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Abstract 

Many higher education providers around the world attract international students and 

aggressively promote their institutions. Chinese students are among the most sought after 

segments of international students. In the current era of reduced budgets and increased 

demand on resources, universities around the world rely on revenue from international 

students to augment their budgets. However, while universities and other such institutions 

actively engage in student recruitment, the choice of institutions is largely influenced by the 

host country otherwise referred to as country of origin (COO) effects. Strategically, the 

results suggest the importance of close collaborations between the government and the 

institution to attract overseas students. 
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Country or University: How do Chinese students and parents choose an international 

tertiary education provider? 

 

Background 

 

It is well established in the literature that a product’s country of origin is an important 

consideration factor in decision making (e.g. Roth and Romeo, 1992; Srikatanyoo and Gnoth 

2002).  This is usually communicated with a “made in (name of the country)” and it acts as 

an extrinsic product cue. For example, a consumer may use COO as a heuristic to determine 

the quality of a product, and forms stereotypical opinions about that product based on its 

origins. COO or “country image” refers to the reputation or the stereotype attached to 

products or a specific country.  Studies have found that the COO of a product is an important 

determinant of consumers’ bias and therefore affects evaluation and choice (Al-Sulaiti and 

Baker 1998). Thus COO is similar to price, brand name or warranty. Although studies of the 

COO effect in the marketing literature began in the 1960s (e.g. Schooler, 1965), marketers 

have used consumer perception of COO to promote products for more than a hundred years 

(Javalgi, Cutler and Winans 2001).  

 

Usunier (2006) questioned the relevance of COO effects in marketing studies, however, it is 

difficult to deny the plethora of evidence from previous research that the place of 

manufacture influences product evaluation (e.g. Papadopoulus 1993), for example, the 

prevalence of country stereotyping, which is a COO effect. Past research found that the 

stereotypical bias against developing countries has caused consumers to give unfavourable 

judgments of their product quality (Nagashima 1970; 1977; Roth and Romeo 1992; Nes and 

Bilky 1993). Similarly this stereotypical bias is also evident toward countries which are 

perceived as being advanced and developed, thus products originating from these countries 

are usually judged favourably (Nagashima 1977; Nes and Bilky 1993; Wang 1978).  

 

While there is evidence to suggest that COO is an important consideration for consumers’ 

preferences of products and affects their evaluation of product quality, risk and the likelihood 

of purchase, there is little research on how COO affects consumers’ choices of international 

services. This is despite the growing importance of global trade in services (Javalgi, et al., 

2001). The limited number of COO studies in services suggests that COO is an important 

informational cue (e.g. Ahmed and Johnson 2002; Al-Sulaiti and Baker 1997, 1998; Bruning 

1997; Harrison-Walker 1995; (Lascu and Giese 1995; Ofir and Lehman 1986) and need 

further investigation. 

 

In this study we focus on a much neglected service – international tertiary education (ITE). 

The purpose is to explore the influence of COO effects in the evaluation and choice of an ITE 

provider among Chinese students and parents. ITE is characterised as a high involvement 

service because it is time and cost-intensive and has high personal relevance for international 

students’ decision making (Gray 1991). It is different to other service industries because 

overseas education is consumed for prolonged periods of time (i.e. throughout the duration of 

a degree) and has life changing consequences, e.g., the choice of an international educational 

institution has very important implications for the future career direction of the participants. 

Srikatanyoo and Gnoth (2002) found one of the factors prospective students used to evaluate 

the quality of an ITE institution is the image of the host country, however, existing research 

on the decision-making process of prospective international students tend to focus on the 

institution itself, ignoring the influence of the country of origin (Cubillo, Sanchez and 

Cervino 2006). It is important to explore how international students perceive a country as a 
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study destination, and how universities are influenced by country-specific factors. An 

understanding of the factors which influence the decision-making process of prospective 

international students is crucial to create and maintain competitive advantage especially in 

this intensely competitive environment due to the global trends in favour of international 

higher education (Ivy 2001).  Such an understanding may also assist educational institutions 

and national governments interested in attracting international students to strengthen their 

image, eliminate weaknesses, and hence increase the possibility of being chosen as a 

destination for international tertiary education.  

 

Research Method 

 

A qualitative approach using interviews was the method of choice for this study since our 

goal is to gain an in-depth understanding of how COO effects influence the decision making 

process as opposed to seeking generalisation to the population (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).   

Given our exploratory study, we do not seek a representative sample. Participants were 

recruited based on a purposive sampling process because it is important that our participants 

have experienced this phenomenon in order to articulate their experiences regarding their 

decision making process (Eisenhardt 1989; Miles and Huberman 1994; Strauss and Corbin 

1998). Thus, we are able to understand in greater depth the influence of COO on choice. Thus 

our participants included Chinese students who were still at school and now applying for 

either foundation courses or universities abroad and university graduates applying for 

postgraduate studies. The forty semi-structured interviews, which lasted approximately 30 

minutes, were conducted in the Chinese language (Putonghua).  20 of these were conducted 

face-to-face in China and the other 20 were conducted over the telephone from New Zealand.  

The sample consisted of nine parents and thirty one students.  All interviews lasted 20 to 30 

minutes. Student ages ranged from 15 to 35 years with an average age of 21 years. The 

discussion included issues regarding their motivation to study abroad, choice of country, 

choice of university or institution, decision making process and a short discussion about New 

Zealand as a destination for tertiary education. These interviews which were conducted by 

two native Chinese speakers were audio-taped, later translated and transcribed into English.  

Both authors independently read the transcripts to uncover themes which emerged from the 

interviews. The authors then discussed their findings and debated the themes, which led the 

discovery of new themes. This process of data interpretation is to ensure that our results are 

trustworthy.  

 

Results and Discussion 

Both student and parent participants perceive that the country of origin is an important 

consideration factor when evaluating the different ITE providers. We discuss the themes, 

using a few selected quotes only, to highlight the importance of COO effects in the evaluation 

and choice of an international tertiary educational institution.  

 

Country image: COO as a cue 

 

While the reputation of the university, judged by both its overall university ranking and its 

specialities, is a key consideration factor when deciding on an ITE institution, participants 

seem to associate strength of a university with the strength of the country. The participants in 

this research used the image of the country in terms of its size, economic power and 

development as an indicator of quality, i.e. if the country is advanced, the institution in that 

country must be of great quality. For example, there is a perception that the size of New 
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Zealand and its distance from the rest of the world means it is sheltered from external 

influences and not as developed as the US.   

 

“America is like a tiger, it is stronger. New Zealand is like a sheep, it is softer” (#20, 

student) 

 “[chose America]...because America is a country with super power” (#7, student) 

 “…as the strongest country in the world, America has the best, advanced education in 

the world. So if I go to America, I can learn the newest knowledge, the best knowledge 

and it’s way much better than learning in China...” (#18, parent) 

 

Previous research suggests that when people have difficulty judging the quality of a service, 

they would look for cues to help make these judgements (Berry and Parasuman, 1991).  This 

is relevant for education due to the nature of the service, hence the importance of physical 

evidence in the form of accreditation, ranking and research output and student achievements 

(Price, Matzdorf, Smith and Agahi 2003).  

 

Country image: Familiarity 

 

Participants are more likely to choose an institution in a country with which they, or someone 

they know, are familiar with.  This is particularly important in high risk decision making 

situations, where past research suggest that individuals faced with uncertainty will normally 

seek familiar brands or will seek the advice of people they trust (e.g. Chiou 2003).  

 

 “[chose Singapore]... Singapore is like a horse - because everybody has seen horses 

and is familiar with them... New Zealand is like an unicorn - because the animal is very 

rare and people seldom see it. We are not familiar with it. Even if we see a unicorn, we 

are afraid to touch it or to move it. The reason we do not choose to go to New Zealand is 

we are not familiar...” (#6, parent) 

“the reason I went to New Zealand is because some of my classmates from Junior high 

school wanted to go there. Then I got to know about this country. Then I found out it was 

a nice country, and therefore I finally made the decision.” (#7, student) 

 

Practical COO Factors: Language, Social, Legal and Economic 

 

Language has a direct relationship with the student’s ability to perform successfully; hence 

parents are particularly concerned that their children attend a university in a country where 

their children has language proficiency.  All, except one of our participants, chose English 

speaking countries.  

 

“It’s mainly because my daughter is not good at English. I am worried that she will get 

lost if she does not understand English after she goes abroad...” (#18, parent) 

 

Social aspects of the country are also considered. These include safety, lifestyle and 

enjoyment. Parents generally favour New Zealand because it is reputed to be a safe and 

friendly country, conducive to study because it does not have the temptations of large cities.  

 

 “Although America is better in economics and some other aspects, I am not really fond 

of this country, because it always arise wars with no reasons. I don’t want myself to be in 

such a noisy country to study. Instead, I want to go to a quiet and peaceful country [NZ] 

to study” (#19, student) 



 ANZMAC 2010 Page 5 of 7 
 

 

 

 

While legal issues, e.g. student visa and ability to work while studying, are also important, 

and influence the country of choice, participants do not consider it as being extremely 

cumbersome. For example, those applying to the US are certain and hopeful that upon 

acceptance by a university, they will be granted a student visa. However, scholarships are 

most coveted since this guarantees an entry visa.  Further, the perceived difficulty of getting a 

US student visa or those who failed to gain entry into the US has caused some to apply to 

another country, e.g. New Zealand, because of its ease of entry and the ability to work part-

time to supplement their income. 

 

The economic viability of an overseas education is key in deciding the country for one’s 

education. Some parents purposefully save for their children’s education but also look 

forward to their children gaining scholarships from the host country or institution. 

Opportunities to gain scholarships can offset some of the cost of overseas study and are 

therefore an added advantage.  

“It’s quite lucky that her dad and I have saved some money these years, so we also 

thought that we would send her abroad” (#6, parent) 

 

“My family thought that American universities offer scholarships. If we just depend on 

my parents’ economic support, I cannot stay in America for long. So we have to depend 

on other economic sources [thus have to apply for scholarships]” (#4, student) 

 

Students tend to think more about working while studying to supplement income from 

scholarships or from their parents’ allowance while parents prefer their children to 

concentrate on their studies. 

“It’s quite important…I am not going to take any part time jobs at the beginning. I will 

try my best to get used to the life there first. Once I am used to the life there, I will start 

to consider about the working opportunities while studying.” (#17, student) 

 

Implications and Future Research 

 

COO effects play a significant role in the decision making process of an ITE. There are 

several implications from our results. Universities need to strategically plan their moves in 

collaboration with government bodies which are directly and indirectly related to education, 

for example, with the ministry of education to develop scholarships for deserving students 

from developing nations, with the ministry of internal affairs regarding immigration issues to 

ensure straightforward visa applications and work rights. This synergy will assist in attracting 

the best student pool as well as raise the image of the country as being education-friendly and 

efficient. 

 

Marketers of ITEs should consider promoting the country together with the institution in their 

marketing communication, for example, the country’s economic achievements, and its social 

and cultural highlights.  ITE websites should include relevant country information to 

potential foreign students with links to informative sites on the country’s economic and social 

development. To further generate feelings of familiarity, testimonials from the institute’s 

alumni body of foreign students, particularly those from the same target nations, could be 

used in its communication.  Our results suggest that potential students and parents seek 

advice from others especially if they are unfamiliar with the country or the institute, that is, 

positive word of mouth, directly influences the next generation of intakes. Therefore, the goal 
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of ITEs needs to include the development of a sound education programme and pleasant 

overall experiences for their foreign students.   

 

While the findings offer insights into the choice processes of foreign students, it is limited to 

the Chinese population. Further research using a different sample set would add to the 

generalisability of the findings. 
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