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ABSTRACT

The current situation in education system of the universities is characterized by a number of
problems and challenges that are related not only to demographic, but also to legislative and socio-
psychographic changes. One of the significant consequences of this situation is that education can
be seen as a product requiring marketing activities. The aim of the paper is to put forward the
proposals for the managing the value of higher education as a product in the context of the specific
conditions of the Slovak Republic. Conjoint analysis was used to obtain relative data for the
suggestions. The survey was carried out using the CAWI method. The questionnaire was distributed
in second quarter of 2021 on statistically relevant sample. It has been found out that the profile of
the optimal value of the product is characterized by these characteristics of the examined attributes:
studying is appropriately challenging; employability of graduates in practice is high; the reference
group evaluates the university positively; acquaintances are studying at the university and at the
same time the university is currently close to where students live; the atmosphere of the campus is
as high as the quality of education. The importance of individual attributes varies across the
criteria of the respondent’'s gender and the type of high school attended, which implies the need to
apply a diverse approach to building and managing the value of higher education as a product in
terms of marketing.
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INTRODUCTION

Conjoint analysis is currently widely used mainly in the commercial sphere in marketing
research, where it is used to estimate preferences and especially the importance of individual tested
attributes of products or services across different categories (Kuzmanovic et al., 2019). Thanks to
this technique, researchers are able to determine which tested variables most influence the
consumer’s choice of the product, or which combinations of the attributes are preferred by the user
(Tahal et al., 2017). One of the advantages of conjoint analysis is that it can be used in various areas
of issues (Kozel et al., 2011). The current situation in education system of the universities is
characterized by a number of problems and challenges that are related not only to demographic, but
also to legislative and socio-psychographic changes. One of the significant consequences of this
situation is that education can be seen as a product requiring marketing activities (Gottwald et al.,
2015). Especially in the context of higher education, within which it gradually accelerates the
"Struggle for the student” causing a number of consequences that universities are confronted not
only at the level of strategic, but also tactical and operational management.

The aim of the paper is to put forward the proposals for the managing the value of higher
education as a product in the context of the specific conditions of the Slovak Republic. Conjoint
analysis was used to obtain relative data for the suggestions because it allows generalizing the
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behaviour of the individual to the whole sample. Conjoint analysis simulates the customer's
decision-making, which is model, but the essential attributes are included, so the results quantify
what is a real benefit for customers. Because many times the consumer does not make his decision
on the basis of one characteristic, but chooses from products that have different combinations of
characteristics (Garbarova et al., 2017). The assessment of the properties themselves is performed in
summary. The use of conjoint analysis is beneficial, because it is closer to reality and allows to
more faithfully create a real problem, i.e., a decision-making situation (Hebék et al., 2013).

LITERATURE REVIEW

One of the first university studies was that of Krampf & Heinlen (1981), which focused on
potential future students of a large university in the middle west of the United States. By analysing
the factors, they found that the students had chosen their preferred school according to: university
awards, campus attractiveness, informative-education lectures, positive opinions on the university
by family, good programs in their chosen field, informative university catalogues, proximity to
home, and friendly atmosphere on the campus. Another university preference study was that of
Hooley & Lynch (1981) in the UK. They approached exploring the process of choosing priorities of
potential UK university students. This qualitative research has defined the attributes that influence
decision-making of potential students as follows: satisfactory facultative focus, university location,
academic reputation, distance from home, type of university (old, modern), opinion of family and
professors on the university Thanks to this conjoint analysis, the most important of the attributes in
determining the decision-making of potential students was defined - the satisfactory focus of the
faculty to which they applied. It turned out that students are ready to accept almost any of the other
attributes that are not according to their ideas, as long as they get to the faculty they prefer.
However, a serious shortcoming of this study was the narrow sample of students studied.
Oosterbeek (1992) dealt with university selection, with a consequent impact on the possible
earnings of graduates in the Netherlands. Their intention was to determine whether different
universities were associated with specific earnings prospects. And to what extent this has influenced
the choice of a particular university. Although this research has shown significant differences,
earnings prospects were not a significant factor in the choice of a particular university.

Mazzarol’s study examined the factors affecting international students in choosing a
destination for a university in Australia. The students evaluated the importance of 17 factors that
influenced their decision-making on the choice of study at the university. The study showed that the
most important factor for them was the impact of the highest available qualifications that could
subsequently be applied in future jobs. This was followed by: the school's reputation and quality,
the ability to recognize qualifications and the quality of teaching staff (Soutar & Turner, 2002). Lin
(1997) tried to find out the reasons for choosing universities of Dutch students. The most significant
reason for the selection was the quality of the offered study followed by: employment opportunities,
school reputation, internship offer, faculty qualifications, academic standards, availability of
modern approaches, and emphasis on school curricula, student life and international collaboration
among students. Turner's research focused on college students from economic schools. Students
identified the most important factors for choosing a particular school as follows: prospects for
future potential jobs, acquired qualifications that will later be appreciate by employers, the
possibility of using modern technologies, standards and quality of learning, international awareness
of university programs (Soutar & Turner, 2002). Soutar & Turner (2002) also formulated a
generalized list of potential factors affecting upcoming students. The result of the study is the
definition of the four most important determinants that have the greatest impact in the choice of
universities. These are: course suitability, academic reputation, job prospects and quality of teaching
(Tvaronaviciene & Jurgelevicius, 2020).
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Further research to determine the decisive factors affecting the choice of university and
fields of study was conducted by Maringe (2006). Important factors in deciding on a university
based on this study are: interest in the subject, prestige, job opportunities, employment profile.
There are many other studies within education systems, but their focus is not on observing
important attributes influencing the university selection process but on examining students’
preferences for different aspects of education (Zwarts et al., 2015; Lizbetinova, 2017a, Lizbetinova
2017b, Walsh & Cullinan, 2017; Weberova et al., 2017, Carey et al., 2018, Domanska, 2018,
Malarkodi et al., 2018). Within the Slovak Republic, a survey of testing general study prerequisites
at secondary schools was carried out. The results showed which fields of study students are
interested in, but also what criteria they are interested in when choosing a university. The main
criteria in their choice were: the quality of teaching, application in practice, good earnings in the
profession and the location of the university (The News Agency of the Slovak Republic, 2016). The
research was evaluated only in the absolute and percentage quantification of the answers, which
represents a certain disadvantage of this type of survey (Valaskova & Krizanova, 2008).

METHODOLOGY AND DATA

The basis of conjoint analysis is a suitable determination of the investigated attributes. These
are product features that are relevant to the research goal. A larger number of examined attributes
increases the difficulty for respondents and this is the reason why it is recommended to limit the
number of attributes to a maximum of seven (Cermakova, 2003), as a higher number may degrade
the quality of research results (Hartman, Sattler, 2002).

The next decision that needs to be made concerns the levels of the individual attributes
(Bachanova et al., 2016). It must be taken into account that more levels for individual attributes
ultimately represent a significantly greater burden on respondents. The number of levels in the
range of 2 to 5 is most often used, and their number may vary from attribute to attribute. It is
recommended to choose a similar number of levels for all examined attributes, because researches
have shown that due to the artificially created high number of levels of individual attributes
increases their relative importance, i.e., it also distorts the results (Hair et al., 2010). The problem of
a high number of possibilities (profiles) even in the selection of low values of attributes and levels
can be eliminated by using only a selected part of these profiles instead of all profiles (full factorial
design) (Raghavarao, et al., 2010; Gustafsson et al., 2013). This is a fractional factorial design,
where an orthogonal plan is created and used, it is a special subset of all possible combinations of
attribute levels, each level of one attribute occurring in combination with each level of another
attribute with the same or at least proportional count (Adelowo & Surujlal, 2020). This ensures the
independence of the main effects and no loss of information (Cernékova, 2003; Rao, 2014; Grover
and Vriens, 2006). The total number of profiles to be evaluated by respondents should not exceed
30 (Hair et al.,, 2010). Because the growing number of profiles causes a decrease in the
concentration of respondents and also the time they spend assessing individual profiles and thus a
decrease in the quality of the data obtained (Leigh et al., 1984).

In this context, Marketing Engineering for Excel software was used to create the orthogonal
plan. The whole conjoint analysis was also performed through it. Based on secondary data from the
studies in the literature review, we decided to compile the number of attributes to six and the
number of levels varies from two to three, what is shown in Table 1.

Table 1
EXAMINED ATTRIBUTES OF UNIVERSITY SELECTION PREFERENCE WITH LEVELS
Attributes Level 1 Level 2 Level 3
Studying Lo Studying is appropriately A .
reqirements Studying is simple challenging Studying is challenging
Employability of | am interested in I am not interested in -
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evaluations

graduates applying graduates in applying graduates in
practice practice
Academic _lam mfluencgd bY I am influenced by the
. independent university g . -
reputation opinion of friends

Social background

I want to study where my
friends are and to be close
to my famid12gly

I want to study where my
friends are

I want to study close to
my family

Campus
atmosphere

The campus atmosphere
is more important to me
than the quality of the
education

The campus atmosphere
and the quality of the
education are equally

important to me

The campus atmosphere
is less important to me
than the quality of the

education

Field of study

I want to study
a particular field

I want to study in
a particular area

These numbers of attributes and levels determined a total of 216 possible profiles. Using an
orthogonal plan, we reduced their number to 16, which also corresponds to the minimum number of
profiles according to Raghavarao, et al., (2010). Based on the decision on the researched product,
our customers were potential students, where the largest group consists of high school graduation
students. To obtain information, we created a questionnaire, which consisted of two segmentation
questions and 16 possible profiles. The questions concerned gender and type of secondary school
and were chosen to identify possible differences in the preferences of individual segments. This
survey was carried out using the CAWI (Computer Assisted Web Interview) method. The
questionnaire was distributed electronically, mainly using Facebook, as more than 90% of young
Slovaks have an account on this social network (Slovak News Agency, 2016). The size of the
representative sample was determined by the following equation 1:

X p x(1—
>t pdz( p) 1)
Where,

n — The minimum number of respondents;

ta — The critical value of the normal distribution at significance level a=0.05;

p — The likely sample proportion, expressed as a decimal;

d — The confidence interval, expressed as a decimal (Fila et al., 2020).

The confidence level was set at 95%. The critical value of the normal distribution at
confidence level a=0.05 was 1.96. This is based on the fact, that % of the area of the normal
distribution is within 1.96 standard deviations of the mean (Vartiak, 2017). For those cases where
the likely sample proportion was not known, p was set at 50%. The confidence interval was set at
5% (Palus et al., 2014). The required minimum sample size is therefore 384 respondents. The result
of the conjoint analysis represents data on the utility scores, called part worth, of the attributes’
single performance levels. Utility scores are measures of how important each characteristic is to the
respondent’s overall preference for a product (Louviere et al., 2005). They are captured by the
procedure through a set of regression of the rankings on the profiles (Jabbar & Fakhrul Islam,
2010). As for the utility score, it does not matter in itself, because it is a dimensionless measure, but
it can be used to find the global utility (relative importance compared to other attributes) of every
attribute according equation 2:

(maxuy— minuy)

Op Zgzl(max Up— minuy) (2)
Where:
O, — the relative importance of the product attribute
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max U, — utility of the attribute’s most preferred level
min u, — utility of least preferred performance level of the attribute (Kotri, 2006).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The most important part of the output of conjoint analysis is relative importance. This value
indicates the share of a certain attribute in the overall evaluation of concepts. These concepts consist
of a set of attributes. The resulting values obtained by calculation based on Equation 2 are shown in

Table 2.

UTILITY SCORES AND RELATIVE IMPORTANCE OF ATTRIBUTES

Table 2

Attribute

Level

Part Worth Utility

Relative
importance

Relative
importance (%)

Studying
requirements

Studying is simple

3804

Studying is
appropriately
challenging

6007

Studying is
challenging

4471

1536

10,52

Employability of
graduates

I am interested in
applying graduates
in practice

8161

I am not interested
in applying
graduates in

practice

378

7783

53,29

Academic
reputation

I am influenced by
independent
university
evaluations

2505

I am influenced by
the opinion of
friends

875

1630

11,16

Social background

I want to study
where my friends
are and to be close

to my family

4726

I want to study
where my friends
are

2376

I want to study
close to my family

2992

2350

16,09

Campus atmosphere

The campus
atmosphere is more
important to me
than the quality of
the education

2396

The campus
atmosphere and the
quality of the
education are
equally important to
me

3854

The campus
atmosphere is less
important to me

4207

353

2,42

5
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than the quality of
the education

I want to study
a particular field
I want to study in
a particular area

1993

Field of study 952 6,52

10410

By calculating percentages of attribute’s relative importance, it is possible to determine the
proportion of attribute importance within the overall assessment of reason for the university
selection by respondents (Figure 1). Because the set of attribute’s relative importance values
constitute a total of 100 percent, we can say from the results that students make decisions about the
preferences of university selection mainly on the basis of Employability of graduates. The relative
importance of this attribute far exceeds the other ones examined. On the other hand, when choosing
a university in general, students do not take into account, or only very little, the attributes of
Campus atmosphere and Field of study. Both of these attributes reached a relative importance of
less than 10%.

Studsing requirements Emplovability of graduates m Academic reputation

Social background mCampus atmosphers m Field of study

FIGURE 1
IMPORTANCE OF ATTRIBUTES IN GENERAL

To identify possible differences in the preferences of the individual segment by gender, the
results were also evaluated by the percentage of attribute’s relative importance assigned by male
and female respondents (Figure 2).

a
10.00% I

5.00%% I I

0.00% -
Studying Employability Academic Social Campus Field of study

requirements of graduates reputati on background  atmosphers

INisle mFemals

FIGURE 2
IMPORTANCE OF ATTRIBUTES BY GENDER
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The results showed gender equality in assigning attributes relative importance. Both
segments consider the Employability of graduates attribute to be clearly the most important almost
in the same proportion. For the other attributes (Studying requirements, Academic reputation,
Campus atmosphere), the results also differ only slightly by gender. However, the greatest variation
in the responses of these two segments was demonstrated in the Field of study attribute. Also, the
Social background attribute was four-fifths more important for women than for men. The difference
in the answers according to the type of secondary school attended is presented in Figure 3.

A W
60.00%

A nne
S0

Py
SV
0 (0%
U

A N
LU W e

AL e
- I II L
VA Se

Stdving Emplovability Academic Social Campus  Field of study

requirements of graduates  reputation  background  atmosphers

Grammar school ~ WEconomic high school  ®Vocation high school

FIGURE 3
IMPORTANCE OF ATTRIBUTES BY TYPE OF HIGH SCHOOL ATTENDED

Students of economic high schools rely most on the attribute of the Employability of
graduates. Which does not change the fact that all segments have chosen this attribute as the most
important? However, students from economic schools from other segments expressed lower interest
in the attributes of Studying requirements and Academic reputation. After taking into account the
individual applied approaches, it is possible to summarize the identified preferences in relation to
maximizing the subjectively perceived value of the product in Table 3, which contains preferences
in general and also according to segments based on observed differences in preferences.

Table 3
SUMMARY OF PREFERENCES
The nature of the approach 1 Prefe;ences 3
Employability . Academic
General of graduates Social background reputation
Employability Campus Studying
Male -
of graduates atmosphere requirements
Gender Employabilit Studyin
Female ploy Y| social background 1aying
of graduates requirements
Grammar school Employability StL_delng Social
of graduates requirements background
. Economic high Employability . Campus
Type of high school school of graduates Social background atmosphere
Vocation high Employability Social background StL_delng
school of graduates requirements
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As the results of the survey show, the importance of sources of subjectively perceived value
of the product varies, which in practice raises the need to apply this knowledge in the marketing
practice of universities. With regard to whether the target segment of higher education within the
individual study programs can be internally differentiated according to gender, or the type of
secondary school attended.

The levels that should be achieved within the individual attributes in order to be able to
define the product as valuable are the following:

e Employability of graduates - | am interested in applying graduates in practice.

e Social background - I want to study where my friends are and be close to my family.

e Academic reputation - | am influenced by the opinion of friends in my area about
universities.

e Studying requirements - Studying is appropriately challenging.

e Campus atmosphere - The campus atmosphere and the quality of education are equally
important to me.

It follows from the above that in terms of the subjectively perceived value of the product, the
attribute Field of the study is irrelevant. This knowledge indicates the intensification of the struggle
for the student, because for the student the Field of study is not the primary priority when choosing
a university. And the competitive struggle for the student will take place primarily at the level of
other attributes. According to the results of the implemented conjoint analysis, it is possible to
develop recommendations for building and managing the subjectively perceived value of the
product in the context of marketing communication activities of universities with its potential
students.

CONCLUSION

The aim of the paper was to put forward the proposals for the managing the value of higher
education as a product in the context of the specific conditions of the Slovak Republic. The basic
research method used was conjoint analysis, which is characterized by eliminating the shortcomings
of traditional methods of conducting surveys in the surveyed field. We consider the stated goal to be
fulfilled on the platform of information obtained by implementing the selected analysis. We found
that the profile of the optimal value of the product is characterized by these characteristics of the
examined attributes: studying is appropriately challenging; employability of graduates in practice is
high; the reference group evaluates the university positively; acquaintances are studying at the
university and at the same time the university is currently close to where students live; the
atmosphere of the campus is as high as the quality of education. The importance of individual
attributes varies across the criteria of the respondent's gender and the type of high school attended,
which implies the need to apply a diverse approach to building and managing the value of higher
education as a product in terms of marketing.

However, the individual conclusions formulated are not universally applicable. Their
implementation in marketing (especially communication) activities of universities is not
recommended, for example, in the case of double degree studies, as the target group of the survey
were high school graduates in the Slovak Republic and it is also necessary to take into account the
socio-cultural national profile of customers. It also opens up space for further elaboration of the
issue, in the context of the formulation of recommendations increasing the value of the product
within its individual partial sources.
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