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Abstract The dynamic changes in tertiary education that were observed in Poland for the
last 20 years transformed the Polish educational market and led to the immense expansion
of educational institutions. The rapid increase in the number of students that continued
until 2006 is however over and Polish universities have begun to compete for their clients.
Increased competition along with the pessimistic forecasts for Poland with regard to
demographic changes result in the growing demand for the knowledge on determinants of
student educational choices and satisfaction. Although the amount of studies in this field is
growing, Poland is still substantially underrepresented in the current research. The purpose
of this article was to examine the underlying factors behind the choices that Polish students
make while pursuing their tertiary education. The research method that combines focus
groups’ discussions and a survey study among 1,420 business major students helped us to
identify the factors behind three phases of the decision making process: pursuing higher
education; information search along with final choice of a university; and satisfaction from
chosen studies. Our research implies that decision making with regard to tertiary education
is multifaceted and longitudinal as it combines a different set of factors in each stage of the
decision making process.
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Introduction

For the last 20 years Poland has gone through a rapid process of transformation of political,
economical, and social systems, which immensely increased the demand for higher edu-
cation and influenced the changes in the education system. Until the 1980s, higher edu-
cation in Poland was based on quite the “elitist labour market-led polytechnic system”
(Koivula and Rinne 2006). Tertiary education institutions were centralized and controlled
by the state, and non-public schools did not exist. Yet, the fall of communism in 1989
brought a tremendous massification of higher education which was achieved not just
through non-public expenditures, but also through private institutions (Usher 2009).

Between 1990 and 2005 the number of higher education institutions increased almost
four times from 112 (in 1990) to 427 (in 2005) and the number of students grew by almost
500% from 404.000 in 1990 to over 1.950.000 in 2005 (Rozanski 2008; CSOP 2010b). The
increase in the number of schools was the result of the new law introduced in 1990 which
allowed non-public universities to be founded (in 2005 out of 427 higher education
institutions 301 were non-public).

The dynamic growth of interest in tertiary education, which was attributed mainly to an
increasing demand of a highly competitive job market, helped to increase the tertiary
education gross enrollment ratio (GERI) from 12.9% in 1990 to over 50% in 2009, which
allowed Poland to achieve one of the highest GER in OECD countries (OECD 2009). It
also helped to raise the number of population with higher education (aged 15 and more)
from around 7% in 1990 to 17% in 2008 (CSOP 2010b).

The growing number of students that continued to increase until 2005 led to the rapid
expansion of universities, construction of new institutions, and the mass hiring of new
teaching staff (Kwiek 2003; Usher 2009). However in 2006 for the first time in the post-
communist Polish history, a steady decline in the number of students begun. Overall the
number of students decreased to 1.900.000 in 2009 (see Fig. 1) and is expected to decrease
further (CSOP 2010a). The demographic forecasts for Poland state that in 2010 the number
of population aged between 19 and 24 decreased to 3.4 million (comparing to 3.9 million in
2002), which will further decrease to 2.8 million in 2015 and 2.3 million in 2020 (CSOP
2009). According to a United Nations Report, the demographic trends with a declining
birth rate place Poland among European countries with the highest decreases in population
(UN Report 2005).

The declining number of students along with the biggest number of higher education
institutions in Europe (Kula 2008) changed the intensity of competition among universities
in Poland and attracted much more attention to marketing efforts, which was so far highly
neglected (particularly by public institutions). The notion of treating higher education as a
marketable commodity, where students should be treated as customers (Lloyd 2005;
Cremonini et al. 2008; Taylor et al. 2008) has become valued.

Following the customer-oriented approach, different research has tried to evidence
which factors are primarily considered by students while making their educational choices
(Garcia et al. 2007; Menon et al. 2007; Pimpa 2005; Sullivan 2006; Menon 2004; Osborne
et al. 2004; Jimenez and Salas-Velasco 2000). While the amount of research is growing
(Garcia et al. 2007), very little is known on how secondary school graduates decide to
continue their education at the college level, what are the factors behind the university
selection, and which variables influence satisfaction from those choices.

' GER is a statistical measure used to report a country’s level of education.
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Fig. 1 Number of students in Poland in 1990-2009 (in thousands). Source Central Statistical Office of
Poland, Statistical Yearbook of the Republic of Poland, Warsaw: Statistical Publishing Establishment;
various years

There is a particular dearth of studies on educational choices in the emerging markets of
the Central and Eastern Europe and Poland is substantially underrepresented in current
research. However, as explained earlier the explosion of the educational sector in Poland
and forthcoming trends of a demographic downturn, make higher education institutions
pay increasing attention to the effectiveness of their marketing activities, which primarily
needs better understanding of factors impacting students educational choices and sources
of their satisfaction.

Building on existing literature about college choice models and factors influencing
students’ choice of undergraduate or graduate programs (Cremonini et al. 2008; Cabrera
et al. 2008; Chen 2007; Menon et al. 2007; Menon 2004; Kohn et al. 1976; Chapman 1986;
Jackson 1982; Hossler and Gallagher 1987; Hanson and Litten 1982; Somers et al. 1999),
this paper presents findings on the choice of the university education in Poland with the
particular focus on business education. First, we investigate the factors that are likely to be
associated with pursuing university education, which following the work of Hossler and
Gallagher (1987), we included in the stage called “a predisposition stage”. Second, we
attempt to specify the characteristics of the exploration stage which combines information
search and factors behind university choice. Following the rational choice decision-making
process (Mintzberg et al. 1976; Wedley and Field 1984) we also added the stage of
evaluation of decision outcomes, which is rarely investigated as a part of the educational
decision making process. We believe however that analysis of the complete decision
making process can provide higher institutions with a more complete understanding of
their clientele.

This paper is organized as follows: First the methodology of this study is presented and
includes a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods. Research findings
are then summarized, which are further discussed within the Polish context. This is fol-
lowed by implications and research limitations.

Method

This study has an exploratory character. It is a combination of qualitative and quantitative
research methods, which were organized around three themes: (a) how decisions about
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pursuing university studies are made (decisions prior to studying); (b) how decisions about
the choice of a university are made and what are the sources of information; and (c) which
factors influence satisfaction from studying in a chosen university.

Qualitative research comprised fifteen focus groups with each group including ten
participants. They were recruited from the public and non-public universities located in the
Wielkopolska region. The major goal of qualitative study was to gather a broad range of
opinions about how Polish students make their university choices. Focus groups helped us
to avoid the possible misinterpretations that could emerge in a pre-specified research
design which is used in developed countries, but may not fit the reality of emerging
economies (Soja 2008).

In the quantitative research, a survey method was used. The survey items were
developed based on focus group discussions and a review of previous research findings
about students educational choices, which propose a wide variety of economic models
(based on the idea of rational cost-benefit analysis), sociological models (related to aspi-
rations, family conditions, school environment, etc.) or combined models (Hossler et al.
1999; Jackson 1982; Kohn et al. 1976; Chapman 1986; Hanson and Litten 1982; Hossler
and Gallagher 1987; Cremonini et al. 2008; Chen 2007).

The main part of the questionnaire included 84 statements measured with a multiple
five-point Likert-type scales (ranging from 1-strongly disagree to 5-strongly agree). Out of
84 statements, 23 measured variables behind decisions about pursuing higher education, 27
measured the significance of variables determining decisions about choice of a university,
and 34 measured the satisfaction factors from studying in a chosen university. Students
were also asked about the main sources of information they used while making their
university choice (internet, rankings, university brochures, friends’ recommendations,
etc.).

Further, respondents were asked about their personal data such as gender, age, type of
targeted university (public or non-public), family average income level, and place of living
prior to studies (village or a city).

Sample

The data was collected in 2008. The questionnaire was distributed to students of business
majors in 16 public and 24 private universities in the Wielkopolska region. Quota sampling
was used to choose the sample. Researchers divided population into subgroups based on
the following criteria: gender, age, and type of university (public or non-public). Then the
proportions of these subgroups in the entire population were identified. These proportions
were used while the final sampling was conducted. Although this method does not give a
totally representative sample (as only the selected traits of the population were taken into
account in forming the subgroups) it helps to ensure that chosen subgroups are properly
represented in the study.

Out of a total of 2,350 surveys sent, 1,420 usable questionnaires were received, which
gives a response rate of 60.4%. Among 1,420 respondents, 62% were women, 18% were
less than 19 years old, 65% were in the age of 20-29, and 17% were older than 30. Fifty-
four percentage of respondents studied in non-public universities and 46% came from
public universities. Fifty percentage of the respondents came from families with a country
average level of income. Respondents with a family income level below the country
average constituted 19, and 27% of the respondents had a family income over the country
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average. 66% of the participants were living in a city while 34% of them came from
villages.

Statistical analysis

The questionnaire applied in this study was first tested on two groups of 50 students. The
Pearson’s correlation coefficient was calculated to compare the scores and the reliability
correlation of scales of two groups of students was computed with the purpose to evaluate
the stability of the scale. After unidimensionality of the scale and reliability (0.92) were
confirmed, the consistency of the inter-item reliability of the questionnaire was calculated.
All factors achieved the required reliability level, with Cronbach’s alphas exceeding the
criterion of 0.7 (Nunnally 1978).

After the instrument was tested, the researchers conducted the main research. The
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was then performed to test the scale’s construct validity.
All items of the survey loaded in the similar factors. The Kaiser—-Meyer—Olkin (KMO)
measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity (BTS), which were applied
to the data prior to a factor extraction, indicated that the data set of all three groups of
determinants was suitable for factor analysis. The extracted factors (with eigenvalues

Table 1 Exploratory factor

. No. of Loadings Cronbach’s
analysis results

items® o

Choice of pursuing higher education®

Student-type of life 4 .64-78 .800
Professional advancement 4 .64-.70 744
Family opinion and expectation 3 61-77 759
Family financial support 2 .62-.79 17
Better chances to find a job 3 .64-.69 704
Choice of a university®
Marketing efforts 4 .62-77 743
4 Cumul. variance extracted Professional advancement 4 .81-.83 .878
51.1%; KMO—.846; Bartlett’s University tradition 3 .65-73 777
Ee;t_og Sg;;gl;l;ydf sy Courses offered 4 62-76 702
l/; < 0.(’)01 e T University reputation 4 .69-70 701
b Cumul. variance extracted Family opinion and expectations 3 73-75 11
56.8%; KMO—.887; Bartlett’s Cost of studies and accessibility 3 .66-.74 712
test of sphericity: of financial aid
X2 = 16,356.439; df = 561; Satisfaction from studying®
Iz é 0'0(1)1 ) d Professional advancement 4 .67-73 720
61.3116;:; uKI\\;I%T;elz;Xgii:fett’s Pragmatism of knowledge 3 .63-72 740
test of sphericity: Courses offered 4 .66-.74 722
7° = 14,139.855; df = 351; Educational facilities 4 66-70 804
p = 0001 Social conditions 4 64-81 738
¢ Original variables which Faculty’s educational and 6 .67-73 718
y

loaded on the factors are

ted in “A ik research (E&R) achievements
presented in “Appendix
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greater than 1) with their reliability measures are presented in Table 1. Items with loadings
on each factor below 0.60 were consequently removed.

To analyze the impact of control variables (gender, age, type of the university, type of
graduated high school, family average income level, and the place of living prior to
studies) on educational choice factors the ¢ test and one-way ANOVA with post-hoc test
were computed. While the differences with regard to the first three control variables were
evidenced, the outcomes of this research revealed no significant differences while statistics
was run for: type of graduated high school, place of living prior to studies, and family
average income level.

Results
Factors underlying decisions about pursuing university education

This study identified five main factors determining a decision to pursue a university
education (Table 2). The most influential factors were: family opinion and expectations
(M = 3.69), and student-like type of life (M = 3.62). Much lower means were reported
regarding family financial support (M = 2.61), better chances to find a job (M = 1.84),
and professional advancement (M = 1.83). The last two factors were much lower from
what was expected.

The results of this study showed interesting findings when we controlled for gender and
age. As shown in Table 2 female students reported statistically significant differences
when compared to their male counterparts with regard to four out of five factors.

The results of our research also uncovered differences among students representing
different age groups (Table 3). One-way ANOVA with post-hoc test was used to identify
the influence of age on the university education choices. The biggest differences in mean
scores were found with regard to student-type of life (F(1,401 = 30.07; p < 0.001) and
better chances to find a job (F(1401 = 11.07; p < 0.001).

Factors influencing decisions about the choice of a university: choice stage
In this stage of the decision making process, we diagnosed both the information sources

that students most often use while searching for information about universities, and the
determinants that actually influenced their final choice.

Table 2 Factors determining decisions about pursuing university education—general and controlled for
gender

Choice General Female M(o) Male M(o) t-statistic p-value
N=1420 N =2885 N = 535

Family opinion and expectations 3.69 (.86) 3.73 (.86) 3.62 (.84) 2.34% .020

Student-type of life 3.62 (.87) 3.76 (.84) 3.36 (.88) 8.39%** .000

Family financial support 2.61 (.84) 2.60 (.85) 2.62 (.84) —.36 719

Better chances to find a job 1.84 (.72) 1.81 (.72) 1.89 (.74) —2.10* .036

Professional advancement 1.83 (.51) 1.78 (.48) 1.91 (.54) —4.7TF** .000

% p < 0.05; * p < 0.01; ¥** p < 0.001
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Table 3 Age influence on pursuing university education decisions

Choice Less than 20-29 years old More than ANOVA Differences
19 years old N = 928 30 years old F-values
N = 254 M = middle N =219
Y = younger O = older
Family opinion and 3.63' (.84) 3.67" (.85) 3.83% (.93) 370 Y,M<O
expectations
Student-type of life 3.33! (.84) 3.62% (.85) 3.94% (.93) 3007 Y <M <O
Family financial 2.59' (.80) 2.61" (.85) 2.61' (.86) 067  Y,M, 0
support
Better chances to find a  1.74! (.66) 1.82' (.68) 2.04% (91) 11.07%%% Y, M <O
job
Professional 1.89' (.53) 1.81" (.48) 1.87" (.60) 3.50 Y, M, O
advancement

The mean values are accompanied by superscripts 1, 2 and 3. They signify that value 1 is statistically higher
from 2, and 2 is significantly higher than 3, at « = 0.05 level of significance. Significance tested with
Student-Newman_Keuls test for post hoc multiple comparisons: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001

The most often used information source was the internet (university www, forums,
opinions) mentioned by over 63% of the students, followed by university brochures and
handbooks (54%), friends’ recommendations (34%), educational fairs (30%), campus visits
(20%), and rankings (19%).

With regard to the factors determining the final choice of a university, the most influ-
ential was professional advancement with the mean score of M = 3.01 (Table 4). Courses
offered and cost of studies & accessibility of financial aid were least important with the
mean score below 2.0.

While we controlled for gender, the 7 test revealed statistically significant differences for
three factors. As shown in Table 4 male students perceived university reputation, courses
offered, and cost of studies & accessibility of financial aid as more important than their
female counterparts.

Table 4 Factors determining decisions about the choice of a university—general and controlled for gender

Choice General Female M(o) Male M(o) t-statistic p-value
N = 1,420 N = 885 N = 535
Professional advancement 3.01 (1.00) 2.99 (1.01) 3.02 (1.00) —.47 .638
University tradition 2.96 (.81) 2.93 (.83) 3.00 (.80) —1.51 132
Marketing efforts 2.80 (.77) 2.83 (.80) 2.76 (.72) 1.49 136
Family opinion and expectations 2.61 (.84) 2.58 (.84) 2.65 (.84) —1.51 130
University reputation 2.09 (.67) 2.04 (.64) 2.17 (.71) —3.49k** .001
Courses offered 1.98 (.55) 1.93 (.52) 2.06 (.60) —4.20%** .000
Cost of studies & 1.98 (.93) 1.92 (.90) 2.08 (.94) —3.23%k% .001

accessibility of financial aid

* p < 0.05; ¥ p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001
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Table 5 Factors determining decisions about the choice of a university controlled for the type of a
university

Choice Public M(s) Non-public M(¢) t-statistic ~ p-value
N = 760 N = 635
Professional advancement 2.89 (.97) 3.15 (1.03) —4.58**%* 000
University tradition 2.95 (.83) 2.97 (.80) —.60 .546
Marketing efforts 2.86 (.\77) 2.73 (.77) 3.17%* .002
Family opinion and expectations 2.59 (.81) 2.64 (.69) —-1.27 205
University reputation 1.98 (.62) 2.23 (.69) —7.03**%* 000
Courses offered 1.95 (.55) 2.00 (.54) —1.60 110
Cost of studies & accessibility of financial aid  2.04 (.97) 1.92 (.86) 2.31%* .021

* p < 0.05; ¥ p < 0.01; *¥* p < 0.001

When we controlled for age only one discrepancy was found. ANOVA analysis dem-
onstrated that students differed with regard to professional advancement, and this impor-
tance increased with the age progress (F(1420) = 25.46, p < 0.001). Post hoc comparisons
indicated the following mean scores with respect to the age groups: M = 2.69 (19 years old
and below), M = 3.01 (20-29 years old) and M = 3.34 (30 year old and above).

Further differences were found when we controlled for the type of the targeted uni-
versity (Table 5). Independent sample ¢ test that was performed indicated statistically
significant differences with regard to four factors.

Professional advancement and university reputation were more important for those
students who targeted non-public universities, while marketing efforts and cost of studies
& accessibility of financial aid were more important for those who decided to submit their
applications to a public university.

Factors contributing to the satisfaction from studying in a chosen university
The last group of factors was related to satisfaction predictors from studying in a chosen

university. As presented in Table 6, the most important factor of satisfaction was social
conditions, followed by professional advancement.

Table 6 Satisfaction factors—general and controlled for gender

Factors General Female M(0) Male M(o) t-statistic p-value
N = 1,420 N = 885 N = 535
Social conditions 2.97 (.89) 3.04 (91) 2.86 (.85) 3.56%** .000
Professional advancement 2.86 (.90) 2.85 (.92) 2.87 (.85) —.399 .690
Pragmatism of knowledge 2.33 (.67) 2.33 (.68) 2.34 (.65) —.12 904
Educational facilities 2.32 (.80) 2.31 (.84) 2.32 (.74) -.20 842
Courses offered 2.02 (.68) 1.97 (.68) 2.09 (.67) —3.33%%* .001
Faculty’s E&R achievements 1.96 (.58) 1.93 (.57) 2.01 (.59) —2.76%%* .006

* p < 0.05; ¥ p < 0.01; *+* p < 0.001
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Table 7 Satisfaction factors among the students of different age

Satisfaction Less than 20-29 years old More than ANOVA  Differences
factor 19 years old N =928 M = middle 30 years old F-values
N = 254 N =219
Y = younger O = older
Social 2.81' (.80) 2.99% (.90) 3.08% (.93) 5.780%%% Y <M, O
conditions
Professional 2.59' (.74) 2.86% (.89) 3.15% (1.00) 23.280%%* Y <M <O
advancement
Pragmatism of ~ 2.17' (.54) 2.37% (.68) 2.382 (.70) 9.240%%* Y <M, O
knowledge
Educational 2.13' (.66) 2.33% (.82) 2.45% (.85) 10.177#%% Y <M, O
facilities
Courses 1.92' (.67) 2.04' (.66) 2.02' (71) 2.985 Y, M, O
offered
Faculty’s E&R  2.02" (.57) 1.96' (.56) 1.91' (.63) 2.047 Y, M, O
achievements

The mean values are accompanied by superscripts 1, 2 and 3. They signify that value 1 is statistically higher
from 2, and 2 is significantly higher than 3, at o = 0.05 level of significance. Significance tested with
Student-Newman_Keuls test for post hoc multiple comparisons: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001

Table 8 Satisfaction factors among student from public and non-public universities

Satisfaction factor Public M(o) Non-public M(o) t-statistic p-value
N = 760 N = 635
Social conditions 2.89 (.88) 3.07 (.89) 3.859%#* .000
Professional advancement 2.79 (.88) 2.96 (.90) —3.558%** .000
Pragmatism of knowledge 2.29 (.64) 2.40 (.70) —2.948%* .003
Educational facilities 2.23 (.76) 2.42 (.84) —4.2]15%%* .000
Courses offered 1.97 (.67) 2.06 (.67) —2.497* .013
Faculty’s E&R achievements 1.89 (.57) 2.05 (.58) —4.964%*%* .000

* p < 0.05; ¥ p < 0.01; % p < 0.001

Some differences were evidenced when we controlled for gender. Women presented
higher mean score with regard to social conditions (t(1,420) = 3.56, p < 0.001). Male
students on the other hand were more satisfied if a chosen university delivered good quality
and a variety of courses or when professors’ educational and research achievements were
high.

There were also statistically significant discrepancies with relation to four out of six
factors among different age groups (Table 7). The post hoc comparisons indicated that the
mean scores for older students were higher than those of their younger colleagues.

Table 8 presents comparisons of the influence of the type of a university on the
importance of satisfaction factors. This study revealed that t-statistics were significant for
all six satisfaction factors with the higher means achieved among the students of non-
public universities.
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Discussion

This study highlights the basis for educational choices among students of business majors.
It adds a new stage to the existing models. Previous research often limits their models to
the predisposition and choice stages. Following the literature about rational decision
making processes (Mintzberg et al. 1976; Wedley and Field 1984) we decided to add the
stage of evaluation of decision outcomes, which allows for identification of the determi-
nants of students’ satisfaction. Although it is not the subject of this article and the results of
such analysis are not presented in this paper, our study further showed that choice factors
can be predictors of 41 percent of variability in satisfaction factors. It means that the
knowledge about university choice factors may be valuable in predicting which factors
students will consider important while evaluating their satisfaction. For example, those
students who chose university tradition, reputation and courses offered as their choice
factors, much more often chose faculty’s educational and research achievements and
pragmatism of knowledge as the basis of their satisfaction. Those who chose professional
advancement not only evaluated their satisfaction based on this factor, but also on prag-
matism of knowledge, while paying much less attention to social conditions. The last factor
was chosen mainly by students considering marketing efforts as their most important
choice factor. Although such results require further investigation and much more complex
studies, they can shed a light on the importance of the possible links between university
choice factors and students’ satisfaction determinants.

The knowledge about satisfaction factors is particularly important as various research
reports that around 20-30% of students do not come back to their initial institution for the
second year (Gazeta Prawna 2011; Rausch and Hamilton 2006). Other research also claims
that satisfaction from the university affects students performance (Bean and Bradley 1986;
Pike 1991), is a predictor of student persistence at a university (Aitken 1982; Tinto 1993),
or helps a university to be more competitive and attract more students (Lee et al. 2000).

Based on our findings we propose an integrative framework which can be helpful in
understanding students’ preferences in three different stages of a decision making process.
When we ran statistics for control variables, various differences emerge but the order of
importance of factors remained almost unchanged. This signifies that control variables do
not change the basic assumptions of our concept. Figure 2 illustrates the proposed choice
process in Poland.

Below we discuss university choice process in a broader Polish context, which will help
to understand the reasons behind attitudes and behaviors of Polish students.

While comparing the stages of our framework, several research findings call for special
attention. As better chances to find a job was one of the least important factors in a
predisposition stage and non-existent in the choice and evaluation stages, it can be assumed
that Polish students believe that a university degree does not have a potential to increase
their future work opportunities, which we found contradictory to other research findings
(see Brinkworth et al. 2009; Jimenez and Salas-Velasco 2000; Rochat and Demeulemeester
2001; Montmarquette et al. 2002). Such attitudes can come from the high unemployment
rate among university graduates that is reported in Poland (Polish Ministry of Education
Report 2005). The similar results can be found in a study of Aldemir and Gulcan (2004),
who evidenced that economic difficulties can influence students’ perception of low sig-
nificance of a university degree for increasing their chances to find a job.

Second, professional advancement, although regarded as one of the least important
factors in the first stage of the decision making process, was the most important factor in
the second and third stage. Such results can give an important notion that universities
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Fig. 2 Integrative Framework of University Choice Process in Poland

should focus on promoting clear links between their programs and the development of
students’ professional skills and personal talents.

Third, as family opinion and expectations were much more important in the predis-
position stage than in the choice stage, it can be assumed that in Poland, family role is
important in the decisions of a more generic nature. Parents help to decide the future of
their children and often “play a role both as definers of career expectations and as role
models” (Garcia et al. 2007) which is evidenced by various researchers (Stage and Hossler
1989; Pimpa 2005; Sullivan 2006). Our research adds another important issue to the
existing literature— while the generic decisions are made with important family contribu-
tion; the specific choices are made by an individual. Those choices are primarily based on
the university potential to develop professional skills.

Fourth, our study, unlike other research findings (e.g. Aldemir and Gulcan 2004),
showed that for Polish students the most important satisfaction determinant was “social
conditions” (sports facilities, university canteen, coffee bars, parking spaces, subsidized
accommodation). While social conditions were rarely mentioned in the choice stage, they
primarily contribute to students’ satisfaction. It may be a consequence of preferences
expressed in the predisposition stage, which highlighted that one of the primary reasons for
pursuing higher education was student-type of life.

Finally, it is worth notice that university tradition is the second most important factor in
a university choice. The proliferation of universities in Poland after 1990 and the huge
demand for university degrees had a negative consequences for educational quality (Ernst,
Young Business Advisory and 2009). Many newly established business schools focused on
earning money and were not interested in developing high quality programs. Although they
gave an academic degree, employers quickly started to differentiate among the graduates
of different schools. Later, many of those schools disappeared from the market, leaving
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graduated students unsure about the value of their academic diplomas. Therefore tradition
and reputation started to play a growing role in the choice of a particular university, which
also coincides with a similar observation made by Lang (2009).

Empirical findings of this research confirm that the choice of a university is a multi-
dimensional process. It combines different choice factors at different stages of a decision
making process, which further vary with respect to age, gender, and type of the university.
Below we will discuss the influence of those control variables on students’ choices.

First control variable that influenced students’ responses was age. Older students with
much more work experience, more often perceived a university degree as a way to find a
new job or develop their skills, which is in line with other studies (Osborne et al. 2004).
Citing the participants of focus groups, some mature students perceived that a university
degree would help them: “to progress with my career”, while others added “I am seeking a
change in my life”, or “It helps me to find my own identity”.

Further analysis showed that students over 30 years old attributed higher importance to
student-type of life and family opinion & expectations. The difference within the first
factor may come from students’ need to distract themselves from the work and family
responsibilities of various kinds, which was often mentioned in focus group discussions.
The difference within the second factor can relate to the higher need of older students to
consult decisions with their life partners. It can be also a result of generational changes.
Young people (so called Y-generation) are much more exposed to the influence of glob-
alized mental models than people above 30. They are a much more socially conscious
generation (being a part of many networks and using different social medias such as
Facebook, Twitter, etc.), they use the internet to keep them aware of the possible choices,
and they use multiple sources to search for information (Neuborne 1999; Twenge and
Campbell 2008), which often decreases the role of family in their decisions.

Although female constitute 60% of all students of business studies in Poland (CSOP
2010a), they rely much more on social factors in their educational choices than male
students. This study proved that female students more often considered family opinion and
student-type of life in their decisions, while male students were more pragmatic and career
oriented. Such results are in line with what we expected. Poland reports higher scores with
regard to masculinity of its culture, which demonstrates higher polarization between the
values of men and women in a society, with men being more oriented towards career and
success, and women showing more social and family oriented values (Hofstede 2003).
Various research show that women in Poland are much more affected by unemployment,
are less paid for a similar job than men and occupy lower level of organizational hierar-
chies both in business and government institutions (CSOP 2007; Sroka 2008; Velkoff
1995). Adding to that the social perception of women “as secondary workers, often unable
to commit themselves fully to their jobs and to pursue their careers because of their double
role as workers and main providers of care for the household” (World Bank Report 2002,
p. 9) may result in different role models and expectations from women and men in Poland.

Finally, this study highlights the differences among students who enrolled in public and
non-public universities (as their primary choice). While choosing non-public universities
students focus more on the professional advancement and university reputation. There are
two reasons behind such results. First, this can be an expression of more attention given by
students who have to pay for their studies (in Polish public universities full-time studies are
free of charge). Those students may look more closely at potential earnings they may gain
after graduating a university, which according to two-thirds of the focus group participants
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was professional advancement. Second, students of non-public universities are more
sensitive to the reputation of their schools. This issue is particularly important in Poland,
where as mentioned earlier the explosion of non-public universities that took place after
1990, brought problems of quality of studies. Moreover the increasing unemployment
among young university graduates (Polish Ministry of Education Report 2005), and a
dramatic shift in population profiles (Beechler and Woodward 2009) along with a sig-
nificant decline in the number of students, has increased the pressure for a good reputation
that is perceived through a high quality of studies consistent with European standards.

Implications and direction for future research

In spite of the explosion of interest in education in Poland after 1990, only a handful of
studies have researched Polish students’ educational choices and the reasons behind those
choices. We believe that such knowledge is valuable for a number of reasons. First, it can
be helpful for foreign universities planning to enter the Polish educational market. Poland
ranks as sixth of all 27 EU countries with regard to the size of its population and as such it
has become attractive for foreign universities to open branches in Poland or to attract
Polish students to their home facilities.

Second, the explosion of the educational sector in Poland throughout the 90s along with
the present trend of declining numbers of students have substantially increased competition
and made universities particularly alert about marketing effectiveness and students’ sat-
isfaction. Therefore the knowledge about how students chose a university and which
factors influence their satisfaction may not only help to target marketing efforts more
effectively, but can also help to decrease the withdrawal level. It can also help in improved
planning and more informed policy making on the part of tertiary education management.

This study has several limitations, there is a probability that other significant choice
factors exists, which our study did not cover. As more research is needed, our exploratory
study can however be considered a good starting point for further investigations. Partic-
ularly, further research is needed to identify to what degree the level of satisfaction
influences continuing education at the initial institution. In addition, since our study is
limited to students of business majors, there is a need for further comparative studies to
find out if those results can be generalisable to other fields of studies.

Despite above limitations, this study contributes significantly to the knowledge about
the higher education choices on the different levels of the decision making process. It
shows that the decision making is multifaceted and longitudinal as it combines the different
choice factors at different stages of a decision making process and further vary with respect
to individual characteristics.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Noncom-
mercial License which permits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided the original author(s) and source are credited.

Appendix

See Table 9.
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Table 9 Variables which loaded on the factors

Original variables (scale 1-5)

While making a decision about pursuing higher education how important for you was

Student-type of life

Professional advancement

Family opinion and expectation

Family financial support

Better chances to find a job

To move out from family house

To join students’ organizations

To socialize with other students
Varied and interesting social life

To develop professional skills
Intellectual and personal development

Opportunity to gain experience in
foreign universities through exchange programs

To develop foreign language skills

Continuity of family tradition

To meet demands of your parents

Family opinion

Financial aid from your parents

Financial status of your parents

The chance to enhance your career prospects

A desire to find a better job in Poland or abroad

To invest in your skills to have a better position

While making a university choice how important for you was

Marketing efforts

Professional advancement

University tradition

Courses offered

University reputation

Family opinion and expectations

Marketing information obtained from the university
University website

Recruitment information and the speed of application process
The quality of communication with first-contact university

personnel
Better chances to develop professional skills

Intellectual and personal development

Opportunity to gain experience in foreign universities through

exchange programs
Opportunity to develop foreign language skills
The tradition of the university
The year when the university was founded

Number of well-known/successful alumni of the university

Practical usefulness of courses offered

Availability of challenging courses

The quality of the courses/program

A wider course offering

To receive a diploma from well-known university
The reputation of the university

The ranking of the university

The ranking of the program

Your family opinion

Recommendations from your parents/spouse/partner

Your family members/colleagues have studied at this
university
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Table 9 continued

Original variables (scale 1-5)

Cost of studies and accessibility of Cost of studies
financial aid Availability of financial aid
Ability to work part time
To what degree the following variables influence your satisfaction from studying at the present university
Professional advancement Better chances to develop professional skills
Opportunity of intellectual and personal development

Opportunity to gain experience in foreign universities through
exchange programs

Opportunity to develop foreign language skills
Pragmatism of knowledge Possibilities of using acquired knowledge and skills in practice

Acquiring knowledge that will give you professional
independence

Opinion about university’s graduates among employers
Courses offered Practical usefulness of courses offered
Availability of challenging courses
The quality of the courses/program
A wide course offering
Educational facilities Small class sizes
Access to professional and educational databases
Classroom equipment
University-wide access to internet, computers and audiovisual
aids
Social conditions Good sport facilities
University canteen and coffee bars
Parking spaces
Subsidized accommodation
Faculty’s educational and research (E&R) Application of newest teaching methods
achievements High level of interaction among professors and students
Research ranking of the university
The reputation of faculty members
High professional qualifications of faculty
Research achievements of professors
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