1999) outlined these goals as being both
personal benefits (including meeting friends & independence) and intellectual benefits
(including increased knowledge, intended career & well — paid jobs). Moogan & Baron
(2003) observed that students will only fill the gap if it appears attractive to them and if
their choices are within their reach. They found that earnings capacity was ranked in
first position in terms of priorities whilst social life was seen to be the least influential,
except for high achieving students who emphasised that the social aspect of university
were of interest to them. They also stated that the desired earnings capacity will only be
achieved if the student perceives the benefits of extending their education to outweigh
the costs of doing so. The impact which parents, especially those with relatively wealthy
backgrounds can have on the decision of their offsprings to continue studying was also
recognised as strong. They noted that an increasing number of middle — class parents
that have attended university want the same for their children. This is especially true in
situations where parents are paying the fees (Clarke & Brown, 1998) and often cause
students to start thinking about their education earlier than those whose parents have no
experience of university education. In their study of the factors influencing the decisions
of academically successful post — 16 students, Whitehead et al (2006) found that
anticipating enjoying student life, training for a particular career and responding to

encouragement to go into higher education were the main motivations for students.
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Stage 2: Information Search

This is the stage at which young people use a variety of sources to gather the
information required to make the right decision regarding their university education.
They may search for information from within their memory and / or externally from
outside sources. Most of them will have no previous experience of higher education, so
in order to make the best possible choice they will research the sector by whatever
means available (Moogan et al, 2001). Moogan (2011) found that information searches
on higher education institutions commenced within the first year of post — 16 education,
with more than 65% actively looking for information before starting upper sixth form.
Veloutsou et al (2005) found that the main information requirements of final year (year
13) students were: the perceived university’s offerings & reputation, the opportunities to
develop a social life and accommodation. Moogan et al (1999) found that at the initial
stage, prospective students are mainly interested in evaluations of course content,
location, reputation and entrance requirements. Both Moogan et al (1999) and
Veloutsou et al (2005) confirmed that prospective students use information gained from
word of mouth, parents & friends to test out the social and educational benefits offered
by universities. Wasmer et al (1997) found that information can become more credible
if it is accessed through current students or staff when at the institution. Although
league tables have become much popular in recent years, Bowden (2000) found that the
range of methodologies and variables used by the main producers negated their benefits
to prospective students as they do not provide the key information that will assist them
with making informed choices about where to study. Briggs (2006) found that in most
cases students’ perceptions of universities are more important than their league table

positioning.

Veloutsou et al (2005) outlined the three groups of information sources that applicants
use when selecting a university:

e Controllable sources of information: These are the wide range of communication
devises that universities employ in their effort to reach and influence potential
students (Veloutsou et al, 2005). Universities bombard high school pupils, tutors
& career advisers with printed promotional material including glossy
prospectuses, brochures and promotional DVDs. Open days are also organised
for prospective students and their parents. Universities also participate in

international education exhibitions where they provide information to
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prospective international students in their home country. The university’s
website on the Internet is an important means for geographically remote students
to access university and course information.

Non — controllable sources of information: These are the wide range of other
sources from which prospective students obtain information about higher
education institutions (Veloutsou et al, 2005). Informal sources including
family, friends, counsellors / career advisers, teachers and university admission
officers represent a significant source of reliable information for potential
students during the decision-making process. Various national and international
news media also provide a great deal of information regarding both institution
and degree selection criteria. The league tables published by various
organisations are also being consulted by applicants and their parents.

Partly controllable & partly non — controllable sources of information: Web —
based sources include a number of sources that are partly controllable and partly
non — controllable (Veloutsou et al, 2005). Whilst universities have control over
the information displayed on their websites and on other sites that they use for
promoting their programmes, the information displayed on most other sites that
are used by students & alumni to air their views on their university experiences

are non — controllable.

The table below provides a summary of findings from some previous studies:

Study Focus / Respondents Information sources
Moogan (2011) UK Higher education: first Prospectuses, university
year university students websites, UCAS handbook,
faculty leaflets & league
tables
Moogan & Baron (2003) UK Higher education: Prospectuses, library
students at FE colleges materials, HE career fairs &
Internet
Brown et al (2009) UK Higher education: first Prospectuses, open days,
year university students league tables & Internet
Moogan et al (1999) UK Higher education: sixth Prospectuses, career advisers,
form pupils UCAS handbook, open days
& word of mouth (parents &
friends)
Dawes & Brown (2003) UK Higher education: first Prospectuses, UCAS
year university students handbook, open days, course
brochures, friends, career
teachers, university websites,
HE career fairs, university
staff, family members,

100




independent university guides
& university staff visits

Manthorpe et al (2010)

UK Higher education:
applicants for social work
programmes

University websites, friends /
relatives, careers websites,
specialist magazines, careers
booklet, newspaper specialist
supplements, careers staff &
open days

Briggs & Wilson (2007)

UK Higher education: first
year university students

Prospectuses, open days, word
of mouth, website, league
tables, careers service, careers
teachers, careers convention,
newspaper features and peer
influence

Donaldson & McNicholas
(2004)

UK postgraduate market: first
year postgraduate students

Word of mouth, open
evening, prospectuses,
websites, course information
leaflets, directories and
faculty information booklets

British Council (2013)

UK & Overseas Higher
Education: Prospective
students in Nigeria

Internet, British Council,
institution’s websites /
prospectus, exhibitions &

search engines.

Table 3.1: Information sources used by prospective HE students

Previous studies found that the sources from which prospective students obtained
information about UK university education are prospectuses, university websites,
friends/relatives, careers websites, league tables, services,

career carcer

teachers/advisers, word of mouth, open days/evenings, careers conventions,
newspapers, courses information leaflets/brochures, directories, faculty information
booklets, university staff, independent university guides, careers booklets, UCAS

handbook, Internet, exhibitions, search engines, British Council and library materials.

Moogan & Baron (2003) stated that the prospectus is the starting point for many
students and that there was an increased chance of students reading prospectuses that
seem colourful and interesting. They ranked university prospectuses as the most
important source, followed by library materials (UCAS books & leaflets) and HE career
fairs. Dawes & Brown (2003) also cited university prospectuses & UCAS handbook as
most important, followed by open days and course specific brochures. Brown et al
(2009) cited the Internet as the most important source, followed by prospectuses,
university open days and league tables. This was supported by the work of British

Council (2013) which also cited the Internet as the most important source of
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information for prospective international students. Manthorpe et al (2010) cited
university websites as the most commonly consulted source of information, whilst
Moogan et al (1999) identified word of mouth as a frequent source of information, with
parents and friends often being consulted. There seems to be general agreement about
the importance of the prospectus as a major source of information for prospective UK
higher education students, with international students getting access to it through the

university website.

Stage 3: Evaluation of alternatives

At this phase, the student considers the competing sets of brands and their features. This
involves allocating a level of importance to each alternative which will be affected by
individual differences as well as environmental differences (Moogan et al, 2001). For
prospective UK undergraduates, this is an extensive process of cross — referencing data
from various sources in order to limit their choices to two as required by the UCAS
system. Moogan et al (1999) found that this stage took about two months and was
difficult for prospective students because of the sheer number of universities & variety
of courses, the amount of information to read, the issues associated with living away
from home, lack of experience at making choices and lack of assistance. It often
incorporates students assessing different institutions’ characteristics by visiting them in
order to be sure that they are making the right choice. Brown et al (2009) found that the
process was undertaken in markedly different ways depending on the student’s desired
course and/or career orientation. Donaldson & McNicholas (2004) highlighted the
challenge that applicants experience in trying to determine how good a particular course
is in a sector where every institution presents themselves as outstanding in their
promotional literature. When institutions look similar on paper, then potential students
will adopt a search satisfying strategy and choose the one that satisfies some of their
major needs (Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004). Through the process of information
gathering the prospective student forms a clearer picture of the main available choices
and eliminates certain alternatives in order to move towards making a choice among the
few remaining alternatives which form the evoked set. Only institutions that form part

of the evoked set have any chance of being selected.

The table below provides a summary of previous findings on the most important factors

that influence the decisions of prospective university students:
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Study

Focus / Respondents

Most Important Factors

Moogan (2011) UK Higher education: first Teaching quality, course
year university students content, reputation & research
quality
Moogan & Baron (2003) UK Higher education: Course content, location &
students at FE colleges reputation
Brown et al (2009) UK Higher education: first Course of study, university
year university students open days & location
Moogan et al (1999) UK Higher education: sixth Location, course content,
form pupils grade requirements &
university facilities
Manthorpe et al (2010) UK Higher education: Reputation for teaching,
applicants for social work academic reputation &
programmes location
Maringe (2006) UK Higher education: sixth Programme (course of study),
form pupils price, place (location) &
prominence (reputation)
Daily et al (2010) US Business Schools: Post — graduation employment,

International students

availability of financial aid &
reputation of institution

Mazzarol & Soutar (2002)

Australian Higher Education:

International students

Recognition of qualifications,
quality/reputation of
institution, international
strategic alliances of
institution, quality of staff,
alumni base & existing
international student
population.

Maringe & Carter (2007)

UK Higher Education:
African students

Course availability, post —
qualification employment &
progression, research /
teaching profile, labour market
data & accommodation costs /
availability

British Council (2013)

UK & Overseas Higher
Education: Prospective
students in Nigeria

Quality of the course, career
prospects, low tuition fees &
institution reputation.

Table 3.2: Most important factors that influence the decisions of prospective university

students

Based on these studies, the most important factors that prospective UK undergraduate

students consider in the choice of a university are course of study / content, location and

reputation. Teaching quality, research quality, open days and grade requirements are

also considered by prospective students. The two most recent studies (Moogan, 2011 &

Manthorpe et al, 2010) indicate that academic reputation and teaching quality are

becoming much more important to prospective students than location. It will be
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interesting to see whether this trend which might be connected to getting the best degree

for the fees paid continues under the new funding regime.

For international students research conducted in the US & Australia (Daily et al, 2010
and Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) found that reputation & quality of institution, career
prospects, recognition of qualifications, availability of financial aid (cost) and
international student population are some of the factors being considered at this stage.
The findings of Maringe & Carter (2007) & British Council (2013) which indicate that
the most important factors for African students are course availability & quality, career

prospects, institution’s reputation and costs are broadly in line with this.

Stage 4: Purchase Decision

At this stage potential UK undergraduate students receive responses from all their
universities and decide on their firm and insurance choices. They then decide on which
offer to accept when their results are released in mid / late August. Brown et al (2009)
found that three new factors influenced the decision — making process at this stage: post
— application visit day experiences, responses from universities and the role of
scholarships & bursaries. This supports the findings of Moogan et al (1999) who also
cited the importance of post — application visit days. They found that many prospective
students noted the open — days’ organisation, structure and personnel as creating the
biggest impression. Visit days were seen as important by prospective students because
they provided an opportunity to talk to lecturers and to assess the “character” of the
institution and the extent to which they might feel comfortable studying there (Brown et
al, 2009). The receipt of the initial offer was found to be significant to prospective
students by Brown et al (2009). All the respondents in their study agree that the
excitement and relief associated with this communication had often led them to accept

the initial offer as their first choice.

For international students who are normally still in their home countries at this stage of
the decision-making process, there is very little previous research available on the
factors that they consider at this stage. The various fairs / exhibitions organised by the
British Council and other organisations in major cities overseas can provide an

opportunity for them to meet with faculty & marketing personnel from different UK

104



universities to obtain the information that they need to make their decision on where to

study.

Stage 5: Post purchase behaviour

This is perhaps the most complex and subjective stage of the process as it involves
evaluating the university experience to decide whether further action needs to be taken
based on levels of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. Vrontis et al (2007) observed that
although the needs and wants of consumers are diverse, the fundamental question of
satisfaction or dissatisfaction is very similar. The evaluation was said to be subjective
and differentiated by the greater relative weight placed on the shopping & product
experience, and the social & aesthetic factors. They noted the importance of the mass
word — of — mouth effect, especially through the increasing number of Internet sites that
provide users’ evaluations of their university experiences. This is another area where
there is currently very little research evidence available on the behaviour of

international students.

Although Brown et al (2009), Moogan et al (1999 & 2001) and Moogan & Baron
(2003) provide some evidence for the efficacy of the application of Kotler’s model to
decision-making in the higher education sector, there are still a few issues with its use.
Brown et al (2009) observed that students aiming for the top universities will engage in
greater levels of search and use different criteria. There are also very few studies that
outline the extent to which candidates interested in different courses exhibit different
choice behaviours. The increasing importance of studying close to home (Manthorpe et
al, 2010) to reduce costs might also mean that some students spend little time on the
process and choose from a much smaller number of alternatives. Donaldson &
McNicholas (2004) observed that postgraduates do not always behave like rational
consumers by engaging in extensive information search and evaluation. They found that
in practice postgraduates did not collect published information on many courses and
weigh up the advantages and disadvantages of each, but tended to already have a course
in mind or to choose from just two. Those who criticise consumer behaviour disagree
with the assumption that all decision-making is rational and based on careful
information processing. Chisnall (1997) suggest that considering decision-making as a
rational and sequential process is an oversimplification. Solomon (2002) suggest that

many young people do not have the patience and discipline to consider information so
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meticulously in the decision-making process and that for many chance factors play a

major role in choosing their destinies.

3.4.5 Interpersonal Influences in the Decision-making Process
Arnould et al (2005:585) defined interpersonal influence as “altered thinking or
behaviour as a result of other’s accidental, expressive, or rhetorical communications”.
The influence may be conscious or unconscious, but may also occur accidentally. It
recognises the fact that even when people do not intend to, most of their actions and
words stimulate something in the minds of others. Interpersonal influence acknowledges
that it is through communication with others that people develop, cultivate, share,
expand and reshape their ideas and behaviours. It touches on many arenas of everyday
lives and has been recognised as one of the most potent factors affecting human
behaviours. Arnould et al (2005) identified several points about interpersonal influence:

e [t can be either intentional or accidental, verbal or nonverbal

e Knowledge about interpersonal processes comes from many sources, including

people’s own observations and experiences
e People are all personally vulnerable to influence processes
e People are influenced by others, partly because it makes their lives more

efficient, more comfortable, easier and more successful.

In a study into the role of interpersonal sources in external search, Price & Feick (1984)
found that knowledgeable friends, relatives or acquaintances are more capable of being
providers of impartial, current, digested and interpretable information than any other
single source. This is especially the case where the costs of a poor decision are high and
the product / service in question is complex. The incentive to use the judgement of a
knowledgeable interpersonal source in such situations is substantial. Mazzarol & Soutar
(2002) observed that for complicated services like international education interpersonal
influence and recommendation from family members are among the most important
sources of information and encouragement.

Several studies acknowledge the role and importance of interpersonal sources (friends,
parents, teachers, careers officers, family members, university representatives, etc.) in
the process of making decisions about higher education; especially at the information
search and evaluation of alternative stages. Donaldson & McNicholas (2004) found that

impersonal information sources such as advertising in the mass media are not as
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important as personal sources, especially course tutors. They identified the most
important sources of information as word — of — mouth from tutors, family & friends,
alumni & open evening. They concluded that students will seek endorsements from
trusted sources when choosing a university, especially from current or ex — students as
such recommendations create tangibility for the university and its benefits. Dawes &
Brown (2003) found that the largest group of information sources used by prospective
students were friends, careers teachers, brothers / sisters & parents. Durkin & McKenna
(2011) observed that at a general level prospective students showed relatively low
awareness of university advertising and relied heavily on family & friends for
information on higher education offerings. Nicholls et al (1995) in their study of the
marketing of MBA programmes also found that personal recommendation was the main

source of information for prospective students.

Moogan & Baron (2003) identified interpersonal sources as influencers on the decision-
making process of choosing what to study and where to attend because prospective
students are often inexperienced individuals still living at home and attending school
with neither well — defined choice criteria nor any knowledge of the various brands
available. Friends, parents, subject teachers and careers officers can all influence the
decisions of prospective students. Moogan et al (1999) found that the evaluation of
alternatives stage incorporated discussions with trustworthy individuals such as subject
teachers, parents and friends in order to check what the universities offered in terms of
educational and social benefits. They stated that “the acquisition of word of mouth
information acts as a risk reducing strategy for those embarking on higher education,

which by nature requires a great deal of involvement with the student as consumer.

Study Focus / Respondents Interpersonal Influences
Durkin & McKenna (2011) UK Higher education: sixth Friends & family
form pupils
Nicholls et al (1995) UK Higher education: MBA Personal contacts
students
Moogan (2011) UK Higher education: first Teachers, family & friends
year university students
Moogan et al (1999) UK Higher education: sixth Parents & friends
form pupils
Dawes & Brown (2003) UK Higher education: first Friends, career teachers,
year university students siblings, mother & father
Manthorpe et al (2010) UK Higher education: Friends & family members
applicants for social work
programmes
Donaldson & McNicholas UK postgraduate market: first | Course tutors, family &
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(2004) year postgraduate students friends and alumni

Maringe (2006) UK Higher education: sixth Teachers & parents
form pupils

Table 3.3: Interpersonal influences for prospective university students

Previous studies found that the interpersonal sources that were most influential for
prospective university students in the process of making their decision are friends,
family members/parents/siblings, teachers/course tutors, career teachers, personal
contacts and alumni. Whilst all these and other studies acknowledge the importance of
interpersonal sources, they disagree on the issue of which source is most important.
Maringe (2006) identified teachers as the most important influencers of the student’s
decision and parents as the least important. This view is supported by Donaldson &
McNicholas (2004) who also cited word of mouth from tutors as the most influential.
Moogan et al (1999) found word of mouth from parents a much more frequent source of
information than friends. Moogan (2011) found that teachers & family / friends were
equally important as sources of information in the decision-making process. The
findings of Dawes & Brown (2003) supports a previous study by Riggs & Lewis (1980)
that individual student choices were most strongly influenced by friends rather than by

the views of school teachers & parents.

3.4.5.1 Interpersonal Influences for International Students
Choosing to study in a foreign country is a high risk decision for many students and

would be classified as requiring ‘extensive problem solving’ (Maringe & Carter, 2007).

Mazzarol & Soutar (2002) in their study of the factors motivating international student
choice found that word — of — mouth referral is one of the most powerful forms of
promotion that international education institutions can use. They stated that parents and
relatives that have graduated from a particular institution and enjoyed the experience are
likely to recommend it to their children, other family members and friends. Recruitment
agents who have graduated from particular institutions also tend to make good
advocates for that institution. They found that the decision to study abroad was
frequently a family decision that involved several decision makers, with parental
influence particularly strong among undergraduate students. In their study of Taiwanese

students’ decision — making regarding Australian higher education, Chen & Zimitat
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(2006) found that the most important factor shaping the students’ intention to study in
Australia relate to beliefs, but intentions to study in the United States are influenced
mostly by family and peers. Rudd et al (2012) found that Chinese students listened to
friends’ advice when making their decision to study at a Business School in the UK.
They are influenced by the friends’ own experience of western university life and the
stories they were told about other people’s experiences. Family members were also
involved in the decision-making process. Recommendation from family members,
friends & acquaintances who have also studied overseas is one of the most important
factors that influence the decision of international students about destinations &
institutions (Krampf & Heinlein, 1981; Turner, 1998; Bourke, 2000). Pimpa (2003)
found that expectation from parents & siblings had a great impact on the decision of
Thai students to study abroad. The impact from family members was found to be
multidimensional in the sense that it influences other choices in international education
beyond the decision to study abroad and the choice of university. A study by Binsardi &
Ekwulugo (2003) into the international marketing of British education concluded that
the best promotional strategies for attracting international students into the UK from

respondents’ countries are interpersonal sources; especially alumni, friends and

relatives.

Study Focus / Respondents Interpersonal Influences

Chen & Zimitat (2006) Australian Higher Education: | Family & friends
Taiwanese students

Bhati & Anderson (2012) Overseas Study Destination: Agents
Indian Students

Pimpa (2003) Influence of Family on Family members
Student Choices: Thai
students

Binsardi & Ekwulugo (2003) | UK Higher Education: Alumni, friends & relatives
International students in the
UK

Rudd et al (2012) UK Higher Education: Friends & family members
Chinese students

Mazzarol & Soutar (2002) International Students Parents, family members &
Destination Choice: Students | alumni
from Indonesia, Taiwan, India
& China

Maringe & Carter (2007) UK Higher Education: Friends, teachers, informal
African Students agencies & family members

Hulme et al (2013) UK Higher Education: Agents
African students

British Council (2013) UK & Overseas Higher Family members, friends,
Education: Prospective career advisors & agents.
students in Nigeria

Table 3.4: Interpersonal influences for prospective international students
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Previous studies identified the most influential interpersonal sources for prospective
international students applying to UK higher education institutions as family
members/relatives, friends, agents, career advisors, informal agencies, teachers and
alumni. Bhati & Anderson (2012) identified the important role played by agents in the
decision — making process of Indian students aspiring to study abroad, with 26% of
them having relied on the advice of agents in selecting the course, the university and the
study destination. They found that 73% of the respondents had sought the assistance of
an education agent in India to help with their decision — making process in choosing an
institute to study as well as a destination. In a survey of the African students enrolled on
a programme at a UK university, Hulme et al (2013) found that all of those who
responded had been recruited via the services of an agent. Almost all of them had been
put in contact with an agent by a friend or colleague. All the students acknowledged the

importance of the role of the agent in the admission process.

A British Council (2013) study into the decision-making process for prospective
international students in Nigeria identified the main sources of influence on the decision
to study overseas as employer (53.1%), parents (17.3%) & Agents (4.9%). The main
sources of recommendation on institution included family members, friends, career
advisors & agents. A recent study into the decision-making process for international
students in UK higher education identified family members and agents as the most
influential sources for Nigerian undergraduates (UK HE International Unit, 2015). In
their study of the choice & decision-making of African students in UK higher
education, Maringe & Carter (2007) acknowledged the importance of interpersonal
sources in the decision-making process. Students who were already in the country
referred to networks of influence including teachers and friends who told them good
things about their chosen institutions. Those coming to study in the UK for the first time
relied on informal agencies in their home country as well as British Council offices and
embassies. Family members who had previously studied in the UK were also influential
in the decision-making process. They identified friends’ recommendations as the most

powerful influence in the decision of those coming to study in the UK for the first time.
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3.5 Specific Focus of the Study

This section explains the specific focus of the study and identifies the knowledge gap

that the study intends to fill.

Although several previous studies have highlighted the role of interpersonal sources in
the decision-making process, there is no consensus on which specific source is most
important. Some of the studies (Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004; Dawes & Brown,
2003 and Morgan, 2011) only cite the use of interpersonal sources at the information
search stage along with other sources like prospectuses, university websites and UCAS
handbook. Three of the most recent studies (Moogan et al, 1999; Moogan & Baron,
2003 and Maringe, 2006) that highlighted the role of interpersonal sources in the
evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-making process do not agree on which of
the sources is most important. All three studies were also conducted before the
introduction of variable tuition fees (2006/7 academic year) which heralded the full
marketisation of the UK higher education sector. There are currently no available
research studies on the role of interpersonal sources in the evaluation of alternative
stage of the decision-making process for prospective students who are having to pay

tuition fees of up to £9,000 as recommended by the Browne Report.

The five studies that examined the role of interpersonal sources at the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process for potential UK international students
identified the main influencers as alumni, friends, family members, teachers, career
advisers and agents. The most recent studies (Rudd et al, 2012; Hulme et al, 2013;
British Council, 2013 & UK HE International Unit, 2015) identified friends, family
members, agents and career advisers as the main influencers. Only four of the six
studies were focussed on Africa, with two of them being focussed on the Nigerian
market for UK higher education. One of the other two studies (Hulme et al, 2013) only
focussed on the role of student recruitment agents and did not examine the role of other
interpersonal sources on the decisions of African students. Maringe & Carter (2007) is
the only study that provides some insight into the choice and decision-making of
African students and it was based on four focus group interviews of 28 African students
in two UK universities. The breakdown of the countries of origin of the respondents for
the study is also not representative of the countries of origin of African students in

recent years as 48% of the participants were from the Southern African region, 22%
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from West Africa, 21% from East Africa and 4% from North Africa. The study was not
specifically focussed on the role of interpersonal sources in the decision-making process
and did not explain the ways in which the few interpersonal sources identified influence

the decision of prospective students.

The conceptual framework for this study was adapted from Moogan & Baron’s 2003
study which had examined a number of variables at the problem recognition,
information search and evaluation of alternatives stages of the decision-making process
for UK sixth formers interested in higher education. The study examined sources of
information, length of search and feelings about the process at the information search
stage and choice influencers, problems and attributes considered at the evaluation of

alternatives stage of the decision-making process.

Information | Evaluation of
Search Alternatives
Sources of Choice
Information Influencers
Length of Search & Problems &
Feelings about Attributes
Process Considered

Figure 3.3: Information search and evaluation of alternatives stages of Moogan &
Baron’s quantification & significant differences summary format. Source: Moogan &

Baron (2003)

Unlike Moogan & Baron (2003), this study will examine the sources of information at
the information search stage and the most influential interpersonal sources at the

evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-making process for African students. It
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will then identify the specific ways in which these interpersonal sources influence the

decisions of African students regarding university choice.

The conceptual framework below provides a description of current knowledge about
what happens at the information search and evaluation of alternative stages of the
decision-making process for African students interested in UK higher education. It will
also explore the different ways in which the most influential interpersonal sources

influence the decisions of African students.

Information | Evaluation of
)
Search Alternatives
Sources of Influencers
Information Teachers, Friends,
Very little Informal Agencies &
knowledge Family Members
available
(GAP)
Attributes
Considered

Course of study,
Reputation,
Employment /
Progression &
Accommodation
Costs

Figure 3.4: Current conceptual framework of information search & evaluation of

alternative stages of decision-making process for African students
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The second conceptual framework outlines the ways in which the most influential
interpersonal sources influence the decisions of African students at the evaluation of

alternatives stage of the decision-making process:

Evaluation of
Alternatives

Influencers
Friends (1)
Teachers, Informal

Agencies, Family

Friends: Others:
Nature of Influence Nature of Influence
Very little knowledge Very little knowledge

available available

(GAP) (GAP)

Figure 3.5: Current conceptual framework of the ways in which interpersonal sources

influence the decisions of African students

The identification of the specific interpersonal sources that are most influential in the
evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-making process for prospective UK
higher education students from Africa and the nature of their influences are the main
gaps in knowledge that the research aims to fill. The study will identify which sources

are most influential and also explain the specific ways in which interpersonal sources
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influence the decisions of prospective African students. The main research questions
are:

1. What are the interpersonal sources from which prospective international
students obtain the information required to make decisions on which
university to choose?

2. How important is information obtained from interpersonal sources in the
decision-making process?

3. Which interpersonal sources are most influential at the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process?

4. In what ways do interpersonal sources influence the decision of prospective
international students at the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-

making process?

At the moment, apart from the Maringe & Carter (2007) study, almost nothing seems to
be available about the choice and decision-making of African students who choose to
study in the UK. What is known about influencers and attributes considered are all
based on this one study which was conducted a long time before the UK higher
education market in the region became a significant source of international students for

the sector.

In recent years international students’ higher education decision- making has become a
high stakes process as UK institutions become more aggressive in their efforts to attract
them. As African countries like Nigeria become major sources of international students,
strategic planners in UK universities require more evidence in order to devise effective
strategies. Proper analysis of consumer behaviour and determining factors in the
decision-making process of African students will allow educational institutions
interested in attracting these students to strengthen their image, try to eliminate
weaknesses and thus increase their chances of being chosen as the preferred institution.
A good understanding of African students’ decision-making processes can also create a
sound basis for developing curriculum programmes that will address the real rather than

the perceived needs of students from the region.
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3.6 Limitations & Conclusion

The researcher encountered several limitations in conducting the literature review. The
limitation on the word count for the study means that whilst the researcher might have
wanted to review all available material on the subject, there was only enough space to
review those that are most relevant. There might also be relevant knowledge that is not
in the available literature that the researcher was able to access under the subject
headings that were used in the literature searches. The researcher has also only used
materials that could be accessed through the university library, online databases and

other methods used to conduct the literature search.

The discussion of the general and specific literature available in the subject area
provides an understanding of the way in which the study relates to current knowledge
and highlights the knowledge gap that the research intends to fill. The next chapter will
discuss the various research methods that are available and identify the specific methods

that will be employed for the study.
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4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This chapter will discuss the researcher’s approach to methodology, examine the
various research methods available, identify the ones that are used in this study,
highlight the reason(s) for choosing them and explain the ways in which they are used.
It will provide details of the practical steps that the researcher has taken in order to

achieve the research objectives.

The main purpose of the study is to explore the use of interpersonal sources (teachers,
career advisers, friends & relatives, agents, university reps, etc.) in the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process for prospective UK international
higher education students from Africa.

The main research questions are:

1. What are the interpersonal sources from which prospective international
students obtain the information required to make decisions on which
university to choose?

2. How important is information obtained from interpersonal sources in the
decision-making process?

3. Which interpersonal sources are most influential at the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process?

4. In what ways do interpersonal sources influence the decision of prospective
international students at the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-

making process?

A discussion of research philosophies will be followed by sections on research
strategies, research methods, research tools, data analysis and ethical considerations.
Section 7 explains the entire process of collecting and analysing the data for the study.
The final section provides clear justifications for the research approach employed for

the study.

4.1 Research Philosophy
Saunders et al (2012) defined research as something that people undertake in order to
find out things in a systematic way in order to increase their knowledge. Research

philosophy is about the development of knowledge and the nature of that knowledge in
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relation to research. Research paradigms are frameworks that guide how research should
be conducted based on people’s philosophies and the assumptions they hold about the
world and the nature of knowledge (Collis & Hussey, 2009). Every research is based on
a particular vision of the world, uses a certain method and proposed results aimed at
predicting, prescribing, understanding, constructing or explaining something (Thietart,
2001). A proper recognition of these presuppositions enables researchers to control their
research approach, increase the validity of their results and ensure that the knowledge

produced will be cumulative.

According to Easterby — Smith et al (2012), there are three main reasons why an
understanding of philosophical issues is important in research. Firstly, it helps to clarify
research designs by considering what kind of evidence is required, how it is to be
gathered & interpreted and how this will provide good answers to the research
questions. Secondly, it helps the researcher to recognise the designs that are most
suitable by indicating the limitations of particular approaches. Thirdly, it helps the
researcher to identify and create designs that may be outside his or her past experience
and also adapt research designs according to the constraints of different subject or

knowledge structures.

The discussion of research philosophy in this chapter will examine the different ways in
which researchers see the world and identify the worldview that is most relevant to the
study. This is important because the researcher’s worldview determines the research
strategies and methods that can be employed and the ways in which the data collected

can be used.

4.1.1 Epistemological Considerations

Epistemology is the study of knowledge. It examines its nature, validity, value, methods
and scope. It provides ways of deciding what counts as knowledge and what counts as
evidence or proof. It is about what constitutes knowledge and the processes through
which knowledge is created (Quinlan, 2011). Epistemological questioning is important
to serious research, as through it researchers can establish the validity and legitimacy of
their work (Thietart & Wauchope, 2001). It is about the best ways of enquiring into the
nature of the world. The central debate in epistemology is about whether or not the

social world can and should be studied according to the same principles, procedures and
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ethos as the natural sciences. Every research study is based on a certain vision of the
world, uses a specific method and proposes results aimed at predicting, prescribing,

understanding, constructing or explaining.

Epistemological positions are being discussed in this section because many writers
believe that it has a decisive influence over the design that a researcher will be able to
implement. Thietart et al (2001) observed that the relationship between research design
and epistemological positioning is by no means simple, and that the association of
qualitative methods and constructivism on one hand and quantitative methods and
positivism on the other represents an oversimplification of this relationship. They
argued that research approaches are not systematically attached to a particular paradigm
and that methods no longer belong to the discipline or the paradigm in which they were
engendered, but are rather procedures whose use is left to the discretion of the

researcher.

The main epistemological positions are:
Positivism: Positivism rests on the assumption that social reality is singular, objective
and unaffected by the act of investigating it (Collis & Hussey, 2009). It is based on the
belief that reality is independent of us and the goal is the discovery of theories based
mainly on observation and experiments. Proponents of this approach believe that the
social world exists externally and that its properties should only be measured through
objective methods, rather than being inferred subjectively through sensation, reflection
or intuition. Easterby — Smith et al (2012) outlined the main philosophical assumptions
of positivism:
¢ Independence: The observer must be independent of what is being observed
e Value — freedom: The choice of what to study and how to study it, are
determined by objective criteria rather than by human beliefs and interests
e Causality: Social sciences should focus on identifying causal explanations and
fundamental laws that explain regularities in human social behaviour
e Hypothesis & deduction: Science proceeds through a process of hypothesizing
fundamental laws and then deducing the types of observations that will
demonstrate whether they are true or false
e Operationalization: Concepts should be identified in ways that enable facts to be

measured quantitatively
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e Reductionism: Problems are better understood if they are reduced to the simplest
possible elements

e (QGeneralization: It is necessary to select random samples of sufficient size, from
which inferences may be drawn about the wider population

¢ C(Cross — sectional analysis: Such regularities can be most easily identified by

making comparisons of variations across samples.

Scientists following this research tradition assume that observable facts are objective
because they are external and tend to collect significant amounts of data upon which to
base generalizable propositions that can be tested and that can provide material for the
development of laws. Collis & Hussey (2009) outlined some of the main criticisms of
positivism. They argued that it is not possible to separate people from the social
contexts in which they operate; people cannot be understood without their perceptions
of their own activities; the highly structured nature of the research design imposes
constraints on the results and may ignore other relevant findings; researchers are not
objective because they are part of what they observe; they also bring their own interests
and values to the research and capturing complex phenomena in a single measure is

misleading.

Interpretivism: This is the term given to the view of writers who have been critical of
the application of the scientific model to the social world and who share the view that
all knowledge is a matter of interpretation. It is based on the assumption that social
reality is in our minds and is subjective and multiple. Unlike positivism, it focusses on
exploring the complexity of social phenomena with a view to gaining interpretive
understanding and adopts a range of methods that seek to describe, translate and come
to terms with the meaning rather than the frequency of phenomena in the social world
(Collis & Hussey, 2009). It advocates the need for the researcher to understand
differences between humans in their role as social actors. With interpretivism the social
world is constructed and is given meaning subjectively by people, the researcher is part

of what is observed and research is driven by interest (Blumberg et al, 2011).

Interpretivist researchers attempt to understand subjective realities and offer
interpretative explanations which are meaningful for the participants of the research and

sometimes generate surprising findings beyond the current level of scientific
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knowledge. It implies that the social world is observed by finding out what meanings
people give to it and interpreting these meanings from their viewpoint. It also implies
that social phenomena can only be properly understood by looking at the totality of the
situation. Interpretivist research requires the researcher to dig into the processes of
subjective interpretation and acknowledge the specific motivations and interests of the

participants. Researchers holding this epistemological position do not attach a great

deal of importance to the generalizability of findings.

Jancowicz (2005) outlined the basic assumptions of positivism and interpretivism:

Positivism

Interpretivism

Phenomena can be analysed in terms of
variables

Phenomena can be analysed in terms of issues

Data can be collected by a dispassionate
outside observer

Data can be collected by participants and
observers, all with varying degrees of
involvement and detachment

The evidence enables the researcher to
distinguish what is true from what is untrue
and therefore agree on the real reasons for the
phenomena

Truth cannot be determined in any absolute
way, but available evidence is used towards a
consensus. Researchers will sometimes agree
to defer or conclude that truth is undecidable

The purpose of enquiry is to build theories,
which are general statements which validly

The purpose of enquiry is to gain sufficient
understanding in order to predict future

explain phenomena outcomes

When theories
sufficiently, they
productive purposes

have been developed
should be applied for

There is no need to apply theories; as
understanding and prediction are already
theory — in — action, as they were deduced
from action.

Table 4.1: Basic assumptions of positivism and interpretivism (Source: Jankowicz,

2005)

The interpretivist perspective is highly appropriate for business and management
research; especially in the fields of organisational behaviour, marketing and human
resource management. It is the most appropriate perspective for the current study which
examines the decision — making process for prospective international students in UK
higher education. It is the only perspective that will enable the researcher to enter the
social world of the research subjects in order to understand their world from their point
of view and obtain the information required to provide answers to the research

questions.
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4.1.2 Ontological Considerations

Ontology is concerned with the study of being, the nature of being and our ways of
being in the world (Quinlan, 2011). Ontological considerations raise questions about the
assumptions that researchers make about the way the world operates and the
commitment to particular views. The central question is whether social entities can and
should be considered objective entities that have a reality external to social actors, or
whether they can and should be considered social constructions developed from the
perceptions and actions of social actors (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The two main

ontological positions are frequently referred to as objectivism and constructionism:

Objectivism: This is an ontological position that asserts that social phenomena and their
meanings have an existence that is external to and independent of individuals and
confront us as external facts that are beyond our control. It portrays the position that
social entities exist as a meaningful reality external to those social actors concerned
with their existence (Saunders et al, 2012). In the case of organisations, they are seen as
having an almost tangible reality of their own which is separate or external to the

individuals and groups that are actors within them.

Constructionism: This is an ontological position that asserts that social phenomena and
their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors (Bryman & Bell,
2011). Social phenomena and categories are not only created through the perceptions
and actions of the affected social actors, they are also in a constant state of change. Thus
it is necessary to study the details of a situation in order to properly understand what is

happening and the reality occurring behind what is happening (Saunders et al, 2012).

The constructionist position is the most appropriate approach for the current study
which examines the decision — making process for prospective international students in
UK higher education. The role of the researcher in this situation is to seek to understand
the subjective reality of the students in order to be able to understand their motives,

actions and intentions in a meaningful way.

4.2 Research Strategy

This section will identify the different research strategies that are available to the

researcher, assess the suitability of each strategy for the research study and explain the
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rationale for the choice of mixed methods as the right research strategy for this study. It
will also discuss the specific decisions taken by the researcher on the application of the
strategy to the collection and analysis of data. This is because it is important to show
that the research strategy employed for the study is appropriate and consistent with the

research culture in the subject area.

A research design is a framework for the collection & analysis of data and provides a
general plan of the process that the researcher will use to provide answers to the
research questions. It constitutes the blueprint for the collection, measurement and
analysis of data and helps the researcher in the allocation of his limited resources by
posing crucial choices (Blumberg et al, 2011). According to Bryman & Bell (2011), the
choice of research design reflects decisions about the priority being given to a range of
dimensions of the research process. These include the importance attached to expressing
causal connections between variables; generalising to larger groups of individuals than
those actually forming part of the study; understanding behaviour and the meaning of
that behaviour in its specific social context and having a temporal understanding of

social phenomena and their interconnections (Bryman & Bell, 2011).

The research strategy is the methodological link between the research philosophy and
the all - important decision about the specific methods that will be used to collect and
analyse data. The different research strategies that are available for answering the

research questions are:

4.2.1 Experiment

An experimental study is used to investigate the relationship between variables, where
the independent variable is deliberately manipulated in order to observe the effect on the
dependent variable (Collis & Hussey, 2009). They are particularly associated with the
physical sciences where the practice of formulating and testing hypotheses through
carefully designed and controlled tests on materials and non — human life forms is the
norm. Experiments are conducted in a systematic way in a laboratory or natural setting
in order to study the likelihood of a change in an independent variable causing a change
in another, dependent variable. In a typical experiment, the researcher will manipulate
the independent variable (for example quality of lighting) in order to observe the effect

on the dependent variable (for example the productivity of operatives in a factory).
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Experiments use predictions, known as hypothesis rather than research questions,
because the researcher anticipates whether or not a relationship will exist between the

variables.

Experiment is discussed as a research strategy in this section because a true experiment
is often used as a yardstick against which non — experimental research is assessed.
Whilst true experiments tend to be strong in internal validity, it is necessary to
manipulate the independent variable in order to determine whether it does in fact have
an influence on the dependent variable. Experiment is not considered a suitable research
strategy for this study because the independent variables involved (interpersonal

sources) cannot be manipulated.

4.2.2 Survey

This is a research strategy in which data is collected predominantly by questionnaire or
by structured interview from a number of individuals and at a single point in time in
order to collect a body of quantitative or quantifiable data in connection with two or
more variables which are then examined to detect patterns of association. It is a
positivist methodology designed to collect primary or secondary data from a sample,
with a view to analysing them statistically and generalising the results to a population
(Collis & Hussey, 2009). Surveys are quite popular because they allow the collection of
standardised data from a sizeable population in a highly economical way and allow easy
comparison of the data collected. The survey strategy is perceived as authoritative by
most people and is both comparatively easy to explain and to understand (Saunders et
al, 2012). Although the data collected through this strategy is unlikely to be as wide —
ranging as those collected by other research strategies, the data can be used to suggest
possible reasons for specific relationships between variables and to produce models of
these relationships. The main methods for collecting survey data are self — completed
Internet, postal & delivery / collection questionnaires and interviewer - completed

telephone questionnaires & structured interviews.

Although the survey research strategy will not be employed as the principal means of
gathering data for this study, a research tool that falls under the strategy will be used as
part of the mixed methods research strategy that will be employed. The study will use a

self — completed questionnaire to collect information that will enable the researcher to
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provide answers to some of the research questions. The decision not to employ the
survey research strategy as the principal method for gathering data for the study is based
on the inability of the strategy to provide information about underlying processes and
detailed explanations of the behaviour of respondents that is required to provide

answers to one of the research questions.

4.2.3 Case Study

The case study methodology is used to explore a single phenomenon in a natural setting
using a variety of methods to obtain in — depth knowledge and understanding (Collis &
Hussey, 2009). It is widely used in business research and is concerned with the
complexity and particular nature of the case in question. The case may be a specific
organisation, department, group of workers, process, event, person or other
phenomenon. The strategy is usually relevant where the researcher wants to develop a
rich understanding on the context of the research and the processes being implemented.
According to Yin (2003) the research aims not only to explore certain phenomenon, but
also to understand them within a specific context. Also, the research does not start with
a set of questions and notions about the limits within which the study will take place
(Yin, 2003). Finally, the research uses multiple methods for collecting data, which may
be both quantitative and qualitative (Yin, 2003).

With this method, the case is an object of interest in its own right and the researcher
aims to provide an in-depth understanding of it (Bryman & Bell, 2011). The case study
strategy was not seen as ideal for the study because the research is not focussed on
gaining in — depth knowledge and understanding about a specific case, but on providing

answers to specific research questions.

4.2.4 Ethnography

This methodology is used when a researcher wants to conduct an in-depth examination
of a culture (Quinlan, 2011). A major aspect of ethnography involves the researcher
being immersed in a setting and becoming part of the group under study in order to
understand the meanings and significances that people give to their behaviour and that
of others. Ethnography uses participant observation in an attempt to enable the
researcher to interpret the social world in the same way as the members of that

particular world do. Research involving the use of ethnography is normally conducted
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over a long period of time in a clearly defined natural setting and involves direct
participation in the activities taking place. Although ethnography has been used by
business researchers in the past, it is not considered an ideal research strategy for this
study because it will not provide the most practical means for the researcher to gather

the data required to address the research questions.

4.2.5 Action Research

This is an emergent and iterative process of enquiry that is designed to provide solutions
to real organisational problems through a participative and collaborative approach,
which uses different forms of knowledge and which will have implications for
participants and the organisation beyond the research project (Saunders et al, 2012). It is
based on the philosophical assumption that the social world is constantly changing and
the researcher and the research are part of this change. It is about entering into a
situation, attempting to bring about change and monitoring the results. Action research
strategies are aimed at promoting organisational learning to promote practical outcomes

by identifying issues, planning action and evaluating action.

Action research usually takes place within a single organisation and is therefore similar
to a case study approach in many of its procedures (Collis & Hussey, 2009). The
planning stage involves identifying the objectives of the process and how they may be
achieved. The phase of action is usually implemented and its effects observed and
reflected on before modifying the entire plan, as required. The close working
relationship that is required between the researcher and the client organisation is similar
to that of a problem — solving consultancy project, with both parties working together
on analysing the results of the study and publishing the research report. As a case study
based approach, this research strategy was also not considered ideal for the research

study.

4.2.6 Grounded Theory

This methodology is used when the specific focus of the research is on building theory
from data and is very useful when researching phenomenon about which little is known
(Quinlan, 2011). It refers to a situation in which theory is grounded in or developed
inductively from a set of data. It was developed by Glaser & Strauss (1967) as a

reaction to positivist studies to analyse, interpret and explain the meanings that social
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actors construct to make sense of their everyday experiences in specific contexts. The
strategy can be used to develop theoretical explanations of social interactions and
processes by generating theory grounded in data produced from the accounts of social
actors. It is an inductive approach that enables the researcher to collect and analyse data
simultaneously, whilst developing analytical codes as these emerge from the data in

order to reorganise these data into categories (Saunders et al, 2012).

Easterby — Smith et al (2012) noted that the methods of grounded theory have been
developed mainly within educational and health settings where access to data and cases
is relatively flexible and easy. The challenges of getting access within commercial
organisations and the lack of freedom for researchers to select their samples on
theoretical grounds makes it difficult to apply the strategy in its pure form in
management research. The nature of this study makes grounded theory an unsuitable

research strategy.

4.2.7 Archival Research

This is the use of administrative records and documents as the principal source of data
for a research study (Saunders et al, 2012). All research that make use of data contained
in administrative records can be referred to as secondary data analysis because the data
were collected for a different purpose. In situations when these data are used in an
archival research strategy they are analysed because they are part of the organisation’s
daily activities and are therefore part of the reality being studied rather than having been
collected originally as data for research purposes. As a research strategy, it can be used
for exploratory, descriptive or explanatory research and enables the researcher to
address research questions which focus on the past or changes over time. The use of the
strategy is constrained by the nature of administrative records and documents available
and it is important for researchers to establish this and design their study to make the

best use of available data.

Scott (1990, pp. 6) outlined four criteria for assessing the quality of documents as
authenticity, credibility, representativeness and meaning. Authenticity relates to whether
the evidence is genuine and of unquestionable origin. Credibility relates to whether the

evidence is free from error and distortion. Representativeness relates to whether the
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evidence is typical of its kind, and, if not, whether the extent of its untypicality is

known. Meaning relates to whether the evidence is clear and comprehensible.

Although archival research will not be used as the principal research strategy in this
study, the researcher will be using data from application forms completed by
prospective international students at a UK university to support information obtained
from other sources. The application forms completed by prospective international
students applying to the university are an important part of students’ records and meet

Scott’s four criteria for assessing the quality of documents.

4.2.8 Mixed Methods

This is a research strategy that combines qualitative and quantitative research in the
same study. Tashakkori & Creswell (2007, pp.207) defined mixed method as “research
in which the investigator collects and analyses data, integrates the findings and draws
inferences using both qualitative and quantitative approaches”. It is a research method
in which the researcher combines elements of qualitative and quantitative research
approaches for the purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration
(Johnson et al, 2007). Cresswell & Clark (2011) described mixed methods as a research
strategy where the researcher collects and analyses both qualitative and quantitative data
based on research questions, integrates the two forms of data concurrently by combining
them sequentially or embedding one within the other and gives priority to one or both
forms of data. It also involves using the procedures in a single study or in multiple
phases of a research study, applying these procedures within philosophical worldviews
and theoretical lenses, and combining the research procedures into specific designs that

directs the plan for conducting the study (Cresswell & Clark, 2011).

An important characteristic of truly mixed methods research is that they involve the
integration of the qualitative and quantitative findings at some stage of the research
process. Integration can happen during data collection, analysis or at the interpretive

stage of the research process.

Bryman (2006) outlined a number of rationales for combining both qualitative and

quantitative research in the same study:
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10.

11.

12.

Triangulation or greater validity: This refers to the traditional belief that
quantitative and qualitative research can be combined to triangulate findings so
that they may be mutually corroborated.

Offset: This is the idea that the research methods associated with both
quantitative and qualitative research have their own strengths and weaknesses.
Combining both methods enables the researcher to offset their weaknesses by
drawing on the strength of both.

Completeness: This is the notion that researchers can provide a more
comprehensive account of the subject area by using both quantitative and
qualitative research.

Process: Quantitative research provides an account of structures in social life
whilst qualitative research provides sense of process.

Different research questions: This is the argument that quantitative and
qualitative research can each be used to answer different research questions.
Explanation: This refers to situations when one can be used to help explain the
findings produced by the other.

Unexpected results: This is the suggestion that both methods can be fruitfully
combined when one generates surprising results that can only be understood by
employing the other.

Instrument development: This refers to situations in which qualitative research is
used to develop questionnaire and scale items in order to generate better
wording or more comprehensive closed answers.

Sampling: It is possible for one approach to be used to facilitate the sampling of
respondents or cases.

Credibility: This is the suggestion that employing both approaches enhances the
integrity of findings.

Context: The combination can be rationalised in terms of qualitative research
providing contextual understanding along with either generalizable, externally
valid findings or broad relationships among variables uncovered through a
survey.

[lustration: This is the use of qualitative data to illustrate or provide examples of
quantitative findings. This is often referred to as putting “meat on the bones” of

“dry” quantitative findings.
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13.

14.

15.

16.

Utility or improving the usefulness of findings: This is the idea that combining
both approaches will be more useful to practitioners. It is quite prominent among
articles with an applied focus.

Confirm and discover: This means using qualitative data to generate hypotheses
and using quantitative research to test them within a single study.

Diversity of views: This means combining researchers’ and participants’
perspectives through quantitative and qualitative research respectively, and
uncovering relationships between variables while also revealing meanings
among participants through qualitative research.

Enhancement or building upon research findings: This means making more of or
augmenting either quantitative or qualitative findings by gathering data using a

qualitative or quantitative research approach.

The main rationale for employing mixed methods in this study are completeness,

explanation, credibility, illustration and the need to address different research questions:

Completeness: The application of both quantitative and qualitative research to
the study of the interpersonal sources that are most influential in the decision-
making process for prospective international students in UK higher education
provides the researcher with a much more comprehensive account of the subject
area.

Explanation: This refers to the fact that the information gathered from the in-
depth interviews will provide detailed explanations for the findings generated by
the survey and archival research.

Credibility: The use of both quantitative and qualitative methods for the study
significantly enhances the integrity of the findings.

[lustration: The information obtained from in-depth interviews provide
examples and illustrations that will increase understanding of the survey results.
Different research questions: The information required to address the first three
research questions were obtained from the findings of the survey and archival
research. The answer to the fourth research question come from information

generated through the in-depth interviews.

Scandura & Williams (2000) emphasised the importance of researchers assessing the

methods they employ because the impact of management studies depends on the

130



appropriateness and rigour of the research methods chosen. McGrath (1982) stated that
it is impossible to conduct an unflawed study because any research method chosen will
have inherent flaws and the choice of that method will limit the conclusions that can be
drawn. The best way to conduct an effective study in this situation is to obtain
corroborating evidence from a variety of research methods. The main reason for using
mixed methods for this study is that the combination of qualitative and quantitative
findings enable the researcher to forge an overall or negotiated account of the findings
that is not possible through the application of any single method. Johnson &
Onwuegbuzie (2004) concluded that the methodological plurality of mixed methods
research can add insights and understandings that might be missed when only a single
method is used and may produce more complete knowledge necessary to inform theory
and practice. The combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches has the
potential to provide a better understanding of research problems and complex
phenomena than either approach alone, by incorporating the strengths of both
methodologies and reducing some of the problems associated with singular methods
(Molina — Azorin, 2011). Several recent studies (Bryman, 2006 & Molina — Azorin,
2011) suggest that mixed methods research has acquired credibility in the field of
business studies and is being employed on a fairly regular basis. Molina — Azorin
(2011) concluded that the fact that mixed methods journal articles received more
citations than non — mixed methods studies may be explained by the value that these

mixed methods articles add to management research.

Cresswell & Clark (2011) outlined the four key decisions that are involved in choosing
an appropriate mixed method design for a research study. The decisions are the level of
interaction between the strands, the relative priority of the strands, the timing of the

strands and the procedures for mixing the strands.

4.2.8.1 The level of interaction between the strands
This refers to the extent to which the qualitative and quantitative strands are kept
independent or interact with each other in the research process. This is one of the most
critical decisions in designing a mixed method study and the two options for a
relationship are:

¢ Independent: This is a situation when the quantitative and qualitative strands are

implemented in a way that keeps them separate from each other. The researcher
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keeps the quantitative and qualitative research questions, data collection and
data analysis separate, only to mix them when drawing conclusions during the
interpretation at the end of the study. This is the option that is most suitable and
is employed in this study. The research questions, data collection and data
analysis for the questionnaire survey and in-depth interviews are kept separate,
only to be mixed at the interpretation stage of the study.

Interactive: This is a situation where direct interaction exists between the
quantitative and qualitative strands of the study. The methods can be mixed at
the research questions, data collection or data analysis stages and in many
different ways. This option is not being employed for this study because the
research question being addressed by the qualitative research tool (in-depth
interviews) is different from those being addressed by the quantitative research

tool (questionnaire).

4.2.8.2 The priority of the quantitative and qualitative strands

The researcher needs to make explicit & implicit decisions about the relative importance

of the quantitative and qualitative strands within the research design. Priority indicates

the relative importance of the quantitative or qualitative methods used to answer the

research questions. The three possible options are:

Equal priority: This is when both methods play an equally important role in
addressing the research problem.

Quantitative priority: This is when a greater emphasis is placed on the
quantitative methods whilst the qualitative methods are used in a secondary role.
This is the option that is employed in this study. The quantitative method
(survey) provides the data required to answer three of the research questions
whilst the qualitative method provides the data required to answer one research
question.

Qualitative priority: This is where greater importance is placed on the qualitative

methods and the quantitative method is used in a secondary role.

4.2.8.3 The timing of the quantitative and qualitative strands

The researcher needs to make decisions regarding the temporal relationship between the

quantitative and qualitative strands within a research study. The decision relates to the

time the quantitative and qualitative data sets are collected and the order in which the
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results from the two sets of data are used within the study. There are three options

relating to timing within mixed method designs:

Concurrent timing: This happens when both the quantitative and qualitative
strands are implemented during a single phase of the research study.

Sequential timing: This happens in situations where the researcher implements
the strands in two distinct phases, with the collection and analysis of quantitative
(or qualitative) data occurring after the collection and analysis of qualitative (or
quantitative) data.

Multiphase combination timing: This happens in situations where the researcher
implements multiple phases that include sequential and/or concurrent timing
during the research process. This timing method is employed for this study and
is appropriate because the implementation of one phase is not in any way
affected by the implementation of the other. In this study, the collection of data
through the survey questionnaire and in-depth interviews are implemented in
multiple phases. The researcher collected data through the survey questionnaire
in two phases and then collects data through the in-depth interviews. The data

collected are then analysed separately around the same period of time.

4.2.8.4 Where and how to mix the quantitative and qualitative strands

The researcher also needs to decide the appropriate approach for mixing the two

approaches within the mixed method design. Brannen (2005) noted that drawing upon

data across the quantitative / qualitative spectrum can occur at all phases of the research

process: shaping the ideas at the start of the enquiry, influencing the process of analysis

or at the later stage conclusions are drawn by the researcher. Mixing refers to the

interrelationship or level of integration between the study’s quantitative and qualitative

strands. The ‘point of interface’ is the stage or point within the research process where

the quantitative and qualitative strands are mixed. Mixing can occur at a number of

points within the research process:

Mixing during data analysis: This is when the quantitative and qualitative
strands are mixed during the stage of the process when the two sets of data is
analysed by the researcher. The researcher analyses the data from both strands
and merges them through a combined analyses.

Mixing during data collection: This happens when the qualitative and

quantitative strands are mixed during the stage of the process when the
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researcher collects a second set of data. The researcher mixes the data by using a
strategy of ‘connecting’ where the result of one strand builds to the collection of
the other type of data. The connection occurs when the results of the first strand
is used to shape the collection of data in the second strand by determining
aspects of the data collection process.

Mixing at the level of design: This happens when the quantitative and qualitative
strands are mixed during the larger design stage of the research process. Mixing
at this level can happen within a traditional quantitative or qualitative research
design, an emancipatory theory, a substantive social science theory or the overall
programme objective.

Mixing during interpretation: This is a situation where the quantitative and
qualitative strands are mixed during the final step of the research process, after
both sets of data have been collected and analysed by the researcher. The
conclusions reached by the researcher will reflect what was learned from the
combination of results from the quantitative and qualitative strands of the study.
This is the mixing method that is most appropriate for this study. The data
collected through the survey questionnaire and in-depth interviews are analysed

before being mixed at the interpretation stage.

4.2.8.5 Arguments for & against mixed methods

Based on a study of several publications, Easterby — Smith et al (2012) outlined the

arguments for and against the use of mixed methods as a research strategy:

Arguments for Mixed Methods Arguments against Mixed Methods

¢ Increases the confidence & reliability e Replication is difficult

of results e The research design must be relevant
¢ Increases validity to the research question
e Stimulates creative & inventive e They provide no help if you are asking

methods the wrong questions
e (Can uncover deviant dimensions e They take up more resources than
e Can help synthesis & integration of single method studies

theories e Their use requires a competent overall
e May serve as a critical test of design

competing theories e The researcher needs to be skilled in
e Can combine confirmatory & the use of both methods

exploratory research at the same time e [t is not always helpful if one method
e Presents greater diversity of views simply provides window dressing for
® Provides stronger inferences the other.

Table 4.2: Arguments for & against Mixed Methods (Easterby — Smith et al, 2012,

pp.63)
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The use of a mixed method design provides completeness, explanation, credibility,
illustration and enables the researcher to effectively address the different research
questions. The combination of qualitative and quantitative findings also enables the
researcher to forge an overall or negotiated account of the findings that is not possible
through the application of a single method. Molina - Azorin (2011) argued that mixed
methods can answer questions that other methodologies cannot, provide better
inferences and provide the opportunity for presenting a greater diversity of divergent
views. Mertens (2005) noted that many researchers have used mixed methods because
it seemed intuitively obvious to them that its use would enrich their ability to draw
conclusions about the problem being studied. Niglas (2004) observed that the results
from the use of different methods to investigate a phenomenon provide mutual

confirmation that increases confidence in the validity of the results.

4.3 Research Methods

A research method is “a systematic and orderly approach taken towards the collection
and analysis of data so that information can be obtained from those data” (Jancowicz,
2005, pp.220). Every aspect of empirical work is directed towards gathering and
presenting data from which the information required to answer the research questions

can be easily and simply derived.

Whilst the review of existing literature provided general information on the decision-
making process for UK higher education, it did not provide the specific information
required to address the research questions. This section will discuss the methods that are
available to the researcher and assess the suitability of the different methods. Research
methods generally fall under two headings; quantitative research and qualitative

research.

4.3.1 Quantitative Research

Quantitative research entails the collection of numerical data, is said to be objective and
situated within a framework of positivism (Quinlan, 2011). Quantitative data are
normally precise, can be captured at various points in time and in different contexts and
are associated with a degree of positivist methodology that usually results in findings

with a high degree of reliability (Collis & Hussey, 2009).
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Although quantitative research is usually associated with a deductive approach where
the focus is on using data to test theory, it may also incorporate an inductive approach
where data are used to develop theory. It examines relationships between variables
which are measured numerically and can be analysed using a range of statistical
techniques (Saunders et al, 2012). Quantitative research such as experiments often
incorporates controls to ensure the validity of data. Due to the standardisation of the
data collection method, it is important to ensure that questions are expressed clearly so
that they are understood in the same way by all respondents. The application of

probability sampling techniques ensures generalizability of the research findings.

The main research strategies associated with quantitative research are experiments,
structured observations and survey research through the use of questionnaires or
structured interviews. Researchers tend to use reliability, construct validity, internal
validity and external validity to assess the quality of studies conducted with this
strategy:

e Reliability: This is concerned with the issue of consistency of measures. It
addresses the issue of whether data collection methods and analytical procedures
would produce consistent findings if they were repeated on another occasion or
by a different researcher. The threats to reliability include participant error,
participant bias, researcher error and researcher bias. The existence of these
threats mean that the researcher needs to be methodologically rigorous in the
way they devise and conduct their research in order to avoid threatening the
reliability of the findings and conclusions. It is also important to report every
part of the study in a fully transparent way so that others can judge for
themselves and be able to replicate the study if they wish to do so.

e Construct validity: This refers to the extent to which the research measures
actually measure what the researcher intends them to assess. Where questions
are designed for questionnaires or interviews, it relates to the extent to which the
measurement questions actually measure the presence of those constructs that
the researcher intends to measure in the process of achieving the objectives of
the study.

e Internal validity: The internal validity of a study is established when the study
demonstrates a causal relationship between two variables. In a questionnaire —

based survey, this will happen where a set of questions can be shown
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statistically to be associated with an analytical factor. Researchers attempt to
overcome challenges with internal validity by finding other relevant evidence
that supports the answers provided by the questionnaire — based survey.

e External validity: This relates to the extent to which the findings of a research
study can be generalised to other relevant settings or groups. External validity
will normally depend on the extent to which the respondents that form the
sample for the study are representative of the general population or the other

settings or groups.

The main objectives of quantitative researchers reflect the epistemologically grounded
beliefs about what constitutes acceptable knowledge. Bryman & Bell (2011) outlined
the main preoccupations of quantitative researchers as measurement, causality,
generalization and replication. Quantitative researchers are preoccupied with
measurement because it allows them to precisely describe small differences between
people in terms of the characteristics in question, provides a consistent yardstick for
making such distinctions and provides the basis for more precise estimates of the degree
of relationship between different concepts. Quantitative researchers are concerned with
explaining why things are the way they are. This feature of the natural sciences is the
motivation for the work of many quantitative researchers. Quantitative researchers want
to be able to claim that their findings can be generalized beyond the confines of the
particular context in which the research was conducted. Significant effort is put into
designing studies that are based on representative samples so that the researcher can say
that the results can apply to individuals other than those who responded in the study. In
line with the philosophy of the natural sciences, quantitative researchers also regard the
ability to replicate as an important ingredient of their activities. This is why they take
time to clearly spell out their procedures so that they can be replicated by others, even

though in most cases the research is not actually replicated by anyone else.

Bryman & Bell (2011) outlined the following criticisms of quantitative research:
e Those undertaking quantitative research fail to distinguish people and social
institutions from ‘the world of nature’.
e The measurement process used in quantitative research possesses an artificial

and spurious sense of precision and accuracy.
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e The reliance of quantitative research on instruments and procedures hinders the
connection between research and everyday life.
e The analysis of relationships between variables provides a static view of social

life that is independent of people’s lives.

4.3.2 Qualitative Research

This is a research strategy that is used for the collection and analysis of non-numerical
data that usually represent feelings, thoughts, ideas and opinions. The data collected
through qualitative research are usually transient, understood only within context and
are associated with an interpretive methodology that usually results in findings with a
high degree of validity (Collis & Hussey, 2009). According to Hesse — Biber (2010), the
approach aims to understand how individuals make sense of their social world. It is
committed to multiple views of social reality whereby the respondent becomes the
“expert” as it is his or her view of reality that the researcher seeks to interpret. It is
associated with an interpretive philosophy because researchers need to make sense of
the subjective and socially constructed meanings expressed about the phenomenon

being studied (Saunders et al, 2012).

Qualitative research generally focuses on understanding participants’ meanings and the
relationships between them, using a variety of data collection techniques and analytical
procedures to develop a conceptual framework (Saunders et al, 2012). It uses non —
probability sampling to collect non — standardised data during research processes that
are naturalistic and interactive. Thus the success of the researcher depends not only on
gaining physical access to participants but also on building good relationships and
demonstrating sensibility to gain cognitive access to their data. Qualitative researchers
are much more inclined than their quantitative counterparts to provide a great deal of
descriptive details when reporting the outcomes of their research (Bryman & Bell,

2011). They are concerned not only with description, but also with explanation.

The main research strategies associated with qualitative research are action research,
case study, ethnography, grounded theory, narrative research, unstructured interviews,
critical incident technique, protocol analysis, diary methods, observation and focus
groups. Over the years there has been a lot of debate amongst qualitative researchers

about the relevance of the standards used to assess the quality of quantitative research
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(reliability, construct validity, internal validity and external validity) to assessment of
qualitative studies. Several writers have suggested that qualitative studies should be
evaluated according to criteria that are different to those used by quantitative
researchers. Lincoln & Guba (1985) & Lincoln & Guba (1994) suggested that it is
necessary to specify methods of assessing the quality of qualitative research that
provide an alternative to validity and reliability. They proposed that the quality of
qualitative studies should be assessed on trustworthiness and authenticity.
Trustworthiness comprises of four criteria:

e (Credibility: This criterion is similar to internal validity and refers to the fact that
the feasibility of the account that a researcher arrives at will determine its
acceptability to others. This requires the researcher to ensure that the study is
conducted according to the canons of good practice and the findings submitted
to respondents or participants for confirmation that the investigator has correctly
understood that social world.

e Transferability: This criterion is similar to external validity and refers to the
extent to which the researcher provides rich accounts or thick descriptions of
their study in order to provide others with a database for making judgements
about the possible transferability of the findings to other situations.

e Dependability: This criterion is similar to reliability and refers to the need to
establish the merit of the research study by adopting an ‘auditing’ approach.
This requires the researcher to ensure that complete and accessible records are
kept of all phases of the research process so that peers can act as auditors to
assess the degree to which theoretical inferences can be justified.

¢ Confirmability: This criterion is similar to objectivity and refers to the need to
ensure that the researcher has acted in good faith and has not overtly allowed
personal values or theoretical inclinations to sway the conduct of the study and

the findings deriving from it.

Authenticity comprises of five criteria:
e Fairness: This refers to the extent to which the research fairly represents
different viewpoints among members of the social setting.
e Ontological authenticity: This refers to the extent to which the research helps

members to arrive at a better understanding of their social situation.
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e Educative authenticity: This refers to the extent to which the researcher help
members to better appreciate the perspectives of other members of their social
setting.

e Catalytic authenticity: This refers to the extent to which the research has acted as
an impetus to members to engage in action to change their circumstances.

e Tactical authenticity: This refers to the extent to which the research has

empowered members to take the steps necessary for engaging in action.

The main objectives of qualitative researchers reflect the epistemologically grounded
beliefs about what constitutes acceptable knowledge. Unlike quantitative researchers
that are influenced by the natural sciences, qualitative researchers are influenced by

interpretivism.

Bryman & Bell (2011) highlighted the following criticisms of qualitative research:

¢ Qualitative research is too subjective: This is because qualitative findings rely
too much on the researcher’s often unsystematic views about what is significant
and also upon the close relationships that they frequently strike up with
respondents.

¢ Qualitative research is difficult to replicate: Qualitative research is difficult to
replicate because it is unstructured and mostly reliant upon the researcher’s
ingenuity.

¢ Problems of generalization: The findings from most qualitative studies cannot be
generalized because the respondents interviewed & cases examined are not
normally representative of the population.

e Lack of transparency: This is because it is sometimes difficult to establish what

the qualitative researcher actually did and how they arrived at the conclusions.
4.3.3 Contrasts between quantitative and qualitative research

Based on a study of the work of several writers, Bryman & Bell (2011) outlined some

common contrasts between quantitative and qualitative research:
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Quantitative Research Qualitative Research

Uses numbers Uses words

Point of view of researcher Point of view of participants
Researcher is distant Researcher is close

Theory & concepts are tested Theory & concepts emerge from data
Presents a static image Presents events as they unfold

Highly structured process Unstructured process

Findings are generalizable Attempts to understand specific contexts
Uses hard, reliable data Uses rich, deep data

Focus on macro variables Focus on micro variables

Concerned with people’s behaviour Concerned with the meaning of actions
Conducted in artificial settings Conducted in natural settings

Table 4.3: Contrasts between quantitative and qualitative research (Source: Bryman &

Bell, 2011)

As stated in the previous section, the research strategy employed in this study is mixed
methods. It combines the use of a qualitative research tool (in-depth interviews) with
the use of a quantitative methods tool (survey). This approach was selected because of
its ability to provide a much more complete picture of the issues relating to the research
questions and to uncover aspects that might be missed through the application of a
single method. It also has the potential to significantly increase confidence in the

validity and reliability of the results of the study.

4.4 Data Collection Methods

Data collection methods or techniques are particular step — by — step procedures that
you can follow in order to gather data and analyse them for the information they contain
(Jancowicz, 2005). They represent the options that are available to the researcher for the
collection of the specific data required to effectively address the research questions. The
main research questions are:

1. What are the interpersonal sources from which prospective international
students obtain the information required to make decisions on which
university to choose?

2. How important is information obtained from interpersonal sources in the
decision-making process?

3. Which interpersonal sources are most influential at the evaluation of

alternatives stage of the decision-making process?
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4. In what ways do interpersonal sources influence the decision of prospective
international students at the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-

making process?

Researchers need to employ the tools that are most appropriate to the kind of questions
they wish to ask, the kind of environment they are operating in and the kind of research
question they have adopted. This section will examine the methods that are available to
the researcher, identify the methods that will be used and provide justifications for the

choice of methods.

4.4.1 The main research tools that are associated with quantitative research

e Experiments: Experiments allow the evaluation of casual relationships among
variables. It enables the researcher to control the conditions so that one or more
variables can be manipulated in order to test a hypothesis (Zikmund, 2003). In
an experiment, the researcher manipulates the independent or explanatory
variable and then observes whether the hypothesised dependent variable is
affected by the intervention. They differ from other research methods in terms of
the degree of control the researcher has over the research situation. The
effectiveness of experiments as a research tool is judged by two main measures
— internal validity and external validity. Internal validity relates to whether the
experiment conducted was the sole cause of the changes observed in the
dependent variable. External validity refers to the ability to generalise beyond
the data of an experiment to other subjects or groups in the population being
studied.

e Survey / Questionnaire: This is “a tool for collecting primary data in which a
sample of respondents are asked a list of carefully structured questions chosen
after considerable testing, with a view to eliciting reliable responses” (Collins &
Hussey, 2009, pp.192). They can be administered by post, by telephone, online,
face — to — face, through group distribution and through individual distribution.

e Structured Interviews: Involves collecting primary data by questioning a sample
of interviewers to find out what they think, do or feel. The researcher asks a
predetermined set of questions, using the same wording and order of questions
for each respondent as specified in the interview schedule (Kumar, 2014). The

questions are usually closed questions, each with a set of predetermined
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answers. They can be conducted face — to — face, by telephone or by other
electronic means. The interview schedule is a written list of questions that have
been thoroughly pre — tested for use by the interviewer. A major advantage of
the tool is that it provides uniform information which can be easily compared
because each interviewee is asked the same set of questions. Although it requires
fewer interviewing skills than unstructured interviewing, there is a limit to the
amount of data that can be gathered.

Structured Observation: This is a non — verbal means of obtaining primary data
where the researcher has pre — defined ideas about what they are looking for.
The researcher attempts to systematically record behaviour along predefined
aspects by observing what respondents are doing, rather than asking them what
they are doing. It is often used to complement questioning. Unlike participant
observation, the observer does not get involved in the activities being studied.
The two main forms of structured observation are direct and indirect observation
(Blumberg et al, 2011). Direct observation happens when the observer is
physically present and personally monitors what is happening. Indirect
observation happens when the recording is done by mechanical, photographic or
electronic means. A major advantage of structured observation is that it largely
eliminates respondent bias, as long as the respondent does not change his or her
behaviour while being observed. Like other forms of observation, structured

observation raises a number of ethical issues.

4.4.2 The main research tools that are associated with qualitative research

Unstructured Interview: This is a type of interview where the questions have not
been prepared beforehand, but evolve during the course of the interview session.
The questions asked by the researcher are usually open — ended, with probes to
explore the interviewee’s answers in more depth. They are particularly useful in
situations where the researcher is studying a wide — ranging problem area and
needs to detect and identify the issues relevant to understanding the situation
(Blumberg et al, 2011). They are often called qualitative interviews or in-depth
interviews.

Critical Incident Technique: This is “a technique in which respondents are asked
to describe in detail a critical incident or number of incidents that are key to the

research questions” (Saunders et al, 2012, pp.668). A critical incident is an event
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where the consequences are so clear that the respondent has a definite idea about
its impact. The technique allows the researcher to collect important facts about
the behaviour of respondents in defined situations in an objective manner. It
does not have a rigid set of rules, but a flexible set of principles that can be
modified and adapted according to the circumstances (Collis & Hussey, 2009).
Protocol Analysis: This is “a data collection method that is used to identify a
practitioner’s mental processes in solving a problem in a particular situation,
including the logic and methods used” (Collis & Hussey, 2009, pp.148). The
method is used to find out how people behave and think in a particular situation,
especially in solving a complex problem. The studies are usually small and tend
to involve fewer than a dozen participants. It is a complex research tool that
requires the researcher to devise a realistic problem, address the fundamental
issues and define the scope of the study.

Diary Method: This is a method for collecting written data where selected
participants are asked to keep records of relevant information in diary forms
over a specific period of time. The diary is used to record what people do and
how they think and feel about it. Robson (2002) argued that they are
tantalizingly attractive because they appear on the surface to provide the means
of generating substantial amounts of data with minimal effort on the part of the
researcher. The researcher employing this tool will ask participants to record
relevant information in diary form or in booklets over a period of time. The
method can be used by management practitioners to measure the frequency of
certain activities so that they can improve work processes. The method offers the
advantage of allowing the views of different diarists to be recorded and
compared. A major disadvantage of the method is that the process of setting up a
diary involves considerable time and effort and the availability of participants
who can express themselves well in writing.

Unstructured Observation: This is a data collection method that can be used in a
laboratory or natural setting to observe and record the action and behaviour of
people. It is conducted in situations where the researcher does not know what
aspects of elements of the action or the phenomenon should or could be
observed (Quinlan, 2011). Observation is viewed as scientific inquiry when it is
conducted specifically to answer research questions, is systematically planned

and executed, uses proper controls, and provides a reliable and valid record of
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what happened (Blumberg et al, 2011). Non — participant observation is where
the researcher observes and records what people say and do without being
involved. The subjects of the research might not be aware that they are being
observed, especially when the observation is being done through mechanical
equipment like CCTV cameras and traffic counters. Participant observation is
where the researcher is fully involved with the participants and the subject being
researched. The data collection method is used by researchers to obtain a
detailed understanding of the values, motives and practices of the individuals
being observed. Observation is an effective method for collecting data from
subjects that cannot easily articulate themselves and allows researchers to
capture events as they occur within their natural environment. Apart from the
inability of the researcher to control the variables being observed in their natural
setting, observation as a data collection method raises issues about ethics,
objectivity, visibility, the technology used to record what people say and do, and
the impact the researcher might have on those being observed.

Focus Groups: This is a method for collecting data that combines interviewing
and observation by allowing selected participants to discuss their reactions and
feelings about a phenomenon, under the guidance of a group leader. It is a group
interview that concentrates on a specific issue or phenomena by encouraging
discussion amongst participants and the sharing of perceptions in an open and
tolerant environment. Most focus group researchers are interested in revealing
how the group participants view the issues with which they are confronted and
tend to provide a fairly unstructured setting for the extraction of their views and
perspectives. The technique allows the researcher to develop an understanding
of why people feel the way they do by allowing participants to bring out issues
in relation to a topic that they deem to be important and significant. Barbour
(2005, pp.742) stated that “any group can be called a focus group as long as the
researcher is actively encouraging of, and attentive to, the group interaction”.
Focus groups can be quite useful in developing knowledge of a new
phenomenon, generating propositions from the issues that emerge, developing
questions for a survey and obtaining feedback on the findings of research in
which the focus group members had participated (Collis & Hussey, 2009). Inglis
(1992) stated that focus groups can be helpful in developing a deeper, layered

understanding of how respondents may think about a particular topic, what
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factors are important and what terminologies would be appropriate for inclusion

in questionnaires and interview questions.

An understanding of the research tools available and the dominant tools employed by
other researchers that have undertaken research in the subject area provides an
indication of the most appropriate research tools for this study. The research design will
use in-depth interviews and self — completion questionnaires that will be administered
through a quantitative survey of first year African international students in a UK
university to collect the data required to answer the research questions. The next section

contains detailed descriptions of both tools and the reasons for their selection.

4.4.3 In-depth Interviews

An interview is a form of direct communication in which an interviewer asks
respondents questions in a face — to — face situation (Zikmund, 2003). It is a data
collection method in which a sample of interviewers are asked questions about what
they think, do or feel. In a semi — structured interview, the researcher will have a list of
themes and some key questions that need to be covered, although the way that they are
used may vary from one interview to the other. Unstructured / in-depth interviews are
much more informal with the researcher using questions that have not been prepared
beforehand but generally evolve during the course of the interview. In-depth interviews
are usually open — ended and allow the researcher to use probes to explore the
interviewee’s answers in more depth. They provide an opportunity for the researcher to
probe interviewees deeply in order to uncover new clues, open up new dimensions of a
problem and secure vivid, accurate and inclusive accounts that are based on their
personal experiences. Although the researcher has a clear idea of the issues that they
need to explore, they do not come to the interview session with a predetermined list of
questions. Instead they give the interviewee the opportunity to talk freely about events,

behaviour and beliefs in relation to the subject area.

Easterby — Smith et al (2012) suggested that in-depth interviews are appropriate in the
following situations:
e When it is important to understand the constructs that the respondent uses as a

basis for his or her opinions and belief about a particular situation

146



e When the aim of the interview is to develop an understanding of the
respondent’s ‘world’ so that the respondent might influence it

e  When the step — by — step logic of a situation is not clear

e When the subject matter is highly confidential or commercially sensitive

e When the interviewee may be reluctant to be truthful about the issue other than

confidentially in a one — to — one situation

In-depth interviews are being employed in this study because the step — by — step logic
of the decision-making process is not clear and it is important to understand the
constructs that the respondent uses as a basis for their opinions and beliefs about the
issue being studied. Stokes & Bergin (2006) concluded that individual in-depth
interviews would appear to be more appropriate for research situations where there is a
specific well — defined issue to investigate which requires a detailed understanding of
consumer perspectives. They found that interviews are free from group pressures and
demonstrated the ability to get under the surface and expose important attitudinal data.
The method has also been used successfully in major research studies in the subject area

by other researchers.

The researcher selects individuals who can provide information on the research topic
and made contact with them in order to discuss different aspects of the study, to seek
their informed consent, to explain their expected involvement and to decide the most
convenient time and place to conduct the interviews. Collis & Hussey (2009) observed
that interviews are very time — consuming and might give rise to problems with
recording the questions and answers, controlling the range of topics and analysing the
data. The ability to change the questions raised and matters explored from one interview
to the other needs to be balanced with the need to stay focussed on the research

objectives / questions.

Easterby — Smith et al (2012) outlined some important practical issues involved in
conducting interviews that may affect the outcome of the interview and of which the
researcher should be aware:
1. Obtaining trust: This is an important element in ensuring that the interviews
provide the information that the researcher requires to address the research

questions. Failure to develop trust usually results in interviewees simply
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resorting to telling the researcher what they think he or she wants to know. A
relationship of trust will create an environment where the interviewee will be
comfortable enough to provide sincere answers to the researcher’s questions.
Social interaction: The questions that the researcher may ask and the answers
that an interviewer will provide often depend on the level of social interaction
between the parties. Developing a good rapport helps to build the level of social
interaction required to conduct a good interview.

Using appropriate language: The researcher needs to use a language that is
comprehensible and relevant to the people being interviewed. It is not a good
strategy to use too many theoretical concepts or words that might be difficult for
interviewees to understand.

The location of the interview: The interview should be conducted in setting that
is quiet, private and convenient for the interviewee.

Recording interviews: Recording the interviews with a tape recorder aids the
listening process and gives the opportunity of an unbiased record of the
conversation. Good quality audio recording is also important for accurate
transcripts and enables the researcher to be able to re — listen to the interview in
order to hear things that might have been missed out at the time. The
interviewer’s consent will be required to record the interview and is only
normally withheld in studies involving confidential or sensitive personal

information.

Having considered the issues outlined above in designing the process for conducting the

in-depth interviews, the researcher used the following different questions types during

the interviews in order to ensure that interviewees provide the information required to

address the research questions:

Introductory questions: These are general questions that are used to get the
interview started and establish a rapport with the interviewee.

Direct questions: These provide information on how interviewees assess a
situation from their perspective and might ask them to describe their opinion or
feeling.

Follow — up questions: These are used to ask the respondent to elaborate further

on a given question or to clarify whether they have understood them correctly.

148



Interpreting questions: These are used to confirm that the researcher has
interpreted the information provided correctly.

Specifying questions: These questions require the interviewee to elaborate on
the answer and to offer more information.

Probing questions: They are used in response to what the interviewer has said in
order to gain greater understanding of the issue.

Structuring questions: These are used in situations when the researcher feels that
a subject has been sufficiently covered and want to move on to something else.
Silence or Pausing: Can be used as an important way of letting the interviewer

know that the researcher wants to hear more about a subject.

Zikmund (2003) outlined the following advantages of personal interviews:

Opportunity for feedback: They provide the opportunity for the researcher to
provide feedback in clarifying any issues that respondents have about the
questions or instructions.

Probing complex questions: They also provide an invaluable opportunity to
obtain detailed information from the respondent by probing.

Length of interview: In situations where the research questions would have
required a lengthy questionnaire, interviews are much more effective at
gathering data.

Complete questionnaires: Compared to other methods, social interaction
between the researcher and a respondent in a personal interview increases the
likelihood that the respondent will provide answers to all the questions asked.
Props & Visual Aids: Interviews provide the opportunity for the researcher to
use visual aids and props that might make it easier for the interviewee to
understand certain questions and provide the right answers.

High participation: Although some people are reluctant to participate in a
survey, the presence of an interviewer normally increases the proportion of

people willing to complete the interview.

Zikmund (2003) & Blumberg et al (2011) outlined the following disadvantages of

personal interviews:
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e High Cost: Personal interviews are normally more expensive to conduct than
mail, internet and telephone surveys. The follow — up process can also be labour
- intensive.

e Lack of anonymity of respondent: Respondents may be reluctant to provide
personal, confidential or sensitive information because they are not anonymous.

¢ Time: The researcher needs to spend a much longer period of time in the field
collecting data.

e Expertise: The effective uses of interviews require highly trained interviewers.

e (Global considerations: Willingness to participate in interviews varies
considerably around the world. This makes it more difficult to use the method in

some parts of the world.

A major issue in conducting in-depth interviews is the decision about the number of
interviews to conduct. The general belief is that saturation is the key to excellent
qualitative work and that data collection should continue until data saturation is reached.
Data saturation is the point in the research process when additional interviews do not
necessarily provide new information on the research topic. It is the point at which the
key themes being extracted from the narratives are simply replicating the themes that
have been previously identified by the researcher (Cameron & Price, 2009). Guest et al
(2006) found that data saturation had for the most part occurred by the time they had
analysed twelve interviews and new themes emerged infrequently beyond this point.
They concluded that the more similar participants in a sample are in their experiences

with respect to the research domain, the sooner data saturation will be reached.

As this study is focussed on the decision-making of international students from Africa
regarding UK higher education, sixteen face — to — face in-depth interviews were
conducted with African students that enrolled at the university in September 2014 in
order to get a good understanding of the roles played by different interpersonal sources
during the decision — making process and the ways in which the different groups of
interpersonal sources influenced their decision to join the university. The researcher
developed a series of questions based on the research objectives and conducted a pilot
study to ensure that the questions were easy to understand and provided the information
required to obtain answers to the research questions. To determine the sample of the

African student population to be interviewed, a probability sampling method was used.

150



The researcher emailed the selected students to invite them to participate in the study.
They were asked to provide their contact telephone numbers so that the researcher can
contact them to provide more details about the study and arrange a suitable time to meet
with them to conduct the interview. The researcher received responses from eighteen
respondents and was able to conduct interviews with sixteen of them. Most of the
interviews were conducted in study rooms at the libraries on the university’s two
campuses. At the interview sessions, the researcher explained the purpose of the study,
provided the students with the information sheet (see Appendix 2) on the study and
asked them to sign two copies of the participant consent form before the interviews. A
copy of the signed participant consent form was given to every interviewee to keep. The
researcher also obtained the permission of every interviewee to use a Dictaphone to
record the interview to facilitate the transcription process and reduce the need to take
notes during the interview. The questions (see Appendix 3) developed were used by the
researcher during the interviews, along with other questions which were used to seek
clarification on the answers provided by respondents. Most of the interview sessions

lasted between ten and twenty minutes.

4.4.4 Survey / Questionnaire
Surveys involve the structured collection of data from a sizeable population through the
use of a questionnaire. A questionnaire is “a list of carefully structured questions, which
have been chosen after considerable testing with a view to eliciting reliable responses
from a particular group of people” (Collis & Hussey, 2009, pp.191-192). They are an
effective means of asking large numbers of people what they think, feel or do in order to
provide the information required for the researcher to address the research questions.
Questionnaires are usually self — administered but can also be used over the telephone
or face to face. The researcher also needs to choose a sample of people on which the
questionnaire will be administered from the target population. Cameron & Price (2009)
recommend the use of questionnaires in the following situations:

e  When the researcher has limited resources and needs to gather large amounts of

data from a lot of people
e  When the researcher has clear and specific research questions and knows what

information is required to address them
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e  When the researcher has a clear and specific group of appropriate respondents
that can be accessed and are likely to be willing and able to respond honestly to
the questionnaire

e When the researcher has the ability to write questions which are self —

explanatory and will be easily understood by respondents

Apart from the fact that the questionnaire survey method has been used effectively by
other researchers to gather data in the subject area, the study also fulfils the conditions

outlined by Cameron & Price (2009).

Before designing a questionnaire, the researcher needs to identify the variables about
which data is required in order to address the research questions. Dillman et al. (2008)
outlined three types of data variables that can be collected through questionnaires. All
three types of data have been collected through the questionnaire designed for this
study:

e Opinion variables: These variables record how respondents feel about something
or what they think or believe is true or untrue about an issue.

e Behaviour variables: These variables provide data on what people did in the
past, do in the present and will do in the future.

e Attribute variable: These variables provide data about the respondent’s personal
characteristics and are normally used to explore how opinions and behaviour
differ between groups of respondents and to ensure that the data collected are
representative of the total population. Attribute variables include information on

age, gender, nationality, & course of study.

4.4.4.1 Designing the Questions
Kumar (2014) & Easterby — Smith et al (2012) outlined some principles for formulating
effective questions:

® Always use simple and everyday language

e Each question should express only one idea

¢ Do not use ambiguous questions

¢ Avoid questions with jargons and colloquialism

¢ Do not ask double — barrelled questions

¢ Avoid leading questions
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¢ Do not ask questions that are based on presumptions

e Avoid the use of negatives in questions.

4.4.4.2 Pre — testing the Questionnaire

Pre — testing is an important stage in questionnaire design and entails the critical
examination of the questions in the questionnaire by respondents. The aim is to identify
any problems in the way that questions are worded, the appropriateness of the meaning
being communicated, whether different respondents interpret a question differently and
whether the respondents’ interpretation is the same as what the researcher is trying to

convey.

A questionnaire containing eleven questions (See Appendix 1) was designed and printed
double sided on A4 paper by the researcher in order to collect the data required to
achieve the research objectives. During the process of designing the questionnaire, the
survey instrument was tested twice on 31 students from the same region as the study
population. The questionnaire contained questions about the age group, gender,
nationality & course level of respondents, the information sources used in the process of
finding a UK university, how they found out about the university, main reason for
choosing the university and the interpersonal sources that were influential in their
decision-making. Question 11 was an open question about the ways in which the
interpersonal sources influenced their decision to choose the university and was

included to enable respondents to provide more details about the nature of the influence.

4.4.4.3 Choosing an appropriate distribution method
Questionnaires can be administered by post, by telephone, online, face — to — face,
through group distribution and through individual distribution.

e By Post: For questionnaires administered by post, the questionnaire and
covering letter are posted to the population of the sample along with a prepaid
envelope for returning the completed questionnaire. A well — written covering
letter that will convince respondents to complete and return the questionnaire is
essential to ensure a high level of response with this method. Follow — up
activity is also often required to encourage those that have not responded within
the stipulated time to complete and return the questionnaire. The main advantage

of the method is that the cost per respondent is low for large samples compared
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with any method that requires face — to — face contact with individuals (Easterby
— Smith et al, 2012). A major disadvantage is that response rates can be quite
low as there is usually no personal contact with the respondent in order to
encourage them to cooperate.

By Telephone: With this method, people that are selected to be part of the
sample are interviewed on the telephone by a trained interviewer. It is a valuable
method in situations where the design of the research project requires contact
with respondents that are geographically dispersed or where the researcher is
based in a different part of the world. This method can provide better access to
hard — to — reach respondents through repeated callbacks and reduce completion
time for the survey process. On the other hand, response rates are generally
lower than for personal interviews and some target groups can be difficult to
reach by telephone.

Internet / Online: This involves the use of web — based tools (like Survey
Monkey) to create a questionnaire which is usually emailed to potential
respondents. The preliminary results are then collated by the software and can be
exported into sophisticated data analysis tools (like SPSS) for analysis. The
method enables the researchers to customise the survey and make it easy for
respondents to complete. The Internet allow researchers to reach otherwise
inaccessible respondents at very low cost and collect a large amount of data
within a short period of time. On the other hand, the method does not allow for
respondents to be probed for further explanation, often produces low response
rates and requires an up — to — date database of email addresses.

Face — to — Face: This involves the presentation of questionnaire to respondents
in the streets, at their homes, in their offices or any other convenient location. It
is a relatively time — consuming and expensive process as the researcher has to
travel to meet prospective respondents. The face — to — face method usually
results in fairly high response rates and enables the researcher to collect
comprehensive data. Lengthy questionnaires can also be administered where the
interview is conducted in locations that are convenient for the respondent.
Individual distribution: This method is used in circumstances where the survey
population or sample are situated in one location, making it possible for the
researcher to distribute and collect the questionnaire individually. It is a popular

method for conducting surveys in public places like restaurants, gyms, train
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stations and on buses. If properly designed and implemented, the method can be
effective in targeting the most appropriate sample. If poorly designed, the
researcher might encounter problems with sample bias.

¢  Group distribution: This method is only suitable in situations where the survey is
being conducted in a single location or in a small number of locations. It is
appropriate when there is an opportunity for the researcher to assemble the
members of sub — groups or the sample in the same room at the same time. The
researcher can then explain the purpose of the survey and how to complete the
questionnaire, whilst being available to answer any queries that they might have
during the process. When properly designed, it is a convenient, low — cost
method for administering questionnaires and produces a high number of usable
questionnaires. If poorly designed and implemented, sample bias can result in

the collection of unreliable data.

The questionnaire for this study was administered through group distribution. This
method is appropriate because the survey was conducted in a small number of locations.
This method is convenient, cost — effective and generated a high number of usable

questionnaires.

The questionnaire was administered through group distribution at the four welcome
events organised for African students that joined the university in January 2014 and
September 2014. The events were held within six weeks of enrolment at the university
and provided an opportunity for the researcher to explain the purpose of the survey and
how to complete the questionnaire to the students. The researcher was also available to
answer any questions. The welcome events were selected as the best opportunity for
administering the questionnaires because it was one of the very few events at the
university that brought a good number of newly enrolled African students together in
the same place. The questionnaires were self — administered by the respondents in the
traditional way (using pen and paper). This was an appropriate method given the sample
population, method of sampling, nature of the research questions and the sample size.
Although about 110 questionnaires were distributed to the students, only 80 of those
returned were usable. The 80 usable questionnaires represent 34% of the 236 African
students that joined the university in January & September 2014. The reasonably high

response rate is mainly due to the use of the welcome events to distribute the
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questionnaire to the survey population. The completed questionnaires were checked,

numbered and coded by the researcher in preparation for analysis.

Bryman & Bell (2011) evaluated the self — completion questionnaire in relation to other

methods and identified the following advantages & disadvantages:

Advantages Disadvantages
¢ Cheaper to administer e Cannot prompt respondents
®  Quicker to administer e Cannot probe respondents to elaborate
¢ Absence of interviewer effects answers
e No interviewer variability e (Cannot ask many questions that are
e Convenient for respondents not salient to respondents
e Difficulty of asking a lot of questions
¢ (Questionnaire can be read as a whole
¢ Do not know who answers
e Cannot collect additional data
e Lower response rates
e Greater risk of missing data

Table 4.4: Advantages & disadvantages of self — completion questionnaires (Source:

Bryman & Bell 2011)

4.4.5 Sampling

Sampling is a major step in quantitative research due to the fact that for most research
questions it is not possible to collect data from an entire population. Sample refers to the
subset of the population from which evidence is gathered (Easterby — Smith et al, 2012).
Sampling is the process of selecting a small number of cases (a sample) from a bigger
group (the population) as the basis for estimating or predicting the prevalence of an
unknown piece of information, situation or outcome regarding the bigger group (Kumar,
2014). Although the focus of the study is to find answers to the research question as
they relate to the total study population rather than the sample, the researcher employs
the process of sampling in an attempt to estimate what is likely to be the situation in the
total study population. Saunders et al (2012) suggest that sampling provides a valid
alternative to a census when it would be impracticable for the researcher to survey the
entire population, when the available budget constrains the researcher from surveying
the entire population and when time constraints prevents the researcher from surveying

the entire population.
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Although it is possible to collect data from every international student at the university
for this study, the cost and time required might be substantial. Sampling allows the
researcher to collect data from a certain proportion of students and use the evidence to
draw conclusions about the population. Sampling is equally important where interviews,
observation and other data collection methods are used. The main benefits of sampling
rather than a census include lower cost, greater accuracy of results and greater speed of
data collection (Blumberg et al, 2011). Saunders et al (2012) claim that the organisation
of data collection is more manageable as fewer people are involved and the smaller
number of cases for which the researcher needs to collect data means that more time can
be spent designing and piloting the means of collecting the data. The fewer number of
data to be prepared for analysis also means that the results can be available more

quickly.

4.4.5.1 Probability Sampling

This is a sampling technique in which the chance of each case being selected from the
population is known. The bias inherent in non — probability sampling procedures is
eliminated because the selection process is random. The main types of probability
sampling are:

¢ Simple random sampling: This is a sample selected in such a way that each unit
of the population has an equal chance of being selected. It is a straightforward
process that involves only one stage of sample selection. In small scale research
studies, a sample can be selected by drawing names or numbers out of a fish
bowl, using a spinner, rolling dice or turning a roulette wheel. In large studies,
printed random numbers tables or computers can be used to draw up a list of
random numbers as a basis for selecting a sample. Although the method is easy
to use, the researcher requires a sampling frame to work from.

e Systematic sampling: This is a method where sample units are selected from the
sampling frame at a uniform rate (for example, every twentieth item from a
chosen start point in a list of names). This method relies on the population list
being organised randomly, so that selecting the sample in a systematic way does
not produce bias by reducing the chances of some cases being selected. It is
simple to draw a sample with this method. However, increased variability may
be introduced if sampling interval is related to a periodic ordering of the

population.
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e Stratified sampling: This is a method where the population is divided into
mutually exclusive groups and a random sample taken from each group. The
results may be weighted and combined in some situations. This method ensures
that the resulting sample will be distributed in the same way as the population in
terms of the stratifying criterion. However, the method is only really feasible in
situations when the information required to identify the members of the
population in terms of the stratifying criterion is available. The amount of work
required to identify members of the population for stratification purposes makes
the method uneconomical in most situations.

® C(Cluster sampling: This method involves making a random selection from a
sampling frame that contains groups of units rather than individual units. It is
based on the ability of the researcher to divide the sampling population into
groups and then select elements within each cluster (Kumar, 2014). Depending
on the level of the clustering, sampling may be conducted at different levels.
This method is economically more efficient than simple random sampling and
provides an unbiased estimate of the population parameters if properly applied.
However, it often produces lower statistical efficiency due to sub — groups being

homogeneous rather than heterogeneous.

To determine the sample of the African student population to be interviewed, a
probability sampling method was used. The researcher used stratified sampling by
dividing the African students into different nationalities and taking a random sample
from each nationality. The number of respondents selected from each nationality was
proportional to the size of the group of students of that nationality enrolled at the
university in September 2014. A breakdown of the nationalities of the 122 African
students enrolled at the university in September 2014 is shown in the table below along
with the sample size (total of 20) used for the survey. The Research Randomizer at

http://www.randomizer.org/ was used to select the sample.
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Country Number of | Proportion Sample Sample
Students Size

Nigeria 72 59% 12 4,14,19, 24, 25,27, 31,

37, 45,51, 56 & 68

Kenya 12 10% 2 3&5

Zimbabwe 9 7% 1 5

Libya 5 4% 1 2

Zambia 4 3% 1 2

Mauritius 4 3% 1 2

Ghana 4 3% 1 2

Egypt 3 3% 1 1

Others 9 7%

Total 122 20

Table 4.5: A breakdown of nationalities, proportions and sampling.

The students that were numbered in the position selected by the Randomizer on the list
of enrolled students for the intake (grouped by nationality) were selected to participate
in the in-depth interviews. The stratified sampling method was used in order to ensure
that the resulting sample will be distributed in the same way as the African student
population in terms of nationality and to ensure that every member of each of the major
nationalities had an equal chance of being selected to participate in the study.
Statistically this increases the likelihood of getting responses that are representative of

the African student population at the university.

4.4.5.2 Non — Probability Sampling

This is a sampling technique where the chance of each case being selected is not known.
They are normally used when either the number of elements in a population is unknown
or cannot be individually identified. They can never provide the researcher with the
same level of confidence as probability based sampling does when drawing inferences
about the population of interest from a specific sample (Easterby — Smith et al, 2012).
The main types of non — probability sampling are:

e Judgemental sampling: This method involves selecting respondents who possess
specific characteristics which the researcher believes are representative of the
population as a whole. The researcher selects the sample to fulfil a purpose or
selects those that can provide the best information needed to achieve the
objectives of the study. This method can be extremely useful in constructing a

historical reality, describing a phenomenon or describing something about which
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only a little is known. However, the bias due to expert belief may make the
sample unrepresentative.

Snowball sampling: This method involves the respondent suggesting other cases
for selection because they are similar to themselves. Initial respondents can be
selected by probability samples and asked to identify other people that can
provide the information required. It is a useful technique in situations where the
researcher knows very little about the group or organisation being studied and
needs to make contact with a few people, who can then direct them to other
members. It is difficult to use the method when the sample becomes fairly large.
Quota sampling: This method involves giving interviewers quotas of different
groups of people to be questioned. The population is divided up into categories
(like male / female, age groups, etc.) and then selection continues until a sample
of a specific size is achieved within each category (Easterby — Smith et al,
2012). The objective of the method is to ensure that each of the categories is
adequately represented in the sample. It is a very cost — effective way of
selecting a sample. However, it introduces bias in the researcher’s classification
of subjects and the resulting sample is not a probability one.

Convenience sampling: This method involves selecting cases that are most
easily available for inclusion in the sample. It involves choosing the nearest and
most convenient persons to act as respondent, with the process continuing until
the required sample size is reached (Robson, 2002). The sample is guided
primarily by the convenience of the researcher, which might be easy
accessibility, geographical proximity, known contacts or being part of a specific
group. Researchers generally use this method to obtain a large number of
completed questionnaires quickly and economically. Although they are not
proper probability samples and it is impossible to guarantee that any sample
achieved represents a specific population that may be of interest, their value

depends on the purpose for collecting the data (Easterby — Smith et al, 2012).

The time / cost constraints and operational difficulties in the application of most of the

methods discussed above made convenience sampling the most practical option for the

collection of data for the survey. Saunders et al (2012) argued that samples ostensibly

chosen for convenience often meet purposive sampling criteria that are relevant to the

research aim. The group of students that completed the questionnaire for this study can
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be described as typical of international students from their respective countries and as
capable as any other in terms of their ability to provide the information required to
address the research questions. Bryman (1989) stated that in the field of business &
management, convenience samples are very common and indeed more common than

probability — based samples.

The structure of the population and the availability of the information required to
identify the members of the population in terms of a stratifying criterion made stratified
sampling the ideal choice for the in-depth interviews. The researcher also wanted to
generate responses that were fairly representative of the African student population at

the university by using a probability sampling method.

4.5 Data Analyses

Data analysis is the ability to break down data and to understand the nature of the
component parts and the relationship between them (Saunders et al, 2012). It is a
challenging and often complex stage of the research process, but must be done properly

in order to produce research results that will be valid and reliable.

4.5.1 Analysing Qualitative data
Qualitative data usually comes in the form of narratives, images, drawings, maps,
cartoons, paintings, photographs or video clips. Most qualitative researchers grapple
with the challenge of condensing highly complex and context — bound information into
a format which tells a story in a way that is fully convincing to others. The complexity
of qualitative data analysis requires reorganising data for interpretation through different
stages of transformations that the data undergoes from their original form as the
interviewer speaks to their transcription form and their division into segments during
data analysis (Beck, 2003). Unlike quantitative data analysis, there are very few widely
accepted rules and standards for analysing qualitative data. The specific approaches
available for analysing qualitative data include:
¢ Grounded theory method: This is “a methodology in which a systematic set of
procedures is used to develop an inductively derived theory about phenomena”

(Collis & Hussey, 2009, pp.179).
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e Template analysis: This is a method that involves creating and developing a
hierarchical template of data codes or categories that represents themes revealed
in the data collected and the relationships between these.

e Analytical induction: This method involves the intensive and iterative
examination of a number of strategically selected cases in order to identify the
cause of a phenomena.

e Narrative analysis: This is “the collection and analysis of qualitative data that
preserves the integrity and narrative value of data collected, thereby avoiding
their fragmentation” (Saunders et al, 2012, pp.676).

e Content analysis: This is a systematic method that enables the researcher to draw
reasonable conclusions from the frequency and nature of themes identified in the
data. It sometimes involves converting selected items of qualitative data into

numerical data for analysis.

Saunders et al (2012) proposed a generic approach that provides an adequate means of
analysing the data collected through interviews and focus group. This method is
beneficial because it enables the researcher to comprehend the large & disparate
amounts of data collected, integrate related data, identify key themes for further
investigation, develop or test theories based on obvious relationships and draw or verify
conclusions. The main stages involved in the generic approach are:

1. Categorise data: This involves identifying categories to which the researcher
will subsequently attach meaningful portions of the original data. This will allow
the researcher to rearrange the original data into analytical categories.

2. Unitise data: This involves attaching relevant portions (units) of the data to the
appropriate categories or headings that have been devised. This process will be
guided by the research objectives / questions and should reduce the data and
rearrange it into a more manageable form.

3. Recognise relationships & develop categories: The process of generating
categories and reorganising the data enables the researcher to engage in data
analysis. This analysis continues with the search for key themes and patterns of
relationships in the rearranged data.

4. Develop testable propositions: Testable propositions are developed as the

researcher seeks to reveal patterns within the data and to reorganise the
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relationships between categories. Any apparent connections must be tested to be

able to establish the existence of an actual relationship.

Content analysis was identified as the most appropriate method for analysing the data

collected through the in-depth interviews conducted as part of this study. The process

involves analysing the contents of the interview transcripts in order to identify the main

themes that emerge from the responses given by the respondents. The method is

appropriate for this study because the research question is best answered by analysing

the data generated through the in-depth interviews in a thematic way. The research

question being addressed with the data from the in-depth interviews is also specific and

sufficiently focussed for the researcher to be able to extract them from the key themes to

be searched for in the text. Kumar (2014) identified the steps involved in using content

analysis as:

1.

Identify the main themes: This involves carefully going through the descriptive
responses given by the respondents to each question in order to understand the
meaning they communicate. From these responses the researcher will develop
broad themes that represent these meanings and use the themes as the basis for
analysing the text of the in-depth interviews.

Assign codes to the main themes: Whether or not the researcher assigns a code
to a main theme is dependent upon whether or not the researcher wants to count
the number of times a theme has occurred in an interview. The researcher will
write out the main themes and assign a code to each of them, using numbers or
keywords to identify them.

Classify responses under the main themes: After identifying the themes, the
researcher will go through the transcripts of all the interviews and classify the
responses or contents of the notes under the different themes.

Integrate themes and responses into the text of your report: After identifying the
responses that fall within different themes, the researcher needs to integrate them
into the text of the report. This involves using the main themes that emerge from
the study during the discussion, using verbatim responses to maintain the true
feel of the responses or counting how frequently a theme occurred and providing

a sample of the responses.
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The extent to which content analysis can be described as objective depends on the
nature of the analysis conducted by the researcher (Cameron & Price, 2009). In
situations where the researcher simply counts up the number of times a word is used or
runs the data through a computer system which does this on the researcher’s behalf,
some level of objectivity is assured. Cameron & Price (2009) outlined some limitations
of content analysis:

e The chosen categories can limit the informational content of the analysis, so the
researcher needs to be aware that their conclusions should not go beyond the
sample of the text that has been analysed.

e The researcher must be aware that the value of their analysis will depend upon
the coding categories that are used. They need to be clear, appropriate and
comprehensive.

¢ The researcher must ensure that the terms used must not be easily confused or
conflated with others. They must be appropriate and relate specifically to the
core focus of the study.

e Although the method can be applied to a whole range of texts, the findings relate
only to the context of the particular research study. The conclusions drawn from
the interview transcripts have to be limited to the population from which the text

is sampled and not generalizable to the wider population.

The in-depth interviews were transcribed by the researcher and the responses were
grouped under six main headings. The headings are process (the decision-making
process), information sources used (information sources used in the decision-making
process), important factors considered (factors considered in choosing a UK university),
options considered (the options considered during the decision-making process),
decision-making process (how the student arrived at the decision to choose the
university) and most influential interpersonal sources (the interpersonal sources that

were most influential during the decision-making process).

The researcher used the steps identified by Kumar (2014) to analyse the qualitative data
collected through the in-depth interviews:

1. Identify the main themes: The researcher carefully went through the descriptive

responses given by the respondents in order to understand the meaning they

were trying to communicate. From these responses the researcher developed
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broad themes that represented these meanings and used the themes as the basis
for analysing the text of the in-depth interviews. The table below shows the
themes identified for the interpersonal sources that were most influential during
the decision-making process and the themes identifies for each source on the

nature of their influence:

Main themes (interpersonal sources): Parents, friends, family members & agents

Themes for agents:
¢ Information & practical support during the application process
¢ Encouragement, responsiveness & personalised service during the application
process
e (Career guidance & counselling
e The right solution for the student
e A good quality UK institution.

Themes for parents:

Quality of education / institution
Career prospects

Funding / affordability

Parental guidance

Themes for friends:
® Advice & guidance based on previous, current or intended study at the university
e The need to maintain contact or study together

Family members:
e Advice & guidance based on previous or current study at the university or in the
UK

e (Counsel & guidance

Table 4.6: Example of main themes identified for most influential interpersonal sources

2. Assign codes to the main themes: The researcher read through the interview
transcripts and used coloured highlighter pens to identify the parts of the text for
different respondents that related to the themes identified for most influential
interpersonal sources and the nature of their influence. The colour-coding made
it easier for the researcher to pull together the responses that related to each
theme identified for the different influential interpersonal sources.

3. Classify responses under the main themes: After identifying the responses
related to the different themes, the researcher went through the transcripts of all

the interviews and classified the contents of the notes under the different themes
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for the nature of each interpersonal sources’ influence on the decision-making
process. .

4. Integrate themes and responses into the text of your report: After identifying the
responses that fell within different themes, the researcher collated, summarised
and integrated them into the text in the Presentation of Findings section of the
report. Verbatim responses are used to maintain the true feel of the responses
and provide a sample of the responses. The themes and responses are also used

as part of the evidence in the Discussion of Findings section of the report.

Content analysis was identified as the most appropriate analytical approach for the
study because of its ability to extract the answers to the research questions for the study

in a thematic way from the data generated through the in-depth interviews.

4.5.2 Analysing Quantitative Data

Quantitative data can be analysed through the application of a body of methods and
theory known as ‘statistics’. These methods enable the researcher to analyse and
interpret the data that has been collected in order to obtain the information required to
provide answers to the research questions and address the research objectives. Although
quantitative data analysis begins after the data have been collected, it is important for
the researcher to be fully aware of the techniques available at a fairly early stage. This is
because the techniques have to be appropriately matched to the types of variable that
have been created through the research. The size and nature of the sample for the study
can also impose limitations on the kinds of techniques that can be used by the

researcher.

Zikmund (2003) provided an overview of the stages in the data analysis process for
quantitative research:

e Editing: This is the process of preparing the data for coding and transfer to data
storage by checking and adjusting the data for omissions, legibility and
consistency. The aim of editing is to ensure completeness, consistency and
reliability of the data collected.

e (Coding: This is the process of identifying and classifying the answers with

numerical scores or other character symbols in preparation for the transfer of the
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survey data to computers. Codes are numerical symbols used for interpreting,
classifying and recording data.

e Data entry: This is the process of transferring the data gathered for the research
study onto a computer system. Research studies using self — administered web
surveys or computer — assisted telephone interviewing allow responses to be
automatically stored and tabulated as they are collected and can reduce the
clerical errors that often occur during the editing and coding process.

e Data analysis: This is the process of transforming the raw data into the
information required to address the research questions. The interpretation of the
data can be done through descriptive analysis, univariate analysis, bivariate
analysis and multivariate analysis. Descriptive analysis entails the
transformation of the data into a form that will make them easy to understand
and interpret by providing descriptive information. Univariate analysis assesses
the statistical significance of a hypothesis about a single variable. Bivariate
analysis is used for the investigation of two variables using tests of differences
or measures of association between two variables at a time. Multivariate analysis

allows the researcher to simultaneously investigate more than two variables.

The data collected through the self — completion questionnaire was entered into SPSS
Version 20 which has the ability to perform a range of statistical tests and also generate
tables, charts and graphs that can be used to present the data. The objective of the data
analysis process is to provide descriptive and inferential statistics that will enable the
researcher to properly address the research questions. Descriptive statistics help to
summarise, describe and display quantitative data, whilst inferential statistics help to
draw conclusions about a population from quantitative data relating to a random sample.
Inferential statistics enable the researcher to reach conclusions that extend beyond the
data and are used to infer, based on the study of a sample of a population, what the

entire population might think or do (Quinlan, 2011).

Most of the data collected through the self — completion questionnaires are categorical
rather than numerical data. Categorical data are those whose values cannot be measured
numerically but can be classified into sets according to the characteristics identified or

placed in rank order. Numerical data refers to data whose values can be measured or
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counted numerically as quantities. The table below shows some of the ways in which

the data can be presented for analysis:

Data Type Data Presentation

To show one variable so that any specific value can be | Table / frequency distribution
read easily

To show the frequency of occurrences of categories or | Bar chart or pictogram
values for one variable so that highest and lowest are clear

To show the trend for a variable Line graph or bar chart

To show the proportion of occurrences of categories or | Pie chart or bar chart
values for one variable

To show the distribution of values for one variable Frequency polygon
To show the interdependence between two or more | Contingency table / cross -
variables so that any specific value can be read easily tabulation

To compare the frequency of occurrences of categories or | Multiple bar chart
values for two or more variables so that the highest &
lowest are clear

To compare the trends for two or more variables so that | Multiple line graph or multiple

conjunctions are clear bar chart
To compare the proportions of occurrences of categories or | Comparative  pie  charts or
values for two or more variables percentage component bar chart

To compare the distribution of values for two or more | Multiple box plot
variables

To compare the frequency of occurrences of categories or | Stacked bar chart
values for two or more variables so that totals are clear

To compare the proportions and totals of occurrences of | Comparative  proportional  pie
categories or values for two or more variables charts

To show the relationship between cases for two variable Scatter graph / scatter plot

Table 4.7: A summary of data presentation by data type (Saunders et al, 2012, pp.489).

The data from the questionnaires were entered into an SPSS Version 20 file created by
the researcher and checked for errors. The researcher then used descriptive analysis on
SPSS to transform the data into different forms so that they can be easily interpreted and
understood when reported in the presentation of findings section. The low number of
respondents and the broad groupings of responses to most of the questions made it
difficult for the researcher to use inferential statistics to draw sensible conclusions from

the quantitative data collected through the survey.

The researcher was later advised to combine some of the answer groupings in order to
be able to conduct more sophisticated analysis of the data to provide better insight into
the issues being examined by the study. The researcher combined the four age groups
into two and also combined several similar groups of answers on initial information

source, reason for choosing the university and most influential interpersonal source in
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order to restructure the data for further analysis. This enabled the researcher to cross-

tabulate some of the responses and conduct Chi — square tests.

4.6 Ethical Considerations

Ethics is the study of morality or right behaviour and addresses the issue of how to
conduct research in a responsible way. It refers to the standards of behaviour that guide
the conducts of the researcher in relation to the rights of those who become the subject
of their work or are affected by it (Saunders et al, 2012). Although social norms indicate
the type of behaviour that a person should adopt in a particular situation, the norms of
behaviour that are applied will allow for a range of ethical positions. Ethics not only
addresses the question of how to use methodology in a proper way to conduct sound
research but also deals with the issue of how the available methodology may be used in
the right way (Blumberg et al, 2011). This is because conducting research sometimes
requires the researcher to compromise between what methodological theories
recommends and what is feasible from a practical point of view. The way that the

research is conducted also needs to be morally defensible in the eyes of all stakeholders.

The two dominant philosophical standpoints on research ethics are deontology and
teleology. The deontological view is based on following rules that have been established
to guide the researcher’s conduct. According to this view, the ends never justify the use
of means that are questionable on ethical grounds. On the other hand, the teleological
view argues that the decision about whether an act of conduct is justified or not should
be determined by its consequences and not by a set of predetermined rules. Business
researchers with this view believe that the morality of the means has to be judged by the
ends served. The conduct of this research study is based on the deontological view and

all activities are guided by the research regulations of Anglia Ruskin University.

In an attempt to overcome potential ethical dilemmas many professional bodies and
organisations have devised codes of ethics containing a list of principles to guide the
conduct of their members. Bell & Bryman (2007) conducted a content analysis of the
ethical principles of nine professional social sciences associations and identified ten
major principles in research ethics. These principles will be used to identify some of the

ethical issues that are relevant in this study:
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Harm to participants: This is the potential to cause harm through the research
process and the need to ensure the physical and psychological well - being of
participants. It can take the form of embarrassment, stress, discomfort, pain or
conflict and may be caused by using research methods in intrusive or zealous
ways. In the conduct of this study, the researcher prevented potential harm to
participants by ensuring that assurances about confidentiality and anonymity
were not violated.

Dignity: This is the requirement to respect the dignity of participants. The
conduct of any type of research entails social responsibility and obligations to
those who participate in or are affected by it. The rights and dignity of all
persons was recognised and respected in the conduct of the study.

Informed consent: This is the need to ensure fully informed consent of research
participants. Securing informed consent from participants require the researcher
to fully disclose the procedures of the proposed survey or other research design
before requesting permission to proceed with the study. In conducting this study,
the researcher provided information and assurances about taking part to allow
individuals to understand the implications of participation and to reach fully
informed, considered and freely given decision about whether or not to do so,
without the exercise of any pressure or coercion. Students participating in the in-
depth interviews were provided with a participant information sheet, asked to
sign a consent form and given the right to decline to answer any question asked
or withdraw their participation at any point during the interview.

Privacy: This is the need to protect privacy of research subjects. This is
important not only in retaining the validity of research but also in protecting
respondents. The right to privacy is something that most people see as important
and violation of it in the name of research is generally seen as unacceptable. It is
connected to many of the other principles discussed; especially confidentiality
and anonymity.

Confidentiality: This is the requirement to ensure confidentiality of research
data. Every respondent that participated in the in-depth interviews was given the
guarantee of confidentiality. The respondents’ confidentiality will be protected
by restricting access to participant identification, restricting access to data
instruments and non — disclosure of data sub — sets or any other information that

can be used to identify individual respondents.
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10.

Anonymity: The anonymity of participating individuals or organisations should
be protected. The individuals that participated in the study will remain
anonymous and the data that they provided will be processed to make it non —
attributable. When confidentiality and anonymity are assured, reliability of data
is likely to be enhanced (Saunders et al, 2012).

Deception: This is the potential for deception through the research process. This
happens when research participants are only told part of the truth or when
researchers represent their research as something other than what it is. Deception
as an act is inappropriate for this study and contrary to the university’s research
regulations.

Affiliation: This is the need to declare any professional or personal affiliations
that may influence the research. Although the researcher is currently employed
as Senior International Manager at the university’s International Office, this
relationship does not in any way influence the research study. All the
respondents were aware of the researcher’s position at the university.

Honesty & transparency: This is the need for openness & honesty in
communicating information about the research to all stakeholders. The
researcher will be honest and transparent in communicating the findings of the
study to all interested parties.

Misrepresentation: This is the need to avoid misleading, misunderstanding,
misrepresenting or false reporting of the research findings. The researcher will
maintain objectivity during every stage of the interview in order to ensure that

the findings are not misrepresented.

The research design and research tools proposed for this study enabled the researcher to
fulfil all these ethical requirements. Although there might be issues relating to power
relations as the research involves first year international students, the researcher does
not currently lecture at the university and thus does not have a significant amount of

ability to unduly influence the students.

4.7 Data Collection & Analysis
The main objectives of this study are to identify the interpersonal sources that are used
by prospective African students in the process of choosing a UK university, assess the

importance of interpersonal sources in the decision-making process, identify the
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interpersonal sources that are most influential and explain the ways in which those
sources influence the students’ decisions. The three research tools employed by the
researcher in order to achieve the objectives are archival research, survey questionnaire

and in-depth interviews.

Anglia Ruskin University was selected as the ideal source for the data to be used for the
study for a number of reasons. Firstly, as a post-1992 university, the institution operates
in the most competitive sector of the UK higher education industry where institutions
must devise creative marketing strategies in order to attract international students. Also,
the choice of the institution, which was the researcher’s employer for most of the period
of the study, enables the researcher to demonstrate clear contributions to professional

practice that will be valued by the institution.

4.7.1 Archival Research

Archival Research was used to collect information that was already available about how
enrolled students that joined the university in January 2014 & September 2014 found
out about the course/university. This method was employed as part of the data
collection process because some of the data that was already available in the university
could be used to answer the first research question about the interpersonal sources from
which prospective students obtain the information required to make decisions about
which university to choose. The researcher obtained a list of the students that enrolled
at the university in January & September 2014 and examined the application forms
completed by them to collect the information that they provided about how they found
out about their courses and the university. The information was collected from the
answer that the students had provided to a question on the application form that asked
how they found out about the course/university. The researcher obtained the answers
provided to the questions by 178 out of the 236 African students (75%) that enrolled at
the university in January & September 2014. The researcher was unable to locate the
application forms for some of the rest of the applicants and the others did not provide an

answer to the question on where they found out about the course.

The answer provided by each student was entered on the list of enrolled students
obtained by the researcher and transferred onto a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet that

enabled the researcher to obtain a summary of the data collected. The Microsoft Excel
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software was then used to generate a pie chart and bar chart that summarised the data

for presentation in the findings section of the thesis.

4.7.2 Survey Questionnaire

A questionnaire containing eleven questions (See Appendix 1) was designed and printed
double sided on A4 paper by the researcher in order to collect the data required to
achieve the research objectives. The questionnaire was administered through group
distribution at the four welcome events organised for African students that joined the
university in January 2014 and September 2014. The completed questionnaires were
checked, numbered and coded by the researcher in preparation for analysis. The data
from the questionnaires were entered into an SPSS Version 20 file created by the
researcher and checked for errors. The researcher then used descriptive analysis on
SPSS to transform the data into different forms so that they can be easily interpreted and

understood when reported in the presentation of findings section.

4.7.3 In-depth Interviews

Sixteen face — to — face in-depth interviews were conducted with African students that
enrolled at the university in September 2014 in order to get a good understanding of the
roles played by different interpersonal sources during the decision — making process and
the ways in which the different groups of interpersonal sources influenced their decision
to join the university. The researcher used stratified sampling by dividing the African
students into different nationalities and taking a random sample from each nationality.
The researcher emailed the selected students to invite them to participate in the study.
The researcher received responses from eighteen respondents and was able to conduct
interviews with sixteen of them. The interviews were transcribed by the researcher and
the responses were grouped under six main headings. Content analysis was used to
identify the main themes that emerged from the responses given by each respondent

under the different headings.

4.8 Conclusion

The researcher undertook primary research to gain additional insights into the use of
interpersonal sources by prospective international students of African origin in the
evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-making process for UK higher education.

Although the review of existing literature provided general information on the decision-
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making process for UK higher education, it did not provide the specific information
required to address the research questions. The intention of the researcher is not only to
improve understanding of the subject area but to link this understanding to the
deployment of appropriate marketing communication strategies by institutions that are

recruiting students from these markets.

The use of a mixed method design provides completeness, explanation, credibility,
illustration and enables the researcher to effectively address the different research
questions. The combination of qualitative and quantitative findings also enables the
researcher to forge an overall or negotiated account of the findings that is not possible
through the application of a single method. Archival research through the analysis of the
application forms of the African students enrolled at the university enabled the
researcher to use data that was already available to provide some insights for the study.
Due to the normal constraints of time and cost a survey seemed the most appropriate
tool that would enable the researcher to gather data on the characteristics of the sample
and their opinion on the topic. The administration of the survey at the Welcome Events
for African students enabled the researcher to get a response from one out of every three

African students that joined the university in 2014.

Sixteen in-depth interviews were conducted with members of the population in order to
gather the data required to provide answers to the final research question about the ways
in which interpersonal sources influence students’ decisions at the evaluation of
alternatives stage. The research tool was selected because of its ability to provide the
rich data required to generate the information required to effectively address the
research question. The table below shows that both tools have been used successfully by
researchers in the past to effectively gather the data required to develop understanding

of various issues in the subject area:

Study Focus / Respondents Research Tools
Moogan (2011) UK Higher education: first In-depth interviews & self —
year university students completion questionnaires
Moogan & Baron (2003) UK Higher education: Self — completion
students at FE colleges questionnaires
Brown et al (2009) UK Higher education: first Focus groups
year university students
Moogan et al (1999) UK Higher education: sixth Group interviews / discussions
form pupils & self — completion
questionnaire
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Dawes & Brown (2003) UK Higher education: first Self — completion
year university students questionnaire
Manthorpe et al (2010) UK Higher education: Online survey, group
applicants for social work discussion & interviews and
programmes focus groups
Briggs & Wilson (2007) UK Higher education: first Self — completion
year university students questionnaire
Donaldson & McNicholas UK postgraduate market: first | Qualitative interviews and self
(2004) year postgraduate students — completion questionnaires
Maringe (2006) UK Higher education: sixth Self — completion
form pupils questionnaire
Dawes & Brown (2003) UK Higher Education: first Interviews and survey
year university students
Binsardi & Ekwulugo UK Higher Education: Survey, in-depth interviews
international students and archival research

Table 4.8: Research tools used by other researchers in the subject area

The quantitative data gathered through the survey was analysed with SPSS Version 20
and the different types of data generated are presented. The qualitative data gathered
through the in-depth interviews was analysed using content analysis and data generated

is also presented along with other findings.

Bryman & Bell (2011) identified the most prominent criteria for the evaluation of
business and management research as reliability, replicability and validity. The extent to
which the study fulfils these requirements will determine the perception of the quality of
the research outcomes by all stakeholders. Reliability relates to whether the data
collection techniques and analytical procedures employed in the study would produce
consistent findings if they were repeated on another occasion or if they were replicated
by another researcher. This is a challenging issue to address, especially in the light of

threats like participant or researcher errors and bias.

Validity relates to the integrity of the conclusions that are generated by the study.
Internal validity addresses the question of whether a conclusion that incorporates a
relationship between two or more variables actually holds water (Bryman & Bell,
2011). External validity relates to the question of whether the results of the study can be
generalized beyond the specific research context. In addressing the issue of internal
validity, the researcher ensured that the research design includes a sufficient number of
perspectives as reflected by previous studies in the subject area. Although, it is difficult

to guarantee the reliability of the study, the researcher has provided sufficient detail

175




about the research design to provide the best opportunity for others to conduct similar
studies in future. Every effort has been made to eliminate or reduce participant or

researcher errors & bias.

Whilst the sample is not sufficiently diverse to allow inferences beyond the UK higher
education sector, the results of the study can be reasonably generalised to other post —
92 UK universities recruiting the same calibre of students from the main African

countries represented by the respondents.
The next chapter will present the main findings from the implementation of the research

plan. It will outline the information gathered through archival research, survey

questionnaire and in-depth interviews.
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S PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

In this chapter, the main findings from the research study will be outlined and

explained.

5.1 Introduction

The main purpose of the study is to explore the use of interpersonal sources (teachers,
career advisers, friends & relatives, agents, university reps, etc.) in the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process for prospective UK international
higher education students from Africa.

The main research questions are:

1. What are the interpersonal sources from which prospective international
students obtain the information required to make decisions on which
university to choose?

2. How important is information obtained from interpersonal sources in the
decision-making process?

3. Which interpersonal sources are most influential at the evaluation of
alternatives stage of the decision-making process?

4. In what ways do interpersonal sources influence the decision of prospective
international students at the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-

making process?

As the information required to answer the research questions was gathered through the
use of archival research, survey questionnaire and in-depth interviews, it is important to
establish the relationship between the quantitative and qualitative research data and how

they will be used in the study.

Although drawing upon data across the quantitative / qualitative spectrum can occur at
all stages of the research process, the quantitative & qualitative data for this study were
collected & analysed separately; with both strands being mixed at the interpretation
stage. The quantitative data from the archival research and survey questionnaires are
used to address the first two research questions. Quantitative data from the survey
questionnaire is used to address the third research question. The answers presented by
the researcher to these research questions are based purely on the quantitative data. The

qualitative data from the in-depth interviews is used to provide answers to the fourth
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research question which identifies the ways in which the different interpersonal sources
influence the decisions of prospective international students. Excerpts from answers
provided by respondents to the open-ended question in the survey questionnaire are
used to support the responses provided by interviewees. Thus the qualitative data is
used to provide explanations on why and how the main interpersonal sources influence
the decisions of African students at the evaluation of alternatives stage of the decision-

making process.

The conclusions reached in the study will reflect what was learnt from the combination
of results from both the quantitative and qualitative strands with the former providing

“hard evidence’ and the latter providing explanations.

5.1.1 Archival Research

This involved the collection of information about how applicants found out about the
university. The researcher analysed the application forms completed by the African
students enrolled at the university in January & September 2014 intakes to collect the
information that they provided about how they found out about their courses and the
university. The information was collected from the answer that the students had
provided to a question in Section 10 of the application form which states: “Please tell us
where you found out about this course?” The corresponding question on the online
application form states: “Please tell us where you learned of this course”. The researcher
was able to get access to the applications forms completed by most of the students. The
researcher obtained the answers provided to the questions by 178 out of the 236 African
students (75%). The researcher was unable to locate the application forms for some of
the rest of the applicants and the others did not provide an answer to the question on
where they found out about the course. A full breakdown of the nationalities of the

students 1s shown below:
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Nationality No. of Students
Nigerian 121

Kenyan
Zimbabwean
Libyan
Zambian
Egyptian
Mauritian
Ghanaian
Ugandan
Tanzanian
Ivorian
Cameroonian
Botswanan
Beninese
Ethiopian
Sierra Leonean
Angolan
Swazi
Sudanese
TOTAL 178

»—t»—k»—t»—av—t»—tr—kv—*l\)l\)t\)l\)-bUlO\O\\D:

Table 5.1: Archival research nationalities of African students

A diagrammatic representation of their nationalities is shown below:

NATIONALITY OF AFRICAN APPLICANTS

Others

Maturitian
Egyptian
Zambian

Zimbabwean

Kenyan

Nigerian

Figure 5.1: Archival research nationalities of African students
68% of the applicants are Nigerians, 6% are Kenyans, 5% are Zimbabweans, 3% are

Libyans, 3% are Zambians, 3% are Egyptians, 2% are Mauritians and the remaining 9%

are from 12 other African countries.
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5.1.2 Survey

The questionnaires distributed to some of the African students that joined the university
in January & September 2014 was completed by 80 students. The 80 usable
questionnaires represent 34% of the 236 African students that joined the university in
January & September 2014. A full breakdown of the nationalities of the students is

shown below:

Nationality No. of Students
Nigerian 60

Kenyan
Zimbabwean
Zambian
Mauritian
Ghanaian
Ugandan
Tanzanian
Cameroonian
Algerian
Sierra Leonean
Not Stated
TOTAL

— = = = N W[ = (N[N W[

Lo
=

Table 5.2: Questionnaire survey nationalities of African students

A diagrammatic representation of their nationalities is shown below:

Mationality

M Higerian

M Zimbakwean

O zambian

MW Ugandan
Tanzanian

M mauritian

O cameroonian

O chanaian

E Kenyan

| Algerian

O sierra Leonean

Figure 5.2: Questionnaire survey nationalities of respondents
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75% of the respondents are Nigerians, 4% are Kenyans, 4% are Zimbabweans, 4% are

Ugandans and the remaining 13% are from 7 other African countries.

The group includes 36 males (45%) and 44 females (55%) as shown by the diagram

below:

Gender

| EE
EFemale

Figure 5.3: Gender breakdown of respondents
The group includes 12 students aged 17 — 21 (15%), 23 students aged 22 — 25 (29%), 32

students aged 26 — 35 (40%) and 10 students aged over 36 (13%) as shown by the

diagram below. Three students did not provide an answer to the question on age group.

181



Age

group
W17-2
Waz-2s
O26-3s
B over 36

Figure 5.4: Age groups of respondents

The group includes 44 Postgraduate students (55%) and 36 Undergraduate students
(45%) as shown by the diagram below:

Mew course
levels

W Postgracuate
= Undergraduate

Figure 5.5: Breakdown of respondents by course level

5.1.3 In—-depth Interviews
The researcher conducted in—depth interviews with sixteen African students that

enrolled at the university in September 2014 in order to gather the data required to
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provide answers to the final research question about the ways in which interpersonal
sources influence students’ decisions. The table below provides some demographic

information about the interviewees:

Number | Sex Nationality Level Age
1 Male Nigerian Bachelors 22
2 Female Nigerian Bachelors 35
3 Male Zimbabwean Bachelors 19
4 Female Kenyan Bachelors 24
5 Male Nigerian Masters 29
6 Male Nigerian Bachelors 29
7 Female Kenya Bachelors 22
8 Male Nigerian Masters 25
9 Male Nigerian Bachelors 28
10 Male Nigerian Masters 37
11 Male Nigerian Bachelors 23
12 Female Mauritian Bachelors 20
13 Female Ghanaian Bachelors 29
14 Female Nigerian Bachelors 28
15 Female Nigerian Masters 24
16 Male Zambian Masters 28

Table 5.3: Demographic data for in-depth interview participants

5.2. Research Question One

What are the interpersonal sources from which prospective international students obtain
the information required to make decisions on which university to choose?

The purpose of this question is to identify the range and types of interpersonal sources
from which African students obtain information in the process of choosing a UK

university.

5.2.1 Archival Research

The researcher conducted an analysis of the application forms completed by 178
African students enrolled at the university in January & September 2014 to collect the
information that they provided about how they found out about the university. 70
students (39%) found out about the course from agents, 43 students (24%) obtained the
information from the website, 26 students (15%) obtained the information through
personal recommendation, 8 students (5%) found out about the course from search
engines, 11 students (6%) were current/previous students, whilst 20 students (11%)
found out about the course from other sources. The other sources from which students

found out about their courses include newspaper adverts, online advert, school/college,
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exhibition/fair, careers officer/adviser, tutor’s recommendation, UCAS and employer. A

diagrammatic representation of the results is shown below:

How they found out about the course?

others
Search Engine -

Current / Previous Student -

Personal Recommendation _

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80

Figure 5.6: How enrolled students found out about the course / university

Based on the results of the archival research, the range of interpersonal sources from
which prospective international students obtain the information required to make
decisions on which university to choose are agents, personal recommendation,

current/previous student, employers, tutors and career officers/advisers.

5.2.2 Survey

The questionnaires distributed to African students that joined the university in January
& September 2014 were completed by 80 students. Question 5 is “Which information
sources did you use in the process of finding a UK university?” Respondents were
asked to tick all that apply from a list that included university prospectus/brochure,
university website, UCAS handbook, university fair/exhibition, Internet search engine,
career tutor/teacher, university open day, parent/family members, friends, university
staff, agent/local representative, newspaper, university league table and other. The aim
of the question was to identify the different sources used by the students in the process
of finding a UK university and assess the extent to which interpersonal sources were
used. Only responses that indicated that the student used at least one interpersonal

source were included in the analysis. Responses that indicated only non — interpersonal
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sources were counted in the first category as not having used an interpersonal
information source during the process. This simplified the process of coding and

analysing the data.

A breakdown of the responses shows that 32 students (40%) did not choose any
interpersonal sources, 23 students (29%) used agents, 12 students (15%) used friends, 4
students (5%) used family members, 3 students (4%) used agents & friends, 2 students
(3%) used family members & agents, 1 student (1%) used university staff & agent, 1
student (1%) used agent & tutor, 1 student (1%) used agent, friend & tutor and 1 student
(1%) used family members, friends and university staff. The diagram below shows a

breakdown of the responses on interpersonal sources:

40—
30
.
=
°
20—
o
10
0 T T | T T T | T T T
Mone Family  Friends  Agent  Agent & University A?ent& Family  Agent Family
members friends  staff & utor  members friend & members,
agent &agent  tutor  friends &
university
staff

Interpersonal sources used

Figure 5.7: Interpersonal sources used by respondents

Based on the results of the survey, the range of interpersonal sources from which
prospective African students obtain the information required to make decisions on
which university to choose are agents, family members, friends, university staff and
career tutors/teachers. 60% of respondents confirmed the use of interpersonal sources

during the process of searching for a UK university.
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The results of the archival research and survey indicate that the interpersonal sources
from which prospective African students obtain the information required to make
decisions on which UK university to choose are agents, personal recommendations from
friends & family members, university staff, career tutors, teachers / tutors,
current/previous students and employers. The data indicates that the most popular
interpersonal source from which African students obtain the information about UK

university education is agents.

5.3 Research Question Two

How important is information obtained from interpersonal sources in the decision-
making process?

The purpose of this question is to assess the extent to which information obtained from
interpersonal sources affects the decision of African students about UK higher
education. One way of doing this is to find out what proportion of the students found

out about the course/university from interpersonal sources rather than other sources.

5.3.1 Archival Research

The researcher’s analysis of the application forms completed by 178 African students
enrolled at the university in January & September 2014 revealed that 70 students (39%)
found out about the course from agents, 26 students (15%) obtained the information
through personal recommendation and 11 students (6%) were current/previous students.
This means that at least 107 students (60%) found out about the course from

interpersonal sources (agents, personal recommendation & current/previous students):
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How they found out about the course?

others
Search Engine -

Current / Previous Student -

Personal Recommendation _
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Figure 5.8: How enrolled students found out about the course/university

The results of the archival research indicate that the information obtained from
interpersonal sources are more important than information from non - interpersonal
sources (website, prospectus, exhibitions, newspaper adverts, etc.) in the decision-
making process. The archival research shows that at least 60% of students found out
about the course from interpersonal sources (agents, personal recommendation &
current/previous students) as against 40% from other sources (website, search engine &

others).

5.3.2 Survey

Question 6 of the questionnaire is “How did you first find out about Anglia Ruskin
University?” Respondents were asked to tick only one option from university
prospectus/brochure, university website, UCAs handbook, university fair/exhibition,
Internet search engine, career tutor/teacher, university open day, parent/family member,
friends, university staff, agent/local representative, newspaper, university league table
and other. A breakdown of the answers show that 20 students (25%) found out about the
university from agents, 19 students (24%) found out from friends, 5 students (6%)
found out from family members and 1 student (1%) found out from a tutor/teacher.
Overall, 45 students (56%) found out about the university from interpersonal sources

(agent, friends, family members & tutor/teacher), 26 students (32%) found out about the
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university from other sources (Internet search engine, website, fair / exhibition,

newspaper, prospectus & other) and 9 students (11%) did not provide an answer.
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Figure 5.9: How respondents found out about the university

The evidence provided by the survey results on the source of the information about the
course/university indicate that 56% of them obtained the information from interpersonal
sources, whilst 32% obtained the information from non - interpersonal sources.
Information obtained from interpersonal sources is shown as being much more
important than information obtained from other sources in finding out about the
university that the students eventually chose as the one in which they would enrol. This
indicates that prospective students are more likely to enrol at an institution that they

discovered as a result of interaction with an interpersonal source.
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5.3.3 In-depth Interviews (supporting evidence)
The importance of the information obtained from interpersonal sources (agents, friends,
family members and university staff) is reflected in the statements provided by
interviewees during the in — depth interviews. Interviewees explained how they found
out about the university from agents, friends, family members and university staff and
how the information led them to apply to the university.
5.3.3.1 Agents as information source
“I did some online research and could not make a decision because there are
loads of universities. Then I visited their (agent) offices and then they gave me
brochures and told me about the universities and advised me on the one to
choose. I was able to take a look at the universities and go through their
brochures.” — Interviewee 11, Male Masters student from Nigeria
“We used the Internet and the agent gave us a lot of leaflets and told us about
the procedures involved. We found information on the website and in the
leaflets. We relied on the information provided by the agents because they are
experts in helping people to come to study in the UK. The agents were really
involved, communicated with the university and provided all the information we

required.” — Interviewee 12, Female Bachelors student from Mauritius

5.3.3.2 Friends as information source
“I did my research on the Internet and asked the friend how the school was,
which kind of school and compared the universities. The friend came first and
then I went to the Internet to find out more about the school. I got information
about courses offered, the facilities and how international students are treated
from the friend. The friend studied at Anglia Ruskin.” — Interviewee 4, Female
Bachelors student from Kenya
“I checked online for different universities and was considering some others. I
got information about the different universities, their processes and things I need
to do in order to get admission. I got the recommendation for ARU from a
friend, I then checked the website and saw that they had my course and I met
the requirement. I got admission with another university in Wales and I tried to
check the two together and found that ARU is better for me.” Interviewee 5,

Male Masters student from Nigeria
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“I had to decide based on the 2 / 3 admissions that I had which one to choose
and there were a couple of other factors to put into consideration. I spoke to
friends that had studied here and were now back in Nigeria. Many of them said
that ARU is a well-known institution.” — Interviewee 6, Male Bachelors student

from Nigeria

5.3.3.3 Friends & agents as information sources

“I heard about Anglia Ruskin from my friend that came here and decided to go
on the Internet to research about it. I then saw it being offered as one of the
alternatives at the agent’s and decided to choose it. I used my friend when I was
still in the final year in high school and used the agent soon after I finished my
A’ levels and was waiting for my result. They helped me out in the whole
process until the beginning of the term when I came here. My friend told me
about the facilities and that it is a good university to study in and my agent gave
information on the fees, course that I am doing and my parents found it to be
affordable.” — Interviewee 3, Male Bachelors student from Zimbabwe

“I went through an agent and they made it easy for me. My friend told me about
Anglia Ruskin University and gave me the contact details for the agent. I went
to them and told them the school that I wanted. My friend said that Anglia
Ruskin is a very good school (top ten) and the agent also confirmed this.” —

Interviewee 15, Female Masters student from Nigeria

5.3.3.4 Family members as information sources

“My brother — in — law did a course in Mental Health at Anglia Ruskin in
Cambridge, so the choice of Anglia Ruskin was a simple one. He said that it is a
good school and my sister had also done some short course here as well, so they
recommended this school. I just went online and started the application process
by filling out the application form. For other information, I called and they
guided me though the steps.” — Interviewee 13, Female Bachelors student from
Ghana

“I went online first to look for universities and found Anglia Ruskin. I then
spoke to my aunty and she said that she did her masters degree here. Me and my

brother went through some of the options two or three times and decided that
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Anglia Ruskin will be a better place and we needed to talk to someone based

here.” — Interviewee 14, Female Bachelors student from Nigeria

5.3.3.5 Agents & university staff as information sources
“T also went to Global Education (agents) to ask their opinion if they know of
any better choice, especially in Cambridge. The lady there told me that she had
dealt with a lot of applicants for Anglia Ruskin and she thinks it’s a nice
university, but I can go search others....... Global Education (agent) put me
through and the university rep also interviewed me and put me through. That
was a strong support because I realised that the university has interest in helping
students to gain admission. The patient process with the university rep and
Global Education also helped. I got information online about the classes and
university. With Global Education, there was a sense of confidence they had
about the university. The rep reinforced everything and gave detailed
information about the university and the process and everything. For me, the
rep’s involvement made it easier for me and convinced me that this is a better

option. — Interviewee 2, Female Bachelors student from Nigeria

5.3.3.6 Friends, agents & university staff as information sources
“My first point of contact was a friend that I was working with who was
studying at Anglia Ruskin University. She mentioned good things about the
school and that they have something for me. I also looked at the fees to see if
they are affordable and found out that it was something I could work out. I got in
contact with an agent recommended by my friend. 