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Abstract 
The purpose of this study was to determine factors that influenced decisions of undergraduate 
students’ choice of a university to study at. Botho University was used as a case study. Studies 
show that universities are currently confronted with both the decrease in student enrolments 
and high competition for those students between institutions. As a result of these twin 
challenges, it is of critical importance that factors that influence students’ choices of 
universities are investigated to enable effective planning of student recruitment strategies. The 
study employed a descriptive survey design that employed a structured questionnaire for data 
collection. Simple random sampling procedure was used to select a sample of 300 participants 
from a population of 1240 Botho University undergraduate students. Collected data was 
analysed using SPSS version 22. Results of the study showed that factors that include academic 
programmes offered, image and reputation of the institution, advertising, career fairs, quality 
of staff, employment prospects of graduates from the institution had a very high influence on 
the decision by students to choose Botho University as an institution to study at. Factors such 
as tuition fees, chance of getting scholarships and campus visits did not have a very high 
influence.  

Keywords: Factors, institutional characteristics, marketing strategies, undergraduate students, 
university. 
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1. Introduction  
The higher education environment is currently seized with the twin challenges of fewer 
students who are now able to be sponsored by the Botswana government and high 
competition for these students among universities (Harden, Davis & Mengersen, 2014). As of 
year 2009 there were around 276 tertiary institutions (Botswana Training Authority, 2009) in 
Botswana, and increasing, competing for the same market of students in a country with a 
population around 2 million people (Central Statistics Office, 2016). Such a state of affairs 
calls for management in these higher education institutions to have some strong knowledge of 
factors that influence how students choose universities to study at. The above is confirmed by 
Ming & Kee (2010) and also Avram (2014) who both argue that the studying of factors that 
influence students’ college choices of universities to study at should be treated as a critical 
component in enhancing institutional marketing strategy planning for student recruitment. On 
the part of students, decisions to enroll at particular universities are also very important in the 
students’ life (Avram, 2014), as their future career is built around the education they receive 
from such institutions. Literature shows that any misinformed choice could ruin the student’s 
life completely.  

1.1 Conceptual Framework 

Studies show that factors that influence the decisions of students to choose universities to 
study at vary from student to student though there are some commonalities here and there 
(Yamamoto, 2006).  These factors are grouped into two categories namely institutional 
characteristics and communication/marketing strategies (Ming & Kee, 2010). Institutional 
factors include reputation, location, study programmes, educational facilities, tuition fees, 
employment opportunities, and availability of scholarships at the institution (Ming & Kee, 
2010). With regards to marketing or communication strategies, advertising, campus visits, 
institutional representatives vising high schools, and  career fairs, are some of the factors 
that influence students’ decisions on which universities to study at (Ming & Kee, 2010; 
Domino et al, 2006). Napompech (2011) also mentions expertise of lecturers, variety of 
courses offered, and convenience of travel as some of the predictors of students’ decisions to 
choose a particular university to study at.  

 

Based on the above factors, a conceptual framework that highlights the relationship between 
factors and decision to choose a university is as shown in Figure 1.  
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework: Student choice 

influencing factors (Ming & Kee, 2010: 55) 

 

Previous studies on factors influencing student decisions on university choices 
A number of studies have shown that there are a number of factors related to personal and 
individual characteristics of students, the role of other people, students’ perceptions about 
value and costs, as well as institutional characteristics that influence students’ decisions to 
choose a university for study (Fernandez, 2010). A study by Yusof et al (2008) found that 
availability of the required programmes and financial assistance such as scholarships were 
some of the influential factors in the way students decide to choose a particular university. 
Other studies for example by Ariffin et al (2008) and also Keling et al (2007) found that 
marketing strategies were influential while a study by Ismail (2009) and also by Keling (2006) 
found that institutional image and reputation,  tuition fees, and academic programmes had a 
high explanatory power on how students decide on which university to study at. The 
importance of quality, type and variety of academic programmes as well as the presence of 
distinguished teaching staff were factors raised in a study by Hsieh (2010) as having a 
moderating effect on students’ decisions to choose a university to study. Ivy (2008) in her 
study also found that educational facilities as well as conveniences such as parking areas and 
sporting facilities had a significant predictive influence on students’ decisions to choose a 
university.   

Shanka et al (2006), Beneke et al (2010) and also Karl and Yousefi (2009) in their different 
studies also found that location of the institution as well as opinions of other people such as 
parents, friends, teachers and others had significant moderating influence on how students 
choose universities to study at. Mubaira and Fatoki (2012) in their study found that access to 
learning facilities such as information communication technologies (ICT), cultural diversity, 
international partnerships, institutional social life, admission requirements, flexible study 
modes, and campus attractiveness had significant influence on how students make their 
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decisions about which university to choose for studies. Moogan (2011) in his study also cited 
the desire to just get a degree as the main factor while Kusumawati et al (2010) in their study 
found that marketing (especially the marketing mix), had a significant influence on how 
students choose universities to study at.   

In their study on factors moderating students’ decisions on choosing universities to study at, 
Agrey and Lampadan (2014) found that the following categories of factors had a significant 
impact on the decision-making processes of students when choosing a university to study at: i) 
support systems  that include both physical (bookshops and counseling offices) and 
non-physical (availability of scholarships, credit transferability, etc.), ii) the learning 
environment which relates to the presence of modern learning facilities, institutional 
reputation, library, computer labs, affordable tuition fees, etc., iii) job prospects of graduates 
leaving the university, iv) strong student life programmes such as health care, residential 
accommodation, and extra-curricular activities, v) safe and friendly environment which 
relates to a safe campus and supportive staff. The above factors were also highlighted in a 
studies by Baharun et al (2011), Hagel and Shaw (2008), Cokgezen (2012), and Ciriaci & 
Muscio (2011).  In yet another study, Proboyo and Soedarsono (2015) as well as 
Kusumawati et al (2010) found that parents played a significant role on how students (their 
children) chose a university to study at. The influence of parents is also highlighted in a study 
by Aguado, Laguador and deligero (2015) whose results showed that because parents are the 
financiers of their children’s education, they have a significant influence on where their 
children go for higher education.  

2. Research Methodology 
2.1 Research Design 

A descriptive survey research design was used in this study. The importance of survey 
designs is that surveys are useful in describing the characteristics of a large population and 
with this broad capability, ensure a more accurate sample to gather targeted results in which 
to draw conclusions and make important decisions (Salaria, 2012). 

2.2 Participants 

A sample of 300 participants from a population of 1240 undergraduate students of the year 
2016 cohort at Botho University were selected to participate in the study. The participants 
were to indicate the factors they took into consideration or that influenced their decisions to 
choose Botho University as a university to study at. Simple random sampling strategy was 
used for selecting the participants. Simple random sampling also referred to as probability 
sampling, is method of selecting participants so that each member of the population has an 
equal chance of being selected (Creswell, 2015).  

2.3 Instrumentation 

A structured questionnaire that employed a 5-point Likert scale was used for data collection. 
The 5 points of the Likert scale which was used to measure how much influence each of the 
identified factors had on students’ college choice decisions ranged from Very High Influence 
(VHI) – 5, High Influence (S) – 4, Slight Influence (SI) – 3, No Influence (NI) – 2, to No 
Influence at all (NIA) – 1 
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2.4 Procedure 

The questionnaire was first subjected to reliability and validity testing before being 
administered. In terms of reliability, internal consistency reliability of the instrument was 
tested using the Cronbach alpha coefficient (α). Results showed that α = 0.74 which showed 
that the instrument was reliable enough to be used in the study. With regards to validity 
testing, the instrument was tested for content validity by being subject to expert opinion. 
Recommendations of experts were incorporated into the final instrument. 300 questionnaires 
were administered to the undergraduate students and 296 were returned giving a return rate of 
98.7%. 

2.5 Data Analysis 

Descriptive statics were used for data analysis. Collected data was summarised using a table 
and graphs as part of data analysis. For ease of analysis, the five different response options of 
Very High Influence (VHI), Highly Influence (HI), Slight Influence (SI), No Influence (NI) 
and No Influence at All (NIA) were summarised into three components namely VHI + HI = 
HI, NIA + NI = NI, with the third component being SI.  

3. Data Analysis 
3.1 Analysis of Demographic Variables of Respondents 

The demographic variables of respondents explored in this study included age, gender, 
experience in running a business and whether the respondent owned a business. Results are 
shown in Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Demographic data 

SN Biographic factor Response (%) 

1 Age  

 18 – 22 yrs 93.8 

 23 – 28 yrs 5.6 

 28+ yrs 0.6 

2 Gender   

 Male 52 

 Female  48 

3 Experience in running a business  

 0 yrs 92.1 

 1-5 yrs 7.9 

 More than 5 yrs 0 

4 Own a business  

 Yes 8.5 

 No 91.5 
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Table 1 shows that most of the most of the students were aged between 18 and 22 years 
(93.8%) with very few aged between 23 and 28 years (5.6%) and above 28 years (0.6%). This 
further shows that most of the first year undergraduate students at this institution were young 
adults. Results in Table 1 also show that there were more male undergraduate students (52%) 
as compared to female undergraduate students (48%) of the 2016 cohort. Most of the students 
(92.1%) did not have experience of running a business while only 7.9% had up to 5 years of 
experience of running a business. None of the students had more than 5 years of running a 
business. With regards to owning a business, most of the students (91.5%) had never owned a 
business before while only 8.5% had owned a business of one form or another. 

3.2 Analysis of Institution-Related Factors 

The study showed that there are a number of institutional factors that influence prospective 
students’ decisions to select particular universities for study as shown in Figure 2. Among 
such university or institutional factors include location of the institution, academic 
programmes offered, image and reputation of the institution, quality of staff, quality of 
educational facilities, tuition fees, possibility of getting a scholarship, and prospects of 
employment of graduates. 

 

 

Figure 2. Institutional factors 

 
Results in Figure 2 show that institutional factors play a significant role in influencing the 
decision of students to enroll at the institution. More specifically, results show that 65.5% of 
students were influenced by the location of the institution when compared to 34.5% who 
were either slightly influenced or not influenced at all. 82.5% of the students were influenced 
by the academic programmes offered by the institution when compared to 17.5% who either 
were slightly influenced or not influenced at all. 73.5% of the students indicated that they 
were their decision to enroll at the institution were highly influenced by the image and 
reputation of the institution when compared to 26.5% whose decisions were either slightly or 
not influenced at all by the image and reputation of the institution. 62.7% of the students 
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indicated that their decisions to enroll at the institution were highly influenced by the caliber 
of staff at the institution when compared to 37.3% whose decisions were either slightly or not 
influenced at by the caliber of staff at the institution. 73.4% of students indicated that their 
decisions to enroll at the institution were highly influenced by the quality of educational 
facilities such as classrooms while 26.6% indicated that their decisions were either slightly or 
not influenced at all by the quality of facilities. 58.8% of the students enrolled at the 
institution with the belief that they may get scholarships while 41.2% had a slight belief or 
none at all about getting scholarships. 65.6% of the students felt that students at the 
institution had higher chances of getting employed hence their decision to enroll at the 
institution while 34.5% either slightly or do not consider at all the employment prospects of 
students from the institution. 

3.3 Analysis of Marketing Factors of the Institution 

Marketing factors that include advertising, school tours by university staff, career fairs and 
campus visits by prospective students have an influence on the decisions of students to select 
a university to study at.  

 

 
Figure 3. Marketing factors 

 
Results in Figure 3 show that 69.5% of students believed that advertising by the institution 
highly influenced their decision to enroll at the institution while 30.5% of the students did not 
believe so. 59.3% of the students believed that the visits by university marketing 
representatives to their secondary school institutions to talk to them about the university and 
its programmes highly influenced their decisions to enroll at the university. 19.2% of the 
students did not believe so while 21.5% of the students slightly believed so. Career fairs were 
considered as highly influential by most students (69.9%) in their choice to select the 
institution for studies. 13% of the students felt careers fairs had a slight influence while 18% 
of the students felt that career fairs did not influence their decisions to enroll at the institution. 
53.1% of student believed that visiting the university campus and seeing the facilities 
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available highly influenced their choice of the university while 30.5% of the students felt the 
visits did not influence their decisions at all and 16.4% of the students also felt that the visits 
slightly influenced their decisions.  

4. Discussion of Findings 
Results of the study showed that institutional factors have a very high influence on the 
decisions of students to choose a university to study at. Such institutional factors as shown in 
this study include location of the institution, quality of staff, quality of academic programmes 
on offer, image and reputation of the institution, quality of educational facilities, prospects of 
graduates from the institution getting employed, career fairs, and advertising strategies. 
Results in this study confirm results of earlier studies on factors that influence the decisions 
of students when selecting a university to study at. A study by Yusof et al (2008) found that 
availability of the required programmes is a predictor of how students decide to choose a 
university to study at. Other studies for example by Ariffin et al (2008) and also Keling et al 
(2007) found that marketing strategies were influential while a study by Ismail (2009) and 
also by Keling (2006) found that institutional image and reputation,  tuition fees, and 
academic programmes had a high explanatory power on how students decide on which 
university to study at. Hsieh (2010) also found that the importance of quality, type and variety 
of academic programmes as well as the presence of distinguished teaching staff were factors 
that had a moderating effect on students’ decisions to choose a university to study. Results of 
the current study also confirm earlier results in different studies by Agrey and Lampadan 
(2014), Baharun et al (2011), Hagel and Shaw (2008), Cokgezen (2012), and Ciriaci & 
Muscio (2011) which also found that the following categories of factors had a significant 
impact on the decision-making processes of students when choosing a university to study at: i) 
support systems  that include both physical (bookshops and counseling offices) and 
non-physical (availability of scholarships, credit transferability, etc.), ii) the learning 
environment which relates to the presence of modern learning facilities, institutional 
reputation, library, computer labs, affordable tuition fees, etc., iii) job prospects of graduates 
leaving the university, iv) strong student life programmes such as health care, residential 
accommodation, and extra-curricular activities, v) safe and friendly environment which 
relates to a safe campus and supportive staff.  

5. Conclusions 
A number of conclusions were made based on the above results. First, it was concluded that 
characteristics of a university that include the quality of staff, academic programmes, 
educational facilities such as classrooms, location of the institution, as well as employability 
of graduates, have a high influence on how students choose a university to study at. Second, 
it is concluded that the choice of which marketing strategies to use by universities is 
important in influencing students’ decisions on the choice of a university to study at. It is 
further concluded that marketing strategies that have a higher probability of enhancing a 
university’s chances of being selected as a university of choice by prospective students 
include participation in career fairs and advertising.   
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