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Abstract 
Purpose: Pakistan has been one of the prime destinations for the 
recruitment of students by foreign universities. Over 50,000 students from 
Pakistan join foreign HEIs (Higher Educational Institutes) every year. 
Design/methodology/approach: This research has tried to understand the 
student selection criteria, based on consumer behavior theory of hedonic 
and utilitarian value. The in-depth interview with the education consultants in 
Pakistan has identified several internal and external elements related to the 
foreign HEIs, which students seriously consider before making the selection. 
The authors further classified these elements on their utilitarian and hedonic 
scale through focused groups specifying the functional and/or symbolic 
perception of these elements. Findings: The study reveals that foreign 
student fees, ease of admission, countries' immigration rules settlements 
after studies in shapes of jobs and permanent citizen status, and word of 
mouth were the key considerations to make the admission decisions. 
Originality/value: There is a dearth of research that gives an insight into 
the selection process through which Pakistani students' select foreign 
universities. The study provides value to universities and government 
policymakers for promoting their own country's HEIs to international 
students. There is a dearth of research in the selection process through 
which students select foreign universities.  

Keywords: Consumer, Behavior, Admissions, Hedonic, Utilitarian 

1.0 Introduction 
Internationalization of Higher Education Institution (HEI) has 

become one of the vital areas of study and a pivotal agenda point for 
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many organizations, governmental bodies, higher education institutes, 
and their advocating bodies (Wit, 2011). It seems to be the need of 
time as globalization demands HEIs to produce students who can 
compete and serve in the global market (Healey, 2006; Qiang, 2003; 
Egron-Polak, 2012). For a long, one of the important drivers to this 
concept are the international student recruitment enabling HEIs to 
have a diverse student body to help them learn intercultural skills, get 
exposed to new knowledge and expertise and improve their job 
prospects (Donald, 2014; Anyangwe, 2012). There is an unmet 
demand for quality education in many developing countries in Asia, 
resulting in many developed countries being able to attract their 
students having the power to pay for high-quality foreign studies 
(Iqbal, 2012).  Because of this mutual need, there is a substantial 
market for HEIs to recruit students from foreign countries.  

With the increase in the number of HEIs worldwide, offering 
more options to the student community, there is a requirement of a 
more targeted and a well-defined approach to recruiting students from 
foreign destinations by HEIs. This requires a better understanding of 
the elements of the HEIs, which are essential in the students' 
selection process. This study will identify and analyze these 
determinant elements from the students' perspective, viewing HEIs at 
international destinations as a service that students in Pakistan select 
by perceiving specific hedonic and utilitarian values in the identified 
elements. The research work will examine student selection criteria of 
a foreign HEI, acknowledging the bi-dimensional nature of their 
attitude compares to a single evaluative dimension. The consumer 
behavior literature suggests that consumer purchase decision has two 
dimensions of evaluation. The first dimension is utilitarian, which is 
functional (e.g., how useful or beneficial something is), and hedonic, 
which is sensation derived from the experience (Holbrook & 
Hirschman, 1982).  This study examines the determinant elements of 
foreign HEIs from these two dimensions. This research confines the 
choice of destinations for Pakistani students to the USA, UK, Canada, 
and Australia. 

 
2.0 Building the Context 

Globalization has triggered the requirement for preparing 
students for the global market. Thus, both HEIs and the student 
community recognize this requirement, and this has resulted in more 
students interested in gaining international exposure by studying at 
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foreign destinations. There is a continuous upsurge in the number of 
students studying at international institutes. According to the 
International Trade and Research Organization data, 4.1 million 
students were studying at a foreign destination in 2010 (OECD, 
2013). This was an increase of 10% from 2009 and a striking 99% 
increase from 2000.  Iqbal (2012) expects that this figure will increase 
by another 80% by 2020. A similar trend in the Pakistani students' 
market where it is an estimate that 50,000 students join foreign HEIs 
for their studies (Abidi, 2012). The UK, with even recent decline for 
revising in post-study visa requirements, still attracted over 6,000 
students from Pakistan in 2014/15 (Bermingham, 2016). There are 
over 5,000 students who were studying in the USA as of 2015 (Khan, 
2016), over 10,000 in Australia (Australian Government Department 
of Education, 2015), and over 5,000 in China for medical studies 
only (Qadir, 2012). This trend has kept increasing even with the 
growing number of higher educational institutes (HEI) within the 
country and improvement in the quality of education. 

The growing demand for getting higher education from 
international destinations with blurring boundaries because of 
globalization, it has become pertinent to understand the important 
elements associated with international HEIs, which are essential for 
students of Pakistan in selecting foreign institute of their choice. This 
study analyzes these elements from the perspective of consumer 
behavior viewing higher education institutes, at international 
destinations, as a service that students in Pakistan select by testing 
various important hedonic and utilitarian benefits.  

 
2.1 Marketing of HEIs  

Kotler and Levy, in 1969, pointed out that colleges use student 
recruitment as a marketing activity; "student recruitment by colleges 
reminds us that higher education is marketed" (Kotler & Levy, 1969). 
This decision of selecting a foreign University for future studies is 
significant, considering the career ad future of a student. Therefore, 
students would decide and choose an option based on information on 
various vital elements of the University. This has triggered and 
resulted in many marketing activities being deployed by the 
universities, including promotion and communication with potential 
market segments (Szekeres, 2010).  
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2.2 Hedonic VS Utilitarian Theoretical Value  

The aspect of hedonic and utilitarian value highlighted in the 
1950s began discussions on the symbolic meaning of the 
products/services (Levy, 1959). According to Hirschman & Holbrook 
hedonic value refers to multisensory images from the past, fantasies 
of future and emotional arousal, which includes feelings such as joy, 
jealousy, fear, rage & rapture (Hirschman & Holbrook, 1982). 
However, the utilitarian value highlights those elements of a product 
or a service that offers immediate functional benefits to the customer. 
Thus consumers can have various motives behind a developed 
attitude affecting their purchase intentions. Learning from this, the 
primary motives, which are task-oriented, can be as utilitarian, 
whereas pleasure-seeking motives as hedonic (Khare, 2011). Batra & 
Ahtola (1991) terms Hedonic and utilitarian elements are not to be 
dichotomous scale and mutually exclusive (Batra & Ahtola, 1991). 
The elements associated with any products or service can be as both 
hedonic and utilitarian with the low or high on both scales (Olsen & 
Skallerud, 2011). The magnitude of perception as a hedonic or 
utilitarian value can help categorize the elements as either hedonic or 
utilitarian. 

People in the academic world have always felt uncomfortable 
to perceive Universities/Colleges as a business. However, the 
dynamic nature of competition and lesser availability of government 
funds have removed this thought to a great extent (Anyangwe, 2012). 
Now just like any business, the HEIs offer quality service to ensure a 
good learning experience for the students to have a good word-of-
mouth promotion and remain an attractive option for prospective 
students. 

 
3.0 The objective of the study 

This study finds and analyzes the determinant elements of 
foreign Higher Education Institutions that define and offer hedonic and 
utilitarian value to the students in Pakistan and influence their 
decision and choice of foreign HEI, as a destination for their future 
studies. In pursuit of building this knowledge, this study will try to find 
answers to: 

 
1. What are the important elements, internal to the HEIs, which 

students in Pakistan strongly consider and compare before se-
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lecting a foreign HEI? 
2. What are the important elements, external to the HEIs, which 

students in Pakistan strongly consider and compare before se-
lecting a foreign HEI? 

3. What is the standing of identified elements on a scale of he-
donic and utilitarian value? 
 

4.0 Methodology 
The research study is qualitative, with in-depth interviews 

conducted with the selected educational consultants in Pakistan. 
Firstly, the interviews were done towards identifying elements, both 
internal and external, to foreign HEIs, which students in Pakistan 
consider before embarking on their studies abroad.  The focus of 
studies is toward HEIs, which are in countries like the UK, Australia, 
USA, & Canada, and are attracting fee-paying students for 
undergraduate and postgraduate level programs (non-research 
degrees). Multiple interviews were conducted from major Educational 
Consultants within Pakistan to identify these elements from the 
business side of these consultancy firms. After that, NVivo was to 
analyze the in-depth interviews for identifying the emerging themes. 
Secondly, the researchers arranged two focused group sessions with 
students, including those who have studied abroad and those who are 
planning to go abroad for higher studies soon to investigate where the 
identified elements stand in terms of their hedonic & utilitarian values. 
After that, NVivo for transcribing the information and use the content 
analysis approach to determine themes.  

 
5.0 Findings/Results 

The interviews conducted revealed several themes, which 
have been translated here in the form of determinant elements in 
students' selection of foreign HEIs. The elements were divided into 
two categories: internal or direct related to the foreign HEIs and 
second external to HEIs. However, they have a strong impact on 
students' study abroad intentions.   
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5.1 Internal Elements 

Tuition fee: The consultants interviewed all termed the tuition 
fees of a foreign university as one of the key elements which students 
in Pakistan consider before selecting a foreign university for their 
higher studies. Depending on the quality of studies, preference is 
being given to more affordable institutes. Nevertheless, many 
students will let go of the tuition fees element over other internal 
elements, including university ranking, the convenience of 
admissions, and settlement opportunities after studies. 

The convenience of admission: The educational consultant 
interviewed highlighted that many students are now looking for an 
easier way of studying abroad. The institutes that have put more 
barriers to their admission process have less preference by the 
students. As said by one interviewee:  

"Many students have avoided American Universities for their 
business-related subjects for the need for GMAT. This has allowed 
other countries like the UK & Australia to take benefit where most of 
the Universities accept applications without the need for such 
standardized tests."   

University ranking:  The educational consultants also 
considered University ranking as one of the key elements, internal to 
the HEIs, that students consider before selecting a foreign university. 
Some interviewees highlighted that for the acknowledgment of this 
element, many foreign HEIs presenting ranking data. Instead of 
conveying overall university ranking, many foreign HEIs have 
highlighted only those elements of the ranking, where they have 
scored best. As said by one interviewee: 

"University XYZ [name has been kept confidential on request 
of interviewee] recently held seminars and presentations at some 
institutes in Pakistan, highlighting that they have been rated number 1 
in ranking for internationalization. Although it is correct information but 
highlights only one of the several elements on which that University 
was ranked. The overall ranking of that University was poor. This 
message conveyed an incomplete picture which many students 
misinterpreted, believing that University XYZ is ranked number 1 
overall".  

Courses offered: Another important element highlighted in the 
in-depth interviews were the courses of interest at any university. 
When universities offer a more comprehensive portfolio of courses, 
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even this could be seen as a quality standard by many prospective 
students. The academic strength of departments is also being judged 
by the variety of degree programs they offer.   

Research: The majority of consultants interviewed highlighted 
research as one of the determinant elements for students' selection of 
foreign universities. This element plays a much more influential role in 
the decision process of postgraduate students or those who are keen 
to adapt to academia as a profession. It is a general understanding 
that more research-focused universities are more updated with 
developing trends in any field.  

Work placements during studies: Many foreign universities 
have offered students the opportunity to work during studies to give 
their students industrial and practical experience. UK Universities 
have taken the lead in this element, and now many other countries 
and universities have followed their footsteps. Students who are 
targeting postgraduate studies find the possibility of work placement, 
during studies, an essential element. As said by one of the 
educational consultants: 

"Recently, there was a student who preferred a university with 
a low ranking over an institute of high ranking because it offered 
students the opportunity to work in the relevant industry for six 
months after completing the taught part of the program. This, to us, is 
an important trend!" 

Linkages with local Universities: Many universities in 
Pakistan have now developed partnerships with international 
universities abroad. According to the educational consultants, it is 
becoming an important element for students of those universities, 
where they feel more comfortable applying for foreign educational 
institutes with whom their own university/college has partnerships. 
Even the parents of such students prefer sending their child to such 
educational institutes as they feel much closer to such educational 
institutes through their local partner universities. 

 Students' accommodation: The in-depth interviews also 
revealed availability of students' accommodation as another 
determinant element in students' selection of a foreign HEI, where 
availability of university accommodation by the students and their 
parents giving them a sense of security and surety, which is otherwise 
not there if they have to find another alternative in private 
accommodation. 
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5.2 External Elements 

Work opportunities after studies: Almost all the consultants 
interviewed stated this as a strong determinant element in 
selecting foreign universities by Pakistani students at present. As said 
by one respondent: 

"Studying abroad is seen as an investment on the part of the 
students and their families. Work opportunities after studies allow 
students to earn back the financial investment they and their families 
have made towards their studies". 

Availability of part-time jobs during studies: Availability of 
part-time jobs is another external element the educational consultants 
highlighted, which as an important element towards selecting foreign 
HEI. While explaining this some consultants highlighted an example 
of UK where many students would prefer studying in London, despite 
ranking of the universities, because of more possibilities of finding 
part-time jobs during studies. This element according to the 
consultants has not only come out as a strong determinant element 
for students with less financial freedom but even for students from 
well-off families as they are interested in gaining work exposure to 
understand and learn the work ethics of developed countries. 

Immigration: Because of an insecure job market situation in 
the country, many students, according to a few educational 
consultants, are selecting foreign universities based on the possibility 
of settlement in that country after studies. Therefore, Australia has 
come out as one strong destination for these students, where easy 
immigration policies are attracting a lot of students despite the 
massive tuition fee compared to the UK, Canada, and the USA.  

Visa processing: Research highlighted the convenience of 
visa processing as another important element towards 
selecting foreign HEIs. A few years back, students avoided Australia 
despite all its other attractions, because of their complicated visa 
processing. There was a high percentage of rejection on comparative 
terms with other countries. But they have now streamlined their 
services while taking a cue from countries like the UK, which is still a 
preferred destination by many because of its convenient and more 
transparent visa processing. At present Canadian, HEIs are facing the 
same challenges, which Australian institutes were facing before in 
terms of complications in the visa process.  
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Living expenses: Many consultants highlighted living 
expenses as an important element in the evaluation criteria of a 
student. As said by one respondent: 

"HEIs in big cities like London, Sydney, New York are avoided 
by some students due to their higher living expenses. However, at the 
same time, many see this as a balancing act, where these big cities 
offer better job prospects and, in some cases, better per hour wages 
for part-time jobs. However, for those students who are not targeting 
to work during or after studies, the living expenses of the city where 
the University is based, plays an important part". 

Word-of-mouth: Apart from the University's rank, the general 
reputation of the foreign University also plays an important part in 
selecting foreign HEI. As said by one interviewee: 

"The students do consult sources such as media, employers, 
and alumni to seek understanding on general reputation of the 
University. This reputation is built on the quality of graduates from that 
University and how they are perceived by the job market and any 
other information about the University in press". 

 
5.3 Hedonic & Utilitarian Values  

To enquire on placing identified elements on the scale of 
hedonic and utilitarian value, two focused groups were arranged (7 
members in each), comprising students who have studied abroad and 
those who are planning to move overseas soon and are in the 
process of selection/admission. The findings was organized in groups 
by using the content analysis technique and NVivo in the following 
table. 

 
Table 1 : Classification of identified elements on the scale of hedonic and 
utilitarian value 

  Utilitarian Value Hedonic Value 
 Internal Elements   

a Tuition fee High Low 
b Convenience of admission High Nil 
c University ranking Low High 
d Courses offered Low High 
e Research Medium Low 
f Work placement during studies High Low 
g Linkages with local universities Medium Medium 
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Table 1 : Classification of identified elements on the scale of hedonic and 
utilitarian value - continue 

  Utilitarian Value Hedonic Value 
h Students accommodation High Low 
 External Elements   
a Work opportunities after studies High Nil 
b Availability of part-time jobs during 

studies 
High Nil 

c Immigration High Nil 
d Visa processing High Nil 
e Living expenses High Medium 
f Word of mouth Low High 

 
6.0 Discussions 

 
Figure 12 : Diagram explaining the findings of in-depth interviews and 

focused group discussions 

The study findings have highlighted various internal and 
external elements of foreign universities based in the UK, USA, 
Australia, and Canada, which students in Pakistan consider while 
deciding on their choice of a foreign university. The second part of the 
research has helped in placing identified elements on a scale of 
hedonic and utilitarian values to allow a better understanding of these 
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elements with consumer behavior. Olsen and Skallerud (2011) say 
that hedonic and utilitarian aspects are on theoretical grounding, 
which supports the multidimensionality of elements where one 
element can have low and high on both utilitarian and hedonic value.   

Research highlights that tuition fee is one of the leading 
element to select a university by the educational consultants. This has 
become even more important due to the declining power of local 
currency against foreign currency, as highlighted in the in-depth 
interviews. The focused group exercise has revealed the tuition fee of 
a university as an element of high on the scale of utilitarian value, 
offering functional and task-oriented benefits. However, it was 
interesting to see that the measure of tuition fee also carries specific 
hedonic value as some students in the focused group responded: 

"A high tuition fee reflects an image of quality and prestige, and 
it feels good to share information regarding tuition fees if the 
university where you are going is charging a high fee." 

We found that the convenience of admission to any university 
is the second most important element in university selection by the 
educational consultants. The students prefer universities where the 
admission process is simple. Students are avoiding universities 
asking scores of SAT & GMAT. The in-depth interview revealed that 
students prefer destinations such as Australia & the UK due to the 
convenience of their admission process. The students think this 
element as a utilitarian that offers functional benefits to the students. 

Elements such as university ranking and variety of courses 
offered by a foreign university are symbolic and pleasure-seeking 
behavior by the students and therefore termed high on the scale of 
hedonic value. However, we perceive these to offer specific utilitarian 
value but at a low scale. This is perhaps very interesting as one may 
think the array of courses may consider as a utilitarian element 
offering the functional or task-oriented benefit to allow students to find 
a degree program of their choice. However, on the contrary, it is seen 
more than a symbolic element reflecting prestige, depth, and scale of 
the University offering students pleasure and creating excitement for 
being part of such universities. 

'Research' came out as the fifth most considered element by 
the educational consultants in students' choice of a university. This 
perhaps is due to the fact that the study was focusing on 
undergraduate and postgraduate programs (non-research degrees). 
Therefore, the University's research reputation may have a different 
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standing if the study is research degree students. The research 
degree is part of the focused group session offering makes more 
hedonic benefit to the students targeted for this study where it is seen 
more than a symbolic element than a utilitarian benefit. This standing 
may once again vary if the focus of the study was for research 
students who might have seen research as fulfilling their functional 
requirements. 

The consultants, based on their recent experience, highlighted 
the importance of the in-depth interviews being placed by students in 
finding universities offering a work placement option during studies for 
a short duration. This has come out as a new design of many 
postgraduate degree programs in the UK & Australia where the 
roadmap includes a 6-month duration work placement. Consultants 
have found that such universities are more preferred over others by 
postgraduate students.  This element becomes a functional element 
by the students fulfilling their task-oriented needs. Yet at the same 
time, it reflects a small symbolism degree where it is an element 
offering hedonic value by some. 

Academic linkage with local universities has emerged as 
another determinant element that students consider before selecting 
a foreign university. The in-depth interview revealed that students are 
giving preference to universities that have linkages with their last 
institute attended giving them, and their parents, confidence to apply 
to these universities. The students think this as an element offering 
both utilitarian and hedonic value, where the students not only get 
task-oriented benefits in application help but also feel pleasure and 
excitement to learn such links. The availability of student 
accommodation also plays a role as a determinant element for 
students. It is seen as an element offering more functional value 
compared to hedonic. 

The study also focused on finding certain external elements 
that are not in direct control of the foreign HEIs but do play an 
important role in students' selection criteria of any foreign university. 
The most important external element highlighted by the educational 
consultants is the possibility of work after studies in the country where 
the University is based. This element, according to most of the 
consultants, plays such a strong role that it may overcome many 
other elements, internal to the University, highlighted earlier. Most 
times, students will pay more to go to universities that allow students 
to work after their studies. The students prefer low ranked universities 
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over high ranked institutes if low-ranked University is allowing them to 
work after studies. The part-time jobs during studies that allow 
students to cover part of their living expenses and/or tuition fee are 
very pivotal in a selection process. One of the respondents: "I have 
many students preferring London over other cities in the UK, despite 
their cheap living expenses only because London has more part-time 
jobs to offer than other places in the UK". 

The country's immigration rules have also played an important 
role in the selection process of foreign universities by Pakistani 
students. One respondent mentioned that out of 10 students coming 
to their office asking about study abroad opportunities, 6 or 7 are 
asking for universities in Australia and Canada due to more 
possibilities of settlement and immigration than the UK and USA. The 
research found that Visa processing is also an important element in 
selecting students, where students seem to avoid countries having 
lengthy and difficult visa processing. It also highlights the living 
expenses of the city where a foreign university is based on an 
important element in selecting the University. The last element that 
emerged from the content analysis of the in-depth interviews is word-
of-mouth that explains the general repute of the foreign University 
within the job market in Pakistan and other people important in the 
decision-making process of the student. All external elements identify 
through emerging themes shows as offering high utilitarian/functional 
value except for the word of mouth that stands high on the scale of 
hedonism, offering pleasure and excitement to be part of a university 
that carries a positive word of mouth. 

 
7.0 Conclusion 

In conclusion, Pakistan's students' choice of a foreign 
university depends on both internal and external elements of foreign 
universities. The internal elements in their order of importance include 
the level of the tuition fee being charged, the convenience of the 
admissions process, a rank of the University, an array of courses 
being offered by that foreign HEI, research standing, the inclusion of 
work placement during studies, linkages of foreign universities with 
local Pakistani universities and students' accommodation. And the 
external elements include in their order of important elements such as 
work opportunities after studies, availability of part-time jobs during 
studies, immigration and settlement opportunities in the country 
where the University is based, the convenience of visa processing, 
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affordability of living expenses and the general reputation of the 
University.  

The elements high on the scale of utilitarianism include 
(internal) tuition fee, the convenience of admission, and work-
placement during studies, student accommodation, (external) work 
opportunities after studies, and availability of part-time jobs during 
studies, immigration, and visa processing. Similarly, elements that are 
high on the scale of hedonism include university ranking, a wide array 
of courses offered, and word-of-mouth. Some elements are equal for 
their utilitarian and hedonic image, including linkages with local 
universities and living expenses.  

Identification of the above elements and their classification as 
hedonic and utilitarian becomes significant for the foreign universities 
to understand the determinant elements they need to focus on and 
promote to the Pakistani students interested in studies abroad. The 
same applies to the local educational consultants in the country that 
are supporting Pakistani students to find foreign universities of their 
choice. Placement of these elements on the scale of hedonism and 
utilitarianism has provided more insight into the psychology of a 
student towards the identified elements and would benefit the foreign 
universities to select the correct form of projection of these elements 
to gain proper positioning in the mind of students in Pakistan. 
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