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Abstract

Students’ higher education institution choice has been widely analyzed over the last
four decades. As there is an evident gap in the research of this topic in Serbia, the aim of
this study is to shed light on high school students’ choice criteria as a part of the decision-
making process with regard to enrolling a particular higher education institution. Aiming to
identify the main choice criteria, this study also deals with various factors that influence
that choice, such as socio-demographic and personal factors. The survey, conducted in
various high schools in Belgrade, was the main method for collecting data. Descriptive
statistics accompanied by statistical testing were used for data evaluation. As main choice
criteria, two groups of criteria were recognized in this study: the criteria linked to
employment opportunities and those related to the international position of the HEI. The
main differences in the attitudes of the respondents were the result of the demographic and
personal characteristics of high school students, seen as academic aspirations and academic
achievements. Relevant managerial and policy implications were outlined in the study,
from the perspective of higher education institutions in Serbia, which can adjust their
marketing strategy to the characteristics of their target segment, and from the perspective of
government institutions that develop the educational policy.

Key words: student choice, higher education, academic achievements,
academic aspirations.

GAKTOPU U350PA BUCOKOHIKOJICKE YCTAHOBE:
CTABOBHU CPEJIHOIIKOJIALA U3 CPBHUJE

Arncrpakr

V1360p BHCOKOIIIKOJICKE YCTAaHOBE Ol CTPaHE CPE/IFHOLIKOJIAlA je TeMa Koja je uMaja
3HaYajHy MCTPAKUBAUYKY MaXKiby MOCIEIUX Hekoimko nerenuja. Kako y Cpbuju He
TI0CTOje 3HauajHa MCTpaKHBarbha OBE TeMe, IIWb pajia je WAeHTH(UKanuja KpuTepHjyma
1300pa BUCOKOIIKOJICKE YCTaHOBe. Y IIJbY pasyMeBarba Mpoleca JOHOMICHA OUTyKe, Y
pajy je aHaNM3MpaH YTULAj pa3iuunTuX (JakTopa KOjU yTHUy Ha M300p, Kao ILITO Cy
COLIMO-CKOHOMCKE U JINYHE KapaKTePUCTHKE MCIMTAHHUKA. VICTpaXHBaEbE je CHPOBEICHO
KpO3 YIHUTHHK, Y PasIMYUTHM CpeIbuM Mikosiama y Beorpany. JlecKpUNTHBHA CTaTH-



798

CTUYKA aHAJIN3a, Ka0 ¥ OJroBapajyhul CTaTHCTUYKH TECTOBH — KOPUILINEHH Cy Y LIJBY €Ba-
Tyaije nonaraka. J[Be rpymne kputepujyma npeno3Hare Cy Kao Haj3HayajHuje: KpUTepujy-
MH TIOB€3aHU ca MOTyhHOCTHMa 3amociemha U KpUTEPHjyMH NIOBE3aHU ca Mel)yHapoaHOM
MO3MLjOM HHCTUTYIHje. KibyuHe pasnuke y cTaBOBUMA HCIIUTAHHUKA CY PE3YJITaT IeMO-
rpacKUX W JIMYHUX KapaKTepuCcTHKa. Y pamy he OWTH yKkazaHO Ha MMILIMKALUje pe-
3yJdTaTa 3a BHCOKOIIKOJCKE WHCTUTYIMjEe W JpXKaBHE OpraHe, W3 yIja pasBoja Map-
KeTHHIIKE CTpaTeruje W U3 yria JeHHHCama PEeBaHTHX IOJINTHKA, HABEICHUM PeJio-
CIIEZIOM.

Kibyuyne peun: cTymeHTcku H300p, BUCOKO 00pa3oBame, akageMcka nocturuyha,
aKaJIEeMCKE TEXHbE.

INTRODUCTION

Students’ university choice has been a research topic since the
1980s, when the most important models and studies were published. They
mainly addressed developed countries, but since then this topic has been
widely investigated in different countries, as well as from different
perspectives. The importance of this topic can be tracked from the
perspective of the particular higher education institutions (HEISs), as they
are interested in the behavior and attitudes of their potential customers, but
also from the perspective of wide social interest, as it is important to
understand the main considerations of high school students that can shape
their decisions about further education. In general, the 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 HEI. The central point in this paper is the question of
the particular university/faculty choice. This is especially relevant for
higher education institutions in Serbia where the competitive educational
environment has significantly changed in the last two decades. On the one
hand, with the competition increased, and the considerable increase in the
number of HEIs, there is, at the same time, a negative population rate and
the decrease in the number of high school students, mostly evident in
recent years. That is why student choice and main criteria that shape that
choice have become a contemporary issue, extremely important for the
marketing strategy of HEIS.

The aim of this paper is to shed light on the Serbian students’ choice
of a higher education institution. Although the topic of high school student’s
choice is thoroughly examined worldwide, there is no considerable research
of this topic in Serbia. The issue of undergraduate students’ satisfaction was
investigated in Serbia, in the context of the quality of service of HEls
(Milojevi¢, Radosavljevi¢, 2019; Jevremov, Lungulov & Dini¢, 2016), but
there is no evidence on high school students’ attitudes. In order to fill this
gap, this study deals with the main criteria that high school students use in the
process of choosing the higher education institution to enroll. The paper is
organized in six parts. After the introduction, a short review of the literature
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on student choice models and criteria will be presented. The third part is
dedicated to the methodology of the research, followed by the presentation of
the main results. In the end, the discussion of the results and a conclusion
with several implications and limitations of the research will be presented.

LITERATURE REVIEW:
STUDENT CHOICE MODELS AND CRITERIA

The main student choice models developed in literature can be
systematized into three groups: economic models, status attainment models
and combined models (Vrontis, Thrassou & Melanthiou, 2007; Obermeit,
2012). In economic models, the decision is made by comparing value and
costs of enrolling each institution. An individual high school student will
select a particular HEI if they perceive higher benefits over choosing a
different institution, compared to costs, in order to maximize the expected
utility of the choice. Status attainment models describe the decision making
as a process influenced by various behavioral and social factors, such as the
students” academic performance or the social status of parents. The focus is
on different factors that influence the students’ aspirations, which is an
integrated element in the status attainment process. Combined models put
all factors together - the economic, behavioral, social, and other, raising the
explanatory power of such models.

Different models can also be categorized as stage models or
generalized models (Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith, 1989). For example,
Champan (1981) and Jackson (1982) proposed general models, aiming to
identify main factors that influence student choice along with the main
implications for the general institutional policy. Stage models describe
student choice as a stage process that is different for different individuals
(Champan, 1984; Litten, 1982; Hossler, Braxton & Coopersmith, 1989).
That way those models have allowed an opportunity of targeting the market
and creating different and more effective marketing strategies for different
market segments.

In general, there are two main issues pertaining to students’ HEI
choice. The first describes the high school students’ decision process,
which can be assessed based on the customer decision process, described in
the marketing literature. Customer decision process is a five-stage process,
which starts with the need recognition, information search, alternatives
evaluation, purchase and consumption (Kotler & Keller, pg. 172). Need
recognition addressed resolving the first question of the students’ choice,
regarding the continuation of education after high school graduation. The
next step is information search, conducted by consultation with various
information sources, such as an institution’s web site, mass media, social
networks, personal contacts, visiting the institution, educational fairs, etc.
Alternatives evaluation is the central part of this process, where we can
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recognize different choice criteria high school students use, based on which
they make the final purchase decision. In this case, the purchase decision is
associated with enrolling a particular institution, after which the students
start their studies, which represents the consumption phase. As the main
criteria that influence the HEI choice, literature singles out: the reputation
of an institution (Chapman, 1993; Donaldson & McNicholas, 2004; Briggs,
2006; Pampaloni, 2010), financial considerations such as tuition, available
scholarships, etc. (Donaldson & MecNicholas, 2004; Shanka, Quintal &
Taylor, 2005; Pampaloni, 2010), career prospects (Kallio, 1995; Donaldson
& McNicholas, 2004; Maringe 2006), the quality of programs, their structure,
nature and diversity (Kallio, 1995; Soutar & Turner, 2002; Donaldson &
McNicholas, 2004; Shanka, Quintal & Taylor, 2005). The list of criteria is
very diversified, with no universal and generally accepted set of criteria. The
majority of researchers adapted the list of criteria to the specifics of the
local environment and national educational landscape. Regarding the main
results, although there are some criteria recognized in the majority of the
studies, there is a lot of variation in different countries. As HEI choice is a
high involvement decision, shaped by various social, psychological and
environmental influences, it is expected to have high heterogeneity in the
behavior of students in different countries and different social contexts
(Dunnett, Moorhouse, Walsh & Barry, 2012).

The second issue is associated with the main factors influencing
student choice, such as the socio-demographic, behavioral, environmental,
institutional, etc. Based on the three models (Jacksons, 1982; Champan,
1984; Litten, 1982) Vrontis et al. (2007) systematized the different factors
identified in the relevant literature. They recognized three broad groups of
determinants which influence student choice: 1) individual determinants,
2) environmental determinants, 3) institutional determinants. Each group
consists of several subgroups. For example, individual determinants have
two subgroups: the characteristics of students (race, socioeconomic status,
parents' education, family background, parents’ personalities, sex, religion)
and the personal attributes of students (academic ability, academic
performance, lifestyle/social context, personal values, self-image, class rank,
educational aspiration, personality). This way they provided a synthesis of
various factors that are recognized in the literature since 1970s.

In order to determine the university choice criteria of high school
students from Serbia, and the main factors that affect that choice, the
following research questions are set up:

RQ1: What are the main criteria high school students use to select

a HEI?

RQ2: How different characteristics of high school students influence

the choice of a HEI?
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The influences of individual determinants on student choice will be
tracked. This kind of analysis should provide useful guidelines for
developing a university recruitment strategy.

METHODOLOGY

In order to identify the main university selection criteria and the
most important factors that influence the high school students’ choice of a
HEI in Serbia, a survey was conducted. The questionnaire was distributed
in 18 high schools in the area of Belgrade (11 grammar schools and 7
vocational schools). From every school, we chose a number of respondents
based on the total number of enrolled students in the particular high school in
relation to the number of enrolled students in the municipality. The sample
included 838 respondents, high school students in their final high school year,
who plan to enroll a HEI. There were 63% of students from grammar schools
and 36% of students from vocational high schools. Students fulfilled the
guestionnaire in June, several days before the deadline for sending
applications for HEIls. Descriptive statistics accompanied with statistical
testing are used for data evaluation.

The list of 19 choice criteria was developed based on previous
research, but it was adjusted to the specifics of the educational eco-system
in Serbia. Participants were required to evaluate on a Likert scale from 1 to
5 (1 meant that the criteria were not considered important at all, while 5
meant it was extremely important to the student). In addition, several more
issues regarding the characteristics of students were examined: academic
achievements, academic aspirations of students and the demographic and
socio-economic factors (sex, parents’ education and employment status).
Those determinants are the main independent variables that were tested
using ANOVA or an independent sample test.

RESULTS

HEI choice criteria. All assessed choice criteria are presented in
Table 1. Based on the descriptive statistics, we found that the most important
determinant for choosing a particular university is employment rates after
finishing studies. The next three criteria are: the reputation of the degree on
the domestic market, international recognition of the degree and the expected
earnings after graduation. All of those criteria are connected, directly or
indirectly, with the employment status of students after graduation. There is
one more criteria with an average mark higher than 3.5 (in the sixth place),
which is connected to employment opportunities: possibilities of enrolling
trainee programs during studies. There are three more criteria with above
average marks: the reputation of the institution, the quality of communication
and cooperation between professors and students, and the number and
variations of modules that every institution offers.
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Table 1. The results of HEI choice criteria

Choice criteria Mean  Std.
Deviation
Employment rates of graduate students 4.24 1.05268
Reputation of the degree in domestic market 416 1.07952
International recognition of the degree 4.02 1.16402
Expected earnings after finishing studies 3.99 1.14863
Opportunities for international mobility of students 3.77 1.22378
Possibilities for enrolling some trainee programs during studies 3.71 1.16035
Reputation of the institution 3.70 1.13795

Quality of communication and cooperation between professors 3.55 1.15237
and students

Number and variations of modules 3.54 1.15544
Sacial life at institution 3.45 1.20336
Difficulties of a particular programme 3.33 1.26530
Cooperation of the institution with specific industry 3.31 1.27323
Professors' reputation 3.30 1.25849
Modern equipment at the institution 3.26 1.16524
Difficulty of entrance exam 3.16 1.31126
Average number of years needed for completion 3.14 1.28586
Opportunities for participation in domestic and international 3.12 1.32059
competitions and projects

Number of applications and number of available places ratio 3.08 1.31572
Tuition fee 3.04 1.32570

Among the criteria that are at the bottom of the list are those
connected with the enrolment conditions that can constrain getting into a
specific high education institution. These criteria are tuition fees, the number
of students that would compete for enrolment and the difficulty of the
entrance exam.

In order to have better understanding of the results, some differences
between the attitudes of the respondents will be evaluated in the next part,
based on students’ socio-demographic characteristics, academic aspirations
and achievements.

Demographic factors and HEI choice. High school students’
gender, the parents’ education and employment status were the main
socio-demographic factors considered in the study.

Testing differences in attitudes of female (63,4% of the respondents)
and male (36,6% of the respondents) respondents reveals that females
expressed higher concerns regarding several criteria: the reputation of an
institution, the number and variations of modules, possibilities for enrolling
some trainee programs during studies, expected earnings after finishing
studies, international mobility programs and the quality of communication
and cooperation between professors and students.
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Table 2. Differences between male and female students

. - . Mean value
Choice criteria t Sig. Male Female
Reputation of the institution -2.643 0.008 3.5648 3.7829
Tuition fee -0.130 0.896 3.0167 3.0292
Modern equipment at the institution 1.470 0.142 3.3367 3.2121
Difficulty of entrance exam -1.437 0.151 3.0736 3.2108

Number of applications and number of available -1.209 0.227 3.0067 3.1228
places ratio

Employment rates of graduate students -0.580 0.562 4.2162 4.2607
Average number of years needed for completion -1.164 0.245 3.0640 3.1732
Difficulties of a particular programmes -0.496 0.620 3.2967 3.3424
Reputation of the degree in domestic market -1.585 0.113 4.0842 4.2081
International recognition of the degree -1.735 0.083 3.9281 4.0753
Professors' reputation 0.350 0.727 3.3209 3.2888
Number and variations of modules -2.516 0.012 3.4060 3.6175
Sacial life at institution 0.662 0.508 3.4916 3.4339

Possibilities for enrolling some trainee program -2.514 0.012 3.5743 3.7874
during studies
Opportunities for international mobility of students -2.261 0.024 3.6455 3.8474

Expected earnings after finishing studies -2.708 0.007 3.8467 4.0723
Cooperation of the institution with specific industry -0.481 0.631 3.2809 3.3255
Quality of communication and cooperation -2.793 0.005 3.4020 3.6350
between professors and students

Opportunities for participation in domestic and -1.395 0.163 3.0465 3.1799

international competitions and projects

Regarding the employment status of parents, there are no statistically
significant differences. The education of a parent (father) makes a difference
in case of several criteria: tuition fee (F=8.195512, p=0.000) and the
reputation of professors (F=4.845298, p=0.008). Based on mean value, the
findings show that tuition fee is more important to high school students
whose parent has a lower level of education, and the reputation of professors
is assessed as more important by students whose parent is more educated.

Academic achievement and HEI choice. Academic achievement
during high school is evaluated based on total student’s scores during all
four years of secondary education. Based on their total high school score,
students are grouped into three clusters: students with “excellent” score
(54.4% of students in the sample), student with “very good” score (31%)
and in the last cluster are students with “good” and “fair” scores (14.6%).
ANOVA reveals statistically significant differences between the clusters’
assessments of choice criteria, regarding difficulties of entrance exams (F=
4.232, p=0.015), average number of years needed for the completion of
studies (F=3.087, p=0.046) and the number of students who would apply
and compete for enrolment (F=6.572; p=0.001). Those criteria can be seen
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as indicators of difficulties to enroll and finish a study program. Students
with lower high school score and academic results evaluated the criteria
that are connected with difficulties of a program and entrance exam with
higher average marks. Students from this cluster are more worried about
the difficulty of an entrance exam, the number of students who would apply
and compete for enrolment and about the average number of years needed
for the completion of studies. This group of students also expressed more
interest in the tuition fee, as in Serbian high education system, the state
provides scholarships for a limited number of high school students with the
best academic results. That is why students with lower academic performance
evaluated the issue of tuition fee as more important (M (students with
"excellent" score) = 2.8917; M (students with "very good" score) = 3.1165;
M (students with "good™ and "fair" scores) = 3.3276; F=5.926; p=0.003).
Additional statistically significant differences were found regarding
the assessment of the following choice criteria: the reputation of an institution
(F=6.459; p=0.002), the international recognition of the degree (F=4.028,
p=0.018), the possibilities for international mobility of students (F=3.026,
p=0.049) and the expected earnings after finishing studies (F=3.633,
p=0.027). Students with the highest high school score evaluated those
criteria with higher average marks than other groups of students. The results
indicate that the high school students with high academic achievements
(cluster of students with “excellent” high school score) expressed more
interest in international learning opportunities that one HEI can provide.

Academic aspirations and HEI choice. Academic aspirations of
high school students were considered based on the intended field of studies.
All fields of studies mentioned in the survey are categorized in several
groups: (1) social sciences and humanities (56.7% of respondents),
(2) natural sciences and mathematics (5.5% of respondents), (3) medical
sciences (6.5% of respondents), (4) engineering, computing and other
technical studies (28.9% of respondents) and (5) arts (2.8% of respondents).
Based on the intended field of studies, students uttered different choice
criteria (Table 3). Students who intend to enroll institutions in the area of
social sciences and humanities, evaluated the criteria associated with the
difficulties of enrolling and finishing a particular study program with higher
average marks. Regarding the difficulty of an entrance exam (F=7.959;
p=0.000) and an average number of years needed for completion (F=3.490;
p=0.008), there are statistically significant differences between the five
groups of students.
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Table 3. Differences in university choice criteria assessments
based on the field of study

Field of study (Mean value)
social . . natural .
Choice criteria science & m_edlcal te(.:hnlcal sciencesand  art F o Sig.
-.sciences sciences -
humanities mathematics
SR 37741 37826 36881 36429 35000 0537 0.708
Tuition fee 3.0824 2.6522 2.9442 3.2619 25500 2.276 0.060
Modern equipment at
the institution 3.1958 3.2609 3.3721 3.2143  2.8500 1.443 0.218
Difficllyofentance 32553 27391 31163 24048 22000 7.959 0.000
Number of applications
and number of available  3.0751 2.9565 3.0794 3.0000 2.6316 0.611 0.655
places ratio
Employment rates of
graduate students 41825 41522 44791 41190  3.4500 6.306 0.000
Average number of
years needed for 31714 27778 3.0841 3.0976  2.2000 3.490 0.008
completion
Difficulties of a
particular programmes 3.3411 31522 3.3134 3.0000 2.6500 2.174 0.070
Reputation of the degree
in domestic market 41402 4.2826 4.2870 41951  3.2000 5.098 0.000
International recognition
of the degree 3.9078 3.9778 4.2778 3.9756  3.8500 3.865 0.004
Professors' reputation 3.2759  3.2667 3.2870 3.0952 4.2500 3.187 0.013
Number and variations
of modules 35012 3.3043 3.5654 3.6429  4.5500 4.655 0.001
Sacial life at the
institution 35553  3.0652 3.4630 3.0488  3.2632 3.237 0.012
Possibilities for
enrolling some trainee 3.5867 3.8913 3.9431 35476  4.1500 4.653 0.001
program during studies
Opportunities for
international mobility of  3.7173  4.0000 3.9167 3.5000 3.5000 2.123 0.076
students
Expected earnings after
finishing studies 3.9549 41333 4.1157 3.8810 2.9500 5.278 0.000
Cooperation of the
institution with specific ~ 3.3128  2.8261 3.4722 3.0000 2.7000 4.354 0.002
industry
Quality of
communication and
cooperation between 35785 3.3556 3.5853 3.2857  4.0526 1.878 0.112
professors and students
Opportunities for
participation in domestic
and international 3.1077 29348 3.1521 3.1667  3.9000 2.033 0.088

competitions and
projects
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Students enrolling technical and medical faculties are in general
more concerned with various criteria associated with employment
possibilities. Employment rate after graduation is the most important for
technical sciences (M=4.48), and the least important for students enrolling
art faculties (M=3.45). From the other group of criteria, associated with
employment possibilities, there are major differences in attitude regarding
possibilities for enrolling some trainee programs during studies (F=4.653;
p=0.001), expected earnings after finishing studies (F=5.278; p=0.000) and
cooperation of the institution with the specific industry (F=4.354; p=0.002).
Trainee program possibilities are the most important for art studies, technical
sciences and medical studies, and the least important for natural sciences and
mathematics (based on mean value). Students who enroll medical and
technical studies are the most concerned with expected earnings after
finishing studies (with mean about 4.1), and students oriented toward art
faculties expressed the least interest in this criterion (M=2.95). Cooperation
of the institution with the specific industry is the most important in the case
of technical sciences (M=3.47), but also for the social sciences and
humanities (M=3.31). A low value in the case of medical science is due to the
state faculties’ practice of establishing their own university clinics, for the
purpose of practical lessons, which are also financed by the state.

Statistically significant differences in the case of different reputational
criteria are linked to: (1) the reputation of the degree on the domestic
market (F=5.098, p=0.000); (2) the international recognition of the degree
(F=3.865, p=0.004) and (3) the reputation of professors (F=3.187, p=0.013).
The first criterion is more important for technical and medical faculties, the
second for technical faculties and third for students of art faculties. As
students from technical faculties often try to find employment abroad, it is
expected that they are more interested in the international reputation of
their degree. They are also more interested in opportunities for international
studies, and so are the students who planned to enroll medical faculties.

There is a statistically significant difference in the case of the
evaluation of the number and variations of modules offered to students, the
choice criteria (F=4.655, p=0.001). The number and variations of modules
was assessed with the highest marks by art students (M=4.55). On the other
hand, art students showed specific attitudes toward various choice criteria.
They valued several criteria, which are not of high importance for other
groups of students: trainee program possibilities, the reputation of professors,
opportunities for the participation in domestic and international competitions
and projects and the quality of communication and cooperation between
students and professors.
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DISCUSSION

Various lists of HEI choice criteria were developed in the literature
and tested in different countries. In this study, the main choice criteria of
high school students were evaluated in the case of Serbia. Those results
can be interpreted from the perspective of a marketing strategy of a HEI,
as an important part of their business strategy in the environment which
has become more competitive.

To respond to the first research question, respondents evaluated a list
of 19 criteria for choosing a higher education institution. The most important
criteria, with above average marks are: the employment rates of graduate
students, the reputation of the degree on the domestic market, the
international recognition of the degree, the expected earnings after the
completion of studies, the opportunities for international mobility of
students, possibilities for enrolling some trainee programs during studies
and reputation of the institution. Having in mind that Serbia is a small
developing country, it is not surprising that the major concerns of high school
students are employment opportunities. Several criteria are connected,
directly or indirectly, with employment prospects: employment rates of
graduate students, the expected earnings after finishing studies and
possibilities for enrolling some trainee programs during studies. This result is
in accordance with the results in some developed countries (Donaldson &
McNicholas, 2004), where the students also highly value employment
possibilities, but it is additionally supported by the high unemployment rate
in Serbia, especially among young people. As a second group of highly
assessed criteria, the study reveals the importance of international position of
a higher education institution, with regard to: international recognition of the
degree and opportunities for international maobility of students. Those results
indicate that students are highly interested in continuing studies or
employment abroad. Having in mind the relatively high emigration from
Serbia, particularly of the young, educated people, such a result could be
expected. Reputational criteria are the third group of major choice criteria,
also recognized in case of students from developed countries (Donaldson &
McNicholas, 2004; Briggs, 2006; Pampaloni, 2010; Simdes & Soares,
2010). High school students are concerned with the reputation of the degree
and the reputation of an institution, which is relevant for a service business,
due to the intangible nature of services. In general, academic reputation of a
HEI is among the top factors in the students’ choice, but its role should be
reconsidered in the context of the prestige of the institution that a student
plans to enroll (Hemsley-Brown & lzhar, 2016). Given that there are
indications of higher importance of reputational factors to students that
choose a more prestigious university, the results of this study can be
discussed in terms of dominant orientation of high school students from
Belgrade toward the University of Belgrade, as a highly prestigious HEI in
the region.
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The aim of the second research question was to reveal the main
differences in attitudes of students with some specific characteristics.
This way, main socio-demographic and personal factors were evaluated.
Statistically significant differences in high school students’ attitudes were
recognized in the case of demographic and personal characteristics. Socio-
economic influences were not found relevant for the student choice. This
study reveals gender differences in choice criteria assessment, as well as
differences in students’ academic aspirations and achievements (variables
that also affect preferences of information sources, in case of different
groups of Portuguese students, Simdes & Soares, 2010). Regarding gender,
the main result is that female high school students assessed numerous
criteria as more important than male students, expressing more concern for
the HEI choice. The most interesting difference in the attitudes of male and
female students is regarding expected earnings, with female high school
students more concerned with this criterion. That can indicate their need
for material independence and safety in the country where the average
wage is among the lowest in Europe (Median gross hourly earnings, all
employees, 2014), but can also be the result of high gender inequality in
Serbia (Gender Equality Index for Serbia, 2016). Contrary to this, one Italian
study showed that in the post-crises period, after 2008, in the circumstances
of constrained labor market, male students were more concerned about
employment oriented criteria, than female students. As Hemsley-Brown and
Izhar (2016) pointed out, the influence of gender on students’ choice is one
complex issue, although widely investigated, in different contexts, still
without a clear and unique answer.

All personal attributes evaluated in the study - academic achievement
and academic aspirations, appear to be relevant dependent variables that
influence student choice. Understanding those variations can help higher
education institutions to adjust their strategies toward specific target groups
of students. If a higher education institution mainly targets students with an
excellent high school score, it has to point out international prospects and
expected earnings after graduation. On the other hand, due to the decrease in
the number of high school students in Serbia and the increase in competition,
some institutions have to target a segment of students with lower scores.
Those students are more interested in the difficulty of a study program and
the entrance exam, as well as in tuition fees (since, due to lower results, they
do not expect to get a state scholarship).

Maybe the most valuable outcome of this study is the revelation of the
main differences in attitudes of students who chose different fields of study.
Those results provide valuable information for developing competitive
strategies of HEIs from particular fields that can effectively respond to the
requirements of their customers. Students of art universities are quite specific:
they evaluate several criteria as more important, compared to other students:
international recognition of the degree, possibilities for enrolling some trainee
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programs during studies, the reputation of professors, the number and
variations of modules, opportunities for participation in domestic and
international competitions and projects, the quality of communication and
cooperation between professors and students. The last four are highly
evaluated only by art students, which can be the result of the specifics of the
field. Regarding the attitudes of students applying to institutions in the field
of natural sciences and mathematics, there are no distinctive variations from
average marks. In general, they assessed the majority of criteria with average
marks or slightly below average marks. Students oriented toward social
sciences, apart from employment and international issues, assessed criteria
connected with the difficulty of studies as important: the difficulty of a
specific study program and the difficulty of the entrance exam, which should
be addressed in the marketing communications of HEIs in this field.
Compared to other students, they are more interested in the social life at the
institution. In the medical field, above average marks are evident in the case
of the reputation of the degree on the domestic market, trainee programs (in
this case, it is about practical lessons and clinical work), international
mobility programs, expected earnings after graduation. Several criteria have
relatively high marks for students enrolling technical science institutions: the
employment rate of graduate students, trainee programs, cooperation of
institution with main industry players, international recognition of the degree,
international mobility programs, the reputation of the degree on the domestic
market, the difficulty of the study program and existence of modern
equipment at the institution. The last one is unique for this area, due to the
specifics of the technical sciences. This group of students is more concerned
with numerous criteria, therefore they may be more engaged in the HEI's
selection process.

This kind of analysis has implications for higher education institutions
as well as for the public policy. Higher education institutions can use the
results in their marketing strategies, in order to develop a specific offer that
can fulfil the requirements of their target group and to develop an effective
marketing communication strategy. Understanding the motivation and
attitudes of high school students, as their customers, in an increasingly
competitive environment has become an important prerequisite for
formulating and developing successful competitive strategies of HEIs. From
the perspective of public policies, this research can provide a general insight
into the main considerations of high school students regarding their further
education and their main concerns regarding the choice of a HEI.

CONCLUSION

This paper summarizes different models of student choice behavior
with the focus on different variables that influence the choice of a HEI.
Studies dealing with university choice, in general, are not so frequent in
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the developing countries. This study, conducted in one developing, post-
transitional country reveals two main groups of students’ choice criteria.
The first are the criteria linked to employment opportunities and the
second are those related to the international position of a HEI, with regard
to the recognition of a diploma abroad and possibilities for continuation
of studies at an international HEI. Those results are in accordance with the
low level of economic development of the country and high outflow of
highly educated people to developed countries. In such an environment, the
question of employment emerges, as well as seeking employment and study
opportunities abroad. The study provides more insight into the differences
between different groups of respondents, by testing influences of independent
variables, such as demographic factors, academic abilities of students and
their academic aspirations. That way it provides valuable data for the
development of effective competitive strategies, for different types of higher
education institutions, depending on the field of study they cover and their
goals. The study has several limitations, but the central ones are linked to the
scope of the research. The sample included only high school students from
the capital city, so the results should not be generalized for the whole
country. Also, grammar school students are predominant in the sample, so
it does not adequately reflect the attitudes of students from different
vocational schools, which are highly diversified. As one of the rare
studies about student HEI choice in Serbia, this research provides a
valuable insight into the main considerations and concerns of high school
students, which can be used by HEIls in the process of formulation and
implementation of their marketing strategies, and by government institutions
in developing an educational policy. As HEIs face increasing competition, in
line with the well-known trend of the commercialization of higher education,
firstly recognized in developed countries, understanding the requirements of
students, as customers, allows institutions to develop, deliver and
communicate their offer effectively in order to establish and maintain a
strong market position.
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PAKTOPU U350PA BUCOKOIIKOJICKE YCTAHOBE:
CTABOBHU CPEAILOIIKOJIALIA U3 CPBHUJE

Cama Mutuh
Yuuepsuret y beorpany, Exonomcku dakynrer, beorpan, Cpouja

Pe3ume

Iurame cryneHTCKOr M300pa 3a0KYIUba MaXKiby UCTPaXKMBaya jOILI Ol OCAMIECETUX
TOJIMHA MPOIIUIOT BeKa, Kaja Cy MPeIIoKeHH IPBU MoJiei. MoJieniMa je omvcaH mporec
JIOHOLIEH-a OJTYKE 0 M300PY BHCOKOIIKOJICKE YCTAHOBE M WACHTH(HKOBHH Cy Haj3HAyaj-
HHUjU (HaKTOpU KOjU yTU4y Ha Taj mpouec. LleHTpamHu neo pasnmuuutix Mozena je dasa
eBaJTyalyje aJITepHATUBA, IITO j¢ TeMa OBOT' HCTPaKHBaba. Y paiy Cy NMPHUKa3aHH Pe3yi-
TaTH HCTPAKHBama CIPOBEACHHUX Y CpeAmuM mmkosiama y CpOuju, y by eBallyarje
KpHUTEpHjyMa U300pa BUCOKOLIKOJICKE YCTAHOBE, KA0 U PasyMeBamba yTULAja COLMO-EKO-
HOMCKHX, AeMorpad)ckux (axropa M JIMYHHX KapaKTePHCTHKA HCIUTaHWKAa Ha M300p.
HcrpaxuBame je nmokasaio Ja cpeamorkoiny y CpOuju HajBHIIE BPEIHY]y KpUTEpHjyMe
HoBe3aHe ca MoryhHoCTHMa 3arocierha 1 ca Mel)yHapoJHOM IO3HIMjOM BHCOKOIIIKOJICKE
uHCTUTYIMje. KpuTeprjymu Koju HHACY BPEIHOBAHH Kao 3HAYAjHU Cy BUCHWHA MIKOJApHUHE
Y OHHU TIOBE3aHHM Ca TEKMHOM YIHCa M 3aBpILIETKa OIpeleHMX CTYAMjCKMX Mporpama.
@akTOpH KOjU yTHUY Ha CTABOBE MCIUTAHHKA Cy OJI UCIUTAHHUKA, KO U JIMYHE KapakTe-
PHUCTHKE HCIIUTAHKKA, Tj. akaJeMcKa MocTUrHyha HCIUTaHNKa U BUXOBE aKaJeMCKe acI-
paumje. AkazeMcka nocTurHyha cy BpefHOBaHa KpoO3 YCNeX y CPEArb0] IIKOJH, 0K CY
aKajieMcKe acrupaiyje npaheHe Ha OCHOBY JKeJbeHOT nosba crynuja. Huje yrephen 3na-
YajaH yTHIA] COIHO-CKOHOMCKHUX (DakTopa, Koju cy mpahieHn Ha OCHOBY PaHOT CTaryca
poIuTesba U BHXOBOT o0pa3zoBama. VIMIIMKanuje pesynrata UCTpaKuBama cy npaheHe
U3 yIJla BHCOKOIIKOJCKHX YCTaHOBA, Ka0 W JAPXKaBHUX HHCTHTYLHja, Y (GYHKIHjH
OCMHUIIJbABaKka PEJIEBAHTHUX OOPa30BHUX IOJUTHKA. BHCOKOOOpa3oBHE HHCTHUTYIHjE
MOT'y KOPUCTHTH pe3yJITaTe HCTPaKMBamba y Hpolecy AeduHuCcama MapKETHHIIIKE CTpaTe-
THje, Yiji 3Ha4aj pacTe y yCIOBHMA HHTCH3UBHUPAkha KOHKYPEHIIHje Ha TPXKHIITY BUCOKOT
obpazoBama. [IpermocraBka neuHHUCAmka yCTEIIHE MapKETHHIIKE CTpATeruje BHCOKO-
IIKOJICKE YCTaHOBE j& pa3yMeBarh¢ MOTHBA M CTABOBA CPEAHOLIKOJIALA, KAO IIMJBHE IPYTIE.
W3 mepcriekTHBe jaBHUX IMOJUTHKA, HCTPAXUBAE NMPY)Ka PEJICBAHTHE YBHJEC Y CTaBOBE
CPEbOLIKONala, BHUXOBE aKaJeMCKe aclupalyje W KJby4He JUiIeMe MOBOJIOM H3bopa
YHHUBEP3UTETa, ITO MOXKe ONTH KopHIheHo y (opMyIaliji HOBHX 00pa3OBHHX CTparte-
THja ¥ TIOJITHKA.



