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Understanding postgraduate students' university choice criteria is essential
for developing marketing strategies in higher education settings. The
purpose of this study was to investigate postgraduate students’ perceptions
in terms of their university choice decisions and evaluates the correlation
between their personal and social support factors and university choice
decisions. A questionnaire survey was disseminated to 401 postgraduate
students from five member universities of Vietnam National University Ho
Chi Minh City, Vietnam. The findings revealed that rated a fairly high degree
of agreement on university choice decisions and demographic characteristics
differences exist regarding their choice (such as living place, registration
level, university studies, and Admission methods). In addition, the findings
also found that personal and social support factors had a statistically
significant impact on their university choice decisions. The findings of this
study carry both theoretical and practical implications for Vietnamese higher
education. The suggestions inferred from university managers and other
stakeholders are also discussed.

© 2023 The Authors. Published by IASE. This is an open access article under the CC
BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

1. Introduction

Previous research works indicated that choosing
a higher education is a high-risk decision and
deciding which university to study at can have
enduring effects on career students (Walsh et al,
2015). The competition between universities no
longer takes place within a country or region, but
also countries in attracting good students, academic
members, researchers, and financial aid, in which,
“an increase in the number of postgraduate
students” is an important part of the competition
among universities (especially public universities in
Vietnam). Higher education institutions must
develop more competitive marketing strategies by
understanding the university selection process of
postgraduate students (Maniu and Maniu, 2014). A
better understanding of postgraduate students'
university choice decisions, hence, can help inform
marketing practices and customize marketing
strategies in higher education institutes in order to
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help universities attract more students to enroll in
postgraduate programs (Adefulu et al, 2020).
However, the research on university choice decision-
making by postgraduate students has mainly been
conducted in Western countries and focused on
inequality in social class (Shaw, 2013).

Research on postgraduate program selection
decision-making in higher education is widespread
and has revealed many factors that postgraduate
students must consider when making postgraduate
program choices (Chen, 2007; Simdes and Soares,
2010). In order to have a good career and high
position, many people often think pursuing a
master's and doctorate degree to get an advantage
over others. However, choosing a postgraduate study
program (such as master's and doctoral programs)
at higher education institutions as expected is
perhaps one of the most important decisions for
postgraduate students and their families. This
decision involves identifying the most important
academic and non-academic factors (Lei and Chuang,
2010). The studies showed that the university choice
decisions of postgraduate students are a multi-stage
decision process that is influenced by many factors
(Kallio, 1995) such as learner characteristics, how to
collect information, and characteristics of the
university and major as well as personal factors
(including marriage, family and work). The research
provided reasons for students’ choice of
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postgraduate study such as continuing their research
path, changing previous research topics, attending
an élite university, increasing competition for jobs,
personal interests, avoiding work pressure,
following the general trend, and others (Liu and
Morgan, 2020).

There were various factors to analyze for the
university choice decisions of postgraduate students
such as institutional, program, faculty and personal
factors (Lei and Chuang, 2010); factors of admission
process, faculty interaction, and living condition
(Van Hoof et al, 2014), academic pulling,
administrative pulling, ease of Visa/Immigration,
and environment factors (Chen, 2007; Shah et al,,
2013), content of specific courses, reputation
university and department (Padlee et al, 2010;
Veloutsou et al, 2004), special study available,
obtaining career-specific information, personal
development, improved post-graduate income
career and flexibility of class schedules (Sheppard,
2013), quality factors such as programs, faculty,
employment, development opportunities etc. (Moore
et al, 2009; Padlee et al, 2010; Shah et al,, 2013),
service factors like support team, partnerships,
relationships with organizations, etc. (Manoku,
2015), location factors including central location,
campus, environment etc. (Mubaira and Fatoki,
2012; Shah et al, 2013). Moreover, the research
demonstrated that factors of practical issues (e.g.
costs beyond financial aid, financial incentives,
program location, research opportunities, and
program feasibility) and structural considerations
(such as degree type, core philosophy, and campus
life) were conducted to assess the university choice
decisions (Mertz et al., 2012).

Postgraduate students must take into account a
number of factors that may affect the process of
postgraduate study when considering which higher
education institutions or postgraduate programs to
attend (Lei and Chuang, 2010). Studies show that
there are many factors to impact graduate students'
decision to choose a university such as demographic
factors including gender, age, SES, race and ethnic
composition, etc. (Aydin, 2015; Liu and Morgan,
2020), economic and financial factors as tuition fees,
scholarships, financial aid, career opportunities,
marketing, etc. (Cokgezen, 2014; Padlee et al., 2010),
university environment factors like programs,
learning space, campus, facilities, support services,
etc. (Manoku, 2015), and socio-environmental
factors as friends, family, relatives, and social life,
etc. (Manoku, 2015; Soutar and Turner, 2002).

In view of the previously mentioned points, the
purpose of this study investigates postgraduate
students’ perceptions of their university choice
decisions and evaluates the correlation of the
reasons for postgraduate study with their university
choice decisions. This research seeks to answer the
following questions:

1. What is the general level of postgraduate students’
perceptions in the VNU-HCM of the university
choice decisions?
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2.Are there any significant demographic
characteristics differences in the university choice
decisions among the respondents in the VNU-
HCM?

3.How are the university choice decisions of
postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM affected by
personal and social support factors?

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Sample

A questionnaire survey gave out to 450
postgraduate students who are currently studying
full-time from the five-member universities of
Vietnam National University Ho Chi Minh City (VNU-
HCM), which were 172 public universities in
Vietnam. Out of the 450 postgraduate students who
were investigated random sample, this study was
conducted with 401 students with an 89.11% return
rate by their email.

A multipart questionnaire was used to collect
postgraduate students’ personal information and
obtain data regarding their university choice
decisions as well as reasons for postgraduate study.
Broken down by gender, the sample of this study
was as follows: female students (50.6%) and male
students (49.4%); 55.1% of postgraduate students
come from urban and the rest are from rural areas.
For registration level, 365 postgraduate students
(86.3%) apply for a master's degree, and for doctoral
students (13.7%). Of those who responded to the
survey 17.5%, 17.7%, 24.7%, 29.2%, and 11% were
postgraduate students of the University of Social
Sciences and Humanities, University of Science,
University of Technology, University of Economics
and Law, and University of Information Technology,
respectively. For admission methods, there were
79.6% of postgraduate students choose the entrance
exam, 17.5% participated in checking documents
and the rest are combine both methods.

2.2. Variables

The university choice decisions of postgraduate
students were identified as the dependent variable
in this study. As shown in Table 1, the university
choice decisions of postgraduate students were
composed of six items such as (1) postgraduate
curriculum has achieved quality accreditation, (2)
the discipline has a scientific training process, (3) the
academic member has a high-quality teaching and
research area, (4) faculty  with high
internationalization in teaching and research area,
(5) the quality of postgraduate curriculum of the
prestigious faculty and (6) academic freedom
environment. For each item, the respondents were
asked to rate postgraduate students’ level of
university choice decisions on a five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1=“strongly disagree” to
5=“strongly agree.” Factor loading, total variance
explained, and internal consistency analysis
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(Cronbach’s a) were conducted to assess the validity 50 percent and meeting the requirement of a
and reliability of this constructed measurement for constructed variable for social science research (Hair
the university choice decisions of postgraduate et al, 1998). The internal consistency analysis
students in the VNU-HCM. Table 1 presents that yielded Cronbach’s a coefficient from 0.801 in this
factor loading values for items designed to measure study higher than the threshold level of 0.6 (Hair et
each factor were consistently large from 0.667 to al,, 2006), indicating satisfactory reliability. Based on
0.752 which were greater than the threshold level of the validation of construct reliability, it is concluded
0.6 (Hair et al., 2006), showing that the six factors that the research construct of the university choice
were all suitable for constructing university choice decisions of postgraduate students in this study is
decisions. The total variance explained was 50.17 reliable (Table 1).

percent, which was higher than the threshold level of

Table 1: The results of M(SD), factor analysis, and reliability of the dependent variable in this study

Factors M(SD) Range of score Factor loading
1. Postgraduate curriculum has achieved quality accreditation 4.00 (.71) 752
2. The discipline has a scientific training process 4.01 (.68) 734
3. Academic member has a high-quality teaching and research area 4.16 (.69) 1.5 710
4. Faculty with high internationalization in teaching and research area 3.98 (.73) 704
5. The quality of postgraduate curriculum of the prestigious faculty 4.06 (.72) .680
6. Academic freedom environment 3.99 (.69) .667
Total variance explained (%) 50.17
Cronbach’s .801
Total M(SD) 4.03 (.5)

Data were analyzed with principal component analysis

Table 2 shows the correlation among five high-quality teaching and research area and the
dimensions of the university choice decisions of postgraduate curriculum having achieved quality
postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM. The value of accreditation (r=.495). Other significant associations
the correlation coefficient ranges from 0.320 to were lowest found between the quality of the
0.495 was a relatively high positive correlation postgraduate curriculum of the prestigious faculty
between factors of the university choice decisions of and the academic member having a high-quality
postgraduate students. The relationship was highest teaching and research area (r=.320).

associated between the academic member having a

Table 2: The results of the correlation between six dimensions of the university choice decisions of postgraduate students in

the VNU-HCM

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Postgraduate curriculum has achieved quality accreditation 1
2. The discipline has a scientific training process 425%* 1
3. Academic member has a high-quality teaching and research 495%* 397%* 1
area ' '
4. Faculty with high internationalization in teaching and 436%* 406 429%* 1
research area ' ' ’
5. The quality of postgraduate curriculum of the prestigious 438%* 4455 320%* 363%* 1
Faculty ' ' ’ ’
6. Academic freedom environment .365** 434 372%* .356%* .343* 1

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

The independent variables of this research operational definitions, means (M), and standard
encompassed three categories: Postgraduate student deviations (SD) of the independent variables.
demographic characteristics, and personal and social
support factors (Table 3). Firstly, postgraduate 2.3. Data analyses
student demographic characteristics consisted of (1)
gender, (2) living place, (3) registration level, (4) This study employed statistical methods of
university studies, and (5) admission method. descriptive analyses, independent t-test, the analysis
Secondly, personal factors contained six items, of variance (ANOVA), and multiple regression
including (1) I have faith in the university of my analyses to analyze the data. Descriptive analyses of
choice, (2) I am satisfied with the university of my the mean and standard deviations were computed to
choice, (3) the university I choose is right for me, (4) understand the general level of the university choice
I have faith in my own abilities, (5) I have the ability decisions of postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM.
to complete the study program, and (6) I am The independent t-test and ANOVA were performed
responsible for my choices. Finally, the social to see whether significant differences existed
support factor included (1) advice from parents or between demographic characteristics and the
guardians, (2) advice from a spouse, (3) advice from university choice decisions of postgraduate students.
brothers/sisters in the family, (4) advice from A series of separate stepwise multiple regression
friends and colleagues, and (5) advice from a analyses were conducted to analyze the effects of
program advisor. Table 3 shows the details of personal and social support factors on the university

choice decisions of postgraduate students.
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Table 3: Coding schemes and proportions of the independent variables in this study

Demographic characteristics

1. Gender: Female=0, Male=1

2. Living place: Measured on a 2-point scale, where 1=urban areas, and 2=rural areas (M=1.45, SD=0.50)
3. Registration level: Measured on a 2-point scale, where 1=master’s dgree, and 2=doctoral dgree (M=1.14, SD = 0.34)
4. University studying: Measured on a 5-point scale, where 1=University of Social Sciences and Humanities, 2=University of Science, 3=University of
Technology, 4=University of Economics and Law, and 5=University of Information Technology (M=2.99, SD=1.27)
5. Admission methods: Measured on a 3-point scale, where 1=entrance exam, 2=checking documents, and 3=combine both (M=1.23, SD=0.49)
Personal factor
1. I have faith in the university of my choice: Measured on a 5-point scale, where 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree (M=4.37, SD=.71)
2.1 am satisfied with the university of my choice: Measured on the same scale as that for first factor (M=4.13, SD=.67)
3. The university I choose is right for me: Measured on the same scale as that for first factor (M=4.07, SD=.77)
4.1 have faith in my own abilities: Measured on the same scale as that for first factor (M=4.06, SD=.75)
5. I have the ability to complete program: Measured on the same scale as that for first factor (M=4.06, SD=.73)
6.1 am responsible for my choices: Measured on the same scale as that for first factor (M=4.13, SD=.72)
Social support factor
1. Advice from parents or guardians: Measured on a 5-point scale, where 1=strongly disagree and 5=strongly agree (M=3.83, SD=.81)
2. Advice from a spouse: Measured on the same scale as that for advice from parents or guardians (M=3.67, SD=.68)
3. Advice from brothers/sisters in the family: Measured on the same scale as that for advice from parents or guardians (M=3.56, SD=.66)
4. Advice from friends and colleagues: Measured on the same scale as that for advice from parents or guardians (M=3.59, SD=.66)
5. Advice from a program advisor: Measured on the same scale as that for advice from parents or guardians (M=3.71, SD=.72)

Every variable is measured with one question item

3. Results and discussion

3.1. The general level of the university choice
decisions

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the
dependent variable-the university choice decisions
of postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM-based on
the results from the six questionnaire items. With
the overall M and SD for each value, the findings
reveal that postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM
hold fairly high opinions of university choice
decisions (M=4.03, SD=0.50).

For the six dimensions of the university choice
decisions of postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM,
the findings of Table 1 also show that they were
highest agreed with the academic member has a
high-quality teaching and research area (M=4.16,
$D=0.69), followed by the quality of postgraduate
curriculum of the prestigious faculty (M=4.06,
S$D=0.72), the discipline has a scientific training
process (M=4.01, SD=0.68), and the postgraduate
curriculum has achieved quality accreditation
(M=4.00, SD=0.71). Postgraduate students least
agreed with the faculty with high
internationalization in the teaching and research
area (M=3.98, SD=0.73) and the academic freedom
environment (M=3.99, SD=0.69), respectively.

The findings of this study correspond to the
findings of Lei and Chuang (2010) and Van Hoof et al.
(2014). Their research showed that there was a wide
range of factors that influence the decision of which
university to apply to for postgraduate programs.
For example, factors of the ranking of the university,
campus facilities, library collections, class size and
overall program size, faculty factors faculty research
interests, faculty reputation, the availability of child-
care, housing, geographic location, family
accommodations, the quality of the admission
process were conducted to assess the university
choice decisions of postgraduate students. However,
this study was two factors that are similar to their
research including program factors (e.g. department
ranking, overall program size) and faculty factors
(e.g. faculty research interests, faculty publications,
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faculty reputation). The research indicates that
personal and family factors (including family
accommodations or job opportunities for a spouse)
will be the most influential factors in the university
choice decisions of postgraduate students (Kallio,
1995; Van Hoof et al,, 2014). Moreover, the research
also shows that most of the research on university
choice decisions of postgraduate students is
conducted in developed countries (such as the
United Kingdom, Australia, and the United States)
and a few developing countries (e.g. Malaysia and
Indonesia). Therefore, further research should be
more research on this topic, especially increasing the
number of studies in developing countries (like
Vietnam) to have a basis for comparison with other
countries as well as to enrich the theoretical and
practical for this theme (Adefulu et al., 2020).

3.2. Demographic characteristics

Table 4 shows that postgraduate students'
demographic characteristics in the VNU-HCM
difference exist regarding their university choice
decisions. Regarding the relationship in the
university choice decisions between male (M=3.99,
SD=0.49) and female postgraduate students
(M=4.06, SD=0.50), the t-test findings reveal that
there were no significant differences in the
university choice decisions among different gender
groups (t=-1.384, p>0.05). This study's findings
demonstrate that there were significant differences
among the university choice decisions of
postgraduate students and their living place
(t=2.295, p<0.05) as well as their registration level
(t=3.275, p<0.01). Specifically, postgraduate
students who are living in urban areas (M=4.10,
SD=0.54) were more satisfied with their university
choice decisions than their counterparts who are
living in the countryside (M=3.97, SD=0.44).
Moreover, master's students (M=4.06, SD=0.51)
decided to choose postgraduate study higher than
doctoral students (M=3.87, SD=0.36).

As shown in Table 4, the ANOVA findings indicate
that there were significant differences among the
university choice decisions and universities where
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the postgraduate student is studying (F=12.183,
p<0.001), and admission methods (F=5.677, p<0.01).
Specifically, the findings of post-hoc explained that
the University of Social Sciences and Humanities

(M=4.23, SD=0.61), the University of Science
(M=4.21, SD=0.55), and the University of
Information  Technology  (M=4.18, SD=0.53)

postgraduate students had a higher score in the

university choice decisions than their colleagues in
the University of Technology (M=3.86, SD=0.40) and
the University of Economics and Law (M=3.89,
SD=0.35). Finally, participants of admission methods
by the entrance exam (M=4.01, SD=0.48) and
checking documents (M=4.07, SD=0.54) had lower
satisfaction in the university choice decisions than
those combine both methods (M=4.49, SD=0.63).

Table 4: Statistical analysis of postgraduate students' demographic characteristics in the VNU-HCM and the university choice

decisions
Factor N M(SD) t-test/F Post hoc
Male 198 3.99 (49)
Gender Female 203 4.06 (.50) -1.384
. Urban 221 4.10 (.54) %
Living place Rural 180 3.97 (44) 2.295
. . Master’s degree 346 4.06 (.51) o
Registration level Doctoral degree 55 3.87 (36) 3.275
USSH (A) 70 4.23 (.61)
US (B) 71 4.21 (.55)
University studying UT (C) 99 3.86 (.40) 12.183*** ABE>CD
UEL (D) 117 3.89(.35)
UIT (E) 44 4.18 (.53)
entrance exam (A) 319 4.01 (.48)
Admission methods checking documents (B) 70 4.07 (.54) 5.677** AB<C
combine both above (C) 12 4.49 (.63)

Note. USSH: University of Social Sciences and Humanities, US: University of Science, UT: University of Technology, UEL: University of Economics and Law, UIT:
University of Information Technology; *: p<.05; **: p<.01; ***: p<.001

The findings of this study were supported by the
research of Van Hoof et al. (2014) for registration
level (master or doctoral degree), but as opposed to
their research for gender factor. The finding
demonstrated that male international postgraduate
students rated the quality of the admission process
item of university choice decision-making as more
important than female international students; by
contrast, domestic female students rated it as more
important as compared to domestic male students
(Van Hoof et al., 2014). In addition, their study also
showed that Ph.D. students analyzed faculty
interaction items as significantly more important in
their university choice decision as master students.
Moreover, previous studies also showed that
postgraduate students in different disciplines will
have different decisions to choose a major. For
example, hospitality and tourism postgraduate
students mainly observe factors of self-actualization,
study load, scholastic achievement, job opportunity,
and field attractiveness (Lee et al, 2008) or
friendships, interest in practical aspects, and ease of
study (Kim et al, 2007). The study used different
approaches, disciplines/majors, and instruments to
measure the university choice decisions of
postgraduate students in higher education, thus,
they have different findings.

3.3. Effects of personal and social support factors

In Table 5, Models 1 to 2 were stepwise
regression analyses to clearly present the effects of
independent variables on the university choice
decisions of postgraduate students in the VNUHCM,
and Models 3 presents the combined effects. The
different regression models had different
explanations for university choice decisions across
different factors. These models explained 26.6% of
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the variance of the university choice decisions of
personal and social support factors (Adj. R?=.266).
Multicollinearity diagnosis yielded no value of
variance inflation factor (VIF) in the regression
model higher than 10 (in this study VIF=1.152 to
1.846), indicating no risk of serious multicollinearity
of the model (Hair et al., 2006). The results exhibit
coefficients of § values, with >0 indicating a positive
impact on the university choice decisions of
postgraduate students and by contrary.

The findings of Model 1 indicate that two out of
six items of personal factors (such as I am satisfied
with the university of my choice and I have faith in
my own abilities) exerted a substantial influence on
the university choice decisions of postgraduate
students, and this model explained 25.1% of the
variance of university choice decisions of personal
factor (Adj. R?=.251). Both items of personal factors
yielded positive effects on their university choice
decisions (p=.312, p<0.001, and fB=.138, p<0.05,
respectively). There is only one item in Model 2,
advice from a program advisor, which was positively
associated with the university choice decisions
(B=.278, p<0.001) and this model explained 6.3% of
the variance of university choice decisions of social
support factor (Adj. R2=.063).

In the combined Model 3, two items of personal
factors, namely, I am satisfied with the university of
my choice ($=.301, p<0.001) and I have faith in my
own abilities (B=.122, p<0.05) and advice from a
program advisor item of social support factor
(B=.152, p<0.001) steadily maintained their
significant beneficial effects on the university choice
decisions of postgraduate students cross models.

The findings of this study demonstrated that
personal and social support factors persisted to have
significant relationships with the university choice
decisions of the VNU-HCM postgraduate students. As
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for personal factors, the results of previous studies
showed that satisfaction of personal needs, and
personal expectations influence postgraduate

students' choice of university (Liu and Morgan,
2020; Malaney, 1987; Vrontis et al., 2007).

Table 5: The results of regression analyses of personal and social support factors' effects on the university choice decisions
of postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM

University choice decisions

Factors Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
VIF
Beta ()
Personal factor
I have faith in the university of my choice .019 .018 1.454
I am satisfied with the university of my choice 31 2%k 3071 1.595
The university I choose is right for me .075 .081 1.554
I have faith in my own abilities .138* 122* 1.846
I have the ability to complete program .090 .073 1.788
I am responsible for my choices .012 .009 1.605
Social support factor
Advice from parents or guardians -.021 -.055 1.294
Advice from a spouse -.012 .019 1.218
Advice from brothers/sisters in the family .025 .034 1.152
Advice from friends and colleagues -.012 -.033 1.262
Advice from a program advisor 278%** 152%* 1.241
23.377 6.405 14.193
F k3kk kK kskk
Adj.R? 251 .063 .266

*p<.05*p<.01;,** p<.001

The research indicated that personal perception
is the most important factor influencing students’
choice of university (Shah et al.,, 2013). Besides, the
perception of individual ability in accordance with
chosen major and university requirements has been
shown to be very important in students' decisions
(Cabrera and La Nasa, 2000).

For the social support factor, unfortunately, there
is not enough empirical research to have significant
relationships between advice from a program
advisor item and the university choice decisions of
postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM. However,
McDonough (1997) showed that parental advice is a
strong influence on postgraduate students' choices,
especially in terms of financial support from their
parents. In addition, peers and colleagues are often
cited as an important factor to continue their studies
and they are also a source of essential information
about universities so that students can make an
application decision to participate in postgraduate
programs of higher education institutions (Kim and
Gasman, 2011).

The research results show that postgraduate
students' intrinsic factors have an influence on their
university choice decisions; therefore, admissions
officers must have a strategy to meet postgraduate
students' needs, aspirations, and expectations in
order to attract more participation in graduate
programs at the university.

4. Conclusion

This study explored the postgraduate students’
perceptions in the VNU-HCM of the university choice
decisions, and the relationship between
postgraduate student demographic characteristics,
and personal and social support factors to ones was
examined. The findings revealed that postgraduate
students hold a fairly high opinion of the university
choice decisions. In addition, the findings also found
that postgraduate students’ demographic

91

characteristics (such as living place, registration
level, university studies, and admission methods)
difference exist regarding university choice
decisions. Finally, in three out of eleven items both
personal and social support factors (such as I am
satisfied with the university of my choice, I have faith
in my own abilities and advice from a program
advisor) persisted to have significant relationships
with the university choice decisions in the VNU-HCM
postgraduate students.

Though there are many previous research studies
on the university choice decision, however, little is
known about the relationship between the
university choice decision and personal and social
support factors as well as this topic in developing
countries like Vietnam. The findings of this study
contribute to filling critical gaps in both theories and
practices regarding this theme. Although the study
was carefully designed and conducted, it has some
limitations. The primary limitation is that five
member universities of the VNU-HCM were sampled
in this study and especially the postgraduate level.
Further research, thus, should collect student
samples from various higher education levels,
disciplines, and other factors to accumulate
abundant empirical information on the assessment
of the university choice decisions in Vietnamese
university postgraduate students. It is hoped that the
barrier to the university choice decisions of
postgraduate students in the VNU-HCM found in this
research might be useful for university managers
and other stakeholders to develop and implement a
strategic marketing campaign in the competitive
higher education institutions market.
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