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Abstract 

Research Purpose. This article examined critical thinking skills amongst senior-level undergraduate students in 

a Middle East setting, Kuwait. In addition, the study investigated the gender differences.   

Methodology.  The subjects involved in this study comprised a convenience sample of 90 graduating seniors. 

The purpose of this study was to assess the impact of two motivational factors on the development of critical 

thinking skills.  The analysis used the specific subsection about critical thinking skills, which is part of the 

Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ). One factor relates the sense of entitlement that can 

arise in a welfare state, which heavily subsidises a wide range of things for citizens, including education.  We 

examined differences between citizens and non-citizens, who do not have access to welfare benefits.   

Findings.  The results supported the hypotheses that student groups have different levels of critical thinking 

skills. We found that expatriate students had more highly developed critical thinking skills than students who 

were Kuwaiti citizens.  We also found that women had more highly developed critical thinking skills than men 

had. 

Practical Implications.  The welfare state measures undertaken by the government of Kuwait may be counter-

productive. The guaranteed employment of its citizens and generous monetary support whilst in school may 

discourage the development of critical thinking skills.  Future research could focus on ways to motivate 

particular groups (e.g. Kuwaiti men) to enhance their critical thinking skills. 

Keywords: Critical Thinking; MSLQ; Kuwait; Gender; Welfare State; Cultural Economics. 

JEL codes:  I28 

Introduction  

Critical thinking is the ability to apply previous knowledge in order to solve problem or reach 

decisions in a new setting.  Developing critical thinking ability has long been considered a key goal of 

higher education (King et al. 1990; Tsui 2002; van Gelder 2005; Davies & Barnett 2015).  Critical 

thinking is important for a country to have a properly skilled workforce (Andriusanitiene 2018; 

Howard et al, 2015; Igaune et al 2016).  There is considerable research on the teaching methodologies 

for achieving this, as a very recent meta-analysis demonstrates (Abrami et al. 2015).  However, there 

is less work on differential characteristics impacting critical thinking skills. 

King et al. (1990) proposed that gender should be examined to determine if student characteristics 

have any impact on critical thinking skills.  In their study, men scored somewhat better on critical 

thinking. Howard et al. (2015) were only able to cite a few prior studies, and the results were mixed.  

In their study, women improved on critical thinking measures from pre- to post-use of case-based 

modules, whilst men did not. óFemales and older students may take their academic work more 

seriously than their counterpartsô (Howard et al., 2015, p. 142-143). 
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Various motivation aspects have received more attention in critical thinking studies (Howard et al., 

2015); Bieliune (2018) focused on school culture as an effect on studentsô development.  The effect of 

global culture in the development of critical thinking has been discussed (Normal et al., 2017).  Al-

Hunaiyyan et al. (2018) discussed how culture may hinder certain education methods.  In this study, 

the authors took an approach that the overall society influences students. 

Kuwait is a welfare state and heavily subsidises many segments of society. In particular, the 

government uses a large amount of resources on education. All Kuwait citizens (Kuwaitis) are eligible 

to receive monetary support whilst earning their first university degree. Kuwaitis earning an 

undergraduate degree will receive an increased monthly allowance from the government.  Although 

the Kuwait government has policies in which citizens receive generous welfare benefits, these 

generous welfare benefits may reduce their motivation to achieve. As government spending on 

education increases, the future achievement of students may decrease (Falch & Fischer, 2011).  

Expatriates are people living in Kuwait who do not have Kuwait citizenship. Expatriate students do 

not receive government support in obtaining an undergraduate degree. In addition, Kuwait has various 

labour nationalisation policies that give employers incentives to have preferential hiring practices 

towards Kuwaitis over expatriates. Expatriate students may believe that they need to develop a higher 

level of business skills that will allow them to successfully compete for employment.  

Student achievement has been identified as important to economic growth. In Kuwait, motivation to 

diversify the economy is important. One method of strengthening the economy has been through 

dedicating resources, so Kuwaiti citizens will progress in school.  

Throughout the Arab World, high-level business executives tend to be somewhat dissatisfied with the 

ability of their educational systems to turn out graduates with the skills that Arab businesses need. In a 

recent survey sent to Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) in the region, just 32% of the CEOs felt that the 

educational system provided graduates with adequate skills (Lootah & Simon, 2009, p. 23). Amongst 

key skills, these CEOs look for óanalytical/critical skillsô (91%) and ócreative/innovative thinkingô 

(90%) whilst recruiting graduates, which are frequently cited (Lootah & Simon, 2009, p. 27). One key 

recommendation for schools and curricula is to óshift from memorization methods of appraisal to one 

that focuses on developing critical and analytical thinking skillsô (Lootah & Simon, 2009, p. 45). In 

the Gulf, business leaders are even less happy about the state of education than in other parts of the 

Arab World.   

The Arab World CEOs in the Lootah and Simon (2009) survey think that private universities do a 

somewhat better job than State universities. Nevertheless, how to foster critical thinking is a key 

challenge in any classroom, private or state. Even when teaching methods are reformed, students must 

still be motivated to learn; obtaining student buy-in for developing critical thinking can be a difficult 

task in the rich Gulf States. 

Kuwait is seeking to decrease its reliance on the production and sale of oil products. It is reported that 

80% of the countryôs gross domestic product (GDP) is from oil. The workforce must have the skills to 

learn to adapt to these changes.  

As Kuwait is a Muslim country, the laws and social customs promote a patriarchal family unit. 

Women are expected to devote their energies to the family over a job outside the home. Women are 

faced with social norms and policies that present more obstacles for their employment. Women may 

seek to develop stronger critical thinking skills in order to be competitive in obtaining a job. 

The authors used a specific subsection about critical thinking skills, which is part of the Motivated 

Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ). The subjects involved in this study comprised a 

convenience sample of 90 graduating seniors. The results showed that both characteristics, expatriate 

and female, are positively related to critical thinking skills.  
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Literature Review 

Kuwait is considered a welfare state in that the government is actively involved in the promotion of 

certain social programmes. In particular, the government is actively involved and spends large 

amounts of resources in the education sector. For children in kindergarten through high school, 

Kuwaiti children have access to free public education. The government has built schools and trained 

teachers. Every child has the opportunity for a free education through government support of free 

books, transportation and meals. The result is that Kuwait has one of the highest literacy rates in the 

Middle Eastern and North Africa (MENA) region: 94.4% for men and 91.0% for women (Kuwait 

Defense & Security Report Q4, 2010). 

At the university level, Kuwait University (KU) was created to provide quality post-secondary 

education at low cost. The government provides funds for buildings and for teacher salaries and 

training. The government also heavily subsidises student tuition and books and provides a monthly 

living allowance. However, KU does not have the capacity to provide schooling for all Kuwaiti high-

school graduates. To supplement demand for post-secondary education, several private universities 

have been formed within Kuwait. These universities are privately owned and profit oriented. Kuwaiti 

students who attend these private universities receive government assistance in the form of 

scholarships and a monthly living allowance. Thus, education for Kuwait citizens is heavily 

subsidised. 

Falch and Fischer (2011) investigated the relationship between the welfare state and student 

performance. They developed several models that indicated that increased government intervention 

leads to reduced student achievement in future periods. In Kuwait, this issue would mainly affect 

students who are citizens. 

Expatriate students do not receive support to attend school. Whilst a few scholarships exist for these 

students, tuition and books are primarily purchased using private funds. The performance of expatriate 

students may not be affected by the welfare rents of the Kuwait government. Expatriates were used as 

a comparison group because they would be less influenced by government subsidies. 

Expatriate students were also considered to be a good comparison group because they may have a 

higher focus on acquiring skills that lead to higher probability of obtaining employment. The Kuwait 

government guarantees employment of its citizens. If a Kuwaiti cannot find employment in the private 

sector, a position in the government sector is provided. The Kuwait government encourages 

ónationalisationô of the private sector by requiring businesses to have a minimum percentage of 

Kuwait citizens on the payroll. In addition, businesses receive government payments for each Kuwaiti 

who is employed. Expatriates do not have the advantage of employment in the government sector, and 

although a percentage of government employees are expatriates, the governmentôs current goal is to 

reduce the number of expatriates working in the government sector. In the private sector, the 

government does not motivate employers to hire expatriates through the use of subsidies or hiring 

quotas. Expatriates may need better business skills in order to obtain employment.  

Women are another group who may believe that they need higher credentials in order to obtain 

employment. An informal societal system may exist, which acts as a deterrent for the employment of 

women (Amaney, 2005). Kuwait is a Muslim country whose laws and social customs are based on 

local interpretations of the Quran and on associated religious beliefs. óFamily is the foundation of 

social lifeô in Arab society (Farsoun, 2004). Women maintain the family structure subordinate to male 

authority. According to custom, a womanôs primary attention should be to the family unit and not to 

outside achievements, such as employment. Employers may have an informal policy to hire men 

instead of women. Thus, men have a competitive edge for jobs, and women may seek stronger job 

skills to overcome societal obstacles. 

Workers in the business environment must have the ability to use knowledge in creative and 

innovative ways in order to adapt to changes. As critical thinking is such a highly desired business 

skill, potential employees may cultivate critical thinking strategies whilst in the university setting. In 

particular, those students who perceive that they are at an otherwise disadvantage (e.g. expatriates and 

women) may try to develop stronger critical thinking skills. 
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Therefore, the first hypothesis is a comparison of students who are citizens of Kuwait to expatriate 

students. 

H1: Critical thinking skills will be more highly developed for expatriates than for students who are 

Kuwait citizens.  

Next hypothesis assumes that women are developing better critical thinking skills than men in order to 

be more competitive in the workforce. 

H2: Critical thinking skills will be more highly developed for women than for men.  

Methodology 

The Questionnaire 

The questionnaire in this study used questions from the MSLQ to measure critical thinking. The 

MSLQ was developed in the United States by Paul Pintrich (Duncan & McKeachie, 2005; Pintrich, 

Smith, Garcia & McKeachie, 1991) and measures both motivations for learning and strategies used in 

learning by students. The entire MSLQ was used as part of a larger project than is reported here, but 

the following discussion focuses only on critical thinking. Critical thinking is considered one of the 

cognitive learning strategies that students use, and it órefers to the degree to which student report 

applying previous knowledge to new situations in order to solve problems, reach decisions, or make 

critical evaluationsô (Pintrich et al., 1991, p. 22).  

The scale has been tested extensively and generally performs well. A recent review cited 58 uses of 

the critical thinking component, with a mean and median reliability of .78 and .80, respectively. There 

was only one extreme outlier amongst these studies (i.e. a very low reliability for the critical thinking 

items), and eliminating it from the analysis resulted in a mean reliability of .79 (Taylor, 2012, p. 102-

104).  

Although developed and mostly tested in the United States, MSLQ has been used to investigate 

studentsô motivational orientations and their use of different learning strategies in some studies outside 

the United States. Taylor (2012) included 14 such studies (without noting specifically what the non-

US countries are) in the sample of 56 studies that cover critical thinking. On a few of the MSLQ 

concepts, mean reliabilities outside the United States are significantly lower. However, most MSLQ 

concepts, including critical thinking, do have reliabilities on data from outside the United States that 

are very close to those inside the United States. On critical thinking, the mean reliability outside is .78, 

compared to .80 for studies in the United States. Although Taylor (2012) did not note where the non-

US studies are located, she did note a slight reduction in the reliability for the critical thinking measure 

when it includes higher percentage of Asian respondents. MSLQ has been used in non-Western 

cultures occasionally, for example, in China, where a reliability of .76 was reported for critical 

thinking (Huang, 2008). MSLQ has also been used successfully in Malaysia (Yusri, 2010) and Turkey 

(Buyukozturk, Akgun, Ozkahveci & Demirel, 2004).  

At Kuwait University, the MSLQ was used to investigate the interactive relationship between 

studentsô motivation and cognition amongst students in a College of Education (Al-Ansari, 2005). 

Students who were able to regulate their efforts and attention made better grades. Students who 

reported a variety of metacognitive strategies did better on all performance measures. Students who 

stated that they were highly motivated for challenge and mastery performed at a higher level. 

However, this study did not include a few of the concepts on MSLQ; notably, critical thinking was not 

investigated. It does seem that measures of concepts in MSLQ generally have quite good reliability, 

including critical thinking and outside the context of the United States. Thus, we used the five 

questions presented in Table 1 to assess critical thinking. 
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Table 1. Critical thinking questionnaire items taken from MSLQ  

38. I often find myself questioning things I hear or read in this course to decide if I find them convincing. 

47. When a theory, interpretation, or conclusion is presented in class or in the readings, I try to decide if 

there is good supporting evidence. 

51. I treat the course material as a starting point and try to develop my own ideas about it. 

66. I try to play around with ideas of my own related to what I am learning in this course. 

71. Whenever I read or hear an assertion or conclusion in this class, I think about possible alternatives. 

 

The MSLQ was administered in English, because the curriculum at the university where the sample 

was taken was taught wholly in English. The students had mostly learned English as a second 

language with Arabic as their first language. (The majority of expatriates in this study are from other 

Arab countries, whereas citizens are from Kuwait.) The students had all met the minimum 

undergraduate entry-level requirement of TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) 520 or 

IELTS (International English Language Testing System) 5.5 to be admitted to the university and, at 

the time of this study, were in their fourth year. Taylorôs (2012) review included only eight studies in 

which MSLQ was administered in languages other than English, but the mean reliability (and standard 

deviation of the reliabilities) for critical thinking was very close to the mean for English language 

administration (.77 vs. .80, respectively). A few studies compared both in a single study, showing that 

MSLQ in the native language gives consistent results compared to giving it in English to respondents 

who are competent in English as their second language. For example, similar results were obtained 

between English and Mandarin Chinese versions (Huang, 2008) and between English and Turkish 

versions (Buyukozturk et al., 2004).  

In terms of number of scale points, only a few studies used fewer than the original seven-point scale, 

but here, the discrepancy was slightly greater for critical thinking, with reliabilities of .73 versus .80 

for scales with five or fewer points versus seven points, respectively (Taylor, 2012, p. 113). In 

addition, most other concepts on MSLQ also gave slightly better reliabilities using a seven-point scale. 

This study used the original seven-point scale, ranging from 1 = ónot at all true of meô to 7 = óvery true 

of meô, as in the original MSLQ (Pintrich et. al.., 1991).   

The Sample 

The sample for this pilot study comprised a convenience sample of 144 undergraduates. Amongst 

these, 91 of them were enrolled in the Fall Semester of 2010 in 4 sections of an auditing capstone 

course at the American University of Kuwait (AUK). The auditing capstone course in which the data 

were collected is a senior-level course taught in the Division of Business and Economics. The courseôs 

primary focus is to provide students with an understanding of the processes necessary to achieve audit 

objectives. It is a required course for all accounting majors in the division.  The other 53 observations 

were collected in Spring 2014.  This replication was performed to assess whether there might be any 

differences from the earlier semester.  None were expected, but AUK is a relatively new school, and 

there could potentially have been some impact from programme changes.  However, no differences 

were detected, so the data were combined, and the results from these combined data were used here. 

Thus, amongst accounting majors, there was essentially no self-selection (because nearly all students 

answered the questionnaire), although there is no guarantee that students in other majors would have 

exactly the same pattern of responses. 

The MSLQ was administered on the first day of class before any orientation to the course or before 

any academic expectations for the course were presented. Students in all sections of the course who 

were present on the day that the data were gathered could participate, and before administering the 

instrument, they were invited to participate if they wished. They were assured that their responses 

would be aggregated, thus ensuring their anonymity. Only one student out of the four sections opted 

not to participate. Students signed the informed consent form and were instructed to answer each of 

the 81 items on the instrument, as well as several demographic questions at the end.  
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The sample was nearly equally split between men and women (in both years); three respondents did 

not report gender, so there were 69 women and 72 men, and the proportions did not differ by year. 

About 71% of the respondents were Kuwaiti citizens.  By year, slightly fewer in 2014 were Kuwaiti, 

but the difference was not significant.  For the most part, the sample consisted of traditional students 

rather than older learners, with 92% aged 24 years or younger. Few were at the lower age categories of 

traditional students, as would be expected in an upper division course. The cumulative GPA ranged 

from 1.93 to 3.94, with a mean of 3.04. Eighty-eight per cent were taking a standard full-time course 

load of between 12 and 18 credits.  

Research Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics showed that the mean scores on the critical thinking items were all significantly 

above the midpoint at four, ranging between 4.74 and 5.01 (Table 2). This finding indicated mild 

agreement on all of them that they are óvery true of meô.   

Reliability of the concepts on the questionnaire compared favourably with the Cronbach alpha scores 

summarised in Taylorôs (2012) review. Most reliabilities on the 15 concepts represented in MSLQ had 

values greater than .70 in our data, often considered the cut-off point for acceptable reliability (e.g. 

Trobia, 2008). The four MSLQ concepts with poor alpha in this sample (alpha < .7) were all amongst 

the six concepts that had weak reliability (alpha < .7) in the original MSLQ (Pintrich et al., 1991).  

Taylorôs (2012) review showed that they are consistently somewhat weak across studies using MSLQ, 

with both mean and median alpha < .7. The MSLQ seemed to perform well in this Kuwaiti context.  

The critical thinking subdimension in the original MSLQ manual had an alpha = .80 (Pintrich et al., 

1991).  Taylorôs (2012) meta-analysis reported only one extreme outlier in 58 studies using the critical 

thinking subscale in MSLQ with median alpha = .80 and mean alpha = .78.  Our data showed that 

critical thinking had an alpha = .732. The item-by-item statistics showed that the Cronbach alpha score 

would not be improved by deleting any individual item (Table 2).  This compares well with other 

studies using this scale. 

 

Table 2. Summary statistics for critical thinking items 

Question Mean Standard 

deviation 

Corrected item-

total correlation 

Cronbach's Alpha 

if item deleted 

Q38 question material to see if convincing 4.82 1.452 .426 .710 

Q47 decide if there is good supporting evidence 5.01 1.434 .435 .706 

Q51 develop my own ideas about material 4.74 1.595 .557 .659 

Q66 play around with ideas of my own regarding 

the material 
4.80 1.643 .559 .658 

Q71 think about possible alternative explanations 4.97 1.549 .484 .689 

Critical thinking 

(mean across items) 
4.865 1.079 Cronbach alpha .732 

Note: see Table 1 for exact question wording; the ólistwise valid nô = 140, because of a few cases of missing 

data. 

 

Factor Analysis 

Factor analysis was performed on the five critical thinking items to confirm that they are internally 

consistent. Trobia (2008), for example, noted that even a set of measures with high Cronbach alpha 

may still have subdimensions. In this case, a single eigenvalue was greater than 1.0, suggesting a 

single factor if this criterion is used alone. All five items load moderately well on the single factor, but 

the communalities on several of them are low, and the single factor accounts for only about half of 

variance (Table 3).  
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Table 3. Factor analysis results for critical thinking, single factor 

Question Factor 1 Communalities 

Q38 question material to see if convincing .625 .391 

Q47 decide if there is good supporting evidence .632 .400 

Q51 develop my own ideas about material .757 .574 

Q66 play around with ideas of my own regarding the material .760 .578 

Q71 think about possible alternative explanations .687 .472 

ɚ (Eigenvalue) 2.414  

Per cent of variance accounted for 48.28  

Note: Extraction method: Principal component analysis. One factor had ɚ Ó 1. 

 

We also investigated a two-factor solution, because at .875, the second eigenvalue was somewhat 

close to 1.0, the scree diagram was still descending sharply at the second factor, several communalities 

were low in the single factor solution, and the single factor accounted for only 50% of variance. These 

conditions suggest that the second factor may need to be included (Hair, Black, Babin & Anderson, 

2010). In the two-factor solution, the two different factors were easy to interpret, further supporting 

the use of two factors. This two-factor solution accounted for about two-thirds of variance, a much 

better result, and in the rotated solution, the two factors had similar weight (30ï35% of variance, 

each). The eigenvalues of four of the items were greatly improved. Factor 2 (Table 4) seems to be 

about critical appraisal of the material, and Factor 1 seems to be about using the material as a 

foundation to do oneôs own thinking about issues. Q71, thinking about possible alternative 

explanations, loads roughly similarly on both factors, indicating that it associates with both 

subdimensions. However, its communality is still slightly low. 

 

Table 4. Factor analysis results for critical thinking, two factors 

Question Factor 1 Factor 2 Communalities 

Q38 question material to see if convincing  .752 .601 

Q47 decide if there is good supporting evidence  .829 .706 

Q51 develop my own ideas about material .854  .753 

Q66 play around with ideas of my own regarding the material .856  .757 

Q71 think about possible alternative explanations .524 .444 .472 

ɚ (Eigenvalue) 2.414 .875  

Per cent of variance accounted for in rotated solution 35.817 29.971  

Cumulative per cent of variance 35.817 65.788  

Notes: Factor loadings < .4 are not shown. 

Extraction method: Principal component analysis.  

Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalisation.  

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

Given that there is still a substantial amount of variance outside the factors, whether we treat critical 

thinking as a single variable or as two sub-dimensions, we opted to do further analysis using factor 

score composite variables rather than a simple mean across the items. The factor scores collect the 

variance associated with the particular concept, but partition non-associated variance is left out. 

ANOVA 

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to examine the impact of gender and citizenship on the 

composite variable represented in the single-factor solution for critical thinking. The key results are 

summarised in Table 5. The model is significant, and both gender and citizenship show significant 

impact on critical thinking (at 95% confidence). The interaction between gender and citizenship is not 

significant. These two simple demographic variables account for nearly 10% of variance (R-squared = 

.069). Parameter estimates for the impact show that women use critical thinking more (b = .508) than 

men and expats use critical thinking more (b =.573) than citizens.  Figure 1 represents this graphically; 

note that the interaction is not significant, so the seeming slight difference in slope on the two lines 

does not convey any meaning. 

 

Table 5. ANOVA of gender and citizenship on critical thinking single factor score 

Source Type III Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean Square F Sig. 

Corrected model 11.955 3 3.985 4.366 .006 

Intercept 1.625 1 1.625 1.781 .184 

Gender 3.951 1 3.951 4.328 .039 

Citizenship 5.401 1 5.401 5.917 .016 

Gender * citizenship .423 1 .423 .464 .497 

Error 121.408 133 .913   

Total 133.415 137    

Corrected total 133.363 136    

Note: Dependent variable: critical thinking single factor score. 

R-squared = .090 (adjusted R-squared = .069). 

 

 

Fig. 1. Critical thinking single factor score, gender and citizenship effects 
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MANOVA 

MANOVA (multivariate analysis of variance) was used to analyse the impact of gender and 

citizenship on the two subdimensions. The multivariate tests showed that gender was significant (p = 

.045), citizenship was significant (p = .050) but the interaction was not significant (p = .763). All four 

of the standard multivariate tests, Pillaiôs trace, Wilksô lambda, Hotellingôs trace and Royôs largest 

root, showed exactly these same significances on each of these factors. Thus, we examined each 

subdimension, ócritical appraisal of the materialô and óuse material as foundation to do own thinkingô. 

The effects of gender and citizenship on the ócritical appraisal of the materialô subdimension were not 

significant (Table 6a).  

 

Table 6a. MANOVA of gender and citizenship on subdimension 2, ócritical appraisal of the materialô 

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Corrected Model 2.437 3 .812 .793 .500 

Intercept .312 1 .312 .305 .582 

Gender .070 1 .070 .069 .794 

Citizenship 1.486 1 1.486 1.450 .231 

Gender * citizenship .446 1 .446 .435 .511 

Error 136.299 133 1.025   

Total 138.737 137    

Corrected total 138.735 136    

Note: Dependent variable: Subdimension 2 ócritical appraisal of the materialô; R-squared = .018 (adjusted R-squared = .005). 

 

However, the effects were significant on the subdimension óuse material as foundation to do own 

thinkingô. Both gender and citizenship were significant (with p-values of .014 and .034, respectively), 

and the R-squared value was .088, about the same as in the single factor case (Table 6b). The 

interaction between gender and citizenship was not significant. Parameter estimates for the impact 

were similar in size compared to the single factor case; they showed that women use critical thinking 

more (b = .510) than men, and expats use critical thinking more (b = .443) than citizens.  Figure 2 

shows the effects graphically; note that it is much clearer in this graph that there is no interaction 

effect. 

Table 6b. MANOVA of gender and citizenship on subdimension 1, óuse material as foundation to do own 

thinkingô 

Source Type III Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Corrected model 11.326 3 3.775 4.257 .007 

Intercept 1.421 1 1.421 1.602 .208 

Gender 5.559 1 5.559 6.268 .014 

Citizenship 4.029 1 4.029 4.542 .035 

Gender * citizenship .086 1 .086 .096 .757 

Error 117.963 133 .887   

Total 129.355 137    

Corrected total 129.289 136    

Note: Dependent variable: sub-dimension 1 óuse material as foundation to do own thinkingô; R-squared = .088 

(adjusted R-squared = .067). 
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Fig. 2. Critical thinking subdimension óuse for own further thinkingô, gender and citizenship effects 

 

Conclusions 

The results support the hypotheses that student groups have different levels of critical thinking skills. 

Consistent with our expectations, we found that expatriate students had more highly developed critical 

thinking skills than students who were Kuwaiti citizens. We also found that women had more highly 

developed critical thinking skills than men. When comparing students across both citizenship and 

gender, Kuwaiti men tended to score the lowest in critical thinking skills, whereas expatriate women 

students tended to score the highest. We did not find any interaction amongst the various descriptors. 

Thus, the welfare state measures undertaken by the government of Kuwait may be counter-productive. 

The guaranteed employment of its citizens and generous monetary support whilst in school may 

discourage the development of critical thinking skills. As previously mentioned, high-level business 

executives tend to be somewhat dissatisfied with the ability of the educational system to turn out 

graduates with the skills that Arab businesses need. To be consistent with governmental goals of 

improving the entire workforce, government policies and resources should be designed to enhance 

critical thinking skills in Kuwaitis with particular emphasis given to men.  

Future research could focus on methods used to motivate particular groups (e.g. Kuwaiti men) to 

enhance their critical thinking skills.  For example, critical thinking skills have been incorporated in 

Arabic language classes in public schools (Bahatheg 2019).  A study delving into the effects of this 

approach might be useful.  Also, Alhashem and Alkandari (2015) created a list of suggestions; the 

effect of any implementation of these suggestions would be interesting. 
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Abstract 

Research purpose. The call for higher rates of public transport usage seems reasonable and understandable, 

given the growing impact of climate change and the high burden of heavy traffic, especially on urban transport 

structures. A course of Bachelorôs degree students in Logistics explored the issue of satisfaction with individual 

transport mobility, formulating the hypothesis that there must be a striking difference in the quality behind the 

use of a private car versus the use of public transport. The hypothesised difference in perceived quality between 

the two modes of transport was called the individual transport mobility gap (ITMG). 

Design/Methodology/Approach. The ITMG was considered from the perspective of people who mainly use a 

car (car users) and who mainly use public transport (public transport users). Both groups were asked how they 

rate their preferred means of transport and how they rate the alternative mode of transport using an online 

questionnaire. The survey can be accessed online at: 

https://fhludwigshafen.eu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_6JOoxNvlSVxsdDv. 

Findings. The results of the study confirmed the hypothesis that there is a substantial perceived gap with an 

ITMG value of 4.0 between using a car versus using public transport for people who primarily use a car. In 

contrast, the ITMG value for public transport users was only 0.8. 

Originality/Relevance/Practical Implications. The originality of this approach lies in surveying satisfaction 

with a mode of transport at a highly aggregated level rather than at the level of individual quality factors, such as 

punctuality or flexibility. ITMG is defined in this study as a valuable metric that provides a basis for comparison. 

This quantitative metric can in turn be used to determine the effectiveness of measures to increase usage rates of 

public transport. The study also provides practical findings by making available its database to other researchers 

for further evaluation purposes. The study also contributes to scholarly and public discourse on how to 

effectively reduce the satisfaction gap in the use of private cars versus public transport, thus resulting in 

improved outcomes for the environment and society.  

Keywords: Action-Based Teaching; Empirical Case Study; Mobility Management; Motorised Individual 

Transport; Public Transport. 

JEL codes: A23; R40. 

Introduction  

Although there are a variety of arguments and motivations for increasing the use of public transport, 

two examples from early 2020 will help to illustrate how the use of public transport might successfully 

be encouraged.  

First, Luxembourg was the first country in the world to introduce free public transport, which went 

into effect on 29 February 2020. The stated aim is to encourage people to use public transport instead 

of using their cars (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), 2020). 

Second, the German Bundestag approved two draft laws presented by Federal Minister Andreas 

Scheuer to improve public transport on 1 January 2020. The laws will massively increase federal 

funding for public transport in Germany, with the goal of making it easier to switch to public transport 

services such as bus, tram or train. Funding is allocated for investments in vehicles, subsidies for ticket 

prices and infrastructure improvements, ranging from new construction to renovation (BMVI, 2020). 
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On the one hand, this use of public funds to finance public transport appears convincing, because 

public transport offers clear economic and environmental advantages over private transport by car. 

The Berliner Verkehrsbetriebe (BVG), for example, found that, in 2017, public transport used an 

average of 3.3 L of diesel per person per 100 km. All bus lines, days of the week and times of day 

were taken into account in this calculation (Berliner Morgenpost, 2018). With a diesel price per litre at 

1.16 ú, this would mean that it costs 3.83 ú to transport one person for 100 km. The corresponding 

CO2 emissions would have to be indicated as a tank-to-wheel value, with 8.75 kg CO2/100 km (CO2 

coefficient: 2.650; Schallaböck & Carpantier, 2012). 

In contrast, the average fuel consumption in 2017 for cars and station wagons was 7.4 L per 100 km. 

With reference prices for petrol of 1.36 ú/L and diesel of 1.16 ú/L, this would mean that private car 

transport cost 10.06 ú per 100 km (for petrol) or 8.58 ú (for diesel) per 100 km per person. The 

corresponding CO2 emissions (tank-to-wheel) would then be 17.54 kg CO2 for petrol or 19.61 kg for 

CO2.  

On the basis of these figures, one could now conclude that the costs and emissions of using a private 

car are more than double those of using public transport, which would thus justify the allocation of 

public funds for public transport (a caveat here is that this calculation is based on a private car being 

used by one person only, not accounting for potentially multiple passengers). 

The modal split in passenger transport between public transport and private cars has remained almost 

unchanged in the recent years. If non-motorised passenger transport (pedestrians and bicycles) is 

included in the volume of transport, motorised individual transport dominates with a share of about 

75% and is thus clearly ahead of more environmentally friendly means of transport (pedestrians, 

bicycles, rail and public road transport), which together amount to about 20%. These figures have 

remained roughly stable since 2003 (Umweltbundesamt, 2020).  

This leads to two important questions: First, will the additional expenditures of public investment in 

public transportation in both Luxembourg and Germany ensure that the modal split moves in favour 

towards public transport? Second, why has the modal split remained so unchanged over the years? 

Although the first question must remain unanswered (the result lies in the future), the present work is 

devoted to the second question. 

In the Quality Management course, students learn basic definitions, concepts and methods. According 

to a common definition, quality is the degree of agreement between a quality requirement (from the 

customerôs perspective) and the performance delivered (by the company; Zollondz, 2006; Brügge-

mann & Bremer, 2015. Typically, the quality requirement consists of a number of individual require-

ments, and performance is made up of a number of individual results. By evaluating and aggregating 

the individual factors, the degree of quality can be measured. A number of things can be problematic 

here, such as the sometimes high number of relevant factors, the aggregation of different scale levels 

or the weighting of individual factors. 

One approach to avoid these problems is by focusing on a single assessment factor. The so-called Net 

Promoter Score, which was developed by Bain & Company, a Boston-based consulting firm, is 

relevant in this context (Bain & Company, 2011). The core of this approach is a single question about 

the probability of recommending a product or service to a friend or colleague, on a scale of 0ï10.  

To engage students and prevent them from becoming merely passive recipients during the lecture, 

principles are derived from action-based learning concepts (Naidu & Bedgood, 2012). In the context 

of the following case study, we refer to a broad definition of the óaction-based learningô pedagogical 

approach, which includes óall learning that is orchestrated by some activity on the part of learnersô 

(Naidu & Bedgood, 2012). The activities performed in this case study consisted of group discussion, 

hands-on activities and data collection. 

Literature Review 

According to the Research Information System for Mobility and Transport (FIS), which is funded and 

published by the Federal Ministry of Transport and Digital Infrastructure (BMVI), quality plays a 

decisive role for road users who travel by car by choice in the competition between different means of 
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transport (FIS, 2020). 

The European standard DIN EN 13816 defines and sets performance targets and measures service 

quality in public transport (Schellhoß et al., 2002). The standard DIN EN 13816 offers a compilation 

of quality criteria in public transport and of quality assurance systems. This standard outlines various 

quality criteria, which are dealt with in accompanying synthesis reports (Klein et al., 2006). Quality is 

defined by six factors: development, operation, connection, equipment, service and environmental 

quality. 

In a 2017 empirical study by Splendid Research (Hamburg, Germany), 2,069 passengers in the 10 

largest German cities were surveyed about their satisfaction with public transport. Passengers rated 

their overall satisfaction with the service and the range of products and services offered by the local 

transport companies on a scale of 1ï4 (defined as óvery satisfiedô, órather satisfiedô, órather 

dissatisfiedô and óvery dissatisfiedô). A total of 71.6% of those surveyed were satisfied (very satisfied 

and rather satisfied) and 28.5% were dissatisfied (rather dissatisfied and very dissatisfied), with n = 

2,028. Other studies dealing with satisfaction with public transport include those by Stradling et al. 

(2007), Fellesson and Friman (2008), Del Castillo and Benitez (2013), Imam (2014), Thomaz et al. 

(2016) and the annual study of the Public Transport Council, Singapore, on the public transport 

customer satisfaction (PTC, 2020). 

Mobility in Germany (MiD) is a nationwide survey of daily traffic behaviour commissioned by the 

BMVI. The latest study was conducted in 2017. The central aim of the study is to obtain representative 

and reliable information on the sociodemographics of individuals and households and their everyday 

traffic (e.g. routes travelled for a various purposes and modes of transport) for a whole year. It serves, 

weighted and extrapolated, as a framework and supplement for other traffic surveys, such as traffic 

surveys in individual cities. The MiD study also provides the up-to-date information on important 

factors influencing mobility and forms the basis for traffic models (MiD, 2019). The 2017 MiD 

opened up a new perspective by including questions that solicited the respondentsô subjective 

assessment of different types of transportation and individualsô personal tendencies. The popularity of 

the car is clearly indicated in the survey, with an approval rate of 77%, whereas public transport is 

rated significantly worse at 34% (MiD, 2019). What is interesting here is the approximate agreement 

with the results of the MiD with the results of this study for the car user group. 

The EU-funded project óClimate-friendly employee mobilityô at the Institute for Management and 

Innovation at the University of Applied Sciences Ludwigshafen is looking into the question of what 

effective options are available to make climate-friendly mobility options more attractive to habitual 

car users. This includes not only public transport but also cycling mobility and car-sharing concepts, 

with the goal of enticing a significant proportion of regular car users will be able to switch over 

permanently. This study is particularly important because of its broad database of almost 15,000 

participants (Tachkov, 2018; Tachkov & Gregor, 2019). 

Methodology 

The starting point for this research project was a discussion about the new construction of a university 

building on the campus of the Ludwigshafen University of Applied Sciences. With an estimated cost 

of 67 million euro, construction on the so-called C-Building began in November 2019 on an area of 

14,000 m2 (HWG LU, 2019). As this area had previously been used as a large parking lot, finding a 

parking space in the area around the university became a particular challenge for all university 

members, because there was no adequately large replacement area for parking nearby. Tardiness due 

to looking for a parking spot had become a frequent phenomenon on campus. This lecturer's 

suggestion that students use public transport was not successful, either. The reasons given by students 

were manifold, ranging from complaints about public transport not running on time and offering poor 

connections to inflexibility and inconvenience. They would essentially rather travel by car, even 

knowing that they would have to search for a parking space. The consensus amongst the students was 

that individual transport with a car was still of a significantly higher quality than public transport. This 

gave rise to the idea of determining this difference in quality in concrete terms. 

 



20 

 

During the conversation with course participants, it became clear that because of the complexity and 

multitude of relevant factors, it was preferable to use a simple approach similar to the NPS concept. 

General satisfaction with the use of a means of transport would be measured on a scale of 10. The two 

sides of the spectrum were placed at 0 for óterribleô and 10 for óvery pleasantô. No designations were 

given for the intermediate levels 1ï9. 

Two hypotheses were formulated:  

1. For people who prefer individual transport by car, the quality level of using a car is 

significantly higher than that using a public transport. 

2. For people who prefer public transport, the quality level of using public transport is roughly 

equivalent to using a private car.  

The gap between both quality levels was called the óIndividual Transport Mobility Gap (ITMG)ô. The 

hypotheses stated above thus correspond to a relatively large ITMG for car users and a low ITMG for 

public transport users. 

To examine these hypotheses, suitable questions were formulated by several discussion groups. In 

order to gather as many responses as possible and to avoid participant drop-outs during the 

questionnaire, the survey was limited to six questions (and was thus nicknamed the ósix-pack-surveyô). 

An online survey based on SAP Qualtrics (www.qualtrics.com) was chosen. To guide students to 

hand-on activities according to the action-based learning concept, one student from the course agreed 

to do the programming of the questionnaire with Qualtrics. The survey was reviewed and revised with 

pre-tests in the classroom. 

After the final version of the questionnaire was completed (including a translation into English), a link 

was created to access the survey. The link was sent by email to various mailing lists and was posted on 

social media outlets. During the period from 29 October 2019 to 26 February 2020, a total of 969 data 

sets were gathered. In the first survey conducted, n = 519 answers were collected through 23 

December 2019. At the same time, the survey was also sent to partner universities to solicit 

international comparisons. A second round of the survey was conducted through 12 February 2020, 

yielding an additional 450 responses. Given the means by which data were collected, the survey can be 

said to have the character of a convenience sample (Maurer & Jandura, 2009). Response rates were not 

calculated ï this would have been impractical because participation was solicited via social media 

such as Twitter, Facebook or Instagram. 

On the basis of the period of data collection, it can be concluded that the data were collected without 

the influence of the 2020 corona crisis. As of 18 March 2020, Germany has no curfews, unlike 

countries such as Belgium or Spain. Local public transport is largely maintained (Deutsche Bahn, 

2020), but timetables are being restricted in many places because of school and day nurseries closures 

(RBB24, 2020). As the study focuses on two particular target groups ï car users and public transport 

users ï the data set was first adjusted to eliminate responses that did not correspond to the target 

groups, for example, bicycle users. 

After adjusting the raw data set, the remaining data set consisted of 578 car users and 173 public 

transport users, for a total of 751. In relative terms, 77% of the respondents were car users (578 of 

751) and 23% were public transport users (173 of 751). This is an intriguing result, given the fact that 

the data set corresponds closely to the distribution that has been empirically proven in other studies, 

with individual transport at 75% and public transport at 20% (Umweltbundesamt, 2020). 

Before further evaluation, the data were validated. In this case, 44 data sets were filtered out in which 

at least the two important questions for assessing the quality level of both transport modes and the 

question of professional status were not answered. After validation, 707 data sets remained (Table 1) 

as NCPT, were divided into 537 (76 %) car users (data set NCar) and 170 (24 %) public transport users 

(data set NPT). 

 

 

http://www.qualtrics.com/


21 

 

Table 1. Validation of raw data set (Source: authorôs compilation) 

Transport 

mode 
 Car user 

Public 

transport User 
Other Undecided 

Survey not 

finished 

  

 

 

Sum: 

Private car, 

car sharing, 

carpool 

Bus, suburban 

train, train 

Bicycle, walk, 

scooter 

 

Defined as using no one 
type exclusively or 

mostly 

 

 

Quantity 969 578 173 84 85 37 

in % 100% 59.6% 17.9% 8.7% 8.8% 3.8% 

Quantity 751 578 173 - - - 

in % 100 % 77 % 23 % - - - 

Not valid ./. 44 ./. 41 ./. 3 - - - 

Quantity 707 (NCPT) 537 (NCar) 170 (NPT) - - - 

in % 100% 76% 24% - - - 

 

The questionnaire was as short as possible to attain a high degree of data quality: the longer an online 

survey is, the higher the risk that the respondent terminates the survey before completion (drop out), 

which renders the entire data set unusable for analysis. The mean value of the duration for answering 

the questionnaire was 3.5 min for NCPT, although the questionnaire contained only six relevant and 

easy answerable questions. The average response time per question would, therefore, be about 35 s. 

This is a valuable indication for the general design of online questionnaires. Assuming that a 

participant takes about 5 min to answer the questionnaire, this should limit the number of questions to 

about nine (300 s/35 s).  

It should also be mentioned that the group of public transport users NPT took about 24.4 s per question, 

meaning that they had a much lower average response time than the group NCar, at about 38.7 s per 

question. 

To keep the questionnaire short, typical demographic details such as gender and age were not 

collected. However, professional status was surveyed at the beginning of the questionnaire. This 

question was asked following the assumption that there are differences in the assessment of quality 

levels between trainees (students, apprentices and pupils) and working employees. Reasons for this 

could include age (trainees tend to be younger, whereas employees tend to be older), income level 

(trainees tend to have lower wages, whereas employees tend to have higher incomes) or time available 

for mobility (trainees tend to have more time available to them compared to working professionals). 

As expected, the NCPT sample mainly consisted of individuals in training (n = 173; 24%) and 

employed persons (n = 523, 74%). In the group of car user NCar, there were 101 persons in training 

(19%) and 427 employed individuals (80%). In the group of public transport users NPT, the distribution 

was much more balanced, with 72 (42%) still completing their education and 96 persons (56%) 

employed. 

Depending on the main mode of transport used (car or public transport), the survey split into both 

target groups, establishing two clear categories: NCar (n = 537) and NPT (n = 170). Regardless of the 

choice of mode of transport, the same four questions were asked for both target groups: 

1. How many days per week (Monday to Sunday) do you use the car/public transport? 

2. How long is your average travel time per day? 

3. How do you rate your car/public transport journeys on average? 

4. If you had to cover the distances you normally travel by car/with public transport (bus, 
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suburban train and train) with car/with public transport (bus, suburban train and train) how 

would you rate these trips on an average? 

The quality rating was given on a scale from 0 for óterribleô to 10 for óvery pleasantô. The rating for 

the quality of the preferred means of transport is called QP; the value for the alternative means of 

transport is called QA. The ITMG is calculated as the difference between QP and QA: ITMG = QP ./. 

QA. For the group of car users, the equation is thus ITMGCar = QPCar ./. QAPT, and for the group of 

public transport users, ITMGPT = QPPT ./. QACar. Mean values are used for the calculation of the ITMG 

(cf. Figs. 1ï4). 

In order to make international comparisons, respondents were also asked what country they currently 

live in. As this is a very simple question, it was not considered to add undue length to the brief survey. 

A total of 701 individuals responded to this question. As expected, the largest group was from 

Germany, with 593 respondents; 27 respondents were in the United States, followed by Lithuania, at a 

considerable distance behind with 18. The remaining 63 respondents were distributed amongst 25 

countries, each with fewer than 10 answers. As the international case numbers are very small, 

comparisons at a country level would not be very meaningful here. For evaluation purposes, all 

international responses were thus grouped together (n = 108) and compared with the German 

responses (n = 593).  

Results 

The results of this óex ante corona crisisô study are presented in four sections. In the first section, 

óTotal sampleô, the starting point for calculations is the total number of the two main samples NCar (n = 

537) and NPT (n = 170). Subsamples based on demographic information such as age, gender or income 

are generally created to refine the analysis of existing data. In this case, this typical demographic 

information was not queried in the survey. For this reason, relevant subsamples were created from the 

information included in the survey in order to check the meaningfulness of the overall sample. The 

second section, óPartial sample car userô, uses subsets from the database NCar (n = 537). The third 

section, óPartial sample public transport userô, uses subsets from the database NPT (n = 170). In the 

fourth and final section, the results from the previous sections are compared. 

Total sample 

The hypothesis for primary car users predicted that the quality level of using a car would be rated 

much higher than using public transport as an alternative. 

In data set NCar (n = 537), the mean quality level for using a car QPCar was 7.0, whereas the mean 

quality level of using public transport as an alternative QAPT was 3.0 (cf. Figs. 1 and 2). This confirms 

the hypothesis. With these two values, the ITMGCar can be calculated at 4.0 (= 7.0 ./. 3.0). This also 

confirms the assumption that the ITMG would be relatively large. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Data set NCar: QPCar = 7.0  
(Source: authorôs compilation) 

 

Fig. 2. Data set NCar: QAPT = 3.0  

(Source: authorôs compilation) 
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The hypothesis for public transport users predicted that the quality level of using a car would be 

roughly equivalent to using a car. 

In data set NPT (n = 170), the mean quality level of using public transport QPPT was 6.0, whereas that of 

using a car as an alternative QACar was 5.2 (cf. Figs. 3 and 4). This hypothesis could also be regarded 

as confirmed. With these two values, the ITMGPT can now be calculated at 0.8 (= 6.0 ./. 5.2). This also 

confirms the assumption that the ITMG in this case is relatively low. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5 shows the key findings from the two main samples NCar and NPT. People who prefer 

individual transport by car had a quality rating of 7.0 (QPCar). The rating of the alternative use of public 

transport was far lower, at only 3.0 (QAPT). Their ITMGCar, calculated with QPCar ./. QAPT was, 

therefore, 4.0. Compared to people mainly using public transport, public transport users rate the mean 

quality of their preferred mode of transport slightly lower than car users, at 6.0 (QPPT). When asked to 

rate the quality of driving by car as an alternative, primary public transport users gave this option an 

average of 5.2 (QACar), resulting in an ITMGPT of only 0.8; calculated with QPPT. ./. QACar. 

 

 

Fig. 5. ITMGCar versus ITMGPT (Source: authorôs compilation) 

  

 

Fig. 3. Data set NPT: QPPT = 6.0 
(Source: authorôs compilation) 

 

Fig. 4. Data set NCar: QACar = 5.2 

(Source: authorôs compilation) 
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Partial sample car user 

The starting point for the formation of partial samples in this section was the database NCar, with 537 

data sets (Table 2). 

Table 2. Definition of Partial Samples for Car Users (Source: authorôs compilation) 

 Variable Attribute 1 Attribute 2 

Partial Sample Professional Status Training Employed 

 Quantity 101 427 

 ITMG = QP ./. QA 4.5 = 7.6 ./. 3.1 3.8 = 6.8 ./. 3.0 

Partial Sample Usage 
Light user 

(1ï3 days a week) 

Heavy user 

(4ï7 days a week) 

 Quantity 37 499 

 ITMG = QP ./. QA 3.4 = 6.7 ./. 3.3 4.0 = 7.0 ./. 3.0 

Partial Sample 
Average daily  

travel time 

Short 

(up to 60 minutes) 

Long 

(61 to more than 120 minutes 

 Quantity 393 144 

 ITMG = QP ./. QA 3.8 = 7.0 ./. 3.2 4.3 = 6.8 ./. 2.5 

Partial Sample Country Germany Internationals 

 Quantity 455 82 

 ITMG = QP ./. QA 4.0 = 6.9 ./. 2.9 3.2 = 7.2 ./. 4.0 

 

Partial sample public transport user 

The starting point for the formation of partial samples in this section was the database NPT, with 170 

data sets (Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Definition of Partial Samples for Public Transport Users (Source: authorôs compilation) 

 Variable Attribute 1 Attribute 2 

Partial Sample Professional Status Training Employed 

 Quantity 72 96 

 ITMG = QP ./. QA ī0.4 = 5.6 ./. 6.0 1.8 = 6.3 ./. 4.5 

Partial Sample Usage 
Light user 

(1ï3 days a week) 

Heavy user 

(4ï7 days a week) 

 Quantity 20 150 

 ITMG = QP ./. QA 1.9 = 6.6 ./. 4.7 0.7 = 5.9 ./. 5.2 

Partial Sample 
Average daily  

travel time 

Short 

(up to 60 min) 

Long 

(61 to >120 min 

 Quantity 98 72 

 ITMG = QP ./. QA 0.6 = 6.0 ./. 5.4 1.2 = 6.0 ./. 4.8 

Partial Sample Country Germany Internationals 

 Quantity 138 32 

 ITMG = QP ./. QA 0.8 = 5.9 ./. 5.1 0.9 = 6.3 ./. 5.4 
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Results comparison 

When comparing the different subsamples with the overall sample NCar (cf. Fig. 6), it is easy to see 

that deviations from the overall sample are relatively small. The following observations can be drawn: 

Individuals completing their education (Professional status: óTrainingô) rated the quality of their car 

journeys at 7.6 (QPCar), which is significantly higher than that of those in employment (Professional 

status: óEmployedô), 6.8 (QPCar). As the alternative of public transport was rated relatively equally, 

with 3.1 and 3.0 (QAPT), the ITMG is significantly higher for those undergoing training (ITMG = 4.5) 

than for those in employment (ITMG = 3.8). 

A comparison between German and international respondents shows that international respondents 

rate the alternative of public transport with 4.0 (QAPT) more than 1 point higher than the Germans, with 

2.9 (QAPT). 

 

Fig. 6. ITMGCar for Partial Sample Car User (Source: authorôs compilation) 

 

The image is rather inconsistent in the NPT sample in comparison to the NCar sample. Compared with 

the overall sample, their ITMGs are sometimes twice as high or even negative. The following 

observations can be made (Fig. 7): 

The ITMG for people in training is negative, ī0.4. This means that they rate the quality of the car 

alternative higher than their use of public transport. 

There are conspicuously high ITMGs for the subsamples óProfessional status: Employedô and óUsage: 

Lightô This results from the fact that both groups rated public transport highest (QPPT: 6.3 and 6.6) and, 

at the same time, they rated the car alternative at relatively low quality (QACar: 4.5 and 4.7).  

 

Fig. 7. ITMGPT for Partial Sample Public Transport User (Source: authorôs compilation) 
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Conclusions 

Owing to the current corona crisis, status 19 March 2020, all conclusions are to be assessed as óex ante 

corona crisisô conclusions. 

It must be said that this is not a representative study and the limitations of a convenience sample 

should be considered when evaluating the findings of this research. It is also important to note that the 

quality of the use of a mode of transport was examined here at a very highly aggregated level, because 

the survey did not ask when assessing quality what specific means of transport (e.g. specific car, bus, 

tram or train) the respondent was referring to.  

Despite these limitations, the following conclusions can be drawn: 

The results for the car users demonstrate that they see a considerable gap (ITMG) between the quality 

levels of car use and the alternative of public transport. It can, therefore, be concluded that one way to 

achieve higher rates of public transport use would be to improve the quality of public transport over 

car use. To do this, it would be necessary to influence the individual factors that contribute to the 

overall quality of a mode of transport. Important influencing factors for public transport would 

include, for example, network expansion, cycle times, cleanliness and ticket prices. Even this brief list 

shows, however, that any improvements (leading to an increase in quality) can only be achieved at 

great economic cost. If the goal is to improve the cleanliness of trains and buses, they would have to 

be cleaned more frequently and more thoroughly, and this can only be achieved with more personnel 

and manpower. In this respect, the allocation of additional funds for public transport could actually be 

a suitable means for closing the ITMG. Another way to close this gap would again be to make using 

private cars less attractive, for example, through higher taxes, speed limits, driving restrictions, toll 

systems, parking space shortages or the rededication of roads to traffic-calmed zones or bicycle lanes. 

The results for those who mainly use public transport show that users rate the quality of this means of 

transport at one point lower (QPPT = 6.0) than the group of car users (QPCar = 7.0). This finding points 

to the need to increase the quality of public transport use in order to bring it up at least to the same 

level of private car use. 

On the basis of the results obtained, the method for determining the ITMG presented here could be a 

suitable method for determining the effectiveness of transport policy measures and could, therefore, be 

used in the implementation of specific transport investments or measures. In practical terms, a before-

and-after survey could be used to determine whether the measures taken by a city or region have had a 

measurable impact on usage quality by transport type, and thus on the utilisation rate of a mode of 

transport. 
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Abstract 

Research purpose. The research purpose is to assess and compare the competitiveness of the EU creative 

industriesô export.  

Design/Methodology/Approach. The article is organised as follows: Section 1 presents a short theoretical 

conception of creative industries; Section 2 presents the theoretical background of trade competitiveness indices; 

Section 3 introduces the research data set, method and variables; Section 4 discusses the results of the revealed 

comparative advantage index analysis; and the final section presents the conclusions of the research. It should be 

noted that the research does not cover all possible factors underlying the differences in the external sector 

performance and thus may need to be complemented with country-specific analysis as warranted. Methods of the 

research include theoretical review and analysis, evaluation of comparative advantage indices and clustering.  

Findings. The analysis revealed that the EU countries may gain competitiveness because of the globalisation 

effects and the development of creative industries. The increase in the revealed comparative advantage (RCA) 

index during the period 2004ï2017 shows rising EU international trade specialisation in creative industries. 

According to dynamic RCA index results, France, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia and Spain has competitive 

advantage in creative industries sectors and could be specified as órising starsô according to dynamic of their 

export.  

Originality/Value/Practical implications.  A creative industries analysis is becoming increasingly relevant in 

scientific research. Fast globalisation growth affects the processes in which closed economies together with their 

specific sectors are no longer competitive in the market because productivity of countries as well as particular 

economic sectors depends on international trade liberalisation, technology and innovation. Scientific literature, 

nevertheless, contains a gap in the area of international trade competitiveness research in creative industries 

sector.  

Keywords: Creative Industries; RCA; EU; Competitiveness; Trade. 

JEL codes: F14; L82; F12.  

Introduction  

In the context of globalisation, creative industries and the creative economy are gaining increasing 

attention because of their impact on urbanisation, technologies, economies, environmental protection 

and social environment. Rapidly growing employment, international trade and value added, generated 

in the sector of creative industries, promote scientific research and correlate with an increase in the 

number of scientific studies in this area.  

The importance of creative industries to economics is emphasised by Potts (2011), Throsby (2009), 

Getzner (2002) and Canadian Heritage (2013), who analysed the links between the sector of creative 

industries and GDP (gross domestic product) growth, population income, unemployment rate, interest 

rates, price index and international trade. 

The subject of creative industries and international trade is analysed by Chala (2016), Kontrimienǟ and 

Melnikas (2017), Cao and Niu (2017) and Ye and Yin (2007). Chala (2016) who analysed trade 

specialisation in creative industries sector in CEE (Central and Eastern Europe) countries noticed that 
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higher trade specialisation is located in large metropolitan areas. The article by Cao and Niu (2017) is 

focused on trade competitiveness in Beijing, China, Japan, the United States and the United Kingdom 

in different sectors, which can be attributed to creative industries. Meanwhile, Kontrimienǟ and 

Melnikas (2017) paid more attention to theoretical background of creative industries and reviewed 

international trade tendencies of creative industries in the European Union. Nevertheless, the issue of 

international trade competitiveness in the sector of creative industries in the European Union shows 

necessity for a deeper scientific insight. 

The main purpose of this article is to assess the export competiveness in the sector of creative 

industries in the European Union. The analysis of the export competitiveness, accomplished in this 

study, allowed to cluster the EU member states by the dynamics of their exports and to assess the 

potential of the creative industries export in a particular state. 

The methods used in this study include general scientific methods as comparative and theoretical 

analysis, graphical analysis and evaluation of comparative advantage indices. 

Main concepts of creative industries 

The concept of creative industries is inseparable from the concept of creativity, which is becoming 

increasingly important not only in arts but also in the areas of economics, environmental protection 

and social environment. United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) (2010) in 

its Creative Economy Report indicated that creative industries: 

-  Cover product and service creation, production and distribution cycles based on corresponding 

resources as creativity and intellectual capital; 

-  Include knowledge-based activities that focus on, but are not limited to, arts and generate 

income from trade and intellectual property rights; 

-  Comprise tangible products and intangible intellectual or artistic services that possess a 

creative content, an economic value and particular market objectives; 

-  Are at the crossroad of the crafts, services and industrial sectors; 

-  Constitute a new dynamic sector of the global trade. 

Bilton and Leary (2002) associated the emergence of the concept of creative industries with the 

growing production and consumption of symbolic goods. According to the authors, creative industries 

produce ósymbolic goodsô (ideas, experiences and images) whose initial value depends on a symbolic 

meaning. The value of goods or services is determined by the end user (a viewer, an audience, a reader 

or a consumer) who decrypts and discovers the meaning and the value of particular symbolic goods. 

Hence, the value of symbolic goods depends on userôs perception as well as the creation of an original 

content. Owing to this reason, the value may or may not be translated into financial returns. Hartley 

(2005) noted that such definition of creative industries is beneficial because it justifies the non-

pecuniary essence of creative production and the relationship between the meaning of a product and its 

symbolic image by focusing on the growing importance of symbolic goods in industries such as 

footwear, automobiles and mobile telephones. 

In Creative Economy Report, UNCTAD (2010) proposed that óThe creative economyô refers to a 

developing concept based on the creative assets that can promote economic growth and development: 

-  It can boost income generation, workplace creation and export earnings by promoting social 

inclusion, cultural diversity and human development; 

-  The creative economy covers particular economic, cultural and social aspects interacting with 

the objectives of technologies, intellectual property and tourism; 

-  The creative economy is a part of micro and macro determinants in the knowledge-based 

economy; 

-  The development of the creative economy calls for the necessary innovative, interdisciplinary, 

political and inter-institutional actions; 
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-  Creative industries are the essence of the creative economy. 

International trade can be considered a key component of the creative economy. With reference to the 

research of the UNCTAD, the global trade in the products from creative industries has significantly 

increased over the recent years: for instance, between 2000 and 2005; its average annual growth 

amounted to 8.7%, whereas the global export of visual arts doubled from 10.3 billion USD in 1996 to 

22.1 billion USD in 2005, and the global export of audio-visual art products nearly tripled (Lauģikas & 

Mokġeckienǟ, 2014).  

As it was stated by Pamela Coke-Hamilton, Director of the Division on International Trade and 

Commodities at the UNCTAD (2019), the creative economy and its industries are strategic sectors 

that, if nurtured, can boost competitiveness, employment and export opportunities. Therefore, the 

development of creative industries is not only an engine for promoting the share of developing 

countries in the global trade but also a direct benefit for developing countries in terms of income 

generation, workplace creation and building opportunities for artists and creators. 

Theoretical background of trade competitiveness indices 

Export competitiveness of a country is affected by the ability of this country to effectively exploit 

international trade specialisation in economics. Comparative advantage is a strategic characteristic in 

two aspects: first, an economy will be most efficient and prosperity will be highest if the production of 

goods and services relies on a countryôs comparative advantage; second, comparative advantage is a 

relatively dynamic concept. As it was noted by Balassa (1979), the structure of a countryôs 

comparative advantage and its exports will change with the accumulation of labour and capital. 

In fact, Liesner (1958) was the first who attempted to óuncoverô comparative advantages of different 

countries. Nevertheless, the general measures of comparative advantage are based on the revealed 

comparative advantage (RCA) index that was expanded by Bela Balassa (1965) (Ekmen-Özcelik and 

Erlat, 2013). A substantial share of a growing market can be considered a result of successful 

competition in terms of that particular share of the market where the RCA, proposed by Balassa 

(1965), is the greatest (Kathuria, 2013). 

Although the literature contains a number of different RCA estimation methodologies, the classical 

Balassa index still remains most popular and most widely used in scientific research, which is possibly 

determined by the relatively simple calculation of the index. The RCA index provides a fairly clear 

picture of trade specialisation. The RCA index, used with a view to assessing international 

competitiveness, is widely recognised in scientific literature (Kathuria, 2013; Ervani, Widodo & 

Purnawan, 2019; Hanson, Lind, & Muendler, 2015).  

The RCA index allows to assess whether a country focuses on the production, in which it has 

potential, but it does not reflect which part of the production has been exported competitively. It can 

also provide some useful information on the prospects of trading with new partners. It is important to 

note that the countries with similar RCA indices are unlikely to have any intensive bilateral trade 

unless they are involved in intra-industry trade (Sabonienǟ, 2009).  

Edwards and Schoer (2002) extended the use of the dynamic RCA by developing the assessment of 

the market positioning dynamics. On the basis of the dynamic RCA index, exports are divided into six 

following categories: rising stars, falling stars, lagging retreats, leading retreats, lagging opportunities 

and lost opportunities (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Dynamic positioning of the export market by Edwards and Schoer (compiled by the authors with 

reference to G¿neĸ and Tan, 2017) 

 

 

-  A rising star refers to the situation in which the share of a countryôs export product in the 

global market is growing faster than the total global export of all products. This is the best 

position for a country because the growth in the productôs market share is inspired by rising 

global demand. 

-  A falling star reflects the situation in which the share of a countryôs export product is growing, 
whereas the global export of the product is decreasing. 

-  A lagging retreat refers to the situation in which the share of a countryôs export product 

decreases more than the decline in the global market. 

-  A leading retreat stands for the situation in which the share of a countryôs export product 
decreases less than the decline in the global market. 

-  A lagging opportunity reflects the situation in which the share of a countryôs export product is 

growing but less than the share of this product in the global export. 

-  A lost opportunity refers to the situation in which the share of a countryôs export product is 
decreasing, whereas the share of this product in the global export is rising. This is the most 

unfavourable position for a country (G¿neĸ & Tan, 2017). 

Tsikata (1999) also struck to the classification of four dynamic positions that, however, slightly differ 

from the above-presented Edwards and Schoerôs classification: the category of ófalling starsô is 

replaced by rating an export market as ócompetitive, but vulnerableô (Ekmen-Özcelik, Erlat 2013). 

Although the competitiveness of international trade can be assessed by analysing a countryôs exports 

and imports, the assessment by using the indicators that are related to a countryôs exports is more 

common. In any case, the abundance of the models developed for the assessment of the 

competitiveness of international trade validates the necessity to evaluate the degree of specialisation, 

competitiveness and efficiency in international trade. 

Research methodology 

Research sample. This research is focused on the situation in the 28 Europe Union countries ï the 

United Kingdom, Italy, Poland, France, Cyprus, Latvia, the Czech Republic, the Netherlands, Estonia, 

Germany, Spain, Greece, Denmark, Croatia, Austria, Malta, Sweden, Slovenia, Slovakia, Lithuania, 

Ireland, Portugal, Belgium, Luxembourg, Finland, Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania. The analysis was 

conducted leaning on the data for 2004ï2017, extracted from the Eurostat database.  

The RCA index by Balassa (1965) measures the relative advantage of a country for a particular 

product based on exports. RCA >1 indicates that a country has an RCA in the product i market; the 

higher the index, the greater is the advantage it represents. If RCA <1, it means that a country does not 

have any RCA. 

 

Share of j  in a 

country's export

Share of j  in a 

market's 
Position

> Rising stars

> Falling stars 

> Lagging retreat

< Lost opportunity

< Leading retreat

< Lagging opportunity

Increasing RCA

Decreasing RCA
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        where: 

EXij is the product i export in country j; 

EXrj is the whole product group export in country j; 

EXis is the global export of product i; 

EXrs is the total global export. 

 

The dynamic RCA index by Kreinin and Plummer (1994) proposes that a country is considered to 

have a comparative advantage for the product i if the share of this product in the total export of the 

country is growing faster than the share of the same product in the total global export for the period 

under consideration.  

When the dynamic RCA >1, it can be stated that a countryôs export of the product i is growing faster 

than the global export of this product, that is, the country has a comparative advantage. If the dynamic 

RCA <1, the product i has lost its comparative advantage. The dynamic RCA is calculated using the 

formula below: 

 

ὈώὲὥάὭὧ Ὑὅὃ
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ЎὉὢὶί                            (2) 

 

 

Results 

Before the empirical analysis of the revealed comparative advantage indicator for the EU member 

states between 2004 and 2018, the overall dynamics of the EU creative industries trade, that is, their 

exports and imports, was considered.  

Figure 1 indicates that both export and import tended to grow, although the trade in the products from 

creative industries slightly declined in 2009 and 2013. Nevertheless, compared to 2004, the export of 

the products from creative industries in the European Union increased by 54% and import by 51%. In 

terms of structure, the export of the products from the EU creative industries is dominated by goods 

such as designer clothing, jewellery, household goods and toys. 

 

 

Fig. 1. The dynamics of the import and export in the European Union between 2004 and 2018, million euros 

(Source: Eurostat.eu) 
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Looking at the EU creative industries export in 2018, the following five major exporters can be 

identified: the United Kingdom, Germany, France, Italy and the Netherlands (see Fig. 2).  

 

 

Fig. 2. Distribution of the EU creative industries export by countries in 2018 (Source: Eurostat.eu) 

 

The analysis of the RCA revealed that the United Kingdom is the absolute leader in terms of the 

specialisation of international trade in the area of creative industries (RCA 3.29 > 1) (see Table 2). 

Consequently, the United Kingdom could be considered as one of the pioneers that has developed 

concepts, theories and models for creative industry, with a strong focus on the analysis and expansion 

of the creative industries sector and the creative economy as a whole. As of 2017, the UK creative 

industries export amounted to 11.8% of the total service export. Owing to this reason, the UK 

international trade is significantly more competitive in comparison to the other EU member states. 

With reference to the strategy developed by the UK Creative Industries Trade and Investment Board 

(CITIB) for 2023, the United Kingdom is planning to raise its export by another 50% (HM 

Government, NA).  

Most significant growth in the RCA index between 2004 and 2017 was, however, recorded in Poland: 

in 2004, it amounted to 0.42, whereas it increased to 1.63 in 2017.  

Some other countries, such as France, Latvia and the Czech Republic, also demonstrated significant 

changes in their RCA index, that is, the countries that previously had not possessed any revealed 

comparative advantage began to implement it; however, Malta, Ireland and Croatia lost their revealed 

comparative advantage. The general RCA index for the European Union reveals that only five EU 

member states possess an RCA and specialise in the area of creative industries, whereas, in most other 

countries, this indicator is below 0.5, which demonstrates a lack of competitive advantage in the 

creative industries sector. 

 

Table 2. The dynamics of the RCA index for the European Union between 2004 and 2018 (Source: authorôs 

compilation) 

GEO/TIME 2004 2007 2010 2013 2016 2017 2018 

2018-

2004 

Poland 0.58 0.65 0.64 0.66 1.31 1.62 1.54 0.96 

France 0.82 0.95 1.06 1.58 1.65 1.55 1.64 0.83 

United Kingdom 2.62 2.74 2.74 2.66 3.41 3.29 3.25 0.63 
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Latvia 0.49 0.45 0.85 1.12 1.37 1.18 1.02 0.53 

Czech Republic 0.52 0.66 0.77 0.6 0.71 1.05 0.96 0.44 

Lithuania 0.29 0.4 0.43 0.41 0.39 0.36 0.47 0.17 

Estonia 0.48 0.56 0.78 1.06 0.81 0.65 0.56 0.08 

Bulgaria 0.22 0.4 0.31 0.21 0.25 0.18 0.29 0.08 

Netherlands 0.62 0.86 0.71 0.69 0.77 0.74 0.64 0.02 

Hungary 0.17 0.11 0.21 0.23 0.18 0.17 0.17 0.01 

Romania 0.2 0.19 0.14 0.15 0.15 0.12 0.18 -0.02 

Italy 1.72 1.66 1.74 1.96 1.65 1.68 1.68 -0.03 

Sweden 0.48 0.53 0.68 0.45 0.44 0.46 0.39 -0.09 

Slovakia 0.55 0.4 0.35 0.3 0.34 0.39 0.45 -0.1 

Germany 0.81 0.83 0.87 0.69 0.63 0.65 0.67 -0.14 

Slovenia 0.59 0.47 0.43 0.37 0.35 0.39 0.42 -0.17 

Belgium 0.47 0.43 0.34 0.29 0.28 0.28 0.29 -0.18 

Denmark 0.72 0.86 1.12 0.65 0.6 0.55 0.53 -0.19 

Portugal 0.49 0.5 0.42 0.41 0.29 0.31 0.29 -0.2 

Spain 0.89 0.73 0.64 0.63 0.55 0.64 0.69 -0.2 

Finland 0.43 0.35 0.33 0.22 0.18 0.19 0.16 -0.27 

Malta 0.82 0.77 1.59 1.45 0.37 0.48 0.5 -0.32 

Austria 1.34 1.25 1.39 1.19 0.74 0.53 0.79 -0.55 

Luxembourg 0.84 0.37 0.28 0.34 0.2 0.27 0.27 -0.57 

Greece 1.08 0.89 0.78 0.68 0.77 0.6 0.48 -0.6 

Ireland 1.22 0.97 0.73 0.91 0.43 0.32 0.31 -0.9 

Croatia 1.68 1.42 0.84 0.53 0.65 0.53 0.47 -1.21 

Cyprus 1.53 0.96 0.93 1.21 0.54 1.3 0.26 -1.27 

 

An overview above indicates that the share of creative industries export in the total EU export between 

2004 and 2018 changed insignificantly and fluctuated around 1%, whereas from 2015 to 2018, it 

recorded an insignificant increase. On this ground, the share of creative industries export in the total 

EU export was considered to demonstrate the trends of growth, and the analysis of the dynamic RCA 

index was based on the rating of the countries by the values reflecting an increase in the share of their 

creative industries export in the total EU export. 

In this approach, France, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain and the United Kingdom is attributed to 

the category of rising stars with growing shares of their creative industries export in the total EU 

export when the share of creative industries export within the European Union was also rising. 

Assessing by the RCA, only France, Poland and the United Kingdom possess a competitive advantage. 

Austria, Croatia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Greece, Latvia, Malta, the Netherlands, Belgium, 

Bulgaria, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, Luxembourg, 

Portugal, Romania and Sweden were attributed to the category of lost opportunity economies with 

declining shares of their creative industries export in the total EU export when the share of creative 

industries export within the European Union was rising. In this category, only Latvia possesses a 

comparative advantage (see Fig. 3). 

Such distribution of the EU member states indicates that only a part of the EU countries specialise and 

possess a competitive advantage in the area of creative industries, but international trade in this area is 

not widespread within the European Union. These findings also propose that the United Kingdom, 
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France and Poland have a significant impact on the competitiveness of the EU creative industries 

export. 

 

Fig. 3. Grouping of countries according to dynamic RCA (Source: authorôs compilation) 

Conclusions 

In the context of modern globalisation, many social and economic changes are taking place. The 

ongoing changes could be significant for the formation of a new type of economy, where the fusion of 

culture and economy forms a sector of creative industries that promotes cultural and technological 

progress. In the recent decades, the term creative industries and the creative economy have received 

increasing attention because of the significant growth of this sector, knowing that the creative 

industries have impact on urbanisation, technological development, economic growth and the 

environment, they contribute to creation of workplaces and the general welfare through personal skills, 

talents and creativity; they promote exports and generate value added.  

In this study, the competitiveness of the EU exports is assessed using the RCA index and its 

modification ï the dynamic RCA ï which served as the basis for clustering the EU member states by 

the potential of their creative industries export, in this case, into two groups ï rising stars and lost 

opportunity.   

The research disclosed that the greatest RCA for the period under consideration was recorded in the 

United Kingdom, whereas the fastest-growing indicator was observed in Poland. Meanwhile, the 

United Kingdom, Poland, Italy and France are attributable to the category of the countries with the 

highest RCA indices, which proposes that these countries specialise in the area of creative industries. 

These results could be related with fact that these countries have large metropolitan areas ï London, 

Warsaw, Milan and Paris ï that attracts creative products generation.  

When assessing the general dynamics of the EU creative industries export, it was noticed that dynamic 

RCA indicator had a growing trend. Furthermore, France, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain and the 

United Kingdom recorded the growth in their creative industries export; these countries are 

attributable to the category of rising stars in consideration of the overall EU creative industries export 

growing trend. 
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The majority of the EU member states are attributable to the category of lost opportunity economies 

because their creative industries exports are decreasing, although the overall export is rising. Such 

distribution can be associated with the novelty of creative industries minding the fact that a significant 

share of the EU creative industries export is generated by a few member states ï the United Kingdom, 

Poland and France. It is significant to mention that specialisation in the area of creative industries is 

inherent to more developed countries, than developing.  

For further investigation, it is crucially important to evaluate more advanced specialisation index and 

estimate specialisation level in all creative industries sectors in the European Union, having in mind 

that some countries specialises in main cultural industries, others in mass culture or more functional 

products.  
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Abstract 

Research purpose. To get a validation of the structure, pillars and components that seem to be central, and 

under which, business management and managers need to develop abilities and competences to ensure the 

sustainability of their organizations according to the óDPOBE Model for Organizational Sustainabilityô structure. 

Design/Methodology/Approach. For the validation of the structure, pillars and components and itôs practical 

application to measure the organizationôs sustainability level with the referred model, despite the focus group 

exercise made in an early stage, itôs also important to get a solid opinion about it among managers and also in 

academia, specifically among teachers and investigators on management, business administration and economics 

as well near master and doctorate students in this field. In this paper, we analyse the results obtained in an 

exploratory study, based on a survey made among students from four different masterôs degree in several 

specific areas of business management from the School of Business Administration from the Polytechnic 

Institute of Setúbal (Portugal). 

Findings. Main results obtained with this exploratory study let the authors be granted with the developments 

made so far in the model and its structure, pillars and components. However, only with a major collection of 

opinions (answer to the survey) from the referred groups, itôs possible to define and adjust the final structure and 

components of the DPOBE Model. 

Originality/Value/Practical implications.  Being an investigation with several years of development, with 

several articles, chapters of books, masterôs degree thesis, congress presentations and papers made so far, only 

with a solid and validated structure, pillars and components of the DPOBE Model for Organizational 

Sustainability, itôs possible to go to its aim, the use of it as a quantitative tool to measure the effective 

organizations sustainability in a way different from other existing sustainability tools and indexes. 

Keywords: Management; Organizational Sustainability; Competences; Sustainability Strength Index. 

JEL codes: M19; L25. 

Introduction  

The importance of the subject ósustainabilityô is becoming more and more relevant at the present time, 

making some justice to Elkington (2001) not only looking to an environmental perspective but also 

looking together to the social and economic influences on it. 

The ótriple bottom lineô approach proposed by Elkington (2001) remains so up-to-date that óThe Paris 

Agreementô (2019), established under the United Nations efforts, defined seventeen global objectives 
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for a sustainable development to be achieve in 2030 regarding all this three sustainable dimensions. 

The world is suffering from financial, economic and environmental situations and crisis, and recently, 

from pandemic global diseases, more often than any time before World War II and mainly in the 

recent past and nowadays. 

All around the globe, this directly affected many companies, despite its economic, human and market 

dimensions, and exposed its incapacity to avoid or deal through this atypical situations. 

Together with this insufficiency, sometimes managers take attitudes focused mainly on short-term 

earnings and profits without taking into account the need of establishing a long-term strategic line, 

even changing sometimes corporate and financial data only to show to third parties and stakeholders 

ógood figuresô. 

The aim of this exploratory study is to get some more information following previous studies (Santos 

et al., 2013; Santos, 2012; Santos et al., 2012; Gisbert López et al., 2011, 2010) in order to establish a 

quantitative model to measure, in real time, the effective organizations sustainability in a way different 

from other existing sustainability tools and indexes, supported in some pillars and components that 

this and other authors consider to be central and where managers need to develop capacities and 

abilities, in a demand to get ógood business managementô and, consequently, organizational 

sustainability.  

As DPOBE Model for Organizational Sustainability as its structure mainly settle, after several steps of 

investigation including the use of focus group methodology used in an early stage, seems also 

important to get an opinion about it among managers and also in academia, specifically among 

teachers and investigators on management, business administration and economics as well near master 

and doctorate students in this fields. 

For this first exploratory study, a survey has been made among students from different masterôs degree 

courses in several specific areas of business management from the School of Business Administration 

of the Polytechnic Institute of Setúbal (Portugal). 

The results obtained with this methodology, despite being a first approach with only almost seventy 

masterôs degree respondents, reveal a general approval from them of the structure, pillars and 

components settled on the DPOBE Model, despite some differences observed on the importance given 

to the five pillars and also in some groups of competences and dimensions from each pillar. 

Literature Review 

There are different approaches to the concept of corporate sustainability (Coral, 2002). 

 

Table 1. Different perspectives on the concept of sustainability (Source: The Authors, 2020) 

Perspective Authors 

Ecological vision Epelbaum, 2004; Danich, 2003; Atkinson, 2000 

óEco-efficiencyô, óSocio-effectivenessô, óSocio-efficiencyô, 

óEco-effectivenessô, óEco-equityô 

Dyllick & Hockerts, 2002; Chen, Boudreau & Watson, 

2008 

Economic, physical and social stages Anderson, 2006; Ehrenfeld, 2005; Dunphy, 2003 

Integration of economic, environmental, and social goals 

(Triple bottom line - TBL) 
Huemann & Silvius, 2017  

 

Relational perspective between stakeholders 

Moldavanova & Goerdel, 2018; Oliveira, 2007; Almeida, 

2007; Donaire, 2006; Santoro, 2003; Elkington, 2001 

A mission statement and strategy Duan, 2019 

System of determinants Horak, Arya & Ismail, 2018 

Performance and business value (Tworek; Walecka-Jankowska, & Zgrzywa-Ziemak, 2019) 
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Although this approach may differ in the aspects or elements evidenced in each one, they end up 

complementing each other as shown in the table before, which evidences the richness of the concept 

and the diversity of the associated factors. 

Some authors focus on the nature of the different dimensions of the concept of sustainability, such as 

an ecological vision (Epelbaum, 2004; Danich, 2003; Atkinson, 2000) or óeco-efficiencyô, ósocio-

effectivenessô, ósocio-efficiencyô, óeco-effectivenessô as important principles (Dyllick & Hockerts, 

2002). 

Other authors reflected the different dimensions that sustainability must contemplate as a subject 

mainly sustained in economic, physical and social stages, regarding an environment supported in a 

systemic concept reinforced in ethical principles and social responsibility culture in businessesô 

development (Anderson, 2006; Ehrenfeld, 2005; Dunphy, 2003), or as an one based with the 

integration of economic, environmental, and social goals, known as the triple bottom line (TBL) 

(Huemann & Silvius, 2017).  

However, other authors consider that the importance of this economic, environmental and social TBL 

integration should make sense in the area of sustainability, through a new strategic view and an 

approach that fits a strong collaboration with different stakeholders and their interests, also taking into 

account the environmental impact of their activities (Oliveira, 2007; Almeida, 2007; Donaire, 2006; 

Santoro, 2003; Elkington, 2001). 

Moldavanova & Goerdel (2018) consider that this relational perspective should be sustained, among 

others, in internal organizational relationships, audience diversity and institutions established by 

organizations in order to enhance their social connections, such as public outreach departments. 

In this line of thinking, authors such as Duan (2019) consider that sustainability should correspond to a 

clear mission statement and strategy in organizations. It should also consider several determinants 

such as Government intervention, regulations imposed by industry and legal stakeholders, societal 

expectations, relationship-oriented socialization, alliance between partnersô culture and power status, 

organizational uncertainty and crisis, commercially based socialization, top management 

characteristics and exposure and corporate culture orientation (Horak, Arya & Ismail, 2018), which 

should be evaluated through the analysis of dimensions such as organizational performance, 

information systemsô capabilities, business value and information technologiesô value (Tworek, 

Walecka-Jankowska & Zgrzywa-Ziemak, 2019). 

While there are several approaches in an attempt to address the best model or approach to 

sustainability, Svirina (2009) warns that the efficiency of organizations, many times, is not an outcome 

of an efficient management, showing ógood numbersô about social, economic and environmental 

issues in corporate reports is not enough to reveal an organization as really sustainable. 

Svirina (2009) also referred that there is no direct relation between profits and a good companiesô 

management and shareholdersô value, as well as corporationsô efficiency canôt be measured by its 

annual profits. 

Following this idea, a ógoodô organizationsô short-term performance, mainly calculated with annual 

balance sheet information and accounting figures, may ócoverô difficulties to get a medium and long 

term sustainability (Baumgartner & Ebner, 2010). 

According to this, Santos (2012) referred that the information exposed by several organizations about 

its environmental, social and financial data are not ótransparentô according to real results, being the 

same many times manipulated according to the interests of individuals, groups and corporations about 

the impact of their activities in different contexts. 

As Stacey (1993) referred since some time ago, the challenge of sustainability remains in the balance 

among differentiated and difference makerôs abilities of the performance of organizations, 

conditioning and starting all these on three main axes: óDiscontinuanceô versus óContinuanceô; 

óIntegrationô versus óDifferentiationô; óComplexityô versus óInstabilityô. 
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Itôs based on these facts that, in recent past, the authors tried to develop, improve and validate a model 

that provides a holistic and pragmatic approach to organizational sustainability. 

Several articles, chapters of books, masterôs degree thesis, congress presentations and papers have 

been written by these authors since 2010, regarding applications of the original empirical model and 

other developments made so far (Santos et al., 2013; Santos, 2012; Santos et al., 2012; Gisbert López, 

et al., 2011, 2010)  

This context of insufficiency and lack of consistent information let some authors (Gisbert López et al., 

2011, 2010) to develop a theoretical model aiming to disclose the main features that seem crucial to 

get organizationsô sustainability, the óDPOBE Model for Organizational Sustainabilityô. 

This model is supported in the five pillars that an organizationsô managers should grow their 

capabilities and skills. 

-  óDirectionô, related with organizationsô economic ósenseô, the way they óviewô the future and 

the development of the best way to achieve it (Santos, 2012; Gisbert López et al., 2010); 

-  óPostureô, concerning good management and ethical values, organizational credibility, 

working consistency, ógood attitudes and behavioursô, óconfidence and new ideasô (Markides, 

2000, 1997); 

-  óOrganizationô, related with management activitiesô measure, ómulti-dimensional and multi-

contextualô organization activities, alignment strategies and organizational dimensions, 

responsibilities and performances (Kim & Mauborgne, 2003); 

-  óBehaviourô, óforcingô quality organizations, quality measure, quality standards, efficiency 

and effectiveness (Andrade & Anunciação, 2009, 2008; Anunciação & Zorrinho, 2006; Yang 

et al., 2005; Grupe et al., 2002; Zeithaml, 2002, 2001; Yoo & Donthu, 2001); 

-  óEvaluationô, related with organizational performance, strategic objectives and options, 

performance and risk, capacities and resources for critical opportunities and to solve problems 

(Wolfinbarger & Gilly, 2002; Rajkumar & Mani, 2001; Rodrigues, 2000). 

 

 

Fig. 1. The DPOBE Model for Organizational Sustainability (Source: G. López et al., 2011, 2010) 

 

Some empirical studies were conducted that applied to two big Portuguese companies (Santos, 2012; 

Gisbert López et al., 2010). 
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Meanwhile, some of the authors proposed an upgrade of the initial model to a quantitative application 

able to measure the global sustainability robustness of organizations, supported in the sustainability 

strength in each of the five pillars (Santos et al., 2012). 

In order to achieve this aim, a group of competences and dimensions was set in each of the pillars to 

be analysed according to their objectivity and scope of information in four different levels of 

organizations.  

The authors used ófocus groupô technique with a group of academic researchers in the field of 

management together with management professionals. It is a powerful research tool and 

methodological approach that provided, in this case, some perceptions and a suitable assortment, 

mixture and set of points of view, as Boateng (2012) and Bishop (2006) referred when defending this 

research technique. 

Following this line of investigation, some of the authors tried to make an upgrade of the sustainability 

model, defining previously a set of items and conditions to transform it in a quantitative method to 

determine the global sustainability robustness of organizations (Santos et al., 2013). 

The levels in organizations that were chosen to be analysed are: 

-  óStrategic levelô; 

-  óOperational levelô, related with organizational and functional planning as well as short and 

long term planning; 

-  óTop management levelô, regarding administration written records and resolutions; 

-  óActivity reportsô, regarding official accounting, revision and management reports as well as 

sustainability reports. 

Two dimensions to be evaluated were defined in each previous level: 

-  óObjectivityô, regarding the way each parameter and competence is formally declared and 

defined; 

-  óScope and Knowledgeô, related with the disclosure within organizations of each competence 

and parameter. 

They established, in each one of the five pillars of the organizations (Direction, Posture, Organization, 

Behaviour and Evaluation), nine (9) parameters and competences to be examined in each one (Santos 

et al., 2013). 

They defined a Likert scale with six (6) different values in order to rate each one of the parameters and 

competences to be examined in each one of the five pillars of the organizations (from 5 ï óExplicitly 

defined and well exposed and appliedô to 0 ï óDonôt know/donôt answer/not applicableô). 

The average of the acquired results in each one of the parameters and competences makes possible the 

definition of the ósustainability strength of each pillarô (in a scale from 0 to 5). 

With the sum/average of all ósustainability strength of each pillarô we get the ósustainability robustness 

of the global organizationô, in a scale between óExtremely robustô (equal or more than 5 or 22 points) 

and óWithout robustnessô (less than 1 or 4 points). 

According to what was mentioned earlier, is established an óOrganizational Sustainable Robustness 

Index (RS)ô, supported in the sustainable strength indexes of each pillar of the model: 

 

                                                                RS = f (Si)                                                                              (1) 

where 

           Si: Sustainable Strength Index of each pillar of the DPOBE Model 

           RS: Organizational Sustainable Robustness Index 
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Fig. 2. Example of a Company Sustainable Strength Indexes (Source: Santos et al., 2013) 

 

With this type of sustainable index, it is possible to compare, for example, the sustainability strength 

in each pillar and the global sustainability robustness index of an organization with a set of companies 

in the same business sector. 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. Example of a Group of Companies Sustainability Strengths/Robustness (Source: Santos et al., 2013) 
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The sustainable robustness index of a set of reference companies from the same business sector can be 

also formalized as a mathematical function, giving the possibility to reveal, for example, a pattern of 

sustainability of a business sector and put in evidence a set of factors that can be representative of a 

similar management behaviour, skills and other key-conditions. 

 

 

 

Fig. 4. Example of a Group of Companies Statistical Inference (Source: Santos et al., 2013) 

 

                                                RS = R0 + aD.SD + aP.SP + aO.SO + aB.SB + aE.SE                                                                 (2) 

where 

             R0: Independent coefficient;  

             
S

D,P,O,B,E: Sustainable Strength Indexes of each pillar of the DPOBE Model 

             
a

D,P,O,B,E: Coefficients of each Sustainable Strength Indexes 

 

Methodology 

To the authors and others related with the origin of this sustainability model, itôs crucial to conduct the 

validation of its structure, pillars and components and the practicability of its application in order for it 

to be a tool to measure the organizationôs sustainability. 

Despite the focus group exercise conducted in an early stage, itôs also important to get a solid opinion 

about it among managers and also in academia, specifically among teachers and investigators in the 

fields of management, business administration and economics as well near master and doctorate 

students in this fields. 

In this paper, we analysed the results obtained in an exploratory study, based on a survey made among 

students from several masterôs degree courses in several specific areas of business management from 

the School of Business Administration from the Polytechnic Institute of Setúbal (Portugal). 

The choice of masterôs students was due to the fact that they are management staff in its majority, and 

because they are consolidating knowledge and want to improve their skills in several areas of 

management. 

These characteristics allowed them to be a relevant sample for this exploratory study. Sustainability is 

a theme of great relevance in the current context of the economy as others before, mainly due to the 

pandemic Covid 19 that led to the closure of many small and medium businesses and the layout of 
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others. 

The survey mainly asked about the level of importance given by the respondents in each one of the 

pillars, in the settled parameters and competences of each one and the objectivity, scope and 

knowledge of each pillar in the chosen four levels in organizations. 

The group of masterôs degree students asked to answer to this exploratory survey was composed of a 

total of 95 students, distributed in four different masterôs degree courses in several specific areas of 

business management (Business Sciences, Accounting and Finance, Information Systems 

Management and Strategic Human Resources Management). 

The level of valid answers to the survey was almost 70% of the inquired group (66 students), making 

no sense in this exploratory study of the application of any methodologies to validate the sample of 

valid answers considering the small number of persons in the universe explored. 

Valid answers were classified in their main characteristics, as follows. 

 

  

 

Fig. 5. Distribution by Master Degree Courses and Type of Student (Source: The Authors, 2020) 

 

Almost 90% of the inquired group have working experience outside school, with more than 60% of 

them with more than 5 years of working experience. 

 

 

 

Fig. 6. Distribution by Working Experience (Source: The Authors, 2020) 

 

34,85% 36,36%

9,09%

19,70%

0,00%

10,00%

20,00%

30,00%

40,00%

Business SciencesAccounting and

Finance

Information

Systems

Management

Strategic Human

Resources

Management

27,27%

72,73%

0,00%

20,00%

40,00%

60,00%

80,00%

Full Time

Student

Worker and

Student

3,03%
6,06%

9,09% 10,61%

15,15%

45,45%

10,61%

0,00%

15,00%

30,00%

45,00%

< 1 year < 2 years < 3 years < 5 years < 10 years => 10 years Never

worked



46 

 

Also almost 41% of the respondent students have actually top level or first line working positions in 

the organizations they work, being the óAdministrative Technicianô the working position with more 

frequency, almost 40% of the inquired group. 

 

 

 

Fig. 7. Distribution by Working Position (Source: The Authors, 2020) 

 

Regarding the perception of the present working respondent students on the organizations they work 

about its concerns and effective actions about sustainability issues, they are the following, with a 

special remark in the lack of information of the working respondents on social and economic 

sustainability issues and the lower level of knowledge about environmental concerns and effective 

actions.  

 

 

Fig. 8. Perception about Concerns and Actions on Sustainability Issues (Source: The Authors, 2020) 
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Fig. 9. Knowledge about Existing Certified Management Systems (Source: The Authors, 2020) 

 

Results 

Main results obtained in this exploratory study let the authors joyful with the developments made so 

far in the model and its structure, pillars and components. 

The importance given by the respondent students in each one of the pillars as óVery importantô and 

óFundamentalô reaches together approximately 85% or more of the total answers given, and this figure 

added with the answers of the respondent students as óImportantô raise up to approximately 97% of the 

total answers. 

 

Table 2. Importance Given in Each Area/Pillar by the Respondents (Source: The Authors, 2020) 
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Insignificant 
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important 
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BEHAVIOUR 0.00% 0.00% 9.09% 37.88% 50.00% 3.03% 

EVALUATION  0.00% 0.00% 13.64% 37.88% 46.97% 1.52% 

 

On the other hand almost nobody considered óInsignificantô or with óLow importanceô any of the 

considered pillars, as well as only a few respondents declared óDonôt know/donôt answerô about some 

of the pillars. 
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Table 3. Importance of the Parameters/Competences in Each Pillar (Source: The Authors, 2020) 

Parameters/Competences      

Pillar óDIRECTIONô 
Insignificant 

Low 

importance 
Important 

Very 

important 
Fundamental 

Donôt 

know/donôt 

answer 

Mission, Values and Organization Policies 0.0% 0.0% 13.6% 31.8% 53.0% 1.5% 

Business Strategy and Definition of Strategic 

Objectives 
0.0% 0.0% 6.1% 34.8% 57.6% 1.5% 

Time Frame and Quantification of Strategic 

Objectives 
0.0% 0.0% 18.2% 39.4% 39.4% 3.0% 

Integration of Business Strategy in the Economic 

Group Policy and Strategy (if applicable) 
0.0% 0.0% 18.2% 42.4% 34.8% 4.5% 

Action Markets (óWhere?ô) 0.0% 0.0% 22.7% 36.4% 36.4% 4.5% 

Target Customers (óWho?ô) 0.0% 1.5% 19.7% 28.8% 47.0% 3.0% 

Products and Services (óWhat?ô) 0.0% 0.0% 22.7% 37.9% 36.4% 3.0% 

Time-to-Market (óWhen?ô) 0.0% 0.0% 22.7% 43.9% 28.8% 4.5% 

Product and Services Placement (óHow?ô) 0.0% 0.0% 19.7% 39.4% 34.8% 6.1% 

 

Parameters/Competences       

 Pillar óPOSTUREô 
Insignificant 

Low 

importance 
Important 

Very 

important 
Fundamental 

Donôt 
know/donôt 

answer 

Corporate Culture and Values 0.0% 0.0% 18.2% 39.4% 42.4% 0.0% 

Ethical Principles 0.0% 1.5% 12.1% 27.3% 57.6% 1.5% 

Organizational Principles and Code of Conduct 0.0% 0.0% 12.1% 36.4% 50.0% 1.5% 

Social Responsibility Principles and Code of 

Conduct 0.0% 0.0% 15.2% 40.9% 42.4% 1.5% 

Environmental Principles and Code of Conduct 0.0% 3.0% 15.2% 37.9% 42.4% 1.5% 

Professional Principles and Codes of Conduct 0.0% 0.0% 12.1% 39.4% 47.0% 1.5% 

Principles of Relationship with Suppliers 0.0% 3.0% 18.2% 45.5% 30.3% 3.0% 

Principles of Action and Participation in the 

Community 0.0% 0.0% 25.8% 43.9% 28.8% 1.5% 

Legal Framework of Organizational Activities 0.0% 0.0% 13.6% 31.8% 53.0% 1.5% 

 

Parameters/Competences  

Pillar óORGANIZATIONô 
Insignificant 

Low 

importance 
Important 

Very 

important 
Fundamental 

Donôt 
know/donôt 

answer 

Organizational Structure 0.0% 1.5% 13.6% 40.9% 42.4% 1.5% 

Compatibility and Integration of the 

Organizational Structure in the Economic Group 

(if applicable) 

0.0% 0.0% 19.7% 47.0% 31.8% 1.5% 

Organization Functional Charts and Operating 

Standards 
0.0% 0.0% 27.3% 34.8% 36.4% 1.5% 

Organizational Information and Communication 

Systems 
0.0% 1.5% 13.6% 36.4% 47.0% 1.5% 

Training and Information to Employees, 

Suppliers and Subcontractors 
0.0% 0.0% 18.2% 42.4% 37.9% 1.5% 

Planning of Activities and Resources Distribution 0.0% 0.0% 27.3% 36.4% 34.8% 1.5% 

Strategic Business Partnerships 0.0% 1.5% 24.2% 53.0% 19.7% 1.5% 

Business Units, Geographic Business Areas and 

Branches/Delegations 
0.0% 0.0% 30.3% 42.4% 22.7% 4.5% 

Organizational Structure 0.0% 1.5% 13.6% 40.9% 42.4% 1.5% 
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Table 3. (Continuing) Importance of the Parameters/Competences in Each Pillar (Source: The Authors, 2020) 

Parameters/Competences  

Pillar óBEHAVIOURô 
Insignificant 

Low 

importance 
Important 

Very 

important 
Fundamental 

Donôt 

know/donôt 

answer 

Certifications and Management Sub-systems 0.0% 1.5% 28.8% 39.4% 27.3% 3.0% 

Effectiveness Level (Achievement of Objectives) 0.0% 0.0% 22.7% 36.4% 37.9% 3.0% 

Efficiency Level (Use of Resources) 0.0% 0.0% 15.2% 34.8% 47.0% 3.0% 

Productivity Levels 0.0% 0.0% 19.7% 42.4% 34.8% 3.0% 

Internal Audits 0.0% 4.5% 22.7% 40.9% 28.8% 3.0% 

Customers and Employees Satisfaction Analysis 0.0% 1.5% 13.6% 28.8% 53.0% 3.0% 

Actions on Internal Failures and Complaints 0.0% 1.5% 16.7% 37.9% 40.9% 3.0% 

Improvement Processes 0.0% 0.0% 10.6% 36.4% 50.0% 3.0% 

Compatibility between Strategy and Operational 

Actions 
0.0% 1.5% 21.2% 39.4% 34.8% 3.0% 

 

Parameters/Competences  

Pillar óEVALUATIONô 
Insignificant 

Low 

importance 
Important 

Very 

important 
Fundamental 

Donôt 

know/donôt 

answer 

Indicators and Evaluation Metrics 0.0% 0.0% 21.2% 36.4% 39.4% 3.0% 

Evaluation of Business Incomes 0.0% 0.0% 12.1% 37.9% 47.0% 3.0% 

Comparison between Expected and Obtained 

Results 
0.0% 0.0% 12.1% 37.9% 47.0% 3.0% 

Organizational Efficiency Monitoring 0.0% 0.0% 16.7% 39.4% 40.9% 3.0% 

Organizational Effectiveness Monitoring 0.0% 0.0% 16.7% 37.9% 42.4% 3.0% 

Economic and Market Analysis 0.0% 0.0% 27.3% 43.9% 25.8% 3.0% 

Adjustment of Actions in line with Business 

Results 
0.0% 1.5% 22.7% 37.9% 34.8% 3.0% 

Forecast and Development of Future Scenarios 

and Potential Markets 
0.0% 1.5% 18.2% 43.9% 33.3% 3.0% 

Strategic Realignment Procedures 0.0% 0.0% 22.7% 37.9% 36.4% 3.0% 

 

Itôs verified that the majority of respondents considered óVery importantô or óFundamentalô as the 

importance they gave to the majority of parameters and competences of all pillars. 

The importance given, in each of the pillars, by the respondent students in the parameters/competences 

was between 91% and 100%, if adding together the number of classifications óImportantô, óVery 

importantô and óFundamentalô, with the last two achieving combined values between 65.2%  and 

92.4%.  

The only exclusion is in the parameter/competence óOutsourcing of Activities, Functions and Tasksô in 

the pillar óOrganizationô with only 48.5% in both classifications óVery importantô and óFundamentalô. 

None of the respondents considered óInsignificantô in all parameters and only a very few considered 

óLow importanceô in some parameters, and some few respondents answered óDonôt know/donôt 

answerô as well. 

Similar results were obtained in this survey about the importance given to the four levels in 

organizations chosen to be analysed in each one of the five pillars, each one according to the two 

dimensions defined to be evaluated, the óObjectivityô and the óScope and Knowledgeô. 

The importance given by the majority of questioned students to the four levels in organizations chosen 

to be analysed in each pillar was between 91% and more than 98%, regarding the combined number of 

classifications óImportantô, óVery importantô and óFundamentalô, with the last two achieving 
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combined values between 57.6% and 77.3%. 

None of the respondents considered óInsignificantô in the four levels for each pillar. In the pillar 

óEvaluationô, it was found that at two levels, some respondents (1.5%) considered it óInsignificantô. 

At some levels of valuation and in all pillars, very few respondents considered it as óLow importanceô 

and only a very few have stated that óDonôt know/donôt answerô. 

Conclusions 

The results obtained with this small exploratory study somehow revealed the importance of the main 

subject studied some years ago and the validity and importance of the goals it sought to achieve, that 

is, an improvement of the original theoretical model in order to develop a quantitative tool to measure 

the sustainability of organizations.  

One practical value achieved with this brief exploratory study was getting a small insight about the 

perception of second cycle students regarding the sustainability of organizations and businesses, 

especially from the ones that already have work experience outside school. 

This small exploratory survey also drew the authorsô attention to some answers regarding the 

expressed ignorance in some competences/parameters as they considered that óDonôt know/donôt 

answerô, together with the classification given by some of the inquired students in some 

competences/parameters of the pillar óEvaluationô as óInsignificantô. 

However, only with a major collection of opinions (answers to survey) from this specific group 

(master and doctorate students in the fields of management, business administration and economics, in 

Portugal and abroad), together with others (businesses and companiesô managers and also teachers and 

investigators in the same fields of knowledge), it was possible to define and adjust the final structure 

and components of the DPOBE Model for Organizational Sustainability. 

Being an investigation with several years of development around an initial theoretical model, only 

with a solid and validated structure, pillars and components, it was possible to transform it into a 

quantitative tool to measure the effective organizations sustainability in a way different from other 

existing sustainability tools and indexes. 
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Abstract 

Research purpose. Social networks have become an integral part of life, making social media one of the most 

significant advertising platforms, which, according to many experts and scientists, is one of the most effective 

brand communication techniques. According to Google's data (Think with Google, 2018), before the purchase, 

shoppers like to address real people, which they think could be trusted. Branding with influencers is a new way 

of promoting products and services. It has also recently been a much sought research topic both in terms of 

studying the brand communication and the influencer phenomenon. This comparative study explores the 

involvement of influencers in brand communication. The aim of the research is to analyse the involvement of 

Latvian and Cypriot influencers in brand communication, its features in theoretical and practical aspects. 

Design/Methodology/Approach. The research methods used were content analysis of Latvian and Cypriot 

influencer accounts, comparative analysis, literature analysis and graphical method. 

Findings. Within the theoretical framework of the study, a review of literature has been carried out on 

influencers' involvement in brand communication, with particular focus on research in Cyprus and Latvia, as 

well as influencer typologies, communication features and current aspects of the research. The practical part of 

the research explores the demographic portrait of the Cypriot and Latvian influencers, the most important 

features of brand communication, paying particular attention to the principles of choosing influencersô social 

networking platforms and brand communication labels in their communication ï hashtags (#ReklǕma, #Ad, 

#Sadarbǭba, #Paidpartnership, #ApmaksǕtasadarbǭba), as well as tendencies and regularities in their use or non-

use.  

Originality/Value/Practical implications.  The results of the study can be used by brand communication 

researchers, as well as by marketing and public relations professionals, to identify the key features of 

communication of influencers, including in comparative terms, and to select optimal tactics for collaboration 

with influencers. 

Keywords: Influencer; Brand Communication; Marketing Communication; Advertising; Social Media. 

JEL codes: M3. 

Introduction  

Social networks have become an integral part of life, making social media one of the most significant 

advertising platforms, which, according to many experts and scientists, is one of the most effective 

brand communication techniques. According to Google's data (Think with Google, 2018), before the 

purchase, shoppers like to address real people, which they think could be trusted. Thereby the 

representation of the brand exceeds much further than just a symbol or logotype and is closely related 

to clientsô emotions that arise in contact with the company (Mediju tilts, 2019). Branding with 

influencers is a new way of promoting products and services. It has also recently been a much sought 

research topic both in terms of studying the brand communication and the influencer phenomenon. As 
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a result, influencer marketing is regarded as digital equivalent to word-of-mouth marketing. It is a type 

of marketing that focuses on using key leaders to drive a brandôs message to the larger market (Byrne, 

Kearney, MacEvill, 2017).  

The aim of the research is to analyse the involvement of Latvian and Cypriot influencers in brand 

communication, its features in theoretical and practical aspects. In order to achieve the aim of the 

research, the following tasks were set: (1) to research and compile information about influencers and 

their involvement in brand communication, paying special attention to researches from Latvia and 

Cyprus; (2) to analyse 108 Cypriot and 309 Latvian influencer accounts on Instagram during the 

period from September 2019 to December 2019, 3. To compile information on the activity of 

influencersô accounts in relation to brand communication in Cyprus and Latvia. The following 

research methods were used: content analysis of Latvian and Cyprus influencer accounts, comparative 

analysis, literature analysis and graphical method. 

Literature Review 

Influencer. According to Watts and Dodds (2007), influencers are those individuals who influence an 

exceptional number of their peers. Grave (2017) defined social media influencers as opinion leaders in 

digital social media, and these opinion leaders communicate to a mass audience. Similar definitions of 

influencers are also stated by other researchers, highlighting some specific characteristics. For 

example, Jiménez-Castillo and Sánchez-Fernández (2019) in their definition included the reasons of 

becoming influencer: those are people who have gathered popularity because of their expertise, 

authority or other reasons. They are often involved in creative work, something that is especially 

demanded amongst brands. Through their creative work, they can inform their audiences about the 

products or services of specific brands. According to Lou and Yuan (2018), influencer is someone 

who has a power to influence other peoplesô thoughts on social media sites such as Instagram, 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Snapchat. They also highlight some industries where the activity of 

influencer marketing is high ï healthy lifestyle, traveling, food, beauty, fashion, etc. (Lou & Yuan, 

2018).  

According to Influencer Marketing Hub (2019), an influencer has two characteristics. First, the 

influencer has the power to affect the purchasing decisions of other people because of the authority, 

knowledge, position or relationship with the audience that follows him/her. Also what describes an 

influencer according to the same source is that he/she has a following in a particular niche.  

The categorisation of influencers can vary. According to Gulberti (2019), influencers can be 

categorised according to the number of followers they have. When an influencer has between 10,000 

and 100,000 followers, they are considered micro-influencers. The same source states that many 

professionals in the fashion luxury and beauty industry seek this type of influencers because of the 

belief that they can communicate better with their audience. 

Mid-tier influencers come next with a range of 100,000ï500,000 followers. The professionals who 

show preference to this group do so because they have more followers than micro-influencers and the 

communities targeted are still easy to communicate with. 

Next size-related category according to Gulbertiôs article is mega-influencers with 0.5ï2 million 

followers. They are very well-known personalities and usually collaborate with multiple brands. The 

benefit in involving a mega-influencer is of course the fact that there is a larger audience and more 

communities to address to. 

According to Gulberti (2019), an all-star influencer is someone with over 2 million followers. The 

benefit of using an all-star influencer is the fact that the advertisers get immediate impact and high 

reach. 

According to Inflowlabs (2017), a nano-influencer is someone who has between 100 and 1000 

followers on their social account; micro-influencers are generally understood to be topic experts or 

topic fans with follower numbers in the 1,000ï10,000 range. Macro-influencers have between 10,000 

and 100,000 followers and are perceived as genuine and relatable plus they add more professionalism 

to their content. Mega-influencers have 100,000 to millions of followers. They win when it comes to 
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number of likes, comments and reach. However, their engagement rate is around only 2ï5% of their 

total followers (Inflowlabs, 2017). 

Categorisation of influencers can then be extended to the occupation, or expertise of the influencer. 

Some of these categories of influencers can be movie stars, activists, reality TV stars, journalists and 

so on.  

Social influencers and their role in brand communication. Brand communication, being integral 

part of brand management, informs interested parties about the products, services, values and so on. 

Interested parties can be employees of the company, investors, sponsors or buyers (Smith, 2018). The 

popularity of influencer marketing is growing every year. A recent report stated that, in 2018, 39% of 

marketers had plans to increase their budget for influencer marketing and 19% of marketers intended 

to spend more than $100,000 per campaign (Bevilacqua and Del Giudice, 2018).  

Many of todayôs companies have turned to social media influencers in order to have a review for their 

products. They often pay them to review their products in attempt to create awareness (Cramer, 2015). 

This is to be expected because studies have shown that people make their purchase decisions on either 

emotion or rationality (Grundey, 2008). Having this in mind, a good combination of both is a favourite 

person who would stimulate the emotion part, and the rationality part would be stimulated through the 

thought that because it is demonstrated by this person I favour, then it must be practical.  

Studies have also shown that consumers rely heavily on the information they receive from people in 

their own network when they want to buy something (Sadovykh, Sundaram & Piramuthu, 2015). 

The moment an influencer is attempting to send a message about the brand, he/she is contributing to 

the understanding of this message to those users who did not directly get it from the brand itself 

(Araujo et al., 2017). So it is essential for brands to use the influencer as part of their digital marketing 

communication campaign and, more expediently, in their integrated marketing communication efforts. 

In other research findings, we see that these days, people do not rely on traditional advertisement to 

make a purchase decision. People research opinions, and they collect information before purchasing. 

Consumers have more confidence in the opinion of influencers than traditional advertisers (Roelens, et 

al., 2016). 

Schau and Gilly (2003) mentioned that influencers become more powerful in effecting others and are 

more accessible than the major known people because they share personal every day scenes of their 

lives, and they interact with their followers easier. 

For companies, the important thing is to find a suitable influencer. One way to ómeasureô the 

suitability is the number of followers the person has (Colliander & Dahlén, 2011). It is a logical 

measurement because according to the product and budget a brand has can find a suitable influencer. 

Then a brand must examine the effectiveness of specific influencer. According to Godes and Mayzlin 

(2004), one point that would determine the effectiveness of an influencer is his/her relationship with 

the brand itself and the other point is the credibility of the influencer. This seems to make sense as 

well. It only makes sense if a fashion-related personality will write reviews and commends on fashion-

related brands rather than a science-related personality.  

The rise of social media has opened up a new channel for brands to connect with consumers more 

directly and more organically. Social media influencers promote brands through their personal lives, 

making them relatable to the average consumer. People learn from example, and influencers lead by 

example for those who ófollowô them (Glucksman, 2017). Influencers truly serve as the ultimate 

connection between a brand and a consumer. Through their candidness and openness with consumers, 

influencers have high social clout and credibility (Buyer, 2016). Where traditional marketing targeted 

mostly mass audiences, influencers have the unique ability to target niche audiences that have until 

now been unreachable (Ledbetter, 2017). Companies are using their resources via social media 

influencers in hopes that the experience that a consumer has with an influencer allows the behaviour of 

the influencer to be adopted, that is, copied by the consumer (Forbes, 2016). Brands want influencers 

promoting their products who are confident in themselves. When influencers express confidence in 

themselves, it also promotes confidence in the brand. This brand confidence leaves a lasting 

impression on followers and causes them to consider becoming a consumer of the product. From the 
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placement of the product, to the caption, and even to the context of the scene in which the 

advertisement is taking place, everything is executed in a particular way to maximise brand 

recognition through individual personalities (Glucksman, 2017). 

According to Woods (2016), there is a certain level of risk the advertiser is taking on when partnering 

with any influencer, which is why the vetting process is a long one. The possibility of an influencer 

creating controversy before or any time after a campaign launches is a real risk and one that must be 

considered when working them. Negative attention brought to the influencer can bring negative 

repercussions to the brand that partners with them. By partnering with an influencer, they become an 

extension of brandôs voice, invoking consequences when something goes wrong. To minimise a 

portion of this risk, some agencies have set up an approval process. Also advertising agencies often go 

through influencer agencies who recommend influencer for a brand or campaign (Woods, 2016). 

In Cyprus. Even in a small country such as Cyprus with a total population of approximately 875, 000 

(Ministry of Finance Republic of Cyprus, 2019), the role of the influencer is appreciated and even 

honoured. In 2018, the first influencer award ceremony in Cyprus was organised by trends.com.cy in 

collaboration with Cal Creative Communication. The event was supported by well-known brands such 

as Johnnie Walker, Shark and Hilton (Trends, 2018). For the specific event, influencers were awarded 

in various categories, that is, top female influencer, top male influencer, top blogger and top makeup 

artist. For example, the top female influencer had about 55,000 followers, which is not a very high 

number compared to other international markets; however in Cyprus, each of her posts reaches 6% of 

the countryôs population. Influencers in Cyprus have not united in any legal association or other entity, 

and rules and regulations about posting correspond with general European and Cypriot laws. 

In L atvia and Baltic States. According to the research carried out by advertising agency óGolinRigaô, 

38% of Latvian population does not know who influencers are or they do not actively use social media 

networks. Majority of these respondents represent the 40ï65 years age group. From those who know 

who influencers are and who actively use social media networks such as Instagram, YouTube and 

blogs, 17% have purchased a product promoted by an influencer and 27% acknowledge that they have 

had a strong wish to purchase a product. From the products that have been purchased after the 

recommendation of influencer, the most popular categories are technology devices (29%), beauty 

products (24%) and events (22%). This survey was carried amongst economically active Latvian 

population aged 16ï65 years (1621 persons, 52% women, 48% men) (GolinRiga, 2018). 

According to the analysis performed by Hype Auditor (company for analysis of Instagram and 

YouTube blogger accounts) and ordered by A. W. Olsen & Partners communication agency, core 

influencers in the Baltic states are women (62.,01%), of whom majority are aged between 18 and 34 

years. The average engagement of the Baltic States influencers is 25% higher than the worldwide 

average. Users in the Baltic States are more engaged in influencersô content. Nano-influencers have 

the strongest connections with their audience, thus their engagement rate is higher (7.8% both in 

Estonia and Latvia; 5.9% in Lithuania). Lifestyle (6.35% ER) and Photography (5.55% ER) are the 

most engaging topics on Instagram in the Baltic States followed by Travel & Tourism (4.51% ER), 

Beauty & Fashion (4.28% ER), Fitness & Yoga (3.84% ER)  and so on. However, according to the 

analysis, more than half of Latvian influencers are scammers. The smallest number of scammers 

(44%) is observed in the category of nano-influencers, that is, those users of the Instagram whose 

number of followers does not exceed 5,000. The largest number of scammers is amongst those with 

5,000ï20,000 subscribers, namely 61%. The most popular type of fraud is the purchase of followers ï 

on an average, in the Baltics, amongst all types of influencers, 28% are noticed in this activity. Again, 

there are more scammers in the category from 5,000 to 20,000 subscribers: in Latvia, 38% of bloggers 

have some of the followers purchased, 38.5% in Estonia and 33% in Lithuania. Every sixth (17%) is 

engaged in the purchase of comments, and every sixteenth (6%) participate in mutual commenting 

groups. The research of 5,000 profiles of Baltic influencers was organised in September 2019 (Olsen 

A. W. & Partners, 2019). 

In 2018, óBloggers and Influencers Association of Latviaô was established. Its activities include 

counting professional influencers of Latvia that work according to professional standards ï authentic 

followers, high-quality content and financial transparency. The association also works on educating 
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and consulting on topics related to influencer marketing, fostering professional development of 

influencers and so on. The association has also developed its code of ethics (Latvijas Blogeru un 

influenceru asociǕcija, 2018). 

Methodology 

During the research period from September to December 2019, 309 Latvian and 109 Cypriot 

influencer accounts on Instagram were analysed to monitor their activity. The accounts were chosen 

based on various criteria: the number of followers, influencerôs activity and inclusion in the 

influencerôs top of respective country. For the data analysis, the following information was gathered 

about each influencer: name, surname, Instagram username, gender, represented sector(s) and number 

of followers. A sample table was developed that was used by all parties involved. In addition, Latvian 

influencers were also analysed separately by gathering data about their post frequency (including paid 

content) and the usage of hashtags such as #reklǕma, #sadarbǭba, #sponsorǛts, #apmaksǕts and #ad 

that are suggested by Latvian authorities as examples of good practice.  

Results 

The results of the research show that the sectors that are the most represented on Instagram in both 

countries are entertainment, fashion and other creative industries. However, there are also some 

significant differences between the countries.  

The vast majority of influencers in Cyprus have a great relation with the fashion industry, 

because69.7% of them have a relationship with the fashion industry as a primary interest or as a 

combination with something else such as fitness, television and entertainment. Therefore, we see that 

micro-influencers in Cyprus are combining a number of interests rather than being óexpertsô in one 

specific area. Top sectors of influencers in Cyprus are presented in Figure 1.  

 

Fig. 1. Analogy of influencersô Sectors in Cyprus (created by authors) 

 

As it can be expected, and according to the above figure, most followers will fall in the sector of 

Fashion in Cyprus. Even though the number of singer influencers is less than those of TV host and 

entertainment, they have the second largest number of followers. Singers and actors fall in the last two 

places when it comes to number of followers. Figure 2 shows the comparison. 
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Fig. 2. Top most followed sectors in Cyprus (Source: Authors) 

 

In Latvia, higher diversity of sectors can be observed on Instagram. In addition to creative and 

entertainment sectors, there are also influencers who represent sport, retail sale of clothing, 

hairdressing and beauty service providers, banking and others. Top 10 most followed sectors in Latvia 

are presented in Figure 3. 

 

Fig. 3. Top 10 most followed sectors in Latvia (Source: Authors) 

 

The research corresponds with other researches carried out in Latvia and Cyprus. Majority of 

influencers are women (76 [69.7%] in Cyprus and 186 [60.19%] in Latvia). A noteworthy tendency 

can be seen in data from Latvia ï there are several joint accounts with a high number of followers such 

as music bands óPrǕta vǛtraô (óBrainstormô) and óSingapȊras satǭnsô, sisters Karlǭna and Elǭza or óTwo 

Candiesô, rigainmycolours (group of people that post photos of Riga) and seeksimple (a joint lifestyle 

and zero waste account created by Laura ArnicǕne and Andis ArnicǕns).  

Another significant tendency is that Latvian women influencers often represent various sectors at the 

same time (Fig. 3). On the other hand, Latvian male influencers have a tendency to represent 

exclusively one sector. There are also differences amongst the sectors represented by women and men. 

Top 10 sectors represented by Latvian women are presented in Figure 4. Top 10 sectors represented by 
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men are presented in Figure 5.   

 

Fig. 4. Top 10 sectors amongst women Instagram influencers in Latvia (Source: Authors) 

 

Fig. 5. Top 10 sectors amongst men Instagram influencers in Latvia (Source: Authors) 

 

Conclusions 

At this stage of the research, and according to the results we have, we see that a large number of 

influencers in both countries combine more than one industries in order to promote and send messages 

about brands. This phenomenon is more obvious in Cyprus because the market is more compact. As 

seen from the tables and the results, Cyprus had significantly less sectors, given the fact that 

influencers in categories Latvia has (e.g. sports and hairdressing etc.), could not have as many 

followers that would be significant enough to be measured. Hence, the intense multi-sector 

observation in Cyprus is limited. 

Diversity of sectors in Latvia in comparison with the narrow selection of these factors in Cyprus 

probably has to do with the size of the two countries and may be the difference in cultures, or even 
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Northern versus Southern European trends. It would be interesting to examine similar cases in future 

research. 

It is observed that, in Latvia, most people show interest in creative arts and entertainment activities, 

whilst Cypriots are more concerned about fashion. This is something to be considered by marketing 

departments for both countries.  

As seen from the results, a common observation is that both countries have high degree of interest in 

the clothing industry. Either for the purpose of fashion, such as the case of Cyprus, or retail sale of 

clothing, in the case of Latvia, which is the sector that comes the second most followed, it seems that 

clothing industry has some of the most significant market influencers.  

This was the first phase of the long-term research that will continue in 2020. In the second phase, more 

attention will be paid to the content and hashtags used by the influencers. Also, other social 

networking platforms such as YouTube will be analysed.  

References 

Araujo, T., Neijens, P. &Vliegenthart, R. (2017). Getting the word out on Twitter: the role of influential, 

information brokers and strong ties in building word-of-mouth for brands. International Journal of Advertising, 

36(3), 496ï513. 

Byrne, E., Kearney, J., MacEvilly, C. (2017). The role of influencer marketing and social influencers in public 

health. Proceedings of the Nutrition Society, 76, 2017. [Accessed 10.01.2020]. Available from Internet: 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0029665117001768 

Cheung, C.M., & Lee, M.K. (2010). A theoretical model of intentional social action in online social networks. 

Decision Support Systems, 49(1), 24-30.  

Colliander, J. &Dahlén, M. (2011). Following the fashionable friend: The power of social media weighing 

thepublicity effectiveness of blogs versus online magazines. Journal of Advertising Research, 51(1), 313ï321 

Cramer, T. (2015). Online Influences: The New Word-of-Mouth. EContent Information Today Inc. [Accessed 

17.12.2019]. Available from Internet: 

http://web.a.ebscohost.com/ehost/pdfviewer/pdfviewer?vid=4&sid=e4e0ab10-9086-4653-88e0-

c9d5677e7219%40sdc-v-sessmgr03 p 4 

Forbes, K. (2016). Examining the Beauty Industryôs Use of Social Influencers. Elon Communications Journal, 

78-87. Available on internet: https://www.elon.edu/u/academics/communications/journal/wp-

content/uploads/sites/153/2017/06/08_Kristen_Forbes.pdf 

Godes, D. &Mayzlin, D. (2004). Using Online Conversations to Study Word-of-Mouth Communication. 

Marketing Science, 23(4), 545ï560 

Gräve, J.-F. (2017). Exploring the Perception of Influencers vs. Traditional Celebrities: Are Social Media Stars a 

New Type of Endorser? Paper presented at the 8th International Conference on Social Media & Society, 

Association for Computing Machinery, July 28ï30, 2017, Toronto. 

GolinRiga (2018). Influenceru relevances pǛtǭjums. Baltijas influenceru mǕrtketinga pǛtǭjums Instagram (2019). 

[Accessed 16.10.2019]. Available from Internet: http://www.influenceri.lv/petijumi  

Grundey, D. (2008). Experiential marketing vs. traditional marketing: Creating rational and emotional liaisons 

with consumers. The Romanian Economic Journal, 29(3), 133-151. 

Gulberti, G. (2019). Four types of Influencers and the brand objectives you can achieve with them. 

Launchmetrics. [Accessed 17.12.2019] Available from Internet: 

https://www.launchmetrics.com/resources/blog/types-of-influencers 

Glucksman, M. (2017). The Rise of Social Media Influencer Marketing on Lifestyle Branding: A Case Study of 

Lucie Fink. Elon Journal of Undergraduate Research in Communications, Vol.8, No.2, 2017 [Accessed 

13.01.2020]. Available from Internet: https://www.elon.edu/u/academics/communications/journal/wp-

content/uploads/sites/153/2017/12/Fall2017Journal.pdf#page=77 

Hope Jensen Schau, Mary C. Gilly (2003) We Are What We Post? Self Presentation in Personal Web Space 

Journal of Consumer Research, Vol. 30, No. 3. 

Influencer Marketing Hub. 2020. What is an Influencer? - Social Media Influencers Defined [Updated 2020] 

https://www.augstskola.lv/moodle/mod/resource/view.php?id=33152
https://www.augstskola.lv/moodle/mod/resource/view.php?id=33152


61 

 

[Accessed 13.01.2020]. Available from Internet: https://influencermarketinghub.com/what-is-an-influencer/  

Inflowlabs (2017) What are nano, micro, macro and mega influencers and why you should care. [Accessed 

23.10.2019]. Available from Internet: https://inflowlabs.com/2018/01/09/nano-micro-macro-mega-influencers-

care/  

Jiménez-Castillo, D., Sánchez-Fernández, R. (2019). The role of digital influencers in brand recommendation: 

Examining their impact on engagement, expected value and purchase intention. International Journal of 

Information Management, 49, 366-376. [Accessed 16.10.2019]. Available from Internet: https://sci-

hub.se/https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0268401219301653 

Latvijas Blogeru un influenceru asociǕcija (2018). Latvijas Blogeru un influenceru asociǕcijas uzdevumi 

[Accessed 16.02.2020]. Available from Internet: https://lvbia.org/contactus/ 

Ledbetter, E. (2017). The Change in Influencer Marketing from PR Strategy to Media Strategy. [Accessed 

16.02.2020]. Available on Internet: https://blog.carusele.com/change-influencer-marketing-pr-strategy-media-

strategy 

Lou, C., Yuan, S. (2018). Influencer Marketing: How Message Value and Credibility Affect Consumer Trust of 

Branded Content on Social Media. Journal of Interactive Advertising. [Accessed 25.10.2019]. Available from 

Internet: https://sci-hub.se/https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/15252019.2018.1533501 

Ministry of Finance Republic of Cyprus (2019). Demographic Statistics 2018. [Accessed 17.12.2019]. Available 

from Internet: 

https://www.mof.gov.cy/mof/cystat/statistics.nsf/All/0F27BA4B99ABE197C22584BA003C9DED/$file/Demogr

aphic_Statistics-2018-EN-291119.pdf?OpenElement 

Mediju tilts (2003). Zǭmola veidoġana. [Accessed 22.10.2019]. Available from Internet: 

https://www.medijutilts.lv/pakalpojumi/ 

Olsen A. W. & Partners (2005). Baltijas influenceru mǕrtketinga pǛtǭjums Instagram (2019). [Accessed 

20.12.2019]. Available from Internet: https://www.augstskola.lv/moodle/mod/resource/view.php?id=33152  

Roelens, I., Baecke, P. & Benoit, D. F. (2016). Identifying influencers in a social network: The value of real 

referral data. Decision Support Systems, 91, 25ï36. 

Sadovykh, V., Sundaram, D., &Piramuthu, S. (2015). Do online social networks support decision-making? 

Decision Support Systems, 70, 15-30.  

Smith, B. G., Kendall, M. C., Knighton, D., Wright, T. (2018). Rise of the Brand Ambassador: Social Stake, 

Corporate Social Responsibility and Influence among the Social Media Influencers. Communication 

Management Review, 3, 2018. [Accessed 16.10.2019]. Available from Internet: 

https://hrcak.srce.hr/index.php?show=clanak&id_clanak_jezik=300662 

Think with Google (2018). 3 ways digital video has upended shopping as we know it [Accessed 10.01.2020]. 

Available from Internet: https://www.thinkwithgoogle.com/consumer-insights/online-video-shopping/ 

Trends (2018). Influencer Awards 2018 [Accessed 17.12.2019]. Available from Internet: 

https://trends.com.cy/influencerawards/  

Watts, D.J., & Dodds, P.S. (2007). Influentials, Networks, and Public Opinion Formation. Journal of Consumer 

Research, 34(4), 441-458.  

Woods, S. (2016). #Sponsored: The Emergence of Influencer Marketing. University of Tennessee Honor Thesis 

Projects. [Accessed 16.10.2019]. Available from Internet: 

https://trace.tennessee.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3010&context=utk_chanhonoproj 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://influencermarketinghub.com/what-is-an-influencer/
https://www.augstskola.lv/moodle/mod/resource/view.php?id=33152
https://www.augstskola.lv/moodle/mod/resource/view.php?id=33152
https://www.augstskola.lv/moodle/mod/resource/view.php?id=33152


62 

 

 

 

 

A QUESTION OF VALUE: EXPLORING PERCEPTIONS OF HIGHER 

EDUCATION VALUE IN ACADEMIC AND POPULAR LITERATURE  

 

Ann L. Saurbier, D.M. 

Walsh College, Troy, Michigan, U.S.A. asaurbie@walshcollege.edu 

 

Abstract 

Research purpose. The pursuit of higher education has, until recently, been viewed as a worthwhile pursuit. 

However, factors including rising tuition costs, graduate job-readiness, and the associated debt have diminished 

the perceived value of college degrees at all levels. This research seeks to explore both academic literature and 

popular publication sources to gain a deeper understanding of the value proposition of higher education in the 

dynamic 21st century. 

Design/Methodology/Approach. An aggregative qualitative synthesis of the selected academic and popular 

sources is examined for emergent themes. Drawing on theory from the disciplines of economics, marketing, 

education and humanities, a meta-matrix is then constructed from the content analysis, with the goal to not only 

more effectively describe the variant perceptions of value but also to reconcile and synthesizes these views 

where possible. 

Findings. The perceived value of a contemporary higher education has been challenged, requiring post-

secondary institutions to find new ways to demonstrate the benefits that accompany an advanced degree. 

Through a more explicit understanding of the dichotomies that exist between the various perceptions of value, as 

well as the emergence of thematic agreements, a more holistic depiction of higher educationôs value proposition 

may be created. 

Originality/Value/Practical implications.  The creation of a framework that allows post-secondary institutions 

to gain a more explicit understanding of the perceptions of value held both within and outside the academy will 

allow colleges and universities to respond more directly to this critical challenge and more accurately 

demonstrate both the short-term and life-long value of a college degree. 

Keywords: Higher Education; Perceptions of Value; Systems Thinking. 

JEL codes: I23. 

Introduction  

Education has played a critical role in advancing human society across time. Though the epoch-

specific goals have changed, an overriding purpose has been the preparation of people as full 

participants in society (Cubberley, 1920; de Alva, 2002; Spires, 2008). The accomplishment of this 

goal in the modern 21st century, however, has become more challenging in the face of globalization, 

technological change, rising costs, and decreases in governmental subsidization. An additional 

challenge facing colleges and universities is the determination of quality. As a phenomenon, quality 

has been defined in numerous ways over the last thousand years (Cheng & Tam, 1997; Reeves & 

Bednar, 1994); however, in higher education, quality is generally conceptualized in two basic forms ï 

viewed either from a process/outcome perspective (Adams, 1993; Dew, 2009; Harvey & Green, 1993) 

or alternately as a uniquely negotiated transformation for each individual participant (Harvey & Green, 

1993). 

Across time, the pursuit of advanced education has been viewed as a worthwhile endeavour. Recently 

however, the value of that quest has been challenged, in both academic literature and the popular 

press. Both sources, citing declines in the job readiness of college graduates coupled with job 

uncertainty and continually increasing costs, have resulted in a decline in the perceived value of higher 

ECONOMICS AND CULTURE 17(1), 2020 

DOI: 10.2478/jec-2020-0006 

 

 

 

DOI: 10.1515/jec-2016-0014 

 



63 

 

education (Fishman, Ekowo, & Ezeugo, 2017). While overall Americans continue to believe that a 

college education does prepare graduates for a better future, they are less certain that the degree earned 

is truly óworth the costô (Fishman, Ekowo, & Ezeugo, 2017). In a study of the exchange relationship, 

Moguluwa and Ewuzie (2013) found similarities in óconsumerôs expectations, desires, needs, and 

wantsô for consumer products and higher education, such that it is possible to óassess and define 

quality and value é along the consumersô lineô (p. 32). This study seeks to apply insights from 

education, economic and consumer behaviour theory to the question óis college worth the cost?ô. 

Drawing on theory from the disciplines of economics, marketing, education, and humanities, a meta-

matrix is then constructed from the content analysis, to not only more effectively describe the variant 

perceptions of value but also to synthesizes these views for greater depth of understanding. 

Literature Review 

Quality as the Foundation for Measuring Educational Success 

Definitions of Quality  

In business, quality has been conceptualized using a variety of terms, including; excellence; as value; 

as fitness for use; as conformance to specifications; as conformance to requirements and freedom from 

defects; and finally, as meeting or exceeding customer expectations (Cheng & Tam, 1997; Reeves & 

Bednar, 1994). The wide variety of these definitions is the result of the competing disciplinary 

perspectives used to study the concept, with the fields of philosophy, marketing, and economics all 

seeking a definition of the construct (Garvin, 2014).  

As an industry, higher education is no different and the competing and often imperfectly aligned 

perspectives of stakeholders lead to similar variety in conceptualizing quality. Harvey and Newton 

(2005) note that the word quality, as it relates to higher education, can be used as a noun to denote 

status, as an adjective to describe value, and as a verb to explain the human transformation process. 

Dew (2009) identified five different frames to define higher education quality: as endurance, luxury 

and prestige, conformance to requirements, as continuous improvement, and as value-added. These 

conceptualizations were expanded by Adams (1993), who stated quality could be identified as 

reputation, resources and inputs, process, content, and as outputs or outcomes. Noting that quality in 

higher education possesses ódiscrete but interrelatedô elements, Harvey and Green (1993) categorized 

quality as exceptional (or excellence), as perfection (or consistency), as fitness for purpose, as value 

for money and finally, as transformation (p. 11).  

Categorizing Quality in Higher Education 

A closer look at these various definitions of quality in higher education reveals two main foci in the 

categorization process. In higher education, quality is generally conceptualized in two basic forms, as 

either focused on the process or outcome of the educational process (Adams, 1993; Dew, 2009; 

Harvey & Green, 1993) or as the unique transformation of each individual student (Harvey & Green, 

1993). Through the 20th century, education focused on the transmission of knowledge. This attention 

increased when the American accrediting bodies began emphasizing the assessment of discipline-

specific student learning outcomes, which resulted in a greater prominence of the process-based 

definitions of quality. In this way, Harvey (2000) notes that higher education may be seen as a form of 

disciplinary apprenticeship.  

The tremendous advancement of educational technology in the 21st century, however, has had a 

substantial impact on that process-based focus. Where, in the past, students had to physically attend a 

university to obtain faculty transmitted, discipline-specific knowledge, much of that content today is 

merely a click away (Brown & Adler, 2008). As such, there is the need for colleges and universities to 

shift their focus from merely transmitting knowledge to a more holistic approach to higher education. 

The pursuit of a broader value proposition, one that has been expanded to include the development of 

critical thinking, communication, and collaboration skills has been called for (Brown, 2006; Spires, 

2008; Tapscott, 2009).  

As a result, the transformational conceptualizations of quality in higher education have received 

increased attention (Harvey & Green, 1993). Rather than discrete units of knowledge, or similarly 
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quantifiable metrics of institutional success such as graduation and employment rates, viewing quality 

from a transformational perspective focuses on the qualitative change to the student (Harvey & Green, 

1993; Harvey & Knight, 1996). As such, rather than academic mastery expanded human capacity, the 

achievement of individual potential, and the creation of new mental models become the metrics of 

success (Adams, 1993; Harvey, 2000; Harvey & Green, 1993; Tapscott, 2009). In this way, a studentôs 

transformation though education may be seen as value-added a well. Although expanded to include a 

wider variety of aspects of quality, the transformational definitions are less quantifiable.  

Aligning Dewôs (2009), Adamôs (1993), and Harvey and Greenôs (1993) categorizations of quality, 

similarities as well as differences may be seen. For example, the definitions of higher education 

quality as conformance to requirements may be seen to align with quality as perfection (consistency) 

as well as with the exceptional (excellence). Where some of these categories clearly stand alone in 

their definition of quality, resources, and inputs as well as process, content, and outputs; others such as 

exceptional (excellence) may be interpreted against both the process and transformational 

classifications. An institution may be deemed exceptional or excellent based on either their reputation 

or based on their ability to consistently conform to specified requirements. Similarly, the definition of 

value-added may be seen to apply to the transformation of an individual student as well as value for 

money. Table 1 presents an alignment of similar categories of quality in Dewôs (2009), Adamôs 

(1993), and Harvey and Greenôs (1993) definitions of quality. 

 

Table 1. Alignment of Quality Definitions (Source: authorôs compilation) 

Dew (2009) Adams (1993) Harvey & Green (1993) 

Endurance     

Luxury and prestige Reputation Exceptional (excellence) 

Conformance to requirements   Perfection (consistency)/Exceptional (excellence) 

Continuous improvement     

Value-added   Transformation/Value-added 

  Resources and inputs   

  Process   

  Content   

  Outcomes or outputs   

    Fitness for purpose 

    Value for money 

 

Evaluating the similarities and differences between these categorizations of quality, against the 

process-based, and transformational conceptualizations, a more detailed description of the criteria that 

define ósuccessô or value in each category may be derived.  

Table 2 depicts the compilation of those definitions of quality that may be considered process-based 

and those definitions of quality that are transformation-based. 
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Table 2. Process-based and Transformation-based Definition Criteria (Source: authorôs compilation) 

Process-Based Definition Criteria Transformation-Based Definition Criteria 

  Transformation 

Value-added Value-added 

Exceptional (excellence) Exceptional (excellence) 

Perfection (consistency)/Exceptional (excellence) Perfection (consistency)/Exceptional (excellence) 

Conformance to requirements   

Continuous improvement   

Resources and inputs   

Process   

Content   

Outcomes or outputs   

Fitness for purpose   

Value for money   

 

This classification is supported in the operationalization of multiple process-based activities that 

evaluate quality in higher education. Specifically, institutional quality is evaluated based on: the 

ability to meet accreditation standards, an example of conformance to requirements; an institutionôs 

ability to effectively utilize government funds, as an example of resources and inputs; and based on an 

institutionôs ability to achieve student learning outcome metrics, exemplifying the outcomes/outputs. 

Conversely, an institutionôs inability to exhibit óclosing the loopô activities as part of an accreditation 

review may be seen as evidence the college or university must pay more attention to the assessment 

process to further their continuous improvement efforts, thereby exemplifying both process-based 

definitions. Fewer formal evaluation activities are associated with the transformation-based definition 

criteria, however, the specific evaluation processes currently in place for the process-based activities 

serve to delineate each of these categories. 

Quality as the Determinant of Value 

In recent years, both the popular press and academic journals have posed the question óIs college 

worth it?ô. Articles with that headline have appeared in Forbes, the New York Times, the Washington 

Post, and U.S. News and World Report, as well as in The Education Digest. Where this provocative 

title hits the mark, clearly foundationally challenges the value of pursing a college education, rarely do 

these articles specifically define the construct of value in their challenge. Without a clear and specific 

process by which value is defined and/or categorized, it is exceedingly difficult for individual colleges 

and universities or the higher education industry as a whole to respond to these challenges.  

Much like quality, a wide variety of definitions of the construct of value exists with some of that 

variety also explained by the fact that the construct exists in multiple disciplines. Steenkamp (1989) 

states that although quality and value are often used interchangeably, both possess an underlying 

assumption of utility. The determination of utility for both quality and value are constructed utilizing 

both objective and subjective criteria, as well as examining the net result of the exchange process 

through which that utility is derived (Steenkamp, 1989; Zeithaml, 1989). Where the evaluation of 

objective utility is more straightforward, the influence of the subjective components frequently 

complicates the overall assessment of both quality and value. As an example, some consumers rely on 

price as an indicator of quality, however, for many others, additional features may either obscure the 

direct, objective price-quality relationship, or diminish the direct relationship between price and 

quality (Zeithaml, 1988). Similarly, perceptions of value may also be based on a more direct price-

value relationship or may be highly subjective and even idiosyncratic (Zeithaml, 1988). 

Zeithaml (1998) notes that some research disputes the direct equation of quality and value, designating 
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value as the higher of the two constructs. In this view, quality denotes the usefulness or worth of 

something and value is the usefulness or worth relative to price. Similarity between the objective and 

subjective elements of both quality and value appear to allow the existing definitions of quality in 

higher education appear to allow their application to the determination and evaluation of value. 

Specifically, when the objective, process-based definitions of quality in higher education are 

segregated from the subjective, transformation-based definitions, the arguments made for and against 

the value of the pursuit of a college education can be evaluated.  

Methodology 

For the past several decades, literature from a wide variety of disciplines has been critical of the value 

of a college degree. As there is tremendous diversity in how the construct of value is perceived, 

defined, and measured, this studyôs qualitative content analysis is designed to examine a variety of 

literature sources, exploring the phenomena of value as it relates to higher education.  

Schreier (2012) defines the qualitative content analysis methodology as the systematic pursuit of 

meaning derived from textural sources. Execution of this reductive and synthetic process inductively 

develops a new understanding of the construct under analysis. Examining the literature associated with 

quality in higher education, the various definitions of quality may be both aggregated and categorized 

as either process-based or as transformation-based. In addition, an examination of the literature on 

both quality and value demonstrate similarities in not only the underlying foundational evaluation of 

utility but also in the evaluation of the exchange process. These broad categories of quality, therefore, 

may be seen to serve as a measure of the value associated with higher education.   

This study employed a convenience, half-split sampling technique in an effort to evaluate a wide 

variety of literature sources. This sample was purposely neither exhaustive nor fully representative of 

all existing literature on the subject as generalizability is not an intended outcome. In addition, as this 

study does not intent to construct a reliable or valid definition of the phenomena of value, but rather to 

produce a comparative analysis of the construct, this sampling technique effectively allows the 

inductive inference  of the emergent themes associated with value in the higher education context.  

The works selected as the studyôs sample were chosen in an effort to draw both from a wide variety of 

publication types as well as to achieve a wide variety in publication sources selected.  The works were 

also selected to ensure that the question of higher educationôs value was specifically addressed. As a 

result, works containing a variation of the question óIs College Worth It?ô in their title were selected 

for examination. The sampled works were unitized by designating the core disciplinary focus of the 

work ï economics, marketing/consumer theory, education or the humanities ï as the categorical 

distinction. As a qualitative study, the content of these works was then coded, noting the textural 

references to either the process or transformational definitions of quality in order to construct a 

comparative meta-matrix.  

Results 

A total of six articles, all containing a variation of óIs College Worth It?ô as part of the title, were 

examined. Three articles were prepared for and published in academic journals and the remaining 

three were published in the popular press. Table 3 identifies the article titles and their sources.  

Designating a categorical distinction of these works, the Kresge Foundation report was unitized as an 

education publication, as was Oreopoulos & Petronijevicôs (2013) contribution, which was published 

as part of a larger study, while Bollingôs (2015) article published in a communication journal was 

unitized as a humanities publication. The articles from the popular press, Friedmanôs (2019) article in 

Forbes was indexed on the website under the óPersonal Financeô tab and was unitized as an economics 

article, and Svrlugaôs (2019) Washington Post article was indexed under the websiteôs óNation-Worldô 

tab resulting in a humanities unitization, while Kerrôs (2019) U.S. News & World Report article was 

indexed on the website under the óEducationô tab and was unitized appropriately.  
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Table 3. Academic and Popular Press Sources (Source: authorôs compilation) 

Academic Journal Sources Popular Press Sources 

The Kresge Foundation. (2013). Is College Worth It for Me? How 

Adults Without Degrees Think About Going (Back) to School: A 

report by Public Agenda. 

Friedman, Z. (2019, June 13). Is College Worth 

It? Forbes. 

Bolling, C. (2015). óIs College Worth It?ô Arguing for 

Compositionôs Value with the Citizen-Worker. College Composition 

and Communication, 67(2), p. 150ï172. 

Svrluga, S. (14 November 2019). Is college worth 

it? A Georgetown study measures return on 

investmentðwith some surprising results. The 

Washington Post. 

Oreopoulos, P. & Petronijevic, U. (2013). Making College Worth it: 

A Review of Research on the Returns to Higher Education. Working 

Paper 19053. The Future of Children: Postsecondary Education, 

23(1). Eds. Rouse, Barrow, & Brock. National Bureau of Economic 

Research. 

Kerr, E. (17 June 2019). Is College Worth It for 

Me? For most students, college is worth it. But 

alternatives to four-year schools are on the rise. 

U.S. News & World Report. 

In total, therefore, the six-article sample consisted of: 2 academic journals and 1 popular press article 

in the education category, 1 academic journal and 1 popular press article in the humanities category, 

and 1 popular press article in the economics category. Each of the articles were coded for evidence of 

either process-based definitions of value and/or transformation-based examples of value. Not all 

examples of either process-based or transformation-based definitions were coded, however, examples 

of every type that did appear were coded. 

Process-Based Definitions of Value  

Within the academic studies, evidence of the value for money definition of value were the most 

prevalent examples. Frequently utilizing the words óworthô or óvalueô, a majority of these examples 

centred on the concepts of the costs and associated debt of higher education; the return on the 

investment of the college degree, generally in the form of an initial earnings premium for college 

graduates and/or a lifetime earnings premium; and the resultant affordability of the pursuit of a degree. 

Interestingly, with the overriding focus on value for money, none of these unitized in the economics 

category. Table 4 presents examples of the value for money within the academic articles evaluated. 

Table 4. Evidence of Value for Money Process-based Definitions in the Academic Articles (Source: authorôs 

compilation) 

Bolling (2015) Oreopoulos & Petronijevic (2013) Kresge Foundation (2013) 

 óeconomic uncertainty motivating the 

question of ñworthò also undermines 

compositionôs traditional reliance on the 

redistributive function of higher education, as 

high debt burden and uncertain employment 

weaken the narrative of social mobility 

through educationô (p. 152) 

ócollege graduates also realize higher 

lifetime earnings (p. 2) é the average 

lifetime earnings of a bachelorôs degree 

holder were 84% higher than the 

earnings of a high school graduate, by 

2009ô (p. 3) 

óFinding 1. Driving concerns: 

Can I afford it, and can I make 

it work in my busy life?ô(p. 3) 

óthe debate often approaches the question of 

ñworthò through a cost-benefit analysis that 

places economic opportunity in opposition to 

economic costs of attendance.ô (p. 153) 

óUtilizing the investment model, é 

returns consist primarily of the present 

value of lifetime earnings associated 

with a college degree, while the costs 

consist of both direct costs, such as 

tuition, and the indirect cost of forgone 

earnings while in collegeô (p. 5) 

óFinding 2. Top priorities: 

High-quality teachers, 

applicable skills, affordable 

tuition.ô(p. 3) 

óAccording to ñcommonsenseò advocates of 

higher education, college is an economically 

transformative event because the experience 

produces skills, knowledge, and personal 

networks that grant college graduates jobs 

valued at one million dollars more in lifetime 

earningsô (p. 153) 

óIndividuals who are constrained will 

either under-invest in higher education, 

stopping before it would be optimal to 

do so, or will not invest at all.ô (p. 4) 

  

ócollege produces value by yielding good 

jobsô (p. 152) 

ócosts are increasing and students are 

borrowing more than ever before to 

finance the investmentô (p. 2)  
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Within the three academic articles, evidence of the other process-based definitions of value appeared. 

Oreopoulos & Petronijevicôs (2013) research contained examples of the process, output, and 

resources/inputs conceptualizations of value, while the Kresge Foundationôs evaluation of the 

perceptions of non-traditional student on the value of a college education focused on process and 

output.  

In the Kresge Foundationôs study, one of the findings evidenced both value for money, a process and 

an outcomes definition of value and was therefore classified against all three definitions. Table 5 

presents examples of these definitions of value in the academic articles evaluated.   

 

Table 5. Evidence of Value for Money Process-based Definitions in the Academic Articles (Source: authorôs 

compilation) 

Outcomes 

óunemployment rates are much lower for those with a college degreeô (Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 

2013, p. 3) 

Process 

 

 

 

óaverage study times have fallen é completion rates have stagnated, as those who eventually do 

acquire a degree take longer to do so than in the pastô (Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013, p. 2) 

óGraduates with these degrees (computer science, engineering, and math programs) working in their 

fields are likely applying skills acquired from higher education.ô (Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013, 

p. 19) 

óFinding 2. Top priorities: High-quality teachers, applicable skills, affordable tuition.ô (Kresge 

Foundation, 2013, p. 3) 

Output 

 

 

órelative supply of college educated workers has also been steadily increasing.ô (Oreopoulos & 

Petronijevic, 2013, p. 19) 

óFinding 2. Top priorities: High-quality teachers, applicable skills, affordable tuition.ô (Kresge 

Foundation, 2013, p. 3) 

Resources/Inputs 

 

 

 

 

 

óBecause students self-select into college, it may be that those who choose to pursue more schooling 

are the most likely to benefit from college or earn higher wages at any level of schooling.ô 

(Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013, p. 17) 

óAccording to the signalling hypothesis, however, students do not actually develop new skills as 

they move through college, but rather use a college degree to signal their innate ability to the labor 

market. If there is little or no skill development throughout college é then pushing students into 

college who do not already possess substantial abstract thinking skills will not necessarily lead to 

the returns described above.ô (Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013, p. 18) 

 

Within the popular press, a dramatically skewed focus on value for money was evidenced. Not only 

did all of the articles reviewed contain numerous examples of this perception and evaluation of value, 

but this view almost completely dominated the evaluation of value.  

In the unitizing process, however, only one article was indexed in the economics category, with the 

other two articles categorized as having an education or humanities focus. Table 6 depicts the selected 

examples of the process-based value for money definition of higher education value. 
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Table 6. Evidence of Value for Money in the Popular Press (Source: authorôs compilation) 

Forbes U.S. News & World Report The Washington Post 

óAccording to the Federal Reserve, 

college is worth it...  [even in the face 

of rising college tuition and student 

loan debt] college is still a good 

investment é [yielding] premium 

earnings in the labor market compared 

to those without a college degree.ô 

óExperts say it remains financially 

worth it to go to college, despite rising 

tuition and opportunity costs in relation 

to increasing wages for workers 

holding only a high school diploma.ô 

 

óHigher education is so expensive now, 

he said, that few can afford the luxury 

of meandering through a liberal arts 

education without making hard 

calculations about employment 

prospects.ô 

 

óAccording to the Fed, if you graduate 

at the bottom 25% of your class, drop 

out of college or take longer than four 

years to graduate, the benefits of a 

college degree may not always 

outweigh the risksô 

óBut not all college graduates 

experience these salary benefits. 

Annual wages for the bottom 25th 

percentile of college graduates are less 

than the median wages earned by a 

typical worker with a high school 

diploma.ô 

óBut given [the] surging student-loan 

debt nationally, ...with many legislators 

loath to fund universities that arenôt 

preparing young people for the 

workforceô 

 

óBased on individual unique 

circumstances, financial and otherwise 

é the cost-benefit of going to college 

[may determine] trade school makes 

most financial sense.ô 

óStudents often underestimate the long-

term cost of college ... near-graduates 

think it will only take six years to pay 

off their student loan debt, but other 

data shows it will likely take 20 years.ô 

óAmong the top 10 colleges with the 

best long-term net economic gain are 

Harvard University, the Massachusetts 

Institute of Technology and Stanford 

University.ô 

óThe latest student loan debt statistics 

show that more than 44 million 

borrowers collectively owe $1.5 trillion 

of student loan debt.ô 

óLabor market outcomes of college 

graduates by major range widely é 

majors like early childhood education 

and social services receive wages 

similar to those earned by workers with 

only a high school diploma.ô 

óForty years after enrolment, bachelorôs 

degrees from private colleges have the 

highest returns on investment.ô 

óYour intended major and profession 

are especially important [as they] will 

have a major impact on your earning 

power and ability to repay student 

loans.ô 

  

 

Where evidence of the value of a higher education gauged as value for money was predominant in the 

popular press coverage, a secondary focus on the outcomes was also found. Specifically, the ability for 

a college education to provide a good or better job was evidenced. Table 7 displays textual evidence of 

the outcomes focused definitions of value in the popular press.  

Table 7. Evidence of Outcomes Focused Definitions of Value in the Popular Press (Source: authorôs 

compilation) 

 U.S. News & World Report 

 

 

 

Outcomes 

óNational surveys college freshmen over the last decade, one reason for attending college dominates all 

others: to get a better job.ô 

óLabor market outcomes of college graduates by major range widely é majors like early childhood 

education and social services receive wages similar to those earned by workers with only a high school 

diploma.ô 

Forbes 

óYour intended major and profession are especially important [as they] will have a major impact on your 

earning power and ability to repay student loans.ô 

 

Transformation-Based Definitions of Value 

The perceived value of a contemporary higher education has been challenged, requiring post-

secondary institutions to find new ways to demonstrate the benefits that accompany an advanced 

degree. Through a more explicit understanding of the dichotomies that exist between the various 

perceptions of value, as well as the emergence of thematic agreements, a more holistic depiction of 
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higher educationôs value proposition may be created.  

Within the academic studies, evidence of the value as human transformation and as value-added were 

most evident. Bollingôs (2015) evaluation of the worth of a college degree, published in an academic 

communication journal, predominantly references the characteristics seen in Harvey & Greenô (1993) 

definition of quality as human transformation, with the benefits of that transformation extending 

beyond the individual to society, whereas Oreopoulos & Petronijevicôs (2013) research, published as 

part of the book The Future of Children: Postsecondary Education, predominantly evidenced the 

value-added transformational definition of transformation-based quality and value. Table 8 displays 

textual evidence of the transformation-based definitions of value in the academic journals evaluated.  
 

Table 8. Evidence of Transformation-based Definitions of Value in the Academic Journals (Source: authorôs 

compilation) 

 

 

 

 

 

Transformation 

óeconomic uncertainty motivating the question of ñworthò also undermines é the narrative of social 

mobility through educationô (Bolling, 2015, p. 151) 

óeconomic focus makes appeals to civic literacy appear irrelevantô (Bolling, 2015, p. 151) 

óThe effect of [the economic] debate is a kind of containment that limits the cultural and civic value of 

higher education, naturalizing the view that college is an individual investment.ô (Bolling, 2015, p. 151) 

óscholars have traditionally defined the disciplineôs value and, by extension, implicitly defined the 

universityôs social functionô (Bolling, 2015, p. 152) 

óarguments for civic training represent two of the most prominent ways that the field has argued for 

itsðand the universityôsðvalue to society at large.ô (Bolling, 2015, p. 159) 

óthe value of a college degree é  produces value primarily through the production of social capital 

rather than skills or knowledge. In other words, to the extent that college degrees produce higher 

earners, they rely on socialization and social capital to explain college graduatesô successô (Bolling, 

2015, p. 155) 

 

 

 

 

Value-added 

óA market-based logic of education encourages students to focus on its instrumental valueðthat is, as a 

credentialðand to ignore its academic meaning and moral characterô (Bolling, 2015, p. 155) 

óAn ongoing debate exists over the extent to which college itself improves skill or simply signals the 

presence of skill é [such that] some wonder whether college actually develops new skills or produces a 

signal of skill already acquired before the college experience.ô (Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013, p. 17) 

óThe assumption has been that students develop new skills throughout the college experience.ô 

(Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013, p. 17) 

óé after controlling for income, the study found that siblings with an average of one more year of 

education married spouses with more education, were less likely to be divorced or be receiving health 

disability payments, and were less likely to have a teenage birth.ô (Oreopoulos & Petronijevic, 2013, p. 

21) 

 

Two additional findings were an interesting outcome of this textual review. First, within the academic 

by Bolling (2015) and Oreopoulos & Petronijevic (2013), the majority of analysis on the value of a 

college degree was economic or process-based rather than transformational, regardless of how the 

journal was unitized by discipline. As a result, the data that supported these process-based perceptions 

of quality was reanalysed for the emergence of additional themes.  These themes were weighted to 

represent their frequency of occurrence. Figure 1© visually depicts these weighted process-based 

themes as a Word Cloud.   
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Fig. 1. Weighted Themes Evident in the Process-base Perspectives of Higher Education (Source: authorôs 

compilation) 

 

In addition, within each article, the extensive economic analysis was presented first, with the 

transformational aspects addressed toward the end of the evaluation. Further, both Bolling (2015) in 

his academic article and Svrluga (2019) in The Washington Post note the difficulty in effectively 

defining and compartmentalizing both higher education and its value proposition. Bolling states, óé 

scholarship on cultivating a citizen-worker ethos among students resists the compartmentalization of 

higher educationôs cultural, civic, and economic functions,ô (p. 155) while Svrluga (2019) notes 

óHigher education is a complicated proposition, tricky to measureô. Yet, even with this noted, neither 

attempt to clarify the components of value in the articleôs context. 

Content-Analytic Summary Table  

Qualitative coding of the categorized data enables the creation of a content-analytic summary table. 

Designed to present in a matrix style, the synthesis of the most important aspects studies, the table 

additionally allows further refinement of the data by focusing on the content observations without the 

associated case attribution (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014). Table 9 depicts the meta-matrix of 

Content-Analytic Summaries thematic compilation of the dimensions of higher education value. 

Synthesizing these various attributes of value reveals the sought similarities and dichotomies. In 

process-based views of value, the aggregated monetary concerns are evident. The overriding desire for 

both maximal earnings and skill development, in order to ensure optimal employment with the least 

amount of debt is clear. Equally clear is the understanding that substantial non-monetary gains are an 

additional benefit or value of a college education. Curiously, while there is the desire for high quality 

instructors to provide education with that value, the fact that a degree can signal a level of skill 

attainment to the marketplace, regardless of a studentôs actual skill attainment level, may explain this 

focus on value for money. If from the resource/input perspective, students enrol in higher education 

with the expectation that the mere attainment of their credential will send the appropriate signal to 

prospective employers and thereby reducing their effort throughout their educational process, they 

may themselves be not only diminishing the return on their investment and the associated value for 

money, but may also be negatively impacting their outcomesô value as well.   
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Table 9. Meta-Matrix ï Process/Transformational Dimensions of Higher Education Value (Source: authorôs 

compilation) 

Process-Based Definitions of Value  Transformational Definitions of Value  

 

Expense of College vs. 

Lifetime/Earnings Premium 

 

 

  

Social mobility 

 

   

Value for Money 

Cost-Benefit Trade-offs 

 

  

Cultural/Civic literacy 

 

 

ROI - Return on Investment 

 

Transformational  

 

 

Social capital 

 

 

Outcomes Employment/Employability 

  

Skills development 

 

 

Learn applicable/valuable skills 

  

Personal Enhancement 

Process Students studying less 

  

    

 

 

Desire for high-quality teachers 

  

Skills development 

 

Output  

Market supply of graduates 

 

 

Value-Added 

 Personal Enhancement 

 

 

Gain applicable skills 

 

  

 

  

Resources/Inputs 

 

 

 

Credential signalling  

 

 

 

      

 

Interestingly, a majority of the meta-categories derived from the data conceptualizing value are aspects 

not only accrued to an individual but also are predominantly focused on the present. High quality 

graduates should not only be able to positively impact their local, national, and even the global 

economy, but by virtue of their transformation should also be able to creatively solve existing 

problems and generate innovative new solutions for future problems. Future research should therefore 

not only expand the sampling size but should also seek broader representation from a wider variety of 

disciplines as the construct of value in higher education is explored further. 

Conclusions 

The findings of this study advance the understanding of value in higher education. As this value has 

recently been called into question, institutions and the entire higher education industry must seek new 

ways to demonstrate the benefits that accompany an advanced degree. Through a more explicit 

understanding of the dichotomies that exist between the various perceptions of value, as well as the 

emergence of thematic agreements, a more holistic depiction of the current state of higher educationôs 

value proposition may be created.  

These results make it clear that currently, the process-based views dominate the conceptualization of 

higher educationôs óvalueô. Whether inside the academy in academic journals or outside in the popular 

press, value is primarily equated with value for money, specifically the immediate, individual, 

economic returns on the investment. The outcome-based view also prevails, as an education is deemed 

valuable when it provides the skills necessary to secure a good job upon graduation. In this view, the 

broader, long-term gains associated with higher educationôs transformational value, to an individual as 

well as to society, are suppressed in favour of an immediate economic payback.  

Finally, results of this studyôs exploration of perceived value resulted in an extremely recipient-

focused view, with individual students as the major benefactor of higher educationôs value. If, or 

where, this perception does not align with the academyôs perceptions of the value provided, this 

insight can assist institutions in either reconciling the divergent provider/receiver views, or in 
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reframing the provision of higher educationôs additional value elements in more student centric terms. 

Continued application, adaptation and integration of business theory may assist in furthering this 

endeavour. Building from Hjorth-Andersonôs (1984) claim that, although academic research primarily 

values unidimensional scales and the need to achieve repeatable conclusions, the creation of a wider 

and more inclusive framework may be necessary to appropriately evaluate a construct as subjective 

and diverse as the value of a higher education.   

Where the sampling technique employed was adequate for an initial exploration of the question of 

value perceptions in academic and popular literature, this however limits the generalizability of the 

conclusions. Future research employing a more rigorous sampling technique, as well as a broader 

variety of publication types may allow for the triangulation of results and strengthen the 

generalizability of the results. In addition, studies that specifically explore the definition of the 

phenomena of value within the higher education context may be extremely valuable to all 

stakeholders. Finally, broadening the scope of literature surveyed beyond the categorical distinctions 

of economics, marketing/consumer theory, education or the humanities would also serve to expand 

this studyôs initial conclusions. 
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Abstract 

Research purpose. This article aims at distinguishing and weighting the educational factors that could have an 

impact on young peopleôs choice to study in European higher education institutions (HEIs).  

Design/Methodology/Approach. To achieve the aim, previous research and scientific literature were studied 

and experts from student society and the higher education sector, who deal with international students, were 

interviewed. The developed questionnaire was based on pairwise comparison procedure, and the obtained data 

were processed using the analytical hierarchy process (AHP) method. 

Findings. The findings revealed that the following factors are the most critical for students who want to study at 

European HEIs: provision of programmes that are taught in English, the existence of scholarship opportunities, 

provision of different facilities in the campus, and accreditation of the study programme and university. 

Originality/Value/Practical implications.  The current study focuses on a topic that has been studied 

fragmentally, that is, on which factors are crucial for an international student to choose HEI in Europe. The 

current research contributes to the existing scientific literature by identifying and systemising educational factors 

influencing young peopleôs choice to study in Europe. The obtained results could be useful for professionals who 

are responsible for strategic partnerships at European universities. 

Keywords: Higher Education Institutions (HEI); International Students; Studying Abroad; Analytical Hierarchy 

Process (AHP). 

JEL codes: J62; I23.  

Introduction  

In the era of globalisation, there are many opportunities for young peopleôs international mobility in 

order to graduate abroad, especially in European countries. According to the European Commission 

(2018), the number of tertiary education students in the 28 EU countries in 2017 reached 19.8 million. 

A large number of students are those who came from abroad; hence, there are many scholars 

investigating this issue. There are scientists concentrating on the analysis of study programmes that are 

popular amongst international students (Clarke et al., 2020; Di Pietro, 2020). Other researchers focus 

on education abroad in terms of migration, that is, they investigate study abroad as an opportunity for 

students to change their residence (Naito & Zhao, 2020). Moreover, scientists are interested in factors 

that motivate young people to study in a particular country, for instance, China (Gbollie & Gong, 

2020; Lee, 2020), India (Naito et al., 2020) and Taiwan (Lee, 2017). However, there the motivating 

factors for international students to study in Europe are studied fragmentally. Hence, the idea of the 

current research emerged because of the lack of studies analysing the factors influencing international 

students to choose European higher education institutions (HEIs) and the personal engagement of the 

authors with the study process within management programmes. Being actively involved in teaching 

and studying, the authors are interested in delivering relevant knowledge for HEIs, education 
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consultants and governments to increase the number of international students. The current research 

aims at identifying the factors influencing international studentsô choice of HEIs in Europe. 

Moreover, it is worth mentioning that several factors motivating study abroad are vast. Hence, in the 

current research, only educational factors are examined. Apart from that, there are several limitations 

to the study. The current is focused on óthird-country nationalô internationally mobile students. 

According to the Council Directive 2004/114/EC, óthird-country nationalô means any person who is 

not a citizen of the European Union (European Commission, 2004).  

Literature Review 

There are many materials on international students' education in European countries. Some countries 

have introduced research about international studentsô attraction and retention (Leiġkalne et al., 2018) 

to solve labour market challenges in Europe. They look to the international students from developed 

countries as a possibility of tackling an ageing population problem, maintain the welfare system and 

attract a skilled workforce. However, there is not enough research about the factors influencing 

international students from third countries' choice of HEIs in Europe. 

First, the authors reviewed the literature about consumer behaviour in order to identify the main 

factors of consumer choice and especially about variables affecting customer conduct. The literature 

review of consumer conduct or behaviour is various and broad as changes in the society, economics or 

financial matters and innovation in technology influence how consumers to act (Peighambari et al., 

2016). There is a wide scope of variables that can influence purchaser conduct in various manners. 

These components are split by Hoyer et al. (2012) into four general classes: 

-  Situational 

-  Individual 

-  Social 

-  Cultural components. 

Each factor is briefly described below (Hoyer et al., 2012; Patil & Bakkappa, 2012):  

-  Situational factors affecting purchaser conduct may incorporate area, condition, timing and, 

considerably, climate conditions   

-  Personal/individual elements include taste inclinations, own money related conditions and 

related components or factors   

-  Social variables affect shopperôs behaviour. The opinion pioneers, as a rule, promoting items 
and services 

-  Culture and utilisation or consumption have had an extraordinary relationship in the cutting-

edge world.  

They further contend that given this relationship and the way that the world economy is turning out to 

be progressively multifaceted, a comprehension of how culture impacts buyer conduct by advertisers 

will be pivotal, all the more with the goal that culture has extreme power in managing human 

behaviour. Spiers et al. (2014) noticed that purchaser conduct is affected and inspired by elements, for 

example, culture, character, way of life, pay, perspectives, helpers, emotions, information, ethnicity, 

family, values, accessible assets, sentiments, encounters and different gatherings. Culture, subculture 

and social class are known to have significant effects on individuals' conduct because they are ground-

breaking drivers in the development of mentalities, convictions and qualities (Blythe, 2008). Table 1 

presents the components that impact human conduct whilst settling on a choice on the selection of 

items or influencing customer conduct (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Factors influencing humansô choice (Source: Authorsô compilation) 

No. Major factor  Subfactors Description 

1. 

Cultural 

factors 

 

Culture 

Variables allude to the arrangement of essential qualities, needs and 

practices learned by an individual from a general public from the 

family and other significant organisations. 

Subculture 
Each culture contains small subsocieties. Subculture incorporates 

nationalities, religions, racial groups and geographic locations. 

Social class 

 

Individuals who share comparable qualities, interests and practices. 

Social class can be dictated by a blend of occupation, salary and 

instruction. 

2. 
Social factors 

 

Groups 

 

Group alludes to at least two people who interact to achieve 

individual or shared objectives. An individual's conduct is affected 

by numerous little groups. These groups include family, 

companions and  neighbours. 

Family 

 

Individuals can unequivocally impact a purchaser's conduct. 

Advertisers are keen on the influences of the spouse, partners and 

kids on the acquisition of various items. 

Roles and 

status 

The individual's situation in each group can be characterised as far 

as both role and status. 

Every job conveys a status that is presented by society. 

3. 

 

 

 

Personal 

factors 

 

Age and life 

cycle stage 

 

Individuals change their purchase preferences over their lifetimes. 

Advertisers characterise their markets as far as family life cycle 

arrange and create fitting plans and items for each stage. 

Occupation 
An individual's occupation influences the purchase of goods and 

services. 

Economic 

situation 

An individual's monetary circumstances influence their purchasing 

decision. 

 

Factors affecting consumer behaviour can be a combination of two or more factors. Also, each factorsô 

impact is not the same. This indicates that each individual has his or her own major and minor factors 

that influence his or her behaviour and is subject to change. There are eight main factors that the 

authors consider for further analysis. 

Second, the authors found factors influencing the choice of higher education institution. Several 

researchers before have examined the factors. Several case studies in different countries in different 

regions about factors influencing HE decision, for example, Iraq, United Arab Emirates, Latvia and 

Poland, have been conducted. The authors examined them and discovered the main factors.  

Guibourg (2011) pointed out the financing cost to attend courses at the university as one of the top 

factors in choosing the location of the institution. The cost of living is also mentioned as one of the 

significant factors for consideration (María Cubillo et al., 2006) when choosing to study abroad. 

International students nowadays use many resources to help them make decisions ï the Internet, 

education consultants, exhibitions and government resources. However, they do not have enough 

knowledge about the quality of education offered by HEIs abroad. Most HEIs focus on the Internet as 

a primary source of information to establish a relationship with the potential student and to destroy 

cultural and geographical barriers between the host and home country of the student (Usunier & Lee, 

2009).  

The study conducted to understand the selection process by students states a few factors in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Key factors that influence undergraduate selection practices in favour of higher education institutions 

(Source: Authors compilation based on the research work by Vevere & Mons, 2020) 

No. Context Subfactors 

1. 
Motivation for 

studying 

a) Educational and personal development; 

b) Employment or career development; 

c) Pursuance of a selected career path 

d) Individualôs characteristics 

2. 

Key factors in 

decision making 

for choosing a 

study programme 

a) Teaching quality 

b) Reputation of the study programme 

c) Ranking of the programme 

d) Location: safety, recreational possibilities, cost of living and welcoming of 

international students 

3. 

Key factors in 

decision making 

for choosing a 

university 

a) Qualified teaching staff 

b) Employability rate 

c) Updated technology-wise and availability of online class options 

d) Whether the HEI offers placement options 

e) High volume of face-to-face teaching hours 

 

A paper written in Iraq with the aim to understand the perception of students whilst selecting a 

university revealed the main factors influencing the choice of HEIs (Budur et al., 2018): 

-  Quality of education 

-  IT services  

-  Atmosphere comprising of social activities  

-  Social facilities  

-  Reputation of the university  

-  Academic staff  

-  Scientific activities  

-  Internationality of the university  

-  Financial aid and scholarship. 

The research to investigate the factors determining student destination choice of HE in the United 

Arab Emirates was conducted (Ahmad & Hussain, 2017). The authors came up with several factors 

that are presented in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Factors determining studentôs choice of higher education (Source: Ahmad & Hussain, 2017) 

No. Factors Subfactors 

1. 
Learning 

environment 

(a) Comfortable climate, (b) environment conducive to learning, (c) safety, (d) 

multiculturality, (e) English speaking and (f) economic and political stability 
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2. Cost 
(a) Cost of living, (b) tuition fee, (c) traveling costs, (d) visa approval time, (d) 

degree duration and (e) part-time work possibilities 

3. 
Institutional 

reputation 

(a) Quality of education, (b) university reputation, (c) degree recognition, (d) 

course diversity, (e) simplicity of admission, (f) facilities of institution, (g) 

ranking of institution, (h) scholarship options and (i) employment prospects 

4. 
Personal 

Development 

(a) International exposure, (b) migration intention, (c) potential to improve 

language skills, (d) international contacts and (e) career enhancement 

5. Recommendation (a) Family, (b) friends, (c) teachers, (d) alumni, (e) agent and (f) media 

6. 
Socio-cultural 

proximity 

(a) Religious homogeneity, (b) proximity to home country, (c) friends, (d) 

relatives, (e) cultural homogeneity and (f) halal food 

7. 
Government 

initiatives 

(a) Scholarship schemes, (b) government relations and (c) institutional 

collaboration 

 

In turn, Rika et al. (2016) focused on factors affecting the choice of HEIs by prospective students in 

Latvia (Table 4) 

 

Table 4. Factors affecting choice of HEI (Source: authorsô compilation based on the results of the study done by 

Rika et al. (2016)) 

No. Factors Subfactors 

1. Culture 
(a) Religious affiliation, (b) Nationality, (c) Ethnic origin, (d) Embedded 

societal norms, (e) Traditions and (f) Family culture 

2. Social (a) Family members, (b) friends and (c) society at large 

3. Psychological (a) Attitude and (b) Belief 

4. Organisational factors 
(a) Specific characteristics of HEI and (b) actions of educational 

institutions themselves 

 

A study titled óDeterminants of higher education choices and student satisfaction: the case of Polandô 

was conducted by Sojkin et al. Table 5 is a compilation of complex factors determining decisions 

about pursuing a university education. 

 

Table 5. Factors determining decisions about pursuing a university education (Source: Sojkin et al. (2012)) 

No. Items Determinants 

1. 
Choice of pursuing higher 

education 

(a) Student ï the type of life, (b) professional advancement, (c) family 

opinion and expectation, (d) family financial support and (e) increased 

chances at a job 
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2. Choice of university 

(a) Marketing efforts, (b) professional development, (c) university 

tradition, (d) courses offered, (d) university reputation, (e) cost of studies 

and (f) accessibility of financial aid 

 

To understand why students want to study in Europe, the authors look at the HE system in Europe. As 

per Zahav and Friedman (2019), the Bologna Process and the following foundation of the European 

Higher Education Area have affected the manners by which advanced education in Europe works and 

the manners in which it is seen and identified within nations and areas outside Europe. European 

advanced education used to be known for its exceedingly differing national frameworks. At present, 

the Bologna Process describes the procedure that built up the European Higher Education Area 

(EHEA). This has led to an expansion in programmes in English, to universally conspicuous advanced 

education structures and too straightforward quality confirmation measures (European Commission, 

2017). According to Trejos (2019), the EHEA framework guarantees that advanced education 

frameworks across Europe are right and that students, scientists and academics in Europe can study or 

work abroad more effectively. Qualifications across Europe are similar through the European 

Qualifications Framework (EQF). 

As a next step, the authors describe EQF. European degrees are connected in a more extensive system 

of qualification of the EHEA. This is the system settled upon by 46 European nations and depicts what 

skills and competences you should have to do a graduation in a specific programme. The point of the 

structure of this system is to advance universal straightforwardness, acknowledgement and portability 

of European degrees (European Commission, 2017). According to the European Commission (s.a.), as 

a significant aspect of the EHEA, every nation taking an interest consented to: 

-  Present a three-cycle advanced education framework comprising of bachelor's, masters and 

doctoral study programmes 

-  Guarantee the shared acknowledgement of capabilities and learning periods abroad finished at 

different educational institutions 

-  Actualise an arrangement of value confirmation, to reinforce the quality and importance of 

learning and educating.  

EHEA ought to be recognisable by its straightforwardness, by its practically identical degrees sorted 

out in a three-cycle structure, by its participation in quality affirmation and by its universal 

acknowledgement of degrees. This permits unlimited versatility to understudies, graduates and 

advanced education staff (European Commission, 2017). 

The all-encompassing framework for qualifications of the EHEA gets its particular purposes from the 

goals communicated through the Bologna Process: international transparency, acknowledgement and 

movement. Worldwide acceptance of qualifications expands on openness. The general qualification 

framework gives a typical comprehension of the results as a contrast to a mere comparison of 

qualification (recognition). The all-encompassing qualification framework incredibly improves the 

value of qualification over the EHEA. The stakeholders of higher education in Europe contributed to 

the development of the overall qualification framework (European Commission, n.d.-b). 

The authors emphasise that each nation in Europe has its instruction framework. Framework for 

qualifications of the EHEA depends on an intergovernmental understanding within the Bologna 

Process. The framework's point is to sort out national advanced education capabilities into an all-

encompassing European-wide qualification structure. Conventional descriptors of the immediate 

learning results at each level have been characterised by a group of experts within the Bologna 

Process. These descriptors are applicable in every national setting. 

Methodology 

The authors selected a questionnaire as a research tool for achieving the research aim. After reviewing 

the literature and scientific research work performed by various authors, the authors came up with a 
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compilation of the top 10 educational factors that influence consumer behaviour in general and 

matching factors that influence consumers in the choice for their HEI. They are listed as follows: 

-  Ranking of the university 

-  Reputation of the university 

-  Accreditation of the programme and university 

-  Facilities on campus (latest technology used for teaching, library, cafeteria, etc.) 

-  Educational qualification and work experience of teaching staff 

-  Accommodation facilities provided 

-  Scholarship opportunities 

-  Internship opportunities 

-  Programmes are taught in English 

-  Admission process is easy 

The questionnaire is based on the pairwise comparison, and the results are obtained using an analytical 

hierarchy process (AHP) proposed by Wind and Saaty (1980). According to the method, experts 

compare alternatives —ȟȣȟ—  with each other by filling pairwise comparison matrices ὃ

ὥ , where ὥ ȟᶅ ὭȟὮ ρȟςȟȣȟὲ;  ὲ ‫ ρȟςȟȣὲ  priority vector; ὥ ȟᶅ ὭȟὮ

ρȟςȟȣȟὲȢ  

After experts complete pairwise comparison of the factors, all the matrices are evaluated with regards 

to consistency. The matrix is consistent if there is such priority vector Ἷ ‫ȟȣȟ‫  that ὥ
‫
‫ȟᶅ ὭȟὮ.  For that issue, the consistency index (CI) is calculated (Saaty, 1993). To compute the 

CI, an eigenvalue of the pairwise comparison matrix ‗  is calculated first: ‗ В
Ͻn

Ͻn
, 

where A is the comparison matrices, n is the number of rows in a matrix andnj is an eigenvalue of a 

matrix. Consistency requirement is fulfilled if ‗  is equal or close to n. After CI is computed, a 

consistency ratio (CR) should be calculated by dividing CR by random index, that is, fixed values for 

different n (Thomas L. Saaty, 2012). If ὅὙɴ πȠπȟς, it means that the matrix is consistent (ɸʢʩʸʥʦʚ 

et al., 2014). In other words, for expertsô consistent pairwise comparison matrices, the aggregated 

expertsô assessment is calculated using geometric mean (Kostin, 2014; Wu, Chiang & Lin, 2008). 

After the aggregated matrix is developed, the weights of factors ‫j are computed using the normalised 

geometric mean method (Franek & Kresta, 2014). 

Empirical Findings 

The research on factors of individual clients' confidence in mobile banking took place in Latvia and 

Lithuania in April 2020. Seven experts from the two countries took part in the survey. Experts with an 

experience of working with international students were selected for the assessment of the 

distinguished educational factors. The characteristics of the experts who participated in the study are 

presented in Table 6. 

 

Table 6. Characteristics of experts (Source: Designed by authors) 

Experts Characteristics 

E1 Vice-Rector for Science; Professor; PhD, 10 years 

E2 Professor; PhD; 8 years 

E3 Study Programme Director; PhD; 8 years 

E4 Professor; PhD; 10 years 
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E5 Professor, PhD; 15 years 

E6 Study Programme Director; MSc; 4 years 

E7 Associate Professor; PhD; 10 years 

E8 Assistant Professor; PhD Candidate; 5 years 

 

The experts evaluated 10 educational factors by comparing them to each other. The expertsô individual 

comparison matrices and consolidated matrix are presented in Appendix 1. The results of the 

weighting procedure are presented in Table 7. 

 

Table 7. Weights given by experts to educational factors influencing studentsô choice to study at European HEI 

(Source: authorsô calculations) 

Factor Weight (place) 

Ranking of the university 0.042 (10) 

Reputation of the university 0.054 (9) 

Accreditation of the programme and university 0.102 (4) 

Facilities on campus (latest technology used for teaching, library, cafeteria, etc.) 0.112 (3) 

Educational qualification and work experience of teaching staff 0.070 (7) 

Accommodation facilities provided 0.076 (6) 

Scholarship opportunities 0.162 (2) 

Internship opportunities 0.069 (8) 

Programmes are taught in English 0.238 (1) 

Admission process is easy 0.080 (5) 

 

Visualisation of the results is presented in Figure 1. Moreover, absolute errors are depicted in the 

figure. 

 

 

Fig. 1. Factorsô weights obtained with AHP method and absolute errors (Source: Authorsô calculations) 
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The results presented in Figure 1 and Table 6 show that the most powerful and influencing educational 

factor is programmes taught in English. The weight of the factor is reasonably higher than other 

weights and reaches 23.8% with an absolute error of ±5.9%. In fact, the results are logical because 

English is considered to be an international language and almost all universities in Europe provide all 

or a part of their programmes in English. The second factor is scholarship opportunities for incoming 

students. The weight of the factor is 16.2% with an absolute error of ±3.7%. In fact, the opportunities 

to receive this kind of funding are one of the essential factors for students because most of the 

incoming students are from those third countries that considered as developing. This means that very 

few students can allow coming to Europe to study without any financial support. Facilities of the 

campus gained a third place in the ranking, and the weight of the factor is 11.2% and the absolute error 

is ±3.3%. It is quite evident that incoming students are not familiar with the country they are going to. 

Usually, it is a country with a different religion, mentality and so on. Hence, looking for facilities 

outside the campus might be difficult, especially at the very beginning of studies. 

What is more, this factor is closely related to financial support as well. Usually, the facilities provided 

on campus are cheaper than those supplied outside the campus; hence, for young people who do not 

have stable financial inflows, this aspect becomes extremely important. Another vital factor, according 

to the experts, is the accreditation of the programme and university. It is evident that international 

student comes to the university in order to receive new knowledge, gain new skills and, at the end, 

receive their diploma, which becomes impossible without accreditation. The weight of this factor is 

10.2%, with an absolute error of ±2.9%. The rest factors were considered as less important, and their 

weights are below 10%. However, they remain vital as well and do have an influence on studentsô 

motivation to choose to study abroad, in our case in Europe. 

Conclusions 

The article analyses the factors that could have an impact on students from third countries to choose to 

study at European HEIs. On the basis of the scientific literature analysis, the following 10 factors were 

distinguished: ranking of the university, the reputation of the university, accreditation of the 

programme and university, facilities in the campus (latest technology used for teaching, library, 

cafeteria, etc.), educational qualification and work experience of teaching staff, accommodation 

facilities provided, scholarship opportunities, internship opportunities, programmes are taught in 

English and admission process is easy. In order to rank the factors and identify the most important 

ones, the expert evaluation method was chosen. The expert had to perform a pairwise comparison of 

the factors, and the results were processed using the AHP method. On the basis of the obtained results, 

the following factors are the most important for a student who wants to study at European HEI: 

programmes are taught in English, the existence of scholarship opportunities, provision of different 

facilities in the campus and accreditation of the study programme and university. 

It is worth saying that the current research was aimed at weighting the educational factors only. 

However, there are more factors that affect young peopleôs choice to study in Europe, such as financial 

factors, organisational factors and geographical factors. Consequently, in order to get a big picture, 

these factors have to be analysed in future studies.  
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1: Consolidated and pairwise comparison matrices of experts 

Consolidated  

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 

 
0.535 0.525 0.305 0.654 0.542 0.315 0.516 0.204 0.607 

2 1.871 
 

0.706 0.281 0.946 0.694 0.282 0.724 0.223 0.626 

3 1.905 1.416 
 

1.408 1.488 1.435 0.561 0.917 0.604 1.501 

4 3.281 3.562 0.71 
 

1.615 1.391 0.736 1.804 0.344 1.145 

5 1.53 1.057 0.672 0.619 
 

1.13 0.569 1.007 0.271 0.985 

6 1.846 1.442 0.697 0.719 0.885 
 

0.488 2.044 0.209 0.81 

7 3.177 3.551 1.781 1.358 1.758 2.05 
 

3.753 0.719 1.811 

8 1.937 1.381 1.091 0.554 0.993 0.489 0.266 
 

0.369 0.923 

9 4.892 4.486 1.657 2.907 3.685 4.787 1.391 2.711 
 

2.615 

10 1.646 1.598 0.666 0.873 1.015 1.235 0.552 1.084 0.382 
 

 

E1     E2     

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 1 1/2 1/5 1/2 1/4 1/3 1/2 1/3 1/2 1 1 1 1/5 1/9 1/8 1 1/9 1/9 1/9 1/5 1/9 

2 2 1 1/3 1/2 3 1/4 1/3 1/2 1 1 2 5 1 1/7 1/9 2 1/3 1/9 1/9 1/5 1/9 

3 5 3 1 3 6 4 4 3 3 6 3 9 7 1 5 1 5 1 1 5 5 

4 2 2 1/3 1 3 1/3 1/3 2 1/4 2 4 8 9 1/5 1 9 1 1/5 1/5 8 1/9 

5 4 1/3 1/6 1/3 1 1/3 1/3 1/3 1/4 1/2 5 1 1/2 1 1/9 1 1/5 1/9 1/9 1/5 1/9 

6 3 4 1/4 3 3 1 3 2 1/2 3 6 9 3 1/5 1 5 1 1/9 1/9 1 1/9 

7 2 3 1/4 3 3 1/3 1 2 1/2 2 7 9 9 1 5 9 9 1 1 9 3 

8 3 2 1/3 1/2 3 1/2 1/2 1 1/4 3 8 9 9 1 5 9 9 1 1 9 3 

9 2 1 1/3 4 4 2 2 4 1 4 9 5 5 1/5 1/8 5 1 1/9 1/9 1 1/8 

10 1 1 1/6 1/2 2 1/3 1/2 1/3 1/4 1 10 9 9 1/5 9 9 9 1/3 1/3 8 1 

                      
E3     E4     

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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1 1 1/5 1 1/3 1/5 1/3 1/9 1/9 1/5 1/7 1 1 1 8 1 8 1 1/8 1 1/9 7 

2 5 1 1 1/5 1/3 3 1/9 1/9 1 1/7 2 1 1 7 1/9 8 1/7 1/9 1 1/9 8 

3 1 1 1 4 4 1/3 1/9 1/9 1/3 1/9 3 1/8 1/7 1 1/9 1 1/8 1/9 1/6 1/9 6 

4 3 5 1/4 1 3 1 1/9 1/9 1/3 1/9 4 1 9 9 1 4 2 1/4 8 1/9 9 

5 5 3 1/4 1/3 1 1/3 1/9 1/9 1/3 1/9 5 1/8 1/8 1 1/4 1 1/7 1/9 1/7 1/9 2 

6 3 1/3 3 1 3 1 1/9 1/9 1/3 1/9 6 1 7 8 1/2 7 1 1/9 7 1/9 7 

7 9 9 9 9 9 9 1 9 9 1 7 8 9 9 4 9 9 1 9 1/2 9 

8 9 9 9 9 9 9 1/9 1 9 1 8 1 1 6 1/8 7 1/7 1/9 1 1/9 7 

9 5 1 3 3 3 3 1/9 1/9 1 1 9 9 9 9 9 9 9 2 9 1 9 

10 7 7 9 9 9 9 1 1 1 1 10 1/7 1/8 1/6 1/9 1/2 1/7 1/9 1/7 1/9 1 

                      
E5     E6     

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 1 1 1/8 1/5 1/4 1/5 1/8 1/8 1/9 1/6 1 1 1/9 1/3 1/7 1/9 1/5 1/5 1/5 1/9 1/5 

2 1 1 1/9 1/4 1/5 1/4 1/9 1/4 1/9 1/9 2 9 1 5 1/3 1/5 1/5 1/3 1 1/9 1/3 

3 8 9 1 9 5 4 1/9 5 1 5 3 3 1/5 1 1/7 1/9 1/5 1/5 1/5 1/9 1/5 

4 5 4 1/9 1 1 1/5 1/6 1 1/2 1 4 7 3 7 1 1/7 3 7 7 1/9 5 

5 4 5 1/5 1 1 5 1/9 5 1 3 5 9 5 9 7 1 7 9 9 1/3 9 

6 5 4 1/4 5 1/5 1 1/9 4 1/9 1 6 5 5 5 1/3 1/7 1 7 7 1/9 5 

7 8 9 9 6 9 9 1 9 2 9 7 5 3 5 1/7 1/9 1/7 1 1 1/9 1/3 

8 8 4 1/5 1 1/5 1/4 1/9 1 1/9 1 8 5 1 5 1/7 1/9 1/7 1 1 1/9 1/3 

9 9 9 1 2 1 9 1/2 9 1 6 9 9 9 9 9 3 9 9 9 1 9 

10 6 9 1/5 1 1/3 1 1/9 1 1/6 1 10 5 3 5 1/5 1/9 1/5 3 3 1/9 1 

                      
E7     E8     

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1 1 3 7 1 3 5 5 7 1 1 1 1 1 1/9 1/8 1 3 1 7 1/9 5 

2 1/3 1 3 3 1 5 7 7 1/5 1 2 1 1 1/9 1/8 1 6 1/3 7 1/9 5 

3 1/7 1/3 1 1/5 1/5 3 1 1 1/7 1/7 3 9 9 1 9 9 9 9 9 2 9 

4 1 1/3 5 1 1 5 5 5 1/7 1/3 4 8 8 1/9 1 1 7 8 9 1/3 8 

5 1/3 1 5 1 1 3 3 5 1/3 1/3 5 1 1 1/9 1 1 8 8 8 1/7 8 

6 1/5 1/5 1/3 1/5 1/3 1 1 7 1/7 1/7 6 1/3 1/6 1/9 1/7 1/8 1 1 9 1/9 1 

7 1/5 1/7 1 1/5 1/3 1 1 3 1/7 1/7 7 1 3 1/9 1/8 1/8 1 1 9 1/9 5 

8 1/7 1/7 1 1/5 1/5 1/7 1/3 1 1/9 1/5 8 1/7 1/7 1/9 1/9 1/8 1/9 1/9 1 1/9 1/8 

9 1 5 7 7 3 7 7 9 1 1 9 9 9 1/2 3 7 9 9 9 1 9 

10 1 1 7 3 3 7 7 5 1 1 10 1/5 1/5 1/9 1/8 1/8 1 1/5 8 1/9 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


































































































































