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    CHAPTER 2   

        INTRODUCTION 
 The higher education(HE)sector is experiencing continuous growth 
(Durvasula et al.  2011 ) and projections point that potential demand for 
HE    worldwide will expand from 97 million students in 2000 to over 262 
million students by 20 25 (Bjarnason et al.  2009 ). One of the notice-
able trends in the education sector throughout this growth has been what 
some have called global marketization (Marginson and van der Wende 
 2007 ; Naidoo and Wu  2011 ). The term “ marketization  ” refers to the 
facts that as the HE market has become progressively more competitive, 
many HE institutions (HEI) have started to engage in strategic marketing 
and design marketing activities with the aim of increasing the number of 
applicants to their universities (Angulo et al.  2010 ; Hemsley-Brown and 
Oplatka  2006 ). 
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 The increasing emphasis on marketing in HE necessitates a stronger 
focus on  accountability   and measurement of the effect of marketing activi-
ties on the desired outcomes, such as students’ preference for a particular 
university and ultimately student university choice. It is surprising there-
fore, that studies have not paid suffi cient attention to the effect of the mar-
keting activities on student choice (Chapleo  2011 ). University marketing 
activities involve signifi cant costs and studies examining their effectiveness 
can provide valuable insights to university administrators. It is with this 
objective in mind that the current study focuses on the impact of tradi-
tional advertising, internet marketing, and relational marketing activities 
on student choice. 

 We compare the results across three different developed economies—
Canada, France, and Sweden. Marketing activities can have different 
impact on HEI performance variables, such as student choice, depending 
on the  context of the study  , and the peculiarities of the HE market across 
countries. In the literature on HE marketing there is a general assumption 
that HEI in developed countries have a highly  market-based approach   
when recruiting students and designing marketing activities. One of the 
reasons for this is that they compete not only domestically, but also on the 
global market for students. However, this literature is disproportionately 
based on studies conducted in UK, USA, Canada, and Australia, coun-
tries in which the use of marketing techniques and in some cases even 
aggressive promotional campaigns is becoming more common (Durvasula 
et al.  2011 ; Rogers  1998 ). It is unclear to what extent fi ndings from those 
countries can be generalized to all developed economies. In particular, 
European countries with different university traditions and HE models 
(i.e., France and Sweden) might not be “marketized” in the same way 
as in UK, USA, Canada, and Australia. In addition as stated by Maringe 
and Foskett ( 2010 ), the global HE market is not homogeneous and is in 
fact diverse in many dimensions about what it means to be a university. 
Furthermore, to our knowledge, HE marketing literature in France and 
Sweden as well as in Canada has not studied the  effectiveness of market-
ing activities   on student choice. It is therefore, important to understand 
the extent to which marketing activities of HEI can have different impact 
depending on the context of study. This type of study will inform HE 
administrators as to which marketing activities are critical to invest in. 

 This chapter is structured as follows. First, we provide an overview of 
the HE marketing literature in Canada, France, and Sweden. Then, we 
develop the conceptual framework for the study based on the literature of 
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marketing impact on the performance of organizations, placing emphasis 
on the HE context. Next, we present the methodology, including the 
countries’ context, the sample and analytical methods. We then present 
the results and conclude with a discussion of major fi ndings.  

   OVERVIEW OF HIGHER EDUCATION MARKETING 
LITERATURE IN CANADA, FRANCE, AND SWEDEN 

 Table  2.1  includes a review of some relevant literature related to  HE mar-
keting in Canada  , France, and Sweden. Studies on Canadian HEI have 
focused on marketing strategy implementation and international student 
recruitment. For instance, Naidoo and Wu ( 2011 ) study marketing strat-
egy implementation from a HE administrator perspective to attract inter-
national students. Bolan and Robinson ( 2013 ) focus on the role of the 
marketing concept, segmentation, and targeting in Ontario universities. 
Page ( 2000 ) studies the role of university ranking in attracting students 
to the university. Chen ( 2008 ) studies the integration of Canadian HEI in 
the international environment and which international marketing activi-
ties can increase awareness. Additionally, extant literature in the Canadian 
HE sector has also studied the role of branding and communications in 
HEI.  Belanger et  al. ( 2014 ), as an example, focus on the relevance of 
social media marketing for student recruitment. Lavigne ( 2005 ) study the 
most preferred communication tools by HE administrators.

   In  France  , extant literature has concentrated in the role of socializa-
tion agents in motivating students to pursue HE studies. For example, 
Bonnard et  al. ( 2014 ) study the role of parents in educational choices, 
and Brinbaum and Guegnard ( 2013 ) study how second-generation immi-
grants decide about pursuing HE. Additionally, others have focused on 
the process of entrepreneurial choice of prospective students in determin-
ing the choice of a university (Ilouga et al.  2014 ). Delmestri et al. ( 2015 ) 
study the role of branding in home and abroad France, and Pilkington 
( 2012 ) centers on the internationalization, reforms, and present situation 
of the French HE system. 

 In  Sweden  , literature has followed a similar pattern compared to France. 
For instance, literature has focused on the role of entrepreneurial choices 
and university choice (Daghbashyan and Harsman  2014 ). Literature has also 
focused on building alumni networks (Ebert et al.  2015 ) or links and collabo-
rations among university, industry, and government (Ozols et al.  2012a, b ). 
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   Table 2.1    Selected HE marketing literature in Canada, France, and Sweden   

 Country  Selected relevant 
literature 

 Analysis 

 Canada     Bélanger et al. 
( 2014 ) 

 Effectiveness and effi ciency of social media marketing 
strategies applied by Canadian universities in institutional 
branding and students` recruitment 

 Bolan and 
Robinson ( 2013 ) 

 Development of marketing practices (marketing concept, 
branding, targeting, positioning) at fi ve Ontario 
universities focused on student recruitment and 
strengthening university’s identity 

 Chen ( 2008 )  Internationalization (integration into international 
environment) and international marketing (activities 
aimed to increase awareness) of HE that are determined 
by segmentation 

 Lavigne ( 2005 )  The description of past managerial decisions in 
the fi eld of communication and the use of specifi c 
fi nancial resources for different forms of marketing 
communication vis-à-vis external and internal 
environment resulting into highlighting of the most 
preferred communication strategies by university 
management 

 Mun ( 2008 )  The description of marketing communication campaign 
without any effectiveness comparison of different 
marketing communication activities. The focus is on the 
university preferences in marketing communication 

 Naidoo and Wu 
( 2011 ) 

 Analysis of signifi cant strategy implementation factors and 
their use in the fi eld of HE in order to recruit 
international students as well as the right level of use of 
business principles from strategy implementation 

 Page ( 2000 )  The level of importance of university ranking in student 
recruitment and the relative impact of university ranking 
on students’ choice 

 Trilokekar and 
Kizilbash ( 2013 ) 

 Improvement of internationalization of Canadian 
universities in order to recruit foreign students supported 
by valuable lessons from the Australian universities 

  France    Bonnard et al. 
( 2014 ) 

 Parents as an important environmental factor infl uencing 
students’ expectations about future earnings and 
consequently students’ decisions about the educational 
choices in the context when parents consider education as 
a kind of investment 

(continued)
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Table 2.1 (continued)

 Country  Selected relevant 
literature 

 Analysis 

 Brinbaum and 
Guegnard ( 2013 ) 

 The activities of second-generation immigrants in France 
concerning postsecondary choices, access to tertiary 
programs, dropout, and transition to the labor market, 
compared to those of students of French origin 

 Delmestri et al. 
( 2015 ) 

 University branding with focus on visual brand 
presentation home and abroad 

 Fernex et al. 
( 2015 ) 

 The performance changes according to allocation of time 
to different university and extra-university activities in 
order to determine the best number of compulsory school 
learning hours during the semester 

 Ilouga et al. 
( 2014 ) 

 The process of an entrepreneurial career choice 

 Pilkington ( 2012 )  The evolution, internationalization, reforms, and present 
situation of French HE system in the context of 
overwhelming Europeanization trends 

  Sweden    Daghbashyan and 
Harsman ( 2014 ) 

 Impact of universities on graduates’ entrepreneurial 
choice; 
 Link between the choice of university and a further 
entrepreneurial choice of a prospect student 

 Ebert et al. 
( 2015 ) 

 Opportunities and challenges for building alumni 
networks; description of goals, strategies, barriers, and 
successes of building an alumni program in an 
environment without a previous tradition 

 Eka et al. ( 2013 )  The extent to which management of university and the 
contents of courses should be based on business principles 

 Isaksson et al. 
( 2015 ) 

 Role of universities in providing lifelong learning and 
distance education 

 Isaksson et al. 
( 2013 ) 

 Methods for measuring university sustainability 

 Karlsson et al. 
( 2014 ) 

 Quality management processes in contemporary 
universities in changing environment considering external 
societal demands and internal university norms 

 O’Connor and 
Goransson ( 2015 ) 

 HRM and gender stereotypes in West European 
university management 

 Ozols et al. 
( 2012a ,  b ) 

 Activities, responsibilities, links, and collaboration of three 
entities: university, industry, and government 
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Research has also focused on some key factors in university management such 
as quality processes (Karlsson et al.  2014 ), gender (O’Connor and Goransson 
 2015 ), and sustainability (Isaksson et al.  2013, 2015 ). 

 The current literature on marketing of HEI in Canada, France, and 
Sweden has paid attention to relevant aspects such as marketing strategy, 
branding and communications, network development, entrepreneurial 
aspects, and the role of external factors in university choice. To our knowl-
edge, literature in these contexts as well as in other contexts in the world 
has not paid theoretical and/or empirical attention to the role of marketing 
activities in motivating students to choose a university. Also, although there 
are HE marketing studies in Canada, France, and Sweden, those studies are 
in general focused on the domestic context under study and do not attempt 
to provide cross-national comparisons. Our study builds on the current HE 
marketing literature to provide a framework of the impact of marketing 
activities in Canada, France, and Sweden and attempt to make cross-national 
comparisons of the effectiveness of marketing activities on student choice.  

   CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: THE IMPACT OF MARKETING 
IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 As a starting point to explain the linkages between marketing activities and 
student choice (which we treat as a performance outcome of HEI) we take 
the study of Gupta and Zeithaml ( 2006 ). The framework developed by 
these researchers focuses on the  impact of customer metrics   on the fi nancial 
performance of organizations. In essence, the framework links “what fi rms 
do (for example, their marketing actions), what customers think (for exam-
ple, unobservable constructs), what customers do (for example, behavioral 
outcomes), and how customers’ behavior affects fi rms’ fi nancial perfor-
mance (for example, profi ts and fi rm value)” (Gupta and Zeithaml  2006 , 
p. 718–719). We adapt Gupta and Zeithaml’s ( 2006 ) framework to the HE 
context in order to understand how university marketing activities along 
with other relevant variables affect behavioral outcomes (student choice). 
Figure  2.1  shows a visual representation of our conceptual framework.

     How Marketing Activities Affect Student Choice 

 Universities have a diverse range of  marketing activities   to choose from in 
order to attract new prospects. Those include advertising (e.g., TV, radio, 
outdoor, print); relational marketing such as open houses, information 
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sessions, interaction with alumni, or visits to high schools; internet mar-
keting through websites, blogs, or social media platforms; public relations, 
or other initiatives designed to have a marketing impact (Maringe  2006 ; 
Simoes and Soares  2010 ; Sojkin et al.  2012 ; Rust et al.  2004 ; Wilkins and 
Huisman  2011 ; Willis and Kennedy  2004 ). In what follows we elaborate 
on how traditional advertising, relational marketing, internet marketing, 
and perceived marketing effectiveness may impact student choice. 

   Traditional advertising    is used by universities in order to build 
 university brand awareness and brand associations (Chapleo  2011 ; 

Choice

University Expecta�ons
- Quality of Learning
- Career Prospects

Marke�ng Ac�vi�es
- Tradi�onal Adver�sing
- Rela�onal Marke�ng
- Internet Marke�ng

Control Variables:
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- Gender

Influencers:
- Family
- Friends
- High School Teachers/ 

Counsellors

Compe��ve Reputa�on

Perceived Marketing 
Effectiveness

Practical Considerations

Extracurricular Activities

  Fig. 2.1    The impact of marketing activities on student choice across developed 
economies       
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Keller  1993 ) and affect expectations about HEI through information 
(Anderson and Sullivan  1993 : p. 322) therefore impacting students’ choice. 
The competition on the HE market is becoming stronger every year, partly 
because of some demographic declines in many European countries and 
because of a trend toward globalization of the HE market. In recent years, 
many universities have engaged in activities intended to raise their brand 
awareness and differentiation. We observe this trend also in the HE mar-
keting literature, where building a HE brand is a topic that is increasingly 
attracting attention (Chapleo  2011 ; Chauhan and Pillai  2013 ; Hemsley-
Brown and Goonawardana  2007 ; Lowrie  2007 ). Advertising in mass media 
like radio, TV, newspapers, magazines, billboards, public transport, career 
expo fairs, and exhibitions have been adapted by HEI with the intention to 
increase the public’s awareness about the institution, create a positive image, 
and consequently to infl uence student choice. All these arguments suggest 
that traditional advertising may be a key variable infl uencing student choice. 

   Relational marketing    activities are expected to build closer ties with 
prospective students and may create emotional attachment. HE market-
ing scholars have called for more attention toward relationship marketing 
(Arnett et al.  2003 ; Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka  2006 ; Moogan  2011 ), 
since it can prevent some misunderstandings leading to satisfaction decline, 
such as addressing students’ information needs, quality issues, and student 
expectations. Hennig-Thurau et al. ( 2001 ) call for an appropriate relation-
ship with students to create loyalty. Arnett et al. ( 2003 ), Klassen ( 2002 ), and 
Moogan ( 2011 ) suggest that  relationship marketing   should start within the 
recruitment process, continue with retention of students (Angulo-Ruiz and 
Pergelova  2013 ), and fi nish with alumni relations in order to attract future 
potential students. Relational-based marketing activities will allow poten-
tial students to have a fi rst-hand idea even before entering the university 
that they are about to choose; and relational marketing through face-to-face 
encounters may provide potential students with a higher sense of affi liation 
with the university, which at the same time may motivate them to choose it. 

   Internet marketing   , embodied  especially by websites, blogs, or social 
media platforms has the potential to create a positive impact when HEI 
communicate with their target audience. While the traditional  marketing 
communications activities in HE are frequently standard mass media 
advertising and direct mail, e-documents, e-newsletters, and the use of 
digital technology are becoming increasingly important in HE marketing 
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(Moogan  2011 ; Opokuet al.  2006 ). Prospect students tend to use heavily 
websites, social media sites such as YouTube, Twitter, Facebook. Thus, 
internet marketing may have a positive impact on potential students’ 
choice of university. According to a study by Sojkin et al. ( 2012 ), the most 
often used information source by prospect students was the internet, espe-
cially university web sites and forums, followed by university brochures 
and handbooks. Opoku et al. ( 2006 ) note that the increasing competition 
for students and the desire for program recognition have led universities 
to allocate more efforts and resources to communication on the internet. 

   Perceived marketing effectiveness    .  In addition to examining the direct 
impact of marketing activities on university choice, in this study we add 
the effect of perceived marketing effectiveness.  Marketing effectiveness   
pertains to the effect of marketing efforts, such as pricing, promotion, 
and advertising, on consumer behavior. We introduce this variable to the 
HE marketing literature following research on consumer psychology. This 
approach is based on the contention that “perceived marketing efforts play 
a more direct role in consumer psychology than actual marketing efforts” 
(Yoo et al.  2000 , p. 200). Therefore, consumer behavior in general, and 
student choice in particular, may be better explained when considering 
the perceived qualities of products/services as well as students’ subjective 
perception of advertising and promotion activities by HEI. 

 Following the principle of  cognitive consistency  , people value harmony 
between thoughts, feelings, and actions (Hawkins et  al. 1995 ). Adapted 
to our study context, this means that to the extent that prospect students 
have more positive beliefs about the activities of HEIs, they will be moti-
vated to adapt their behavioral tendencies accordingly, resulting in higher 
likelihood of choosing the HEI.  Thus, positively evaluated marketing 
activities and positioning of HEIs may result in corresponding behavioral 
outcome such as choosing the HEI.  

   Other Factors Affecting Student Choice 

 Besides these marketing-related factors, students’ choice can be deter-
mined by other factors such as competitive reputation and image, students’ 
expectations from university, extracurricular activities that university offers, 
location of the university building and campus, and social infl uencers. 

   Competitive reputation    reduces uncertainty by viewing the HE  institution 
as more reliable. The reputation of a HE institution is the  consequence of 
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perceptions by the external stakeholders (Deephouse  2000 ; Fischer and 
Reuber  2007 ) in comparison to other institutions of similar type (Deutsch 
and Ross  2003 ; Fombrun and Shanley  1990 ). Following this logic, reputa-
tion requires that an institution be judged comparatively, and it represents 
external audience’s beliefs formed not only in the present, but also in the 
past (Reuber and Fischer  2005 ). The reputation helps to reduce uncer-
tainty of future service performance (Jha et al.  2013 ), something that is 
essential in  credence services  , where the quality of the outcome cannot 
be evaluated beforehand. In the HE marketing literature, reputation, and 
image of the institution have been argued to have a signifi cant role in prospect 
students’ decision to choose a university (Simões and Soares  2010 ; Briggs 
 2006 ; Willis and Kennedy  2004 ). According to Petruzzellis and Romanazzi 
( 2010 ) and Hesketh ( 1999 ) students are no longer passive choosers, but are 
becoming increasingly involved in calculating anticipated rates of return on 
the investment they made. Therefore, program and price-related information 
are considered as being critical for decision-making and university value is per-
ceived as a signifi cant positive infl uencer of university choice (Petruzzellis and 
Romanazzi  2010 ). The education at HEI with worldwide recognition is one 
of the most refl ected factors by future prospects and students are mostly look-
ing for educational services of high quality and qualifi cations that are widely 
recognized and can help them to enhance their career (Mpinganjira  2011 ). 
Depending on cultural and social background, in some countries the univer-
sity reputation plays the most important role when future university students 
choose their HEI. Kim ( 2011 ) says that Korean students consider the ranking 
of the university very critical when they choose a graduate school, but Sojkin 
et al. ( 2012 ) found out that university rankings are important only for 13 % of 
Polish university students and prospects. Veloutsou et al. ( 2004 ) state that the 
university and the department’s reputation are two of the top three themes 
for which students collect information. All these arguments are indicative that 
competitive reputation may be a key factor affecting student choice. 

   Students’ expectations from HEI    such as career prospects (Gray et  al. 
 2003 ; Mai  2005 ; Wiese et al.  2010 ), vision of a high-status occupation 
(Sianou‐Kyrgiou and Tsiplakides  2010 ) and quality of teaching (Chapman 
and Pyvis  2006 ; Wiese et al.  2010 ) have been considered relevant infl u-
encers on the decision to select a university. According to Girasek et al. 
( 2011 ) the fi rst-year Hungarian students consider high income as one 
of the most important factors in the decision of studying at the univer-
sity. The student’s career is the most important motivating factor for 
 Afro- Caribbean students (Ivy  2007 ). The working-class students are 
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directly concerned with the employment value of their university educa-
tion (Lehmann  2009 ). Baharun et  al. ( 2011 ) found that the quality of 
education is the most important factor of HEI choice in Malaysia. The 
highest importance in university choice for the quality of teaching has been 
recorded in Pretoria, South Africa by Wiese et al. ( 2010 ) that was followed 
by career prospects. Overall, research suggests that students expect from 
HEIs a potential to increase their future work opportunities (Brinkworth 
et al.  2009 ; Jimenez and Salas-Velasco  2000 ; Rochat and Demeulemeester 
 2001 ; Montmarquette et al.  2002 ). 

   Extracurricular activities    as, for example, clubs, sport activities, and 
social networking events are considered as strong impactful factors in 
some cultures, for example, Slovakia (Chebeň and Chebeň  2002 ). The 
situation can vary according to the cultural background of potential stu-
dents. Tinto ( 1975 ) recognizes the critical role of student integration in 
the academic life; in effect, extracurricular activities will allow prospect 
student to have future integration. Ivy ( 2007 ) found out that Indian and 
“other” Asian students were most strongly associated with academic and 
social university motivators. A study in Poland found that clubs, sport 
activities, and social networking events are among the most important fac-
tors in university choice (Sojkin et al.  2012 ). 

   Practical considerations      such as the location of HEI    are in some countries 
and for some prospect students one of the most important factors in deci-
sion-making. Simões and Soares ( 2010 ) found out that  geographical prox-
imity   is the most important choice factor for a HEI in Portugal. Jepsen and 
Montgomery ( 2009 ) say that the distance is a highly statistically signifi cant 
factor in deciding of non-traditional students (older students, working 
students) whether to enroll in community college, and in which school 
to choose. To attract these students the community college sometimes 
deviates from the state university model and prefer many scattered small 
schools to one giant school. According to Sianou‐Kyrgiou and Tsiplakides 
( 2010 ), the choice of HEI and fi eld of study is infl uenced by proximity 
of HEI to the place of students’ residence. Other practical considerations 
that may affect student choice are speed of application process, tuition 
fees, and scholarship opportunities and fi nancial aid. For some prospects 
these considerations may be relevant when choosing and  selecting a uni-
versity with a practical viewpoint in mind. However, we need to point out 
that these considerations may have no infl uence when students are choos-
ing a university based on quality and reputation of the HEI. 
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   Social infl uencers    such as family, friends, high school teachers and coun-
sellors may have a considerable impact on HEI choice (Maringe  2006 ). 
The opinions of parents are strong contributors to the instrumental and 
utilitarian perception of the university (Lehman  2009 ). In Poland and in 
China, parents help to decide the future of their children and family opin-
ion is the most infl uential factor when Polish students decide about their 
HEI (Sojkin et al.  2012 ; Lee and Morrish  2012 ). Ivy ( 2007 ) found out 
that college students of differing ethnic origin have different motivations 
for going to university. He states that the infl uence of the family was most 
important among Pakistani and African students. Whites were least likely 
to be infl uenced by their families, unlike Asian Pakistani and African col-
lege students who were strongly infl uenced by family to apply. 

 We also include the role of demographic and socioeconomic factors in 
our conceptual framework. In particular, we control for  gender   and  par-
ents’ education   as those variables are oftentimes included in HE studies 
(e.g., Menon  1998 ,  2004 ).   

   METHODOLOGY 

  Context 
 In this study, we compare the impact of marketing in HEI across three 
developed economies:  Canada  ,  France  , and  Sweden  . The universities in 
this study are comparable in terms of their international orientation and 
emphasis on learning quality. 

  Canada   is one of the four English-speaking countries (along with the 
USA, UK, and Australia) where the HE market is well established as a 
global phenomenon, and for which the extant literature provides evidence 
of marketization of universities (Hemsley-Brown and Oplatka  2006 ). 
Canada, thus, represents well the English-speaking countries and the high 
competition in HE in those countries. In Canada, there is no federal min-
istry of education; the provinces and territories are responsible for all levels 
of education including universities. Canadian universities generally receive 
the authority to grant degrees from provincial legislation, and are autono-
mous in academic matters. 

  France   is one of the eight countries that have captured more than 
70 % of the world’s international students (Maringe and Foskett  2010 ). 
The university system in France includes 83 major state-funded public 
universities. The HE system in France is divided into Universities and 
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Grandes Ecoles. Universities in France are generally public and provide 
free education (only entering fee around 300 EUR is required) and no 
entrance exams are needed to be a university student. 

 The university system in  Sweden   includes 35 major state-funded uni-
versities that receive signifi cant government funding, as well as 18 private 
educational institutions, which have their own private foundations and 
approval from government to provide HE (Ebert et al.  2015 ). The univer-
sities in Sweden are not governed by state or by project, but mainly laissez- 
faire. In this model, the state does not control universities in Sweden, but 
Academia, industry and state are separated and interact together (Ozols 
et al.  2012a ,  b ). Universities in Sweden are supposed to take a more active, 
self-governing role, which in turn is believed to lead to increased effi -
ciency, higher transparency, better student focus, and higher quality.  

  Sample 
 The unit of analysis comprises fi rst and second-year university students 
enrolled in a business related program. Therefore, we analyze the impact 
of marketing from the perspective of university students. Students in the 
fi rst two years of university have fresher memories of the process they 
experienced when choosing a university, which is in line with current HE 
research that is also based on data from current freshmen and sophomores 
(e.g., Menon 1998 ,  2004 ; Menon et al.  2007 ). 

 The analysis is based on data from three universities, one from each 
country under study. The programs students were enrolled in are com-
parable across the three HEI and are focused on management and com-
merce. For the purposes of this research, we use a data set comprising 
548 responses and after accounting for incomplete entries, we have 451 
complete responses from all universities (163 responses from the univer-
sity in Canada, 212 from the university in France, and 76 responses from 
the university in Sweden). 

 In  Canada  , data come from a university in Alberta, founded in 1971 
and granted the university status in 2009. The university under study 
evolved from community college to university (offering four-year bacca-
laureate programs). The data from  France   comes from a university that 
was founded in 1875 with the active support of the Catholic Church. 
Nowadays, the University is a major player of French HE system with 
24,540 students, six faculties, 20 colleges and institutes. Data from 
 Sweden   comes from one of the largest business schools in terms of the 

THE RELEVANCE OF MARKETING ACTIVITIES FOR HIGHER EDUCATION... 25



number of students. Their learning programs are characterized by high 
quality, an international profi le, and close ties to the industry.  

   Operationalization of Variables 

 Table  2.2  provides information about the operationalization and specifi c 
measurements for each of the variables used. Some of the variables under 
analysis are constructed using multi-item measurement scales; therefore, 
we used the mean of all items or the result of exploratory factor analysis as 
the variable in the subsequent  regression   analyses (Ramani and Kumar 
 2008 ). We also estimated  Cronbach  ’s alpha to verify the reliability of the 
constructed variables.

     Choice   
 Since the students in the sample have already chosen a university, we mea-
sure this variable using two items related to the perceived quality of the 
university as a choice factor. Quality is one of the critical factors of univer-
sity and post-university success (e.g., Chapleo  2011 ; Chapman and Pyvis 
 2006 ); therefore capturing student choice based on quality is a good proxy 
of what the actual choice may be for prospect students. In particular, we 
ask for the level of agreement with choosing the university “because of the 
quality of programs” and “reputation/ranking.”  

  Perceived Marketing Effectiveness 
    We measured this variable by asking students whether marketing in gen-
eral and advertising in particular infl uenced their decision to choose the 
university. We also asked about how appealing and informative the HEI 
advertisements were.  

  Marketing Activities 
 We measure three marketing efforts: traditional advertising, relational 
marketing, and internet marketing, which were rated in terms of their 
importance in the decision to attend a university.  Traditional advertising   
was measured using four items: radio ads, billboards, TV ads, and print 
ads. For  relational marketing   we used the following items: open house, 
career expo day, information session on campus, face to face interaction 
with alumni, and university visit to high school. In the case of  internet 
marketing,   we employed a single item related to internet, which is in line 
with Bergkvist and Rossiter ( 2007 ), Drolet and Morrison ( 2001 ), and 
Rossiter ( 2002 ,  2005 ,  2008 ) who suggest that the predictive validity of 
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   Table 2.2    Operationalization of variables   

 Variable  Operationalization  Measurement 

  Choice    Two items were used. I chose this 
university because of a  
 – The quality of programs 
 – This university reputation/ranking 

 Used the result of exploratory 
factor analysis. Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin = 0.5, explained variance 
= 0.72. Cronbach’s alpha = 0.62 

  Perceived 
marketing 
effectiveness   

 Four items were used 
 –This university’s marketing efforts 
infl uenced my decision to apply a  
 – This university’s advertisements 
had an effect on me when choosing a 
university a  
 – How appealing are this university’s 
advertisements? b  
 – How informative are this 
university’s advertisements? b  

 Used the result of exploratory 
factor analysis. Kaiser-Meyer-
Olkin = 0.67, explained variance 
= 0.50. Cronbach’s alpha = 0.65 

  Traditional 
advertising   

 Four items were used c . How 
important were each of the following 
communication methods in your 
decision to attend a university? 
 – Radio ads 
 – Billboards ads 
 – TV ads 
 – Print ads 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s alpha 
= 0.75 

  Relational 
marketing   

 Five items were used c . How 
important were each of the following 
communication methods in your 
decision to attend a university? 
 – Open house 
 – Career expo day 
 – Information session on campus 
 –  Face to face interaction with 

alumni 
 – University visit at your high school 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s alpha 
= 0.65 

  Internet 
marketing   

 One item was used. How important 
were each of the following 
communication methods in your 
decision to attend a university? 
 – Internet 

 Interval scale, from 1 not 
important to 5 very important. 

(continued)
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Table 2.2 (continued)

 Variable  Operationalization  Measurement 

  Practical 
Considerations   

 Four items were used c . Rate how 
important the following factors were 
to you in evaluating a university/
college to attend? 
 – Distance from home 
 –  Scholarship opportunities/fi nancial 

aid 
 – Tuition fees 
 – Speed of application process 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.66 

  Career 
prospects   

 Three items were used c . Rate how 
important the following factors were 
to you in evaluating a university/
college to attend? 
 – Desired program of study 
 – Diversifi ed choice of majors 
 – Future career prospects 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.57 

  Quality of 
learning   

 Four items were used c . Rate how 
important the following factors were 
to you in evaluating a university/
college to attend? 
 – Class size 
 – Quality of teachers 
 – Learning environment 
 – Access to professors and advisors 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.69 

  Extracurricular 
activities   

 Three items were used c . Rate how 
important the following factors were 
to you in evaluating a university/
college to attend? 
 – Extracurricular clubs and activities 
 – Sports 
 – Student social networking events 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.70 

  Competitive 
reputation   

 How would you rank the reputation 
of this university compared to each 
of the following? Five institutions 
were provided to students to make 
comparisons. Scale used was 1: much 
better to 5: much worse 

 We fi rst reversed original 
variables to have 1: much worse 
to 5: much better. Then we 
summed scores given to each of 
the comparisons. The total score 
ranges from 5 to 25 points. We 
used the standardized value 

(continued)
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Table 2.2 (continued)

 Variable  Operationalization  Measurement 

  Family    Three items were used c . How 
important were the following 
infl uencers in making your current 
university choice? 
 –  My parents/guardians 

recommendation 
 – Family members other than parents 
 –  University attended by family 

member 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.60 

  Friends    Three items were used c . How 
important were the following 
infl uencers in making your current 
university choice? 
 – Friends recommendation 
 –  University friends have graduated 

from and/or currently attending 
 –  Encouragement from work 

colleagues/boss 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.65 

  High school 
teachers  /
counsellors 

 Two items were used c . How 
important were the following 
infl uencers in making your current 
university choice? 
 –  High school counsellors 

recommendation 
 – High school teachers 

 Mean value. Cronbach’s 
alpha = 0.73 

  Parent’s 
education   

 What is the highest level of 
education of your mother/legal 
guardian? 

 Ordinal scale from 1 to 5: High 
school or less; diploma/
certifi cate; bachelor; master; 
doctorate 

  Gender    Gender  0: male, 1: female 

   a From 1 “strongly disagree” to 5 “strongly agree” 
  b From 1 “not appealing/informative” to 5 “very appealing/informative” 
  c From 1 “not important” to 5 “very important”  
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single-item measures is comparable to that of multiple-item measures and 
encourage the use of single-item measures where appropriate.  

  Competitive Reputation 
    Students were asked to rate the reputation of the university they are cur-
rently enrolled in compared to each of other fi ve HEI in the geographi-
cal area. We used a 5-point scale from 1 (much better) to 5 (much worse). 
In order to compute the measure of reputation, we reversed the scale 
and summed scores given to each of the pair comparisons; the score used 
ranged from 5 to 25 points. We introduced in our regression model, the 
standardized value of competitive reputation.  

  University Expectations 
    We included two variables. For career prospects, we employed three items 
focused on program of study, choice of majors, and future career pros-
pects. For quality of learning we used four items: quality of teachers, class 
size, learning environment, and access to professors and advisors.  

   Extracurricular Activities   
 Three items were used to refl ect sports, social networking events, and 
extracurricular clubs and activities.  

   Practical Considerations   
 The items here cover practical issues such as location, tuition, speed of 
application process, and scholarship opportunities / fi nancial aid.  

  Infl uencers 
 The role of family (three items), friends (three items) as well as high school 
teachers and counsellors (two items) were considered. 

  Control variables -  Parents’ education   and  gender   (0, male and 1, 
female) were used.   

   Statistical Method 

 We employed ordinary least square  regressions   with robust standard errors 
for all observations in our data set and for specifi c university-country of 
analysis. In order to provide a parsimonious test of the marketing impact, 
we specifi ed three models. In the baseline model, we included the effect of 
university expectations, practical considerations, extracurricular activities, 
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competitive reputation, infl uencers, parents’ education and gender on stu-
dent choice. In the second model, in addition to the variables included in 
the baseline model, we included marketing activities. In the full model, we 
included perceived marketing effectiveness in addition to all the variables 
included previously.   

   EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

  Descriptive Statistics 
 Descriptive statistics and the correlation matrix are presented in Table  2.3 . 
From a bivariate correlation perspective, perceived marketing effective-
ness, relational marketing, quality of learning, extracurricular activities, 
career prospects, competitive reputation, and parents’ education are posi-
tively and signifi cantly correlated with choice.

      The Effect of Marketing Activities on Student Choice Across 
Developed Economies: Testing the Conceptual Model 

 The empirical results of the models are presented in Table  2.4  and are orga-
nized in terms of fi ndings that include the data set comprising responses 
from all universities under study and fi ndings based on responses for each 
university/country.

   For the baseline choice model, the fi ndings indicate that practical con-
siderations (−0.24,  p  < 0.001), quality of learning (0.289,  p  < 0.001), 
extracurricular activities (0.15,  p  < 0.01), competitive reputation (0.116, 
 p  < 0.05), family (0.072,  p  < 0.10, one-tailed test), gender (0.165,  p  < 
0.10), and parents’ education (0.077,  p  < 0.10) have signifi cant effects 
on choice. In the second model, relational marketing (0.27,  p  < 0.001) 
has a signifi cant and positive effect on choice. In the full model, perceived 
marketing effectiveness (0.135,  p  < 0.01) has also a signifi cant effect on 
choice. Traditional advertising (−0.026,  p  > 0.10) and internet marketing 
(0.042,  p  > 0.10) do not have a signifi cant effect on choice. Competitive 
reputation, quality of learning, and parents’ education have consistent sig-
nifi cant effects on choice across all models. 

 The R-square of the models improves with the inclusion of the market-
ing variables. R-square of baseline model is 0.126 and it increases to 0.176 
when we include marketing activities in the model, which further increases 
to 0.19 when perceived marketing effectiveness is added into the model.  
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   Country-Specifi c Findings:  Canada  , France, and Sweden 

 In the Canadian sample, of all the marketing efforts studied, none of 
them has a signifi cant effect on choice. Perceived marketing effectiveness 
(0.324,  p  < 0.05) however has a signifi cant effect on choice. Quality of 
learning (0.45,  p  < 0.05) and competitive reputation (0.126,  p  < 0.10, 
one-tailed test) have also a signifi cant effect on the decision to choose 
a university. We performed an additional analysis to fi nd which variables 
affect perceived marketing effectiveness since this variable shows a sig-
nifi cant effect on choice. Our results reveal that traditional advertising 
(0.437,  p  < 0.001), quality of learning (0.309,  p  < 0.05), and parents’ 
education (0.245,  p  < 0.01) have a signifi cant effect on perceived market-
ing effectiveness in the Canadian sample. Table  2.5  provides estimates for 
this additional analysis.

   In the sample from  France  , relational marketing (0.159,  p  < 0.10) has 
a signifi cant effect on choice. Neither traditional advertising nor inter-
net marketing have signifi cant effects on choice. Practical considerations 
(−0.258,  p  < 0.001) and quality of learning (0.277,  p  < 0.001) signifi -
cantly affect choice. Competitive reputation (0.163,  p  < 0.05) also has 
an effect on choice. Career prospects (0.116,  p  < 0.10, one-tailed test) is 
signifi cant only in the baseline model. 

 In the case of the university in  Sweden  , practical considerations (−0.449, 
 p  < 0.01) and quality of learning (0.357,  p  < 0.10) have a signifi cant effect 
on choice. Competitive reputation (0.232,  p  < 0.10, one-tailed test) also 
has a signifi cant effect on choice. Friends (0.185,  p  < 0.10) and gender 
(0.456,  p  < 0.10) have also signifi cant effects on students’ choice. Family 
(0.166,  p  < 0.10, one-tailed test) has a signifi cant effect on choice only in 
the baseline model.   

   DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 In the current study, we set out to examine and compare infl uences on 
students’ university choice across three developed markets with a special 
emphasis on the role of marketing activities. Our results present interest-
ing implications for HE administrators. Despite a spike in competition 
and an increase in marketing activities for many universities, extant lit-
erature has been largely silent on what the effect of marketing activities 
is on  students’ university choice. The fi ndings from our study point to 
 relational marketing activities, such as face-to-face meetings and open 
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   Table 2.5    Additional analysis for the university in Canada.   

 University in Canada 

 Independent variables  Perceived marketing effectiveness (Beta) 

 Traditional advertising  0.437*** 
 (0.371) 

 Relational marketing  0.078 
 (0.069) 

 Internet marketing  0.06 
 (0.076) 

 Practical considerations  0.031 
 (0.028) 

 Quality of learning  0.309* 
 (0.187) 

 Extracurricular activities  0.021 
 (0.018) 

 Career prospects  0.019 
 (0.014) 

 Competitive reputation  0.018 
 (0.018) 

 Family  −0.006 
 (0.006) 

 Friends  −0.2* 
 (−0.179) 

 High school teachers/counsellors  0.04 
 (0.041) 

 Gender  0.012 
 (0.006) 

 Parents’ education  0.245** 
 (0.246) 

 Constant  −2.718*** 
 N  163 
 RMSE  0.899 
 R 2   0.308*** 

  Standardized coeffi cients are between parentheses. Robust standard errors employed. RMSE is the acro-
nym for root mean square error; this index ranges from 0 to infi nity, where 0 corresponds to the best 
model 

 *** p  < 0.001; ** p <0.01; * p <0.05; † p  < 0.10 

  a One-tailed test  
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house events, as the only signifi cant marketing variable affecting choice. 
Another important infl uence on choice is competitive reputation of the 
university. This is a variable that consistently remains signifi cant for all 
countries under  analysis, along with quality of learning. University admin-
istrators are therefore advised to direct more efforts into enhancing and 
communicating the image of the HE institution as a reputable university 
offering high-quality learning environment. 

 Our fi ndings from the three countries under analysis present nuanced 
understanding about the relative importance of different variables in dif-
ferent contexts and suggest that we cannot generalize fi ndings from one 
developed country to another. It is therefore important to take into con-
sideration the specifi cities of the context. From the marketing variables, 
relational marketing was more important in  France  , while perceived mar-
keting effectiveness had a highly signifi cant impact on choice in  Canada  . 
Practical considerations such as location and speed of application process 
had a signifi cant negative effect in France and  Sweden  , probably refl ecting 
the relatively higher importance of university reputation in those countries. 

 As mentioned earlier, in this study perceived marketing effectiveness 
shows a signifi cant effect only in the sample from  Canada  . Perceived mar-
keting effectiveness indicates the subjective evaluation of the impact of 
marketing activities in the decision to choose a university. The fact that 
perceived marketing effectiveness was signifi cant in Canada is a signal of 
the relevance of HE marketing in some developed economies, particularly 
in English-speaking countries, where marketing efforts to attract students 
have been in use for a long time. In other developed economies, such 
as  France   and  Sweden  , perceived marketing effectiveness was not found 
signifi cant. A potential explanation for this lack of signifi cance may be 
related to the level of participation in marketing efforts, and more specifi -
cally traditional marketing communications. In countries such as France 
and Sweden, HEIs may not be as engaged in marketing efforts as HEIs 
from English-speaking developed economies. Future studies need to look 
at differences within developed economies with a more nuanced approach 
given that studying HEIs from developed economies as one group can 
provide misleading results. 

 From the results of perceived marketing effectiveness in the sample 
from  Canada  , it seems that there is a group of students who chooses a HEI 
based partly on the subjective perception of the effectiveness of marketing, 
among other aspects. In our additional analysis, traditional advertising, 
quality of learning, and parents’ education showed a signifi cant impact 
on perceived  marketing effectiveness. Interestingly, traditional   advertising 
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and parents’ education do not have direct effect on student choice but 
only indirect effects through perceived marketing effectiveness. From 
these fi ndings, HEI can focus on traditional marketing communications 
to deliver a message of quality of learning. 

 In our study, practical considerations show a negative impact on stu-
dent choice. This is likely because our “choice” variable was measured 
with reference to quality and reputation, that is, implicit in the measure-
ment is the assumption that prospect students will take into account the 
perceived reputation of the HEI. Therefore, the negative sign of practical 
considerations on university choice needs to be interpreted with caution. 
Other research has found that practical considerations variables, such as 
location of the HEI, are important when choosing a university (Simões 
and Soares  2010 ; Jepsen and Montgomery  2009 ). Different segments of 
the prospect students will have different criteria when choosing a univer-
sity, and for some such considerations may have a positive impact. 

 Surprisingly, internet did not have a signifi cant effect on student choice. 
This fi nding is interesting given that other research has found that internet 
is the most often used information source by prospect students (Sojkin 
et al.  2012 ). One explanation for our fi nding is that information on the 
internet and online communication with prospect students is expected 
and is becoming the norm, and thus does not contribute differentially to 
forming student choice. 

 The variables most strongly and consistently associated with university 
choice in our study are quality of learning and competitive reputation. It is 
well known from the services marketing literature that for  credence services  , 
where the quality of the outcome cannot be evaluated beforehand, the orga-
nization’s reputation is essential as it helps in reducing the inherent uncer-
tainty about future performance (Jha et al.  2013 ). In this sense, our fi ndings 
join others (Natale and Doran  2012 ) who have critiqued the increasing 
emphasis on marketing communications at the expense of focus on the qual-
ity of the educational experience. Our study points to the need to maintain 
high-quality learning environment and reputation of the university and focus 
marketing efforts on communicating this image to prospect students.  

   LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH LINES 
 It is worth noting that our study is a cross-country comparison of infl u-
ences on university choice within the respective national markets; as such 
the results cannot be applied directly to international marketing activities 
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of those universities. Future research can assess the effect of international 
marketing activities/budgets designed to attract international students to 
the universities under study. Such a work would provide valuable insights 
to university administrators, as many developed countries have embarked 
on a global competition for international students and studies on success 
factors for international marketing strategies are scarce (e.g., Naidoo and 
Wu  2011 ). 

 In addition, in this study we use data from one university in each coun-
try. Future research can broaden the scope and compare multiple univer-
sities in each country to improve generalizability of results. This study 
also uses survey data  to measure the effectiveness of marketing activi-
ties. Future research can use dollar amount of investment in marketing 
activities to assess the impact of marketing activities. The current research 
focuses on three developed countries—Canada, France and Sweden. An 
avenue for future studies is to include more developed countries in the 
analysis and provide more insights about the generalizability of the impact 
of marketing in HE in the developed world.      
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