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ABSTRACT
The sector of higher education in developed countries has been fac-
ing important structural changes over the last decade, which is now
expanding to developing countries also. As the competitive land-
scape is changing, the trend of commercialisation of higher educa-
tion has become more evident. Higher education institutions (H.E.I.s)
have been developing their business strategies, with a clear focus
on marketing activities, changes in organisational processes, and
even changes in their priorities and missions, thus becoming more
lucrative. Knowing student behaviour and criteria for choice deci-
sions and recognising the main determinants of students’ choice is
the basis for establishing an effective strategy of H.E.I.s. The aim of
this article is to shed light on student choice criteria when deciding
which institution in higher education to enrol, and to identify main
moderating influences. Linear mixed model (L.M.M.) was used as
the main methodological tool for analysing the main variation in
the attitudes and expectations of students, based on several moder-
ating variables, their socio-demographic and personal characteristics.
The results reveal main institutional attributes that HEIs from a post-
transitional country can use for the effective market positioning,
and the influence of gender, academic aspirations and achieve-
ments on the assessment of various students’ choice criteria.
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1. Introduction

The global higher education sector has experienced transformational changes in
recent decades, mainly in terms of an increased competition in recruiting students
and the ‘massification of higher education’ (Briggs & Wilson, 2007; McManus et al.,
2017). Similar structural changes have occurred in south-east Europe, additionally
intensified and marked by the transition process. Serbia shares some similar charac-
teristics in that respect, being however a rather unsuccessful example regarding the
overall transition processes (Lazi�c & Cveji�c, 2005).
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Transition in former socialist countries brought formal institutional transform-
ation, (re)introducing the market as the key principle of social and economic organ-
isation. This principle has also become one of the cornerstones of the higher
education institutions’ (H.E.I.) development strategies (Jungblut & Vukasovic, 2018;
Vukasovic, 2014). Paradoxically, being rather unsuccessful in economic transition,
Serbia has established a fairly free market in higher education. Institutional trans-
formation in higher education in Serbia has been carried out through the accredit-
ation process in the overall Bologna process implementation, followed by the full
implementation of a three-cycle system (bachelor studies, M.S.c. studies and P.h.D.
studies) and E.C.T.S. system in all study programmes.

The market principle has prompted the proactive behaviour of H.E.I.s towards cus-
tomers/future students. As the main outcome of changed competitive landscape, the
relationship between students and H.E.I.s has developed into a customer–service sup-
plier relationship. This is a broad trend, firstly noticed in the developed countries,
and now expanding to developing countries. Higher education evolves from the pub-
lic good, which creates benefits for the society, to some kind of private good/service
which a university provides to their students. As other authors have already noticed,
the student–university relationship becomes more marketised (Judson & Taylor, 2014;
Maringe & Gibbs, 2009, McManus et al., 2017). Students are perceived as customers,
while universities’ mission becomes delivering added value compared to competitors
and finding effective ways of market positioning.

In addition, branding universities and all sources of promotional activities have
become an evident practice among main industry players. In general, H.E.I.s have
started behaving more as business organisations (Olssen & Peters, 2005; Clarke,
2007), with developed marketing strategies, changes in organisational processes, and
even changes in their priorities and missions, thus becoming more lucrative.
Drummond (2004) observed the commercialisation of higher education, and noticed
that H.E.I.s put more focus on marketing as a part of their business strategy. On the
other hand, Maringe and Gibbs (2009) insist on the public good perspective and on
decommoditising the offers of universities, while universities, apart from their intel-
lectual and scientific importance ‘… embody in their practice powerful organiza-
tional, instrumental values, and wider social and cultural values.’ However, they also
emphasise the role of universities’ marketing strategy in creating long-term, partner-
ship relationships with students.

Perceiving students as customers, opened a number of questions regarding their
behaviour, such as students’ choice, motivation, socio-demographic, psychological
and other influences. As educational landscape becomes more competitive, the
importance of such investigation rises. This question is relevant not only to the uni-
versity–student relationship, but also to public policy. This analysis aims to find out
major institutional attributes that students value in the process of choosing an H.E.I.
After a brief literature review on student choice and main choice criteria, contextual
framework will be discussed in the third part of the article, as the research was
conducted in one post-transitional European country, with a specific educational eco-
system. The fourth part explores the methodology of research after which research
results with main implications for H.E.I.s and policymakers will be presented.
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2. Literature review: student choice

In order to develop an effective competitive strategy, all organisations have to know
their target market and meet their needs. From the perspective of H.E.I.s, a question of
student choice criteria arises. Since 1980s, issues of student university choice have been
analysed in the literature. This choice question has two elements: the question of
choosing higher education compared to other alternatives (working or non-university
alternatives) and the question of choosing a particular H.E.I. (Hossler et al., 1989). The
central point in this article is the question of particular university/faculty choice.

In line with the commercialisation of higher education, the students’ decision-making
processes can be considered as a classical customer decision process, developed in the
marketing literature. In the literature on student choice, there is no widely accepted
model of students’ decision process, while there are three-staged or five-staged models.
Five-staged models of students’ choice relate to Kotler’s five-stage consumer decision
process that starts with problem recognition and information search, followed by the
phases of evaluation of the alternatives, the purchase decision and post purchase behav-
iour (Kotler, 2000, p. 98; Kotler & Keller, 2016, p. 195). Three-staged models are more
common in the literature. Hossler and Gallagher (1987) proposed a three-stage develop-
ment model of student choice with following phases: (1) predisposition, which is recog-
nising the need in five-staged model, when a student makes a decision about the
continuation of education; (2) search, when a student collects information, develops a
set of criteria for evaluating different universities and recognises main alternatives; and
(3) choice, seen as purchase decision in a five-stage model. Jackson (1982) recognised
the preference stage, seen as an attitude towards further education, influenced by aca-
demic achievements (which corresponds to problem recognition in a five-stage model),
the exclusion stage, when a student defines a choice set (as the identification of a poten-
tial H.E.I.) and the evaluation stage, which matches the evaluation of the alternatives
and the final purchase decision in a five-stage model. Litten (1982) distinguished
the stages of desire (the decision to attend university, corresponding to problem
recognition), investigation (seen as information search and evaluation) and the final
stage of application, admission and enrolment (matches the purchase decision in five-
stage models).

This study deals with the evaluation of alternatives, as the central phase of a five-
staged student decision process (also acknowledged in the three-staged models) when
students as customers assess different attributes of H.E.I.s. In other texts, those attrib-
utes will be referred to as the criteria of students’ choice. The premise in the article is
that evaluation is a cognitively oriented process, ‘meaning that consumers form judg-
ments largely on a conscious and rational basis’ (Kotler, 2000, p. 99). In the literature,
there is no generally accepted list of criteria, while student choice is shaped by vari-
ous social, psychological and environmental factors. Dunnett et al. (2012) emphasised
that in this area one can expect high heterogeneity in the behaviour of students in
different countries and different social contexts. In Table 1, the most important
choice criteria identified in the literature are listed. In addition to understanding stu-
dent choice criteria, this study also deals with different factors that influence student
choice, as recognised in various models (Champan, 1981; Jackson, 1982). Student
characteristics are among the most analysed factors. Champan (1981) recognised
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several student characteristics, which were analysed in this study as socio-demo-
graphic factors, academic aspirations and academic achievements of students.

The main studies of students’ H.E.I. choice were conducted in the developed coun-
tries, especially in the U.S. (Kallio, 1995), in the U.K. (Dunnett et al., 2012; Gibbons
& Vignoles, 2012; Maringe, 2006; McManus et al., 2017) or in Germany (Obermeit,
2012). In the U.S., the well-known models of student choice were developed
(Champan, 1981; Hossler et al., 1989; Litten, 1982). Although there are studies deal-
ing with some developing countries (but limited in scope, as noticed by Mbawuni
and Nimako, 2015), there is an evident gap regarding research in south-east
European countries. In order to fill that gap, this study is oriented towards investigat-
ing and understanding student choice in Serbia, as one post-transitional, south-east
European countries.

3. Contextual framework

As it has been already stated, the Serbian transition context is rather different from
the model of ‘successful postsocialist transformation’ (Lazi�c & Cveji�c, 2005). Two
phases have been distinguished in Serbia in this respect: blocked transition in the
1990s, and prolonged (‘unblocked’) transition since the political changes in 2000.
After these changes, the process of postsocialist transition was unblocked and Serbia
entered the period of gradual consolidation of the capitalist system (Lazi�c & Pe�si�c,
2012). Private economic initiatives have resulted in the development of a large num-
ber of private H.E.I.s. That way, the number of universities in Serbia has increased by
more than double. Although private universities have a relatively low market share
(they participate with less than 13.2% in the total number of students who have

Table 1. Main choice criteria identified in the literature.
Choice criteria Authors

Reputational factors Chapman, 1993
Soutar & Turner, 2002
Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004
Briggs, 2006
Alves & Raposo, 2007
Pampaloni, 2010
Platz & Holtbr€ugge, 2016

Financial considerations such as tuition,
available scholarships, etc.

Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004
Shanka et al., 2006
Pampaloni, 2010

Career prospects Kallio, 1995
Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004
Maringe, 2006
Alves & Raposo, 2007
Platz & Holtbr€ugge, 2016

Quality of programmes, their structure,
nature and diversity

Kallio, 1995
Soutar & Turner, 2002
Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004
Shanka et al., 2006

Location Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004
Shanka et al., 2006
Briggs, 2006
Alves & Raposo, 2007

Source: Compiled by the authors based on scientific literature.
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enrolled universities in Serbia [Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2018a]), the
competitive landscape has changed.

The state sector in higher education faced new competitors, not just in terms of
new study programmes, but also in terms of new approaches to teaching and differ-
ent criteria in grading process. In addition, some reforms, such as the introduction of
E.C.T.S. system, allowed higher international mobility of students. That provides
more opportunities for recruiting international students, opening new international
markets, but also increases competitive pressure from international competition.
These new competitive pressures upon state H.E.I.s have been strengthened by inad-
equate state financial support for state universities (Education, Audiovisual and
Culture Executive Agency, European Commission, 2017). Furthermore, the competi-
tion for university attendees between privately-owned and state-founded universities
has been taking place in an unfavourable demographic situation primarily character-
ised by severe depopulation and youth emigration (OECD, 2015/2016).

Nevertheless, in such a competitive landscape only the University of Belgrade (the
biggest state university) has managed to rank constantly among top 500 universities
on the Academic Ranking of World Universities since 2012 (Academic Ranking of
World Universities, 2017). There is no doubt that such international ranking
increases the reputation of an H.E.I., but student choice of an H.E.I. is more complex.
In order to evaluate factors of student choices of H.E.I.s in Serbia we conducted an
empirical study among final year high schools students in Belgrade.

4. Research objectives and methodology

In the absence of the research in the matter in the post-transitional countries, in
south-east Europe, the focal point of this research was to analyse the students’ evalu-
ation of different university characteristics, which are proposed as the main selection
criteria. Institutional characteristics were analysed, as they are controllable factors
from the perspective of an H.E.I., so they can be used as a basis for their marketing
and recruiting strategy. This direction of the research is in accordance with the results
of Pampaloni’s (2010) study which showed that ‘institutional characteristics were
more influential than interpersonal or informational resources used by students’ and
with Bergerson’s (2009, p. 29) conclusion that ‘information about institutional charac-
teristics is essential to the choice …’ an H.E.I. can improve or change some charac-
teristics and features of its offer, so it can develop a value proposition that fits
students’ needs and expectations. The main research questions are:

RQ1: what are highly assessed institutional characteristics in the process of student
HEI choice

RQ2: what are the main moderating factors of students’ evaluation of a HEI?

The influences of the socio-demographic characteristics of students and some per-
sonal attributes will be tracked. The socio-demographic characteristics of students
included in the research are: gender, education of parents and working status of
parents. The personal attributes were students’ academic achievements and students’
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academic aspirations. This kind of analysis should provide useful guidelines for devel-
oping university marketing and recruiting strategies.

In order to collect the data, a survey was conducted in 20 high schools in the cap-
ital city of Serbia. The developed questionnaire was pre-tested and then distributed in
13 grammar schools (out of 15 grammar schools in Belgrade) and seven vocational
schools. Grammar schools make the majority of the sample given the fact that stu-
dents from these schools are supposed to continue their education. Vocational
schools were chosen judgementally, aiming to select those schools from which a large
share of students enrol in universities. This implicated the exclusion of the majority
of vocational schools from which students do not have the opportunity to enrol uni-
versity. This convenience sample included 838 respondents; high school students in
their final high school year, who were planning to enrol in an H.E.I. They completed
the questionnaire in June, several days before the deadline for sending applications to
an H.E.I. The number of students from each school included in the sample was set
based on the share of students from every municipality in the total number of stu-
dents. The sample structure is presented in Table 2. In the first phase of the analysis,
descriptive statistics accompanied with statistical testing (ANOVA or independent sam-
ple test) were applied in order to recognise the main choice criteria (from the list of 19
criteria, based on a five-point scale) and the main personal and socio-demographic var-
iables, which will be additionally tested. The list of criteria was developed based on the
previous research, but it is adjusted to the specifics of educational eco-system in Serbia.
In the preparation of the survey, interviews with high school students were conducted.

Table 2. Characteristics of the sample.
Gender of students
Female 63.40%
Male 36.60%
Type of high school
Grammar (Gram.) 64.1%
Vocational (Voc.) 35.9%
Education of parents Father Mother
Primary school 2.20% 2.10%
Secondary school (Sec.) 30.70% 31.80%
Colleges of applied studies (Coll.) 20.80% 19.10%
University (Un.) 46.30% 47%
Employment status of parents Father Mother
Employed (Em.) 83.90% 82.40%
Unemployed (Unem.) 8.90% 14.20%
Retired (Ret.) 7.20% 3.40%
Students’ academic aspiration: intended field of studies*

Social science and humanities (SC&H) 56.70%
Natural science and mathematics (NS&M) 5.50%
Medicine and other medical sciences (MS) 6.50%
Engineering, computing and other technical studies (TC) 28.90%
Art studies (AS) 2.80%
Students’ academic aspiration: preferred university by type of ownership
State universities 89.90%
Private universities 10.10%
Students’ academic achievement: success in high school
Excellent (Exc.) 54.4%
Very good (VG) 31%
Good and fair (G&F) 14.6%� The classification of the study fields is presented based on Educational-scientific and educational-artistic fields
defined in the Law on Higher Education, Serbia (2017)

Source: Authors’ calculation.
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Those results were used in order to tailor the choice criteria proposed in the literature.
The principal component analysis was conducted and it generated four factors, from
the initial 19 criteria. In the second part of the analysis, the linear mixed model
(L.M.M.) was developed and tested. The L.M.M. allowed evaluation and control of the
influence of each high school as a specific environment, assuming that there would be
similarities between the respondents from the same high school (as they are under the
similar influences of the specific organisational culture of an institution).

5. Results

The most important choice criteria is the possibility of finding employment after
graduation. Although this criteria is under the influence of the development of the
economy, students connect it with a particular H.E.I., as they provide different
employment opportunities. The second and the third places are the reputation of the
degree on domestic market and the reputation of the degree abroad. Those are repu-
tational characteristics, especially important in case of service businesses. Education is
a complex and intangible service, its quality is hard to evaluate in advance, but also
represents a one-off decision that can have high impact on the future of the decision-
maker (Dunnett et al., 2012). That is why reputational factors are often used as a sig-
nal of the quality of education service. Several more criteria have an above average
mark: expected earnings after finishing studies, opportunities for international mobil-
ity of students, possibilities of enrolling some trainee programmes during studies and
the reputation of the institution. In this list there are criteria that can be linked to the
employment concerns of students, such as expected earnings after finishing studies
and possibilities of enrolling some trainee programmes during studies, but also to the
reputational and international characteristics of an institution. Among the criteria
that are not assessed as important are those connected to difficulties to enrol and fin-
ish a study programme, such as: the difficulty of the entrance exam, the average num-
ber of years needed for completion and the number of applications and the number
of available places ratio and tuition fees. It is interesting that the tuition fee is the cri-
teria with the lowest average mark. As Serbia is among European countries with the
smallest G.D.P. per capita, it is not expected that this determinant be undervalued.
On the other hand, at every state university, the best students have an opportunity to
study under preference status, as state will cover the scholarship. For others, tuition
fee is not very high, compared to some developed countries (Table 3).

In order to develop and test the L.M.M., it was necessary to reduce the number of
criteria and to decide upon the independent variables that should be included in the
model. Based on the output of the principal component analysis, all 19 criteria are
grouped into four dimensions: reputational characteristics, difficulty of studies,
employment opportunities and the international position of an H.E.I. Those four fac-
tors explain 56.698% of variances (Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling
Adequacy: 0.873; Approx. Chi-Square: 4897.502; Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity df: 171,
Sig. 0.000). In accordance with the previous results, employment opportunities and
the international position of an H.E.I. are the most important sets of criteria
(Table 4). In further analysis, simple averages applied to the four new variables were
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used, and were calculated based on the four factors obtained from the principal com-
ponent analysis.

For the purpose of selecting independent variables that should be included in the
model, the influence of different socio-demographic and personal factors were tested.
Three socio-demographic variables were analysed: the gender of the respondents, the
employment status of parents and the education of parents. The personal factors
examined were: academic achievements – calculated based on the total student’s score
from high school, and academic aspirations – which were considered based on two
aspects. One is regarding the type of ownership of the HEI students intend to enrol
(due to a substantial gap in the international ranking of state and private universities,
in favour of state universities, especially in the capital city, where the research
has been conducted). The second is about intended field of studies, which were cate-
gorised as: social sciences and humanities, medical sciences, technical sciences,
natural sciences and mathematics, and art. Test scores for the influences of socio-
demographic and personal variables on the assessment of choice criteria are summar-
ised in Tables 5 and 6. Those results indicate that gender, academic achievements
and academic aspirations should be further examined and tested. In Table 5, the
main differences between high school students from grammar and vocational schools
are also listed. Significantly important differences were found in the majority of
choice criteria of students from grammar and vocational schools, indicating the
importance of specific school environment for understanding students’ attitudes.

Table 4. Mean values for four dimensions.
Dimensions Mean Std. Deviation

Reputational characteristics 3.4037 0.74213
Difficulty of studies 3.1792 1.00189
Employment opportunities 3.8763 0.80733
International position of a HEI 3.6363 0.94182

Source: Authors’ calculation.

Table 3. The results of HEI choice criteria.
Choice criteria Mean

Employment rates of graduate students 4.24
Reputation of the degree in domestic market 4.16
International recognition of the degree 4.02
Expected earnings after finishing studies 3.99
Opportunities for international mobility of students 3.77
Possibilities for enrolling some trainee programmes during studies 3.71
Reputation of the institution 3.70
Quality of communication and cooperation between professors and students 3.55
Number and variations of modules 3.54
Social life at institution 3.45
Difficulties of a particular programme 3.33
Cooperation of the institution with specific industry 3.31
Reputation of the professors 3.30
Modern equipment at the institution 3.26
Difficulty of the entrance exam 3.16
Average number of years needed for completion 3.14
Opportunities for participation in domestic and international competitions and projects 3.12
Number of applications and number of available places ratio 3.08
Tuition fee 3.04

Source: Authors’ calculation.
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To test the relative impact of students’ gender, academic achievements and
aspirations on the four dimensions, into which the 19 criteria are grouped, a linear
mixed-effects model was used. The heterogeneity of high school environments was
also considered in the model. The assumption (based on statistical testing presented
in the Table 5) is that students from different high schools have different attitudes, as
specific high school environments influence their behaviour and attitudes. Defining
schools as the subject in the L.M.M., the influence of a specific school of each
respondent was considered. Students’ results in high school, during all four years of
studies expressed as a total number of points (total score from high school) were
included in the model, as a covariate. Students’ gender and academic aspirations,
expressed as two variables: (1) intended field of studies; and (2) preferred type of
H.E.I.: private or state, were included in the model as the main factors. All the main
effects, as well as two-way interactions, were considered. All the main effects were
estimated, as fixed effects, and random effects were also tested. Table 7 shows the test
results for fixed effects of all four dependent variables. No random effects were found,
indicating that the influence of a specific school environment was not found to be
significant. Table 8 summarises the estimation results.

The importance of employment opportunities as a choice criterion is under the
influence of the intended field of studies (F¼ 6.423, p¼ 0.000) and gender. Table 8
summarises the estimation values for this variable. In the case of students enrolling
in technical sciences, employment opportunities are more important than for the
other groups of students. A high negative value is present in the case of art students,
which expressed the least interest for this criterion. Those results are in accordance
with the result of James et al. (1999, pp. 45–51), who also found a great difference
between arts applicants and other groups, especially regarding the high assessment of
the reputational criteria and relatively low concerns for employment opportunities.
Female students assessed employment opportunities with higher marks than male stu-
dents did. It can be explained by the existence of high gender inequalities, especially
in the area of labour status and wages in Serbia (Government of Republic of Serbia &
Social Inclusion & Poverty Reduction Unit, 2016).

The International position of an H.E.I. has been highly assessed by students, and
along with employment opportunities, has a great impact on their choice. The results
reveal high orientation towards international mobility, which is a phenomenon that
has evolved rapidly over time, on the global scale (Chadee & Naidoo, 2009). All four
independent variables have a statistically significant impact on the importance of
international status. This criterion is more important for art students, followed by

Table 7. Linear mixed model type III test of fixed effects.

Source

Reputational
characteristics

Difficulty
of studies

Employment
opportunities

International
position of a HEI

F Sig. F Sig. F Sig. F Sig.

Intercept 220.416 0.000 163.013 0.000 212.666 0.000 103.364 0.000
Intended field of studies 1.025 0.393 3.370 0.010 6.423 0.000 2.980 0.019
Type of HEI 11.891 0.001 1.738 0.188 1.093 0.296 4.554 0.034
Score from high school 1.411 0.235 12.126 0.001 1.105 0.294 7.603 0.006
Gender 1.043 0.308 4.744 0.030 4.377 0.037 3.998 0.046

Source: Authors’ calculation.
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students enrolling technical faculties. Students enrolling at a state H.E.I. valued the
criterion of the international position of an H.E.I. as more important, compared to
students enrolling at a private H.E.I. The results also show that the international pos-
ition of an H.E.I. is more important to students with higher high school score, to
female students compared to male and to students enrolling at state universities.

Attitudes towards the reputational factors are influenced by academic aspirations,
described as the type of a preferred H.E.I., which can be state or private (F¼ 11.891,
p¼ 0.001). From Table 8, based on estimation values, it is possible to conclude that
for the students who intend to enrol at a private H.E.I., the reputational characteris-
tics of institutions are more important. Since private H.E.I.s in Serbia are not highly
ranked, students who plan to enrol at those are more concerned with the reputation
of the institution.

The difficulty of studies, as a set of H.E.I. choice criteria, is influenced by three
independent variables: intended field of studies (F¼ 3.370, p¼ 0.010), score from
high school (F¼ 12.126, p¼ 0.001) and gender (F¼ 4.744, p¼ 0.030). Estimation val-
ues show that the difficulty of studies is more important to students who choose
technical sciences and social sciences and humanities. In case of art students, there
are negative estimation values, which can indicate that this set of criteria is the least
important to them. A negative estimation value is present for the relationship
between the high school score and the importance of difficulty criteria, which are less
important in case of students with better high school scores. In case of gender, female
students are more concerned with the difficulty of studies than male students are.

6. Discussion

Various lists of H.E.I. choice criteria were developed in the literature and tested in
different countries (Alves & Raposo, 2007; Briggs, 2006; Donaldson & McNicholas,
2004; Kallio, 1995; Maringe, 2006; Pampaloni, 2010; Platz & Holtbr€ugge, 2016;
Shanka et al., 2006; Soutar & Turner, 2002). However, there is an evident lack of
research in post-transitional countries from south-east Europe, where the educational
landscape of higher education is quite different from west European countries, espe-
cially regarding the importance and quality of state H.E.I.s. Serbia is a country with a
relatively low level of G.D.P. per capita (World Bank, 2018a) and low employment
rates (especially among the young population) (World Bank, 2018b). These develop-
ment factors combined with a specific educational eco-system can influence attitudes
of young people towards H.E.I. selection. Understanding their behaviour and criteria
for choice decisions can help an H.E.I. to develop an effective market strategy and
competitive differentiation, which emerges with the development of the private sector
in the higher education in Serbia and the entrance of international competitors. The
development of competition in higher education has caused all universities and other
H.E.I.s to compete for every potential student, introducing main market principles
into their strategy. At the same time, the number of students has decreased, due to
negative population trends. The presented data should be interpreted bearing in mind
those environmental characteristics.
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Students emphasise the employment opportunities set of criteria and international
position of an H.E.I. as the main selection criteria, marked as choice dimensions in
Table 6 (based on the result of the principal component analysis). Similar results
regarding the importance of the employment criteria are identified on developed mar-
kets (as in the U.K.: Maringe, 2006; Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004; or Australia:
Shanka et al., 2006 ). In the case of Serbia, an additional factor influencing H.E.I.
selection is the low economic development, especially the high unemployment rate
among young people in Serbia. This rate was 31.45% in 2017, among the highest rates
in the region of south-east Europe (World Bank, 2018b). Additionally, the Serbian
economy faces a high outflow of highly educated young people abroad (OECD, 2015/
2016). This is the main reason why students are highly interested in the international
position of an H.E.I. (beside employment opportunities), described mainly as the
reputation of the degree abroad and opportunities for international mobility.
International opportunities are more important to students who have an excellent
high school score. This indicates that students with above average performance are
more interested in employment or postgraduate study opportunities abroad. Those
issues should be addressed by policymakers, bearing in mind detrimental social and
economic consequences. In the context of high gender inequality, it was not surpris-
ing that female students are more concerned with choosing the right H.E.I., especially
in terms of employment opportunities. Namely, in our opinion, these inequalities
additionally ‘pressure’ women to earn a higher education degree in order to decrease
this gap. This conclusion has been supported by the fact that significantly more
women enrol in universities in Serbia (56.6% of all students enrolled in 2017)
(Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia, 2018b) and even more of them graduate
(58.9% of all students who graduated in 2017) (Statistical Office of the Republic of
Serbia, 2017/2018). In general, female students are more interested in the majority of
choice dimensions: employment opportunities, international position of an H.E.I., dif-
ficulties of studies, indicating that they are more engaged in that choice.

From the perspective of an H.E.I., this kind of analysis provides valuable insights
into attitudes of their customers and main moderating variables, enlightening some
ideas for effective market and competitive positioning. Since two dimensions are the
most relevant for students, an H.E.I. should underline those characteristics of their
offer. Their study programmes, degrees, trainee programmes and other offers should
be presented in the context of employment opportunities and the international pos-
ition of the H.E.I. As there is an evident gap in Serbia between professional compe-
tencies provided by specific study programmes and the requirements of the labour
market (Jari�c & -Deri�c, 2019), H.E.I.s have to focus on adjustments of their study pro-
grammes in order to increase the employment opportunities for their graduate stu-
dents. The study reveals different influences of several moderators of student H.E.I.
choice: academic aspirations, in terms of types of H.E.I.s student intend to enrol in
(private or state, and H.E.I.s in different fields of study), academic achievements and
gender. This way, the study provides valuable guidelines for state and private H.E.I.s,
for institutions in different fields of science, for targeting different groups of students,
based on their academic results or demographic characteristics. For example, private
universities have to deal with reputational factors, which are more important to their
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potential students than to students oriented towards state universities. Private H.E.I.s
in Serbia do not have international ranking, especially when compared to the state
university in the capital city (The University of Belgrade), which had a world rank
between 201 and 300, on the Shanghai list in 2017 (Academic Ranking of World
Universities, 2017). Apart from the first mission (education), evident in case of state
and private universities, state universities put much more focus on their second mis-
sion (research). As an additional way of competing on the market, state and private
universities should more actively develop a third mission: engaging with societal
needs, cooperating with specific industries and promoting academic entrepreneurship,
especially in the context of employment opportunities after graduation.

Bearing in mind the fact that the L.M.M. showed a high influence of intended field
of study on the selection criteria (except in case of the reputational criteria), every
H.E.I. should address those differences during the development of its market strategy.
For example, employment opportunities are more important for technical and med-
ical fields (compared to social sciences and humanities and art), the international pos-
ition of an H.E.I. for art and technical fields, the difficulty of studies for technical
and social sciences.

As academic results of students represent an important moderating variable of stu-
dents’ choice regarding the evaluation of two choice dimensions (difficulties of studies
and international position of an H.E.I.), H.E.I.s should adjust their market strategies
depending on the market segment they want to target. Since the majority of institu-
tions have been trying to attract the best high school students, they should highlight
the international recognition of the degree and possibilities for international mobility
of students. Those results can shed light on the motivation of the best high school
students, which is in line with the already mentioned trend of a high outflow of
young, highly educated people from Serbia to highly developed countries. However,
as the number of H.E.I.s rises and the number of high school students decreases (due
to the low birth-rate), H.E.I.s are forced to recruit not only best performing students,
but also students with lower high school results. In that case, apart from employment
opportunities, which are the most important for all groups of students, the focus
should be on the difficulties of studies, explained through two dimensions: how diffi-
cult it is to enrol and to complete a specific study programme.

7. Conclusion

This article deals with student choice criteria of H.E.I.s in Serbia. In the absence of
similar research in the region, the study aimed to shed light on the issue in the con-
text of a post-transitional economy, with main implications for policymakers and
H.E.I.s. As the competitive landscape is changing, the trend of commercialisation of
higher education has become more evident. HEIs have been developing their business
strategies with a clear focus on market principles. This study identified main students’
choice criteria: employment opportunities and the international position of an H.E.I.
The importance of employment opportunities is in accordance with some previous
findings in the literature, but also with the low level of economic development of the
country. The international position and recognition of the H.E.I. and its degrees is
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associated with the first criterion, as it is a precondition for applying for employment
as well as further studies abroad. The results of the research demand special attention
from the policymakers, given that they point to the fact that young, educated people
are oriented towards emigration, the same young people into whose education, at all
levels (primary, high school and university education for the best preforming high
school students), the state has invested significantly. As young people face high
unemployment rates, education and economic policies should address this issue.
Stimulating measures for public–private partnerships regarding employment opportu-
nities for best performing students, supporting entrepreneurial initiatives at univer-
sities, stimulating cooperation between university and private sectors, as main
employers on the market, are some of the policy measures that can address the prob-
lem. The study provides some additional policy implications regarding the strategic
goals of the education policy to increase the proportion of highly educated people in
the country. According to these goals, the Republic of Serbia will have had at least
38.5% (and later at least 40%) of highly educated people aged 30 to 34 (Ministry of
Education & Science & Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia, 2012)
by 2020 and beyond.

The results of the study reveal valuable implications for H.E.I.s. Understanding
student choice can help H.E.I.s to improve their market position, to recruit high-
performing high school students and accomplish the first mission more effectively.
The study tested main variations in the attitudes and expectations of students, based
on their gender, high school performance, the type of H.E.I. they want to enrol in
and the field of study they are interested in, with controlling the influence of a high
school environment, by using the L.M.M.. In this way, H.E.I.s can recognise the
main choice criteria of their target segments, and create an effective competitive
strategy. As the higher education industry becomes more competitive, the need for
developing a marketing strategy in order to effectively match a competitor offer and
customer need arises.

The results should be interpreted having in mind several limitations of the
research: (1) the analysis was conducted only in the capital city; although 24% of the
population lives there (Statistical Office of the Republic of Serbia 2018a), we cannot
reach conclusions in terms of the whole market; (2) we did not track a range of crite-
ria regarding the location and cost of studying, except tuition fees, because students
from the capital city do not often change their location while studying, except in case
of choosing an H.E.I. in a foreign country; (3) the analysis focused only on institu-
tional characteristics of H.E.I.s, not including various external influences on student
choice, such as influences of parents, peers, high school personnel, media, etc.
Another limitation of the study refers to the fact that disparities in access to higher
education have not been discussed. These differences can be mainly attributed to dif-
ferent socio-economic backgrounds of future students, influencing (limiting) the
choice of an H.E.I. (as Puzi�c et al. (2019) recognised in the case of Croatian high
school students). Nevertheless, such discussion would represent an interesting topic
for future research. A key methodological issue to address in further research of this
topic should be the size of the sample and inclusion of students from different parts
of Serbia. Future research can delve into some additional issues: (1) the role of
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external influences on student choice, where the role of media, especially the role of
the Internet and social media can be evaluated, as today’s high school students are
the representatives of Generation Z, generational cohort of digital natives; (2) stu-
dents’ usage of different informational sources in the process of decision-making; and
(3) the influence of location of students on H.E.I. choice.
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