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ABSTRACT 

Every year, thousands of Vietnamese students finish high school and travel to foreign 

countries for tertiary education. For these teenagers, this is one of the first major 

decisions in their lives, as they must leave families for a number of years while living 

and studying alone overseas. The significance of this event requires Vietnamese 

families to undertake an extensive planning and decision-making process, in which 

possible country, university and major options are carefully evaluated with respect to 

available resources of the families, before the final selection is made. 

The existing literature on international education describes this activity as a multi-stage 

decision-making process, in which the protagonist is the student, treated as decision-

making unit, subject to various internal and external influences, such as parental 

influence, as they proceed through sequential stages of a decision-making process. 

Existing models of the education decision-making process have limitations for the 

current research context of Vietnam. Firstly, little work has been undertaken to explain 

the university choice behaviour of international undergraduate students. Secondly, 

existing process models do not present all possible outcomes of the activity, thereby 

risking over-simplification of the complexity and dynamics of the planning and 

decision-making process. Lastly, none of the existing models have considered the 

family as the decision-making unit, which is likely to be the case in the Vietnamese 

context, due to the distinctive cultural values of Vietnam that emphasise collective 

harmony, responsibilities and achievements. 

This study, therefore, aims to fill the aforementioned gaps by constructing a model that 

reports the process of planning and later choosing international undergraduate education 

by Vietnamese families, with an emphasis on the role of the family. This study employs 

a longitudinal qualitative approach, in which 24 families recruited in Vietnam 

participated in two rounds of in-depth interviews over a period of ten months, while 

they carried out their international education decision-making. Data analysis was then 

undertaken using two methods: analysis of decision-making for each family unit and 

thematic analysis. 

The research results in a model (termed the PIUE model) consisting of four stages that 

depict the planning and decision-making processes of the 24 Vietnamese families in the 

sample. The four stages are Predisposition; Search, Consideration, Selection & 

Application; Final Choice; and Admission. The model captures the period from the 
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moment the aspiration for international education first emerges within the family, to the 

time when families complete the admission process and students are ready for 

departure. The findings indicate that the choice of international undergraduate education 

is the result of a long-term process that can take years to complete. At the undergraduate 

level, the Vietnamese family, consisting of the parents and student, is usually the 

collective decision-making unit throughout the process. The research advances the 

relevant literature by highlighting the role of long-term goals of the family and student 

as the main driver for all the planning and decision-making activities. Another new 

concept that is introduced is resource preparation, which comprises all key resources 

that family members need to accumulate to enact their choice of international education. 

For each component decision in the process, the decision-making unit employs a range 

of criteria to evaluate and compare available options. Information is fed to family 

members from various information sources and external influences. The path that the 

decision-making unit undertakes to arrive at the final choice is more dynamic than 

previously described by the literature, as a result of facilitating and constraining factors. 

Besides the standard route of decision-making through four stages, facilitating factors 

can allow the decision-making unit to bypass specific component decisions, while 

constraining factors may prevent the family from reaching an agreed alternative and, in 

the worst circumstances, cause them to drop the international education plan altogether. 

The research makes a number of contributions to both theory and practice. On the 

theoretical side, the research challenges fundamental aspects of the existing literature on 

decision-making process for international education and proposes the addition of two 

important concepts, long-term goals and resource accumulation. On the practical side, 

the research provides marketing practitioners of international universities with valuable 

insights into the thinking and behaviours of the Vietnamese market when choosing an 

institution abroad for education and more importantly, recommendations on how to 

better approach and attract them. 
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION 

Chapter One commences with a discussion of the rationale and significance for 

conducting research on the choice of international education, especially for the 

Vietnamese market. This is followed by an outline of the research question and 

objectives, which lead to the selection of the research design and methodology to be 

used to address the research question. The chapter then highlights the main 

contributions of the research to both theory and practice. Chapter One ends with an 

outline of the thesis, in which the structure and content of the thesis are presented.  
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1.1 Rationale and significance of the thesis 

Over the past decade Vietnam has become globally recognised as a key international 

education market in Asia (ICEF Monitor, 2015; World Education Services, 2012). In 

2017, over 130,000 Vietnamese students pursued studies overseas, a 22.5% increase 

from 106,104 students in 2012 (ICEF Monitor, 2014, 2017). Vietnam is currently 

known to be one of the top sources of international students from the Southeast Asian 

region (ASEAN) for popular educational destinations, such as Australia and the USA. 

In 2014, Vietnam was ranked 8th in the USA and 3rd in Australia amongst top source 

countries (Australian Department of Education and Training, 2014; Institute of 

International Education, 2014). In New Zealand, Vietnam was also listed as the second 

largest source country from ASEAN (Education New Zealand, 2014). Ninety percent of 

Vietnamese overseas education is self-financed, totalling approximately $USD 1.6 

billion per annum (ICEF Monitor, 2013). 

The reasons for this phenomenon are apparent. Firstly, education is highly valued in 

Vietnamese society (Diversicare, 2009; Pham & Fry, 2004). Traditionally an 

agricultural nation, the Vietnamese see education as a path for family advancement, 

financially and socially, and thus people place a higher value on education than on 

material wealth (C. K. C. Lee & Morrish, 2012). The tradition of education advocacy 

has been passed on through generations of Vietnamese people. Parents encourage their 

children to excel in education and pursue higher academic qualifications, which are 

believed to bring about successful lives for individuals, as well as honour for their 

families. Higher education, in particular, has a long history of establishment in Vietnam. 

In fact, Vietnam has the oldest higher education institution recorded in the Southeast 

Asian region, named the Royal College of the Temple of Literature in the year 1076 

(Pham & Fry, 2004). “This cultural heritage demonstrates the great significance placed 

on learning and the special respect and honour bestowed by the Vietnamese on teachers, 

scholars, students, and mentors” (Pham & Fry, 2004, p. 201). 

Secondly, the recent emergence of Vietnam as one of most attractive destinations in the 

region for foreign investment has significantly affected the way the Vietnamese 

consider education. The operation of several global corporations and companies in 

Vietnam has prompted the local labour force to realise that they not only need to have 

tertiary education but, more importantly, obtain world-accredited qualifications and 

experience, in order to gain worthwhile employment locally. Vietnam is a young nation, 

with nearly 45% of its 92 million population being 25 years of age or younger (ICEF 

Monitor, 2014a). The number of annual enrolments in tertiary education has 
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experienced a thirteen-fold increase in the last twenty years, from 162,000 students in 

1992/93 to over two million students in 2010 (Hayden & Lam, 2007; Services, 2012; 

World Education Services, 2014). However, such lavish demand has not yet been 

sufficiently met by the local higher education system (Healey, 2008), either in terms of 

the quantity or quality, which results in an increase in the search for international 

education alternatives. Despite the steady growth in the number of tertiary institutions in 

recent years, at the average rate of eight new universities and 12 colleges a year (ICEF 

Monitor, 2015), the local higher education system can only accommodate 

approximately a third of the total yearly applications (World Education Services, 2014). 

On the supply side, institutions are facing the issue of a shortage of teaching staff, 

represented by the high student to lecturer ratio of 28:1 in 2009, due to a failure in the 

education system to keep up with market growth (World Education Services, 2010).  

Of equal concern to the quantity issue is the quality of teaching: domestic teaching 

methods at the tertiary level are very traditional; a slow-moving and bureaucratic 

process of curriculum renewal due to excessive regulatory controls; teaching staff are 

not involved in research and academic publication; and there is a lack of depth in 

management experience and skills within institutions (Hayden & Lam, 2007; ICEF 

Monitor, 2014b). This problem results in the absence of Vietnamese universities on the 

world’s list of top 200 universities and, more importantly, the struggling of Vietnamese 

graduates to find employment due to a lack of practical and up-to-date knowledge and 

skills (Hayden & Lam, 2007; ICEF Monitor, 2015; World Education Services, 2010). 

The Vietnamese government considers higher education to be critical for the 

establishment of a strong and sustainable economy (Welch, 2010). Understanding 

current drawbacks of the domestic educational system, the government rolled out long-

term education reform in 2005, called Higher Education Reform Agenda (HERA), with 

an aim to develop a modernised higher education system by 2020 (Hayden & Lam, 

2007). One key element of the HERA strategy, as part of the effort to solve the quantity 

and quality issues, is “the development of a more internationally integrated higher 

education system, involving more international commitments and agreements, 

improvements in the teaching and learning of foreign languages (especially English), 

and the development of conditions favourable to increased foreign investment in the 

higher education system” (Harman, Hayden, & Nghi, 2010, p. 3). This strategy has 

resulted in a significant increase in the number of strategic partnerships between local 

and overseas universities; joint programmes that allow students to graduate with 

international qualifications; as well as the establishment of off-shore campuses in 

Vietnam, led by Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology in 2000 and Troy University 
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in 2006 (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Harman, 2004; RMIT University, 2000; Troy 

University, 2006).     

1.2 Research question and objectives 

For Vietnamese teenagers and young adults, the decision to study abroad in a foreign 

country is one of the first major events in their lives, and the choice of international 

tertiary education is a critical decision that can shape these students’ future career and 

success (Eder, Smith, & Pitts, 2010; Padlee, Kamaruddin, & Baharun, 2010). The 

importance of such a decision encourages Vietnamese students to undertake a thorough 

decision-making process, in which available options for institution and programme are 

carefully considered, before a final decision on destination country, institution and 

programme is made. 

This research seeks to construct a model that explains the process by which the 

Vietnamese make choices of international undergraduate education. The current 

literature on international education has generally presented this behaviour as a multi-

stage decision-making process, in which the focus of research treats the student as the 

decision-making unit, subject to various internal and external influences as they proceed 

through sequential stages of a decision-making process. For instance, Chen’s (2007) 

model of international university choice describes graduate students going through a 

three-stage process of decision-making: predisposition, search/selection/application, and 

choice. At each stage, various attributes of the home and host country, city, institutions 

and programme are taken into consideration by the students (Cubillo, Sanchez, & 

Cervino, 2006). Chen’s model is developed based on a three-stage model of domestic 

college choice and a push-pull factor model for choice of international education 

(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

While being clear and detailed, existing models of the international education decision-

making process exhibit limitations when applied to the current research context of 

Vietnam. Firstly, little work has been undertaken to explain the international education 

choices for undergraduate students. The decision process for this group of students is 

potentially different from that of graduate students (such as those studied by Chen, 

2007) due to the differences in level of independence, academic motivation, and self-

regulation (Artino & Stephens, 2009; Bye, Pushkar, & Conway, 2007; Sheard, 

Markham, & Dick, 2003). Therefore, the explanatory power of any model for graduate 

students can be questioned when applied to the undergraduate counterpart. 
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Secondly, existing university choice process models are depicted as pre-determined, 

meaning the outcome of the process is always the same: a successful choice of 

institution for enrolment, without any possible divergence (R. G. Chapman, 1986; Chen, 

2007; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). But the successful choice of institution for enrolment 

might not always be the outcome of the decision-making process. The facilitators and 

constraints framework (E. L. Jackson, 1997; Raymore, 2002) provides an additional 

perspective on this issue as it suggests that the existence of facilitating and/or 

constraining factors may result in potential alternative routes and outcomes for the 

decision-making process. 

Lastly, the explanatory power of existing models of educational choice in the 

Vietnamese context can be further challenged when considering the decision-making 

unit. All current university choice models treat the student as the decision maker 

throughout the process, which may not be entirely accurate for the Vietnamese people. 

Rooted in Asian ideologies, especially Confucianism, Vietnamese culture emphasises a 

hierarchy in the society and family, in which people work toward a sense of collective 

harmony (Gillespie & Nicholson, 2005). Young people are taught to respect and be 

subordinate to their elders; individual goals and opinions must be restrained for the 

purpose of collective or familial goals; and parents have a life-long responsibility to 

assure the success and well-being of their offspring (Hofstede, 2003; Phinney & Ong, 

2002; Smith & Pham, 1996; Yan & Sorenson, 2006). As a result, for major decisions 

such as the choice of international education, the Vietnamese family is likely to be 

involved as a collective decision-making unit. 

The primary research question addressed in this thesis is: 

How does the Vietnamese family unit make the decision regarding choice of 

international undergraduate education? 

The objectives of the thesis are: 

• To gain a comprehensive understanding of the decision-making process of the 

Vietnamese regarding choices of international undergraduate education 

• To identify factors influencing the international undergraduate education 

decision as the decision-making unit proceeds through the process 

• To determine who is the decision-making unit for choice of international 

undergraduate education in the case of the Vietnamese 
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• To contribute to the body of literature on international higher education choice 

behaviour by constructing a comprehensive undergraduate university choice 

model 

• To contribute to the methodological body of knowledge by applying a 

longitudinal qualitative approach to studying choice of international higher 

education 

• To provide practitioners in this field with valuable market intelligence regarding 

international education for the Vietnamese market. 

1.3 The methodological approach and research design 

This study adopts the post-positivist paradigm and takes a qualitative approach, as it 

addresses a complicated phenomenon not previously researched: the decision-making 

process of Vietnamese regarding choice of international undergraduate education; the 

process likely involves a large number of influencing factors; the effect of each factor 

may vary during progress through the steps in decision-making; and the whole activity 

functions within the distinctive social and cultural context of Vietnam, which likely 

impacts how the process proceeds. 

This study adopts a longitudinal research, meaning that data was collected more than 

once, due to the extended nature of the educational decision-making process. In-depth 

interviews were employed to gather information from 24 Vietnamese families whose 

students anticipate going overseas for undergraduate study. This sample was selected 

using maximum variation sampling, which is a purposeful sampling strategy. Data 

collection process proceeded from March to December of 2016, with two interviews 

taking place as follows: 

• First interview: March – April, face-to-face interview 

• Second interview: June – December, online interview via Skype 

Interviews were conducted in Vietnamese by the primary researcher, and he was also 

responsible for the transcribing task. Transcripts were translated back to English for 

analysis. Data analysis was carried out using qualitative data analysis software, Nvivo.  

1.4 Contributions of the thesis 

This research provides significant advancements for the two bodies of literature, namely 

the international education decision-making literature and the family decision-making 

literature, as well as valuable implications for marketing practitioners in the higher 
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education industry. Firstly, the research proposes a different approach to studying the 

decision-making process for international higher education, a planning perspective, 

which better captures the entirety of the phenomenon. The research calls for structural 

changes to current decision-making models with the addition of two new concepts, 

resource accumulation and long-term goals, in order to sufficiently reflect the 

complexity of decision-making activity. Secondly, the research highlights the dynamics 

of the involvement and influence of different family members in a major familial 

decision-making situation, such as the choice of international education. Adolescents 

appear to have an equally strong influence as their parents in making these decisions. 

On the practical side, the research provides insights into the planning and decision-

making of Vietnamese families for choice of international education. The recognition of 

families as the collective decision-making unit is crucial for all international universities 

that are trying to approach this market. An understanding of the thinking and reasoning 

of Vietnamese parents and students while proceeding through the decision-making 

process is of great value to practitioners for identificating the right market segment to 

target and developing effective marketing messages to convey to Vietnamese families. 

The research also highlights the role of the senior high school environment as a 

platform for international universities to communicate with Vietnamese students 

because the three years of senior high school is when students’ aspiration for 

international education reaches its peak. Finally, the research proposes the inclusion of 

informal information sources, such as overseas relatives, friends of parents and students, 

and university alumni, as an integral part of the marketing and communication channels 

for the Vietnamese market. 

1.5 Outline of the thesis 

The thesis is presented in seven chapters. Chapter Two is the Literature Review, where 

literature relevant to the development of the thesis is presented: theoretical foundations 

(ecological system theory, consumer decision-making, and the facilitators and 

constraints framework), empirical foundations (decision-making processes for choice of 

university by domestic and international students, influencing factors in the domestic 

and international contexts, and the cultural values of Vietnam influencing decision-

making). The chapter concludes with a conceptual model, derived from the review of 

literature, which seeks to explain the decision-making process of the Vietnamese 

regarding international undergraduate education.    
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Chapter Three presents the research design and methodological approach. The chapter 

commences with an explanation of the choice of qualitative approach that is used in this 

research. The next sections describe in detail the research process, including sample 

description, sampling method, and recruitment plan and interview protocol. The chapter 

also describes the methods of data analysis.  

Chapter Four presents in detail the findings from interviews with the 24 family units. 

Two methods were used to analyse data: analysis of individual family’s decision 

process and thematic analysis. Chapter Five presents the final outcome of the research, 

which is a model of the planning and decision-making for international undergraduate 

education of Vietnamese families. This model was constructed using results of the two 

data analysis methods. 

Chapter Six presents discussion of the key implications of the study for theory, practice 

and research methodology. The chapter also reflects on any limitations in the conduct of 

the study, and ideas for future research on decision-making processes for choice of 

international undergraduate education.  

Chapter Seven presents a conclusion for the thesis. 
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CHAPTER 2  LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter reviews theoretical and empirical literature relevant to the research 

question of “How does the Vietnamese family unit make the decision regarding choice 

of international undergraduate education?” Firstly, the three theoretical foundations of 

the research are presented, namely ecological systems theory, consumer decision-

making theory, and the facilitators and constraints framework. This is followed by the 

empirical foundations section, which discusses the family decision-making and tertiary 

decision-making literature, two key bodies of literature that are directly related to the 

international undergraduate education decision-making activity. This section also 

explores the literature on Vietnamese cultural values in order to understand how the 

decision-making of Vietnamese people may be influenced from a cultural perspective. 

The chapter ends with a conceptual model, deriving from all literature reviewed, which 

seeks to describe the decision-making of Vietnamese families for choice of international 

undergraduate education. Table 1 summarizes key content of the Chapter Two. 

Table 1: Key sections of the literature review 

Theoretical foundations 

Ecological systems theory  

Consumer decision-making 

Facilitators and constraints framework 

Empirical foundations 

Family decision-making 

Decision-making processes for choice of university by domestic students 

Factors influencing domestic students’ choice of university 

Factors influencing the international students’ choice of university 

Decision-making processes for choice of university by international 
students 

Vietnamese cultural values influencing decision-making 

Conceptual model  
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2.1 Theoretical foundations 

The literature review starts with an exploration of the theoretical foundations of the 

research: ecological systems theory, consumer buying decision-making, and facilitators 

and constraints framework. The consumer buying decision-making foundation provides 

the basic understanding of consumer behaviours, while ecological systems theory and 

facilitators and constraints framework help explain the complexity and dynamics of the 

international education decision-making activity. 

2.1.1 Ecological systems theory 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1979, Bronfenbrenner (1979) developed the ecological systems theory as a 

theoretical framework for studying human development. At the core of his theory, 

Bronfenbrenner proposes that an individual resides within a number of social settings, 

with which he or she deeply interacts on a daily basis (e.g. family, school, workplace, 

etc.). The development of that person, therefore, is the outcome of the ongoing 

interaction and interdependence between him or her and the outside world (Becker & 

Todd, 2018; Neal & Neal, 2013). As a result, in order to fully understand the 

development of an individual, researchers must understand his or her environs, and 

more importantly, examine the interactions between that focal individual and all elemnts 

Chronosystem 

Macrosystem 

Exosystem 

Mesosystem 

Microsystem 

Figure 1: Ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 1986) 
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of the surrounding context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Darling, 2007; Hoover-Dempsey & 

Sandler, 1997). The ecological systems model originally consists of four environmental 

levels: microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 

(see Figure 1). A microsystem involves all immediate settings in which the individual 

directly interacts, such as the family, classroom, neighbourhood and religious 

institution. The second level, mesosystem, contains all interrelations between different 

microsystems that the individual actively participates in. For instance, a child’s 

experiences at home may influence his or her performance at school. Exosystem is the 

third layer and it “refers to one or more settings that do not involve the developing 

person as an active participant, but in which events occur that affect, or are affected by, 

what happens in the setting containing the developing person” (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 

p. 25). To put it simply, a child’s experiences at home may be influenced by his or her 

father’s experiences at work. The fourth layer Macrosystem represents the larger 

cultural context surrounding the individual and encompasses all other systems. It 

includes social belief systems, cultural norms, ideologies, policies or law that indirectly 

influence the development of the individual. In his later revision of the theory, 

Bronfenbrenner added the fifth layer, termed Chronosystem, which refers to the 

transition of the individual over time that may influence his or her development 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Common examples of life transition include normative 

transition such as school entry, higher education entry, marriage and retirement, as well 

as non-normative transition such as death of a loved one or divorce. 

Originated from developmental psychology, the ecological systems theory has been 

applied extensively as the guiding framework in research on the human development 

and education of children and adolescents (Bluteau, Clouder, & Cureton, 2017; Brooks-

Gunn, Duncan, Klebanov, & Sealand, 1993; Chipuer, 2001; Criss, Shaw, Moilanen, 

Hitchings, & Ingoldsby, 2009; Duerden & Witt, 2010; Durlak et al., 2007; Herselman, 

Botha, Mayindi, & Reid, 2018; Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler, 1997; Rose-Krasnor, 

2009; Seidman, 1991; Seidman et al., 1995). However, its application has expanded 

further to explain other social phenomena, including transgender acceptability, sexual 

revictimization, travel and leisure behaviours, higher education teaching and learning 

experience, and even corporate management (Bluteau et al., 2017; McLinden, 2017; 

Musgrave & Woodward, 2016; Pittenger, Pogue, & Hansen, 2018; Woodside, Caldwell, 

& Spurr, 2006). When viewing the decision-making process for international 

undergraduate education of Vietnamese people from an ecological perspective, it is 

clear that this is not an isolated phenomenon, instead this activity is deeply embedded in 

the social context of the individuals who are making these decisions. Ecological systems 
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theory gives the researcher a necessary foundation to understand how different social 

forces within the surrounding environment can influence decisions made. The pursuit of 

international degrees and qualifications is a way for high school graduates to further 

develop their knowledge, skills and experiences. Throughout childhood and the teenage 

years, students live in different microsystems, of which the family and high school are 

two critical environments for the development of an aspiration for international 

education in students. They continuously interact with members of these settings, such 

as parents, friends and classmates, and such conversations and exchanges help shape 

students’ perceptions on the type of higher education they want to pursue later. If there 

is a tradition of studying abroad running within a student’s family, or his or her high 

school has a tradition of its graduates going abroad for higher education, then the 

likelihood of this student following this path is higher.  

In addition to students potentially developing aspirations for studying abroad, their 

parents’ views on international education can be reinforced if high ability students are 

encouraged by high school teachers to pursue tertiary education overseas. This 

represents a mesosystem in action. Moving one step further to the exosystem, parents’ 

perceptions may be further influenced by their friends and colleagues, who have had 

offsprings studying abroad, which in turn has an effect on the parents’ level of 

encouragement toward their children. Finally, the society in which the students live – 

the macrosystem, possesses distinctive cultural and social norms, and governmental 

policies that either encourage or hinder international education activities. For instance, 

many people in Vietnam believe that an investment in international education is 

worthwhile because it will result in an increased level of employability in the 

Vietnamese job market due to the high regard for international qualifications here. 

Furthermore, the influence of social forces may not be limited to just the first decision – 

whether to study abroad – it is likely to carry on in later decisions as well. Students and 

their parents continue to receive information and advice from informal (e.g. extended 

family, students’ friends and teachers, and parents’ friends and colleagues) and formal 

(e.g. university representatives and education agents) sources about where to study, 

what major to take, and what university to apply to.  

2.1.2 Consumer decision-making 

The second theoretical foundation for this study is consumer decision-making. 

Everyday, consumers make many decisions regarding the purchase, consumption and 

disposal of goods and services. Each buying decision is unique in its subject, purpose, 

and relative importance to the consumer, as well as in the factors that influence the 
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decision. There are a number of approaches to gaining an understanding of consumer 

decision-making. Rational Choice Theory (RCT), which is founded on the basic 

assumption that any complex social phenomenon can be interpreted as the result of 

individual actions, suggests that decision-making regarding such actions is intentional 

toward a specific goal(s), with rational individuals possessing full knowledge of 

available information, a well-defined and stable preference order for all alternatives; and 

the ability to calculate accurately which alternative provides the best outcome with 

maximum value (Bettman, Luce, & Payne, 1998; Crews, 2016; Hoque, 2006; 

Oppenheimer, 2008; Scott, 2000; H. A. Simon, 1955). However, other scholars have 

criticised RCT as an incomplete or flawed approach to understanding consumer 

decision-making because in reality, perfect information is not available; goals are not 

always well-defined in advance; and RCT fails to explain other types of choices, such as 

impulsive and emotionally charged decisions (Dowding, 1994; Hechter & Kanazawa, 

1997; Hoque, 2006; March, 1978; H. A. Simon, 1972). Based on such criticisms, H. A. 

Simon (1972) introduced the concept of “bounded rationality”, which is a more 

pragmatic view on human choice behaviours. This theory suggests that choices are 

determined by the limited cognitive capacity of the decision maker in accessing and 

processing information, combined with the complex characteristics of the decision 

environment. Furthermore, inherent limitations of human beings makes optimisation 

less practically achievable and, thus, individuals may have to settle with satisficing 

options in certain decision situations (H. A. Simon, 1972).  

Bounded-rationality theory provides a necessary foundation to the information-

processing approach, which has been a dominant view in the consumer behaviour 

literature over the past few decades Bettman et al. (1998). This approach views 

consumer behaviour from a problem-solving perspective, focusing on the decisions 

consumers make in order to solve problems they face everyday (Solomon, 2009). The 

decision-making process here consists of five general stages, which are (1) problem 

recognition, (2) information search, (3) alternative evaluation, (4) purchase, and (5) 

post-purchase (Hawkins, Neal, & Quester, 1998). Each stage is governed by 

psychological mechanisms of the individuals involved in the decision task (Sirakaya & 

Woodside, 2005). For instance, in the first stage problem recognition, consumers 

recognise a discrepancy between the ideal or desired state of affairs and the actual state 

at the moment of consideration, and this difference triggers the decision process 

(Blackwell, Miniard, & Engel, 2006). Here, consumers receive inputs from their 

memories, personal characteristics and resources, as well as external influences from the 

surrounding environment from which the need is formed. During stages (2), (3) and (4), 
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consumers continue to be affected by psychological processes, such as knowledge, 

attitudes and personality, along with environmental forces from the outside, such as 

culture, family and social class. The decision-making process ends with the post-

purchase evaluation stage, in which consumers express their level of satisfaction with 

the choice they made, which then informs their future decisions.  

The five-step process of consumer decision-making fits well with the context of this 

research, since prospective students are facing a problem of determining the most 

suitable international tertiary institution for enrolment. This problem calls for an 

extensive information search for various university alternatives available, from which 

only a few will be selected for further consideration and application. The process ends 

when prospective students enrol in a university that has accepted their application. The 

only exception was that the last stage of the standard consumer decision-making 

process, post-purchase evaluation, would not be taken into account in this study since 

the research question only attempts to explore the international education decision-

making process up to the point of students finalising their choice of university for 

enrolment. A post-purchase evaluation, therefore, would not be available since students 

have not yet commenced their study. In short, the five-step of consumer decision-

making process provides an essential foundation upon which a specific decision model 

for the choice of international undergraduate education of Vietnamese students will be 

developed. 

2.1.3 Facilitators and constraints framework 

The third and final theoretical foundation for this research is the facilitators and 

constraints framework. Facilitators (sometimes called promoters) and constraints 

(sometimes called barriers or inhibitors) are two concepts that are found in the literature 

of many disciplines in the social sciences. Health, sociology, education, and leisure are 

areas where these terms have been widely researched (E. L. Jackson, Crawford, & 

Godbey, 1993; Kissman, 1990; Peloquin, Doering, Alley, & Rebar, 2017; Raymore, 

2002; Sach, 2015). In general, facilitators and constraints describe a number of internal 

and external factors that can positively or negatively affect the implementation of an 

action or programme. For instance, Sach (2015) researched the factors that either 

facilitate or constrain the employment of effective formative assessment practices in 

schools. She reported that teacher autonomy and ownership, support from school 

leaders and senior managers, and an effective network between schools, professionals 

and parents are needed in order to establish good formative assessment practices in 

schools. By contrast, teachers may find it challenging to practice effective assessment 
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protocols if they have conflicting views with schools about the learning process, or they 

are not given the necessary autonomy and ownership, or there are incongruities in 

management and teaching at schools (Sach, 2015). 

Research on facilitators and constraints is particularly prevalent in the leisure literature, 

in which researchers have tried to identify factors that affect people’s participation and 

non-participation in leisure activities. In the leisure context, facilitating and constraining 

factors are systemized into a framework consisting of three layers: intrapersonal, 

interpersonal, and structural (see Figure 2) (Crawford & Godbey, 1987; Crawford, 

Jackson, & Godbey, 1991; E. L. Jackson, 1997; Raymore, 2002). According to this 

model, intrapersonal facilitators or constraints shape leisure preferences based on the 

psychological states and attributes of each person, such as personalities and past 

experiences. The next layer, interpersonal, represents the relationships between the 

decision maker and different individuals in his or her surrounding settings, such as 

family members, friends and even strangers. The final layer of facilitators and 

constraints are structural, representing the outer context and all of its social belief 

systems to which the person belongs. This framework suggests that the decision to take 

part in leisure activities and, sequentially, the choice of leisure destination, are heavily 

shaped by these three groups of facilitators and constraints. 

 

Figure 2: Facilitators and Constraints framework (Jackson, 1997; Raymore, 2002) 
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While facilitators and constraints have not been previously considered in the 

international education decision-making context, the potential applicability of this 

framework in explaining this choice process is evident. The decision to go abroad for 

tertiary education is a complex and highly involved decision, which can take a 

considerable amount of time for completion, and potentially require the involvement of 

more than just one decision maker (L.-H. Chen, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

Students have personal characteristics, academic abilities and educational motivations 

that either enable or limit the formation of overseas study preferences. Economic, social 

and cultural values of the home and various host countries may facilitate or inhibit the 

choices of certain destinations. Finally, situational conditions taking place in the process 

may significantly affect the outcome. For example, having relatives living abroad or 

winning a scholarship from a university may highly promote that particular country or 

institution, thereby shortening the otherwise normal search process for countries or 

universities. By contrast, failing to get a visa at the end will prevent students from 

travelling to the overseas country and starting their study, which may result in a 

significant change in their overall educational plan. It is reasonable, therefore, to 

propose the possible existence of facilitators and constraints in the decision-making 

process for choice of overseas education, which can affect the actual path that the 

decision maker takes to get to the final result. Since there is no already established 

framework of facilitators and constraints for the international education choice-making 

context, this research attempts to explore this framework in this context. 

2.2 Empirical foundations 

This section discusses the findings of extant empirical research on family decision-

making and international education decision-making. Also, unique cultural aspects of 

Vietnam that may be relevant to international education decision-making activity are 

examined. The chapter concludes with a conceptual model of how the Vietnamese 

family may choose an overseas university for their children’s undergraduate education. 

2.2.1 Family decision-making 

Considerable research on family decision-making has been undertaken over the past 

five decades due to the fact many products and services are bought and used by the 

household rather than the individual consumer (Martinez & Polo, 1999). A new house, a 

new car, a family holiday or the choice of a child’s education are typical examples of 

expensive and highly involved purchases that often require the involvement of more 

than one family member (Davis, 1976; C. K. C. Lee & Collins, 2000). Even with buying 



   17 
 

decisions of inexpensive and routine items for family use, such as breakfast cereal or 

family eat out, the buyer takes into account the preferences of other members in the 

family and ensures the final choice best satisfies everyone’s need (M. A. Belch, Belch, 

& Sciglimpaglia, 1980; Davis, 1976). Making decisions in these group contexts is likely 

to be more complex than that of a single consumer due to the potential conflicts arising 

from members having different goals that they expect to achieve with the decision, 

different preferences regarding available alternatives, and the overall dynamics in 

relationships and interaction between members (Davis, 1974; Kang & Hsu, 2004; 

Kirchler, 1993; Sheth, 1974). The group-oriented nature of family decision-making 

raises several challenges to the applicability of existing theories and models of 

individual consumer decision-making in the familial decision context: how family 

members work together in their decision-making, who exerts the most influence, what 

are the stages of the decision-making process in the family context, and are they similar 

or different from those of individual decision-making? These questions call for a 

separate approach to understanding. 

The literature on family decision-making has focused on (1) the roles of different 

household members in the decision-making and (2) conflict resolution strategies in 

family decision-making. Early work in the 1970s and 1980s primarily examined the 

involvement of husband and wife in various family purchase situations because the 

traditional concept of ‘family’ centred on the husband and wife (Davis, 1976). The 

general finding in this context is that the participation and influence of husbands and 

wives are dynamic and vary by product category, by stages of the decision-making 

process and by decision areas (G. E. Belch, Belch, & Ceresino, 1985; Davis, 1974, 

1976; Lackman & Lanasa, 1993; H. L. Nguyen, Westberg, Stavros, & Robinson, 2018; 

Sheth, 1974). Research examining the role of family members across different product 

categories reported husbands demonstrated a clearer sense of role specialization, 

meaning husbands considered themselves to be the controlling member in the buying of 

‘big-ticket’, technical and financial investment items such as automobile, television set, 

insurance and saving, whereas in purchases of inexpensive and routine products for 

family use, such as breakfast cereal, they exerted little influence (G. E. Belch et al., 

1985; Qualls, 1982). Wives, on the other hand, reported to be at least moderately 

involved in all product categories, regardless of whether they are major or inexpensive 

purchases, and more importantly, they considered joint decision-making to be common 

in most product categories (G. E. Belch et al., 1985; Qualls, 1982). Wives demonstrated 

a more dominant role in decisions that are related to running the household (e.g. dining 

out, purchase of food, household appliances and furniture) (G. E. Belch et al., 1985; C. 
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K. C. Lee & Beatty, 2002), and child education (Goldhaber, 1999; Morgan, Dunn, 

Cairns, & Fraser, 1993; West, David, Hailes, & Ribbens, 1995). Regarding the choice 

of education, father and mother are both involved in the process, yet wives still appears 

to have a more dominant voice in the final selection of school for their child (West et 

al., 1995). 

The roles of husband and wife also changed as members went through the stages of the 

decision-making process (Chaudhary & Gupta, 2012; Davis, 1976; Davis & Rigaux, 

1974; Kancheva, 2017). For all product categories for household consumption, the 

husband and wife were involved at all three stages, yet the level of influence of each 

member varied according to product category (G. E. Belch et al., 1985; Soni & Singh, 

2003). Husbands were found to exert the most influence in the problem recognition 

stage of major technical purchases (e.g. TV and automobile), and their influence 

increased at the two successive stages of the decision-making process for these 

products, while wives dominated the initiation stage of household items (e.g. home 

appliances and furniture), and their influence remained consistent throughout the 

process (G. E. Belch et al., 1985). This point about wife’s influence is somewhat 

different from the finding of C. K. C. Lee and Beatty’s (2002) research on family 

decision to eat out, in which the wife initiated the need for family eating out, yet her 

influence declined in later stages where influence among family members become more 

balanced. Housing is another product category that often saw wives dominating the 

problem recognition stage, possibly due to the maternal characteristics of wanting to 

build a good living environment for children to grow (Levy, Murphy, & Lee, 2008). 

Husbands and wives were equally involved in the second stage of searching for 

information about house alternatives, while the final decision was heavily influenced by 

whoever contributes most resources (e.g. money, experience and knowledge about the 

property, property market and finance) in the process (Levy et al., 2008). Wives also 

expressed more domination in most stages of the decision-making process for family 

vacation, except for the destination finalization stage, which was equally influenced by 

both husbands and wives (G. E. Belch et al., 1985; Srnec, Loncaric, & Prodan, 2016). In 

terms of how the task and/or decision at each stage is made, joint decision-making was 

commonly seen at the initiation and decision finalization stages for major purchases 

such as holiday and real estate, whereas the information search in stage two usually 

carried out autonomously because this task required time availability and 

expertise/competence of each member (Kancheva, 2017; Rojas-de-Gracia, Alarcon-

Urbistondo, & Gonzalez Robles, 2018; Sheth, 1974). 
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Lastly, the influence of husband and wife varies depended on the decision areas (also 

known as sub-decisions) of a purchase situation. Traditionally, husbands were 

considered to be in charge of the functional (or instrumental) aspects of a purchase, 

while wives exerted stronger opinions on expressive attributes (G. E. Belch et al., 1985; 

Jenkins, 1978). For instance, regarding the buying of a house, husbands were likely to 

be dominant in deciding the budget, type, age, maintenance, and the resale value of the 

house, whereas wives cared more about the characteristics of the house that are directly 

related to living conditions, such as number of bedrooms, layout of the house and living 

area, and condition of bathroom and kitchen (Kancheva, 2017; Levy et al., 2008). 

Similarly, in case of automobile purchase, husbands decided when to buy and how 

much to spend, while wives selected the make, style and colour of the car (G. E. Belch 

et al., 1985; Lackman & Lanasa, 1993).  

However, this role specialization has been blurred considerably by the recent shift in the 

perceptions of men and women regarding their appropriate distribution of 

responsibilities within the household as well as in the society. More women go out to 

work and become important resource contributors in the family, and at the same time, 

more husbands are actively involved in household activities (Lackman & Lanasa, 1993; 

Qualls, 1982). This movement in roles has caused husbands’ influence to diminish in 

some previously male-dominated decision areas, and at the same time allowed women 

to express stronger voices in more functional aspects of many family buying decisions. 

In Kancheva (2017) research on family decision-making of real estate, the three key 

financial sub-decisions of “how much to spend”, “when to buy”, and “how to buy” are 

no longer controlled by husbands, instead they are jointly decided by both spouses. 

Family holidays are another product category that witnesses joint decision-making 

taking place across most decision areas, and for sub-decisions that are not jointly made, 

they are even dominated by wives (Jenkins, 1978; Rojas-de-Gracia et al., 2018; Srnec et 

al., 2016).  

One common criticism of many early studies of family decision-making is that they 

focus mainly on the role of husbands and wives, and overlook the involvement of other 

potentially influential members (G. E. Belch et al., 1985). Children in the family, 

including adolescents, who were originally ignored in the literature, has been 

recognized in recent years as one significant element of family decision-making due to 

their potential influence to the process (Chaudhary & Gupta, 2012; Davis, 1976; 

Lackman & Lanasa, 1993). Children and adolescents are found to have extensive 

involvement in many family purchase decisions and they influence the outcome of such 
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decisions (Douglas, 1983; Flurry, 2007; Hamilton & Catterall, 2007; C. K. C. Lee & 

Beatty, 2002). Many studies on the roles of parents and children in family decision-

making have reported a similar theme, that is, children’s influence is not as strong as 

that of parents in the decision-making process and at all sub-decisions, and in general 

father and mother are still dominant members (G. E. Belch et al., 1985; Nørgaard & 

Brunsø, 2011; Soni & Singh, 2003). However, the level of influence of children varies 

by different product categories, different stages of the process and by their available 

resources (Lackman & Lanasa, 1993). Children exert stronger influence on purchase 

decisions of inexpensive items and items of their direct use (e.g. breakfast cereal), than 

expensive items or items of household consumption (e.g. home décor) (Beatty & 

Talpade, 1994; Foxman, Tansuhaj, & Ekstrom, 1989; Shoham & Dalakas, 2005). In the 

decision-making process, children are active in the problem recognition and information 

searching stages, either by suggesting new products to family or learning about new 

product available, but their influence tends to decline toward the final decision stage 

(Beatty & Talpade, 1994; G. E. Belch et al., 1985; Chaudhary & Gupta, 2012; Shoham 

& Dalakas, 2005). Regarding decision areas, children’s influence is stronger on 

expressive aspects of the purchase than decisions on budget or where and when to buy 

(G. E. Belch et al., 1985). As the children enter teenage years, their influence in family 

buying decisions not only increases in intensity, but it also extends beyond products or 

services of direct use, as adolescents are able to contribute financially to the purchase, 

and they are more likely to have good knowledge through increasingly available access 

to information (Chaudhary & Gupta, 2012; Dauphin, El Lahga, Fortin, & Lacroix, 2011; 

Flurry, 2007; Palan & Wilkes, 1997). 

The second focus of the family decision-making literature is on the conflict resolution 

strategies employed by family members in different decision situations, since conflict is 

an inherent attribute of group decision-making that separates it from individual 

decision-making. With more than one member involved in the decision task, there is a 

higher change of disagreement occurring, and the potential of conflict is even higher in 

families with children, especially adolescent children, as they can shop for themselves 

and are heavily influenced by peers (Hamilton & Catterall, 2007). Conflicts also tend to 

happen in purchase decisions of expensive and/or highly involved items  (M. A. Belch 

et al., 1980). In the family purchase context, there are two types of conflict that may 

occur between members: 1) different desired outcomes and 2) different perceptions 

about available alternatives (Davis, 1974, 1976; Sheth, 1974). Davis (1976) outlined 

two general types of family decision-making depending on the types of conflict: 1) 

consensual decision-making – meaning members agree about the goals, and they look 
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for one alternative that can satisfy the requirements and expectations of all members; 

and 2) accommodative decision-making – meaning members have irreconcilable 

priorities and preferences, and thus the final choice is not consensual, instead it involves 

some level of compromises. For any given purchase situation, based on the type of 

decision-making, Davis (1976) detailed a number of conflict resolution strategies 

available for members to adopt. In a consensual situation, members can resolve conflicts 

either by role structure, budget or problem-solving strategies, all of which assure a 

satisfactory result approved by all members. In contrast, if differences are 

irreconcilable, members can persuade or bargain with each other to reach a workable 

outcome. Davis’s work (1976) became a crucial foundation for later studies that explore 

further conflict resolution strategies used by families when making purchases. Among 

consensus strategies, problem-solving is found to be the most frequently used strategy 

by families in decision-making of housing, holiday, food, clothing and other product 

categories (M. A. Belch et al., 1980; Holdert & Antonides, 1997; Kang & Hsu, 2004; 

Qualls, 1984). This strategy entails active information searching and continuous 

discussion among members in order to come up with the best alternative that is 

otherwise unable to reach autonomously (Holdert & Antonides, 1997). Other commonly 

used strategies in both consensus and accommodative decision-making include 

reasoning, integrative bargaining, overtly expressing preferences and coalition 

(Kirchler, 1993). In case of families with children, the pool of conflict resolution 

strategies expands further, as children tend to rely on emotions, both positive and 

negative, when dealing with their parents. Begging and pleading, whining, express 

anger, pouting, ask nicely, sweet talk, and appeal to guilt are some common strategies 

used by children and adolescents (Chaudhary & Gupta, 2012; Cowan, Drinkard, & 

MacGavin, 1984; Palan & Wilkes, 1997; Williams & Burns, 2000). However, children, 

and especially teenagers, are also able to use cognitive strategies, such as reasoning, 

making a deal, calling for third person’s opinion, and directly asking and expressing 

preferences, in order to drive the decision-making toward their preferred outcome 

(Chaudhary & Gupta, 2012; Cowan et al., 1984; Palan & Wilkes, 1997; Williams & 

Burns, 2000). Given the wide range of conflict resolution strategies available, the choice 

of what strategy to be adopted by the family is determined by a number of factors, 

including socio-demographic characteristics of the family, gender role orientation, 

family life cycle, members’ perceptions of preferable outcomes, and time available to 

make decisions (Douglas, 1983; Frikha, 2010; Kang & Hsu, 2004). 

The context of international education decision-making of Vietnamese people is likely 

to involve family decision-making. Similar to other major decisions such as the 
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purchase of real estate or family holiday, there may be more than one member who 

wants to participate in the discussion and have their opinions taken into consideration 

regarding where a student should study overseas. It is valuable, therefore, to explore 

how the decision is made, what are the roles of students, parents as well as other 

potential family members at different stages of the decision process, and what strategy 

may families employ to resolve possible conflicts in their discussion. 

2.2.2 Decision-making processes for choice of university by domestic 
students 

In addition to family decision-making, the literature on tertiary education decision-

making is the second key empirical foundation supporting the current study. The 

decision-making of high school leavers regarding choice of domestic tertiary education 

has been researched extensively for the past few decades (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000). In 

the 1970s, scholars started to explore why and how students select domestic tertiary 

institutions. It is important to note that in the literature review, the two words college 

and university are used interchangeably when the researcher reviews the literature, as 

studies in the USA used the term “college” to identify tertiary or higher educational 

institutions that are elsewhere recognised as universities. Early studies looked at the 

college choice from either the econometric (Fuller, Manski, & Wise, 1982; Kohn, 

Manski, & Mundel, 1976; Mundel, 1974) or sociological (Alwin & Otto, 1977; Boyle, 

1966; Sewell & Shah, 1968) perspective, and these two aspects dominate the college 

literature in the 1970s (Bateman & Spruill, 1996; Paulsen, 1990). Econometric models 

suggest that students treat college choice like an investment, in which they weigh all the 

costs and benefits of each college attendance option. Students assess the benefits using 

the following criteria: geographic location, academic factors and economic factors 

(Fuller et al., 1982; G. A. Jackson, 1982; Mundel, 1974; Smith-Vosper, 1997). The goal 

of this process is to maximise the benefits students can receive from a college, 

compared to other alternatives, including the non-college option. Sociological models, 

on the other hand, identify a variety of individual and social factors that lead to 

educational and occupational aspirations, which then determine the levels of educational 

and occupational attainment (Sewell, Haller, & Portes, 1969). Educational aspiration is 

said to be impacted by social factors like socioeconomic status, academic performance, 

the influence of significant others and the types of high schools attended (Alwin & Otto, 

1977; Boyle, 1966; Sewell & Shah, 1968).  

The econometric and sociological models attempt to explain the behaviour of students 

regarding the pursuit of tertiary education. However, neither of these approaches offer a 
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satisfactory explanation that include a complete range of influential factors, nor explain 

the process through which students arrive at their final institution choice (Smith-Vosper, 

1997). Still, they are useful, in terms of providing the necessary inputs for the third 

group of college choice studies – the combined models (D. W. Chapman, 1981; Hossler 

& Gallagher, 1987; G. A. Jackson, 1982; Litten, 1982). Models in this group not only 

incorporate a more comprehensive range of determining attributes but, more 

importantly, they focus on rationalising the longitudinal nature of the college choice 

decision more logically through a progressive, stage-based process. The strength of 

combined models has made them the critical foundation for all later research on higher 

education decision making. 

The literature is in agreement that college choice is a complex process that involves 

sequential stages, and different factors of influence at each stage (Navratilova, 2013). At 

the center of the model is the student, who is viewed as the individual responsible for 

the choice task (Holmegaard, Ulriksen, & Madsen, 2014). Despite some minor 

variations, most models are built on the same basis of the five-step model of consumer 

decision-making (Moogan, Baron, & Harris, 1999; Solomon, 2009). For example, R. G. 

Chapman (1986) proposed a behavioural model of the college selection process that 

consists of five steps: pre-search behaviour, search behaviour, application decision, 

choice decision and matriculation decision. This model stays relatively close to the 

foundational five-step process of consumer behaviour: students recognise the need and 

desire to attend college, seek information to evaluate possible options, make their 

applications, select the most suitable institution and finally begin their college lives. The 

naming of each step is, of course, adjusted to fit the educational context. Prospective 

students can start the process in their early high school years, work their ways through 

several steps as the process progresses, and end up with the decision to pursue tertiary 

education at a specific school by the time high school finishes (Cabrera & La Nasa, 

2000).  

Other research has taken slightly different approach. They worked on the same core 

tasks stated above but divided the choice process into three phases (Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987; G. A. Jackson, 1982; Litten, 1982). This three-phase model was firstly 

introduced by Litten and G. A. Jackson in 1982, but only made well-known by Hossler 

and Gallagher in their 1987 paper. Hereafter, three-phase college choice process will be 

described using the model of Hossler and Gallagher (see Table 2).  
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Table 2: Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) three-phase model of college choice 

Phases 
Influential Factors Student 

Outcomes Individual factors Organisational factors 

Disposition 
(phase 1) 

Students characteristics 
Significant others 
Educational activities 

School characteristics Search for: 
a) College 
options 
b) Other options 

Search 
(phase 2) 

Student preliminary 
college values 
Student search activities 

College and university 
search activities (search for 
students) 

a) Choice set 
b) Other options 

Choice 
(phase 3) 

Choice set College and university 
courtship activities 

Choice 

 

The process starts with the first phase, Predisposition (G. A. Jackson called it 

Preference while Litten did not give any name to the three phases), in which students 

establish an aspiration for higher education. This aspiration is so strong that it leads 

students to the decision to attend colleges (Litten, 1982). The Predisposition phase, 

therefore, is equal to the pre-search step in R. G. Chapman’s model. The second phase 

is Search (Exclusion, according to G. A. Jackson). As the name implies, students 

actively and extensively acquire a great deal of information about available institutions 

from multiple sources, such as printed brochures, institution websites, family members, 

relatives, peers, teachers and counsellors (S. T. Nguyen, 2017). This information seek 

gives rise to a choice set (R. G. Chapman, 1986). The choice set (or application set as 

called by G. A. Jackson) is the list of colleges and universities that receive serious 

consideration from students and are seen as highly potential for selection and enrolment 

(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). The choice set is established when students have gathered 

a certain amount of information and decide to stop the search because they believe 

further search will no longer bring about new information or resolve any remaining 

uncertainty (R. G. Chapman, 1986). G. A. Jackson (1982) emphasised the aspect of 

exclusion in this phase, that is students do not consider all alternatives in their 

information search (Mundel, 1974), and the choice set emerges after students have 

eliminated all non-feasible options. The choice set in Hossler and Galagher’s model also 

includes the option of not attending college, given that no satisfactory institution is 

found after the search phase. 

Choice is the final phase in the process, in which students evaluate all possibilities in 

the choice set, including the “no-go” option and make the final selection. Students have 

a much clearer idea at this stage, in terms of which schools are high desirable to them; 
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G. A. Jackson (1982) suggests that students develop a rating scheme for assessing the 

benefits and cost of each college option in the choice set, as well as the “no-go” option. 

Students can apply to one or more institutions in their choice sets and, in case more than 

one school accepts them, the rating scheme helps students settle on the optimal choice 

(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; G. A. Jackson, 1982). R. G. Chapman (1986), based on the 

post-purchase step in the five-step model, took the college choice decision a step 

further, when including not only the college application step but also the enrolment or 

matriculation step into this phase. The reason here is that, even though students have 

made the decision to attend a particular college or university, formal enrolments usually 

take months to happen, and things can change during this waiting time. Prospective 

students could still face a sudden no-go option, despite all preparations, if, for example, 

their college funds are no longer available.  

In short, most college choice studies build their models from a similar foundation of 

multiple sequential phases. These steps are not mutually exclusive but instead they are 

interrelated and interact with each other closely; that is, the prior phase determines what 

happens in the next step (Moogan et al., 1999). Also, students walk through the process 

in a funnel-like manner: they start generally at first, perhaps with many ideas about 

higher education and several institutions to think of. Then they become more serious 

and critical as they go further into the process. Students see the number of alternatives 

in their final choice set to be much smaller than originally planned, from which only 

one institution will be selected for enrolment (Litten, 1982).  

College choice research not only depicts the step-based process through which high-

school graduates arrive at their tertiary institution selections, but also explains how 

several types of factors affect the outcomes of each step in the process (Bers & Smith, 

1987; Bradshaw, Espinoza, & Hausman, 2001; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; R. G. 

Chapman, 1986; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; G. A. Jackson, 1982; Jacob, 2011; Litten, 

1982; Moogan et al., 1999; Paulsen, 1990). In the first phase of Hossler and Gallagher’s 

(1987) model, predisposition, the characteristics, abilities, achievements and 

educational activity involvement of students, as well as significant others’ opinions are 

important determinants of students’ educational aspirations. People with different 

socioeconomic statuses (SES), academic abilities and achievements have different 

attitudes toward attending colleges, and these factors remain active throughout the 

whole process (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Leslie, Johnson, & Carlson, 1977; Litten, 

1982). Parents and peers (friends and classmates) have a strong role in influencing one’s 

plan of pursuing higher education: parental encouragement determines the educational 

aspiration and the types of college attended, and students tend to follow friends who are 
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college-going (Conklin & Dailey, 1981; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Students who 

actively participate in extra-curriculum activities during high schools have a higher 

tendency of attending colleges (Hearn, 1984). G. A. Jackson (1982) ranked: (1) 

academic achievements, (2) social context (peers, schools and neighbours), and (3) 

student background to be the three most important types of factors in the predisposition 

phase, while parental encouragement was pointed out as the strongest factor predicting 

the higher educational plans of students (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Conklin & Dailey, 

1981; Stage & Hossler, 1989).  

High school and college attributes also impact the attitude of students’ regarding 

pursuing college education (Hearn, 1984; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Leslie et al., 

1977; Litten, 1982). A positive relationship is found between college matriculation and 

students’ graduating from high-status high schools, high schools with curriculums 

focusing on maths, science and other pre-college courses. Location affects enrolment 

rates, as students living nearby are more likely to attend colleges or universities, and 

students who live in cities are more likely to go to college, compared to those who live 

in rural areas.  

The search activity, from which the choice set is derived, takes place in the search 

phase under the influence of several factors. As mentioned before, parents continue their 

major roles (Jacob, 2011), either looking for more information about cost and financial 

aid for their children’s college plans (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000) or introducing students 

to more knowledgeable sources regarding tertiary education (Bradshaw et al., 2001), or 

in some cases act like an independent influencer (Litten, 1982). At this stage, students 

look for information on various college attributes, such as academic quality, career 

prospects, life quality, cost and location (R. G. Chapman, 1986; Moogan et al., 1999) to 

match their abilities and SES (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987), and the quality of this 

information is determined by the students’ access to information through relevant 

sources, high school counsellors and college search activities. Information access is 

critical in the search phase because the richer the information gathered, the more 

comprehensive the choice set will be, and a lack of information can result in students 

missing out on potentially desirable options (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). Compared to 

high-SES students, low-SES students and their parents have fewer sources of 

educational information, and thus they find themselves relying more on counsellors 

when considering education beyond high schools (Leslie et al., 1977; M. L. Tierney, 

1980). Hossler and Gallagher (1987) underlined the recruitment activities carried out by 

colleges and universities toward prospective students, because this is one of the formal 

channels through which a large amount of information about school characteristics is 
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provided to students. Letters and brochures from potential institutions, invitations to 

campus open days and educational fair promotions are typical activities that colleges 

and universities employ to earn themselves a place in students’ choice sets (R. G. 

Chapman, 1986; Moogan et al., 1999). 

The last phase in the process, choice, witnesses a significant focus of students and their 

parents on specific school characteristics, as they are weighing one college against 

another for the final selection. Students approach this phase from a cost-benefit 

perspective: they typically conduct a cost-benefit analysis on the choice set, using 

predetermined criteria, to choose the institution that provides the best value on the 

greatest number of benefits (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; G. A. Jackson, 1982; Moogan et 

al., 1999). Attributes like academic quality, reputation and location are seen across 

several studies as some key criteria that students use to evaluate the options (R. G. 

Chapman, 1986; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; G. A. Jackson, 1982; Litten, 1982; 

Moogan et al., 1999). Despite some contradictory findings, which suggest the influence 

of cost is more in the predisposition stage, many researchers have found the role of cost 

to be important in the choice stage (D. W. Chapman, 1981). Cost and financial aid are 

taken into consideration because they determine the students’ ability to afford the study, 

while the qualifications and degree they receive at the end, and more importantly 

employment prospects, are influenced largely by the academic quality (including course 

availability) of the faculty and institution. Location is an important factor in students’ 

choice set formation, yet its influence will dissolve once students have applied to a 

number of schools (R. G. Chapman, 1979). Value-based characteristics are important 

factors, but communication activities from schools are equally essential. Students prefer 

institutions that show a good level of professionalism at this stage, illustrated by 

personalised letters or promotional material sent to students by faculties or schools 

(Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Litten, 1982). The final choice, therefore, is likely to be the 

college that best satisfies most of the students’ criteria, and is seen by both the students 

and their parents as the best place to pursue higher education. 

The next section examines the factors that are found to be important in influencing the 

college decision-making of domestic students. 

2.2.3 Factors influencing domestic students’ choice of university 

Having discussed the empirical research on the decision-making process of university 

education by domestic students, we now examine empirical research that focus 

particularly on the factors influencing such process. With the recent growth in the 

higher education market around the world, especially the competition between 
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universities and colleges, recruitment managers are looking for ways to target and 

approach prospective students more effectively and efficiently, thereby differentiating 

their institutions from the competition. As a result, scholars have tried to provide 

practitioners with an answer to the critical question, “What affects students when they 

select their college or university?” They have examined students mostly in their final 

year of high school or just starting colleges or universities (Hoyt & Brown, 2003), who 

are facing or have just made one of the most important decisions in their lives, the 

choice of college to attend (Litten, 1982). The majority of studies on college choice 

factors has been conducted in North America (Absher & Crawford, 1996; Canale & 

Dunlap, 1996; Cook & Zallocco, 1983; Hiscocks, 1996; Hoyt & Brown, 2003; O'Neil, 

2013; Wajeeh & Micceri, 1997) and the UK (Anderson, 1999; Briggs, 2006). In Asia, 

Malaysian students have been put under examination for determining what factors 

influence their higher education decisions (Ming, 2010; Misran, Sahuri, Arsad, Hussan, 

& Zaki, 2012; Zain, Jan, & Ibrahim, 2013). 

A number of factors influence the college choice of students. Several studies report a 

list of 10 to 30 elements that are considered important by students when making their 

college-going decisions (Absher & Crawford, 1996; Anderson, 1999; Hoyt & Brown, 

2003; Power & Gertzel, 1990; Veloutsou, Lewis, & Paton, 2004; Wajeeh & Micceri, 

1997; Weiler, 1996). These factors can be systematically categorised into two general 

groups: student characteristics and external influences (D. W. Chapman, 1981). Student 

characteristics consist of personal and background factors of students, such as 

socioeconomic status (SES), ability and high school performance/achievements; while 

external influences are made up of three primary factors: significant persons, 

institutional characteristics and college communication efforts (Brown, Hernandez, 

Mitchell, & Turner, 1999; D. W. Chapman, 1981). According to Chapman’s model, 

individual factors within these groups help shape students’ expectations of college life, 

which consequently affects their choices. At the same time, institutions reach out to find 

suitable prospective students for recruitment based on various personal characteristics. 

Student characteristics 

SES appears to be a strong factor within student characteristics, as applicants from 

different family backgrounds will behave differently in deciding to attend colleges as 

well as selecting the type of colleges or universities (D. W. Chapman, 1981). For 

example, high-SES students have a stronger tendency to continue their studies after high 

school, compared to low- and middle-SES students (Sewell & Shah, 1967). Also, high-

SES students are more selective when choosing tertiary institutions (Brown et al., 1999; 
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Hearn, 1984) and, for the programmes, they are more likely to pursue four-year college 

or university programmes than two-year community college (D. W. Chapman, 1981). 

Family income and educational level are two major aspects of SES that determine the 

likelihood of attending college, the feasibility of students attending college as well as 

the type of school attended. Students from high-income families with college-educated 

parents are encouraged to pursue higher education at more selective private institutions, 

whereas middle- and low-income students lean more toward choosing state 

universities/colleges and community colleges because their tuition fees are more 

affordable (Brown et al., 1999; D. W. Chapman, 1981).  

Student ability and high school achievements affect their college plans in many ways 

(Boyle, 1966; Sewell & Shah, 1968). First of all, high-ability students are independent, 

and possess high levels of self-esteem regarding their future educational and 

occupational successes, and thus these features make them more selective when 

choosing tertiary institutions (Brown et al., 1999; D. W. Chapman, 1981; Hoyt & 

Brown, 2003). They prefer highly-ranked schools, and are willing to move away from 

their hometowns if no good institution is found locally (Brown et al., 1999). This group 

of students also use their aptitudes and high school achievements as college selection 

criteria, because they want to go to schools that can provide them with an academically 

challenging environment, and compete with students whose abilities are similar to theirs 

(D. W. Chapman, 1981). At the same time, these students’ colleges plans and choices 

are often affected by a number of external sources due to their abilities and 

achievements, according to D. W. Chapman (1981). High-ability students are more 

likely to be given educational advice from families and friends, teachers and high school 

counsellors, while colleges tend to approach this type of student for recruitment and 

scholarship offerings. 

Significant persons 

Family, friends, high school teachers and counsellors have significant impacts on how 

post-secondary students plan their tertiary education (Alexander & Campbell, 1964; 

Bradshaw et al., 2001; Ceja, 2006; T. K. Chapman, Contreras, & Martinez, 2018; 

Maramba, Palmer, Kang, & Yull, 2018; Perez & McDonough, 2008; Perna et al., 2008). 

They encourage students to attend college and provide students with information 

regarding tertiary education and types of schools and programmes available. Parents 

give students advice on what college life is, the values of a college degree to students’ 

future life and career, and what institution should be considered (D. W. Chapman, 1981; 

T. K. Chapman et al., 2018). In some cases, parents’ expectations of students’ 
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educational successes are imposed, such that students decide to go to college because 

they do not want to disappoint their parents (Archer & Hutchings, 2000). Parents talk 

with students about specific schools also because they are responsible for the financial 

aspect of their children’s college attendance (Flint, 1992). In certain situations, when 

parents are not able to assist their children with educational planning, students will turn 

to their brothers or sisters for advice (Ceja, 2006) Also, parents can introduce their 

children to acquaintances who are very knowledgeable about college education (e.g. a 

professor at one university or a colleague who is an alumnus of a particular institution), 

from whom the information is highly influential (Bradshaw et al., 2001; Brown et al., 

1999).  

Beside family, many students have friends and classmates as other important influences 

on their college-attending decision (Perez & McDonough, 2008). Starting during high 

school, students have conversations with their friends and classmates regarding whether 

to continue studying upon graduation and, if yes, where and what school (Alexander & 

Campbell, 1964). Close friends are seen as trustworthy, and friends who share similar 

background, abilities and aspirations tend to have a stronger effect on students’ college 

aspirations and attendance (Hallinan & Williams, 1990). When the college decision is a 

mutual agreement between friends, and one of them actually enrols, others are more 

likely to follow (Alexander & Campbell, 1964).   

High school teachers and counsellors are also common sources of college information 

for students (Galotti & Mark, 1994). Teachers inspire students to pursue academic 

successes at college, and give them useful recommendations (D. W. Chapman, 1981) 

while, at the same time, putting extra pressure on many students (Bradshaw et al., 

2001). Gifted students report having to bear a continuous pressure on being 

academically excellent beyond secondary schools, as their high school teachers talk 

about them going to prestigious universities like Harvard or MIT during high school 

years. On the other hand, the role of counsellors is less emotionally imposing and more 

information focused, yet results in a positive influence on students’ college motivations 

and expectations (W. G. Tierney, Corwin, & Colyar, 2005). Normally, counsellors 

introduce students and parents to tertiary education, open them up to all college 

opportunities, and provide them with official information regarding different school 

options, along with advice and recommendations on suitability (McDonough, 2005; 

Perna et al., 2008; Rosenbaum, Miller, & Krei, 1996). Counsellors interact with both 

students and parents, and their roles become more significant to students where their 

parents’ educational levels are limited, suggesting such parents may have failed to 

provide adequate information on potential institutions (Muhammad, 2008).  
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Institutional characteristics 

A large number of studies have particularly looked at different attributes of colleges and 

universities in order to identify critical factors influencing students’ college choice 

decisions. Academic quality and reputation, college cost and financial aid, location, 

campus environment and programme availability are among the most frequently cited 

criteria by students when they decide their future college attendance (Absher & 

Crawford, 1996; Broekemier & Seshadri, 2000; Brown et al., 1999; D. W. Chapman, 

1981; R. G. Chapman, 1979; Hoyt & Brown, 2003; Ming, 2010; Sidin, Hussin, & Soon, 

2003; Veloutsou et al., 2004). Students evaluate an institution’s academic quality and 

reputation through various elements, such as its reputation at the university and 

faculty/department levels, qualifications offered, course content, staff and research 

quality, quality of instruction and campus facilities (e.g. computer labs and library) 

(Absher & Crawford, 1996; Anderson, 1999; Broekemier & Seshadri, 2000; Veloutsou 

et al., 2004; Wajeeh & Micceri, 1997). Powers, Douglas, and Choroszy (1983) 

emphasised the importance of an intellectually stimulating environment within the 

schools, along with good interaction between professors and students during their 

studying in order to attract top students. Students reported to Wajeeh and Micceri 

(1997) that they would like to see a quality college or university to have cutting edge 

technology and, more importantly, apply educational technology in courses. High-

ability students pay special attention to academic quality of schools, as they expect the 

prestigious, selective universities to provide them with the best learning experience and 

the best preparation for their futures (Bradshaw et al., 2001). Broekemier and Seshadri 

(2000) compared the institutional factors considered important by students and parents, 

and found that the programme/course of study and facilities quality are among the top 

criteria for both students and parents, but parents are concerned more about the school 

reputation while their children want to make sure that the qualifications they have will 

help them find jobs after graduation. Academic reputation and quality are important 

determinants that, if perceived as highly important, can affect the weight of other choice 

factors (Brown et al., 1999). For example, an institution that is well-known for its 

academic quality, but is located in a remote area and does not provide accommodation 

on campus, can still be selected by a student who values high quality of education as the 

most important choice criterion. In this case, the student is exercising a compensatory 

decision-making mindset – he or she is willing to put up with one or more less 

preferable attributes (distant campus location and lack of conveninent accommodation) 

in exchange for other more highly regarded attributes (academic quality) (Payne, 1976).  
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In addition to academic quality and reputation, the total cost of attending college is the 

second most important factor in college choice (R. G. Chapman, 1979). Cost influences 

a majority of students when it comes to choice of college (Brewer, Eide, & Ehrenberg, 

1999; Chatfield, Lee, & Chatfield, 2012; Dao & Thorpe, 2015; Workman, 2015), and an 

increase in cost is more likely to cause a decrease in tertiary enrolment (Kane, 1994). 

Tuition fees determine the affordability of a particular institution, and because the fee 

varies from school to school, this factor is said to have an interaction with parents’ 

income in influencing the evaluation of options (D. W. Chapman, 1981). That is, 

students from different SES backgrounds will find themselves matched to certain ranges 

of college cost, and thus keep their selections within these ranges. The effect is stronger 

with low-SES students, as they tend to exclude higher-resource and higher-cost 

institutions, while high-income and high-ability students generally do not care as much 

about college cost (Hearn, 1984; Hoyt & Brown, 2003). High-income students rate cost 

as less important because their families can afford it (Leslie et al., 1977), whereas high-

ability students do not see cost as a major barrier because they expect to get 

scholarships from schools.  

Most tertiary institutions provide scholarships as a form of financial aid to their enrolled 

students, along with student loans and allowances from the government. If cost raises a 

monetary challenge to college attendance, financial aid helps decrease or eliminate this 

obstacle, thereby increasing the possibility of college attendance (Heller, 1999; M. L. 

Tierney, 1980). Financial aid is frequently reported as one of the most highly cited 

pulling factors that influence students’ enrolment decision (Chatfield et al., 2012; L.-H. 

Chen, 2007; Dao & Thorpe, 2015; Li & Bray, 2007) and, in general, the majority of 

students express a positive attitude towards attending schools that provide both grants 

and loans (D. Kim, 2004). Cost and financial aid are so intertwined that D. W. Chapman 

(1981) suggested these two factors be analysed together when looking at institutional 

characteristics. High-ability students, for example, aim for prestigious private schools, 

which are usually very expensive but, at the same time, very attractive because these 

students are confident in their abilities, which can help them get scholarships (Hoyt & 

Brown, 2003). They rate scholarship offerings as the most important college factor for 

their choices (Bradshaw et al., 2001) and their preference for a university would 

increase significantly if scholarships were offered (Baksh & Hoyt, 2001). Similar 

findings can be found for low- and middle-income students, who may choose the non-

college option if the cost of studying at college is high and financial aid selective 

(Himler, 1998). 
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Academic and monetary attributes are indeed dominant factors for college choices, yet 

prospective students also take other non-academic and non-monetary features into 

account and treat them as equally important (Weiler, 1996). Campus location is one of 

the commonly considered school criteria (Briggs, 2006; Brown et al., 1999; Powers et 

al., 1983; Vaugh, Pitlik, & Hansotia, 1978): the majority of students prefer to stay close 

to home while attending college (D. W. Chapman, 1981), yet it may also mean that they 

have fewer school options from which to choose, compared to people who live further 

away (Weiler, 1994). Attending a local campus is preferred by mature working students, 

who also have family and work responsibilities during their studies (Paulsen, 1990; 

Wajeeh & Micceri, 1997). Academic ability and family income of students further 

affect their mobility (D. W. Chapman, 1981). High-income and high-ability students 

can consider a wider range of schools, because they do not have financial barriers, as 

opposed to low-ability students, who tend to be less mobile. Parents care about 

geographic location more than students, though one of their main concerns is safety of 

the campus and hosting city (ranked second on the parents’ college choice criteria) 

(Broekemier & Seshadri, 2000). On the other hand, students prefer studying in a lively 

city with lots of opportunities for socialising, as they are not only purchasing an 

educational qualification, but also expecting a good life experience (Powers et al., 1983; 

Veloutsou et al., 2004).   

College communication efforts 

Colleges and universities sell educational services in a highly competitive market, so 

they need to promote their offerings to target customers, students and parents, if they 

want to win students over competitors (D. W. Chapman, 1981). Communication efforts 

are carried out by institutions to approach potential students, such as school brochures, 

telemarketing, campus visits, and contacts with recruitment/admission personnel 

(Brown et al., 1999). The information and messages communicated to students via 

direct communication channels with schools, such as the university website, brochures 

and university representatives, have proven to influence their college choice to a certain 

extent (Dao & Thorpe, 2015; Kealy & Rockel, 1987). Students rank marketing material 

and brochures from universities and colleges as important sources of information, 

ranked just after the importance of parents and friends (Galotti & Mark, 1994). Students 

visit colleges on open days, while admission representatives come to high schools for 

consulting. They report that these activities are particularly helpful for students in terms 

of developing their perceptions of the institution considered (Brown et al., 1999). In 

fact, open days are rated as one of the most important marketer-controlled factors that 



   34 
 

influence students’ college choice decisions (Po, Gibson, & Muthaly, 2014).  Bowers 

and Pugh (1972) note the importance of colleges’ and universities’ alumni as another 

channel to reach out to students. Alumni are former students at a particular school, thus 

they are seen to be experienced and knowledgeable about the institution (Nicholls, 

Harris, Morgan, Clarke, & Sims, 1995).  Their voices, as a result, are viewed as 

trustworthy and, thus, have a positive impact on prospective students’ interest in a 

specific programme (Flint, 1992; Kallio, 1995). 

The next section examines the factors influencing the college decision-making of 

students, but in an international context. 

2.2.4 Factors influencing international students’ choice of university 

So far, literature on factors determining the college choice of domestic students has 

been reviewed. When the decision is carried out in an international context – that is, 

students making choices of overseas education – the number of influential factors and 

the interaction between them are expected to be more complex. Indeed, international 

students are facing not only a long-term and expensive investment in education but, 

more importantly, they will have to leave their home country for a few years, to move to 

an entirely new place, where racial, cultural and social differences are prevalent. This 

phenomenon results in a significant increase in uncertainty and, consequently, risks 

associated with students’ decision-making (Maringe & Carter, 2007). 

While influential factors of domestic students’ college choices revolve mostly around 

the aspects of schools’ academic quality and cost of attending (R. G. Chapman, 1979), 

under the guidance and encouragement of families and friends, international students 

often consider a much wider range of criteria. In addition to personal and institutional 

attributes, economic, political, social and educational characteristics of the home and 

host countries are taken into account, comprising push and pull forces (Mazzarol & 

Soutar, 2002; McMahon, 1992). Push forces are defined as attributes of the home 

countries that trigger their needs for overseas education, whereas pull forces are the 

level of attractiveness of the hosting countries that “pull” students toward a particular 

destination for studying (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; McMahon, 1992).  

Push factors 

Firstly, the economic strength of the home country has an effect on the number of 

students going abroad, though the findings are rather contradictory from study to study. 

McMahon (1992) and later Maringe and Carter (2007) concluded that students are more 

likely to seek international study if their home countries face an economic downturn, 
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while Rafi and Lewis (2013) found that the rise of middle class households in the Indian 

economy contributes positively to the rise in the nation’s demand for overseas 

education. The former aspect can be explained as the students, due to their home 

countries’ economic weakness, opt to go away so that they can help their families back 

home. On the other hand, middle and high class households in a growing economy have 

a stronger financial base to support their children’s overseas education (Z. Wang, 2007).  

Secondly, some developing countries in Asia place a higher value on international 

universities, compared to their local counterparts, with the exception of a few top 

domestic institutions (Dimmock & Leong, 2010; Kemp, Madden, & Simpson, 1998; 

Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Therefore, students who graduate from overseas universities 

are seen as highly valued in these societies, since they bring prestige and honour to 

themselves and their families. This perception of foreign superiority does not only affect 

students socially, but also determines their chances of getting employment when they 

return. As many countries have become more economically involved in international 

trade (McMahon, 1992), firms and companies at home are looking for employees who 

have good qualifications and, more importantly, are familiar with the international 

working environment (Maringe & Carter, 2007). Also, the fact that more international 

graduates are returning to their home countries has raised the bar for the local labour 

market (Dimmock & Leong, 2010), thereby putting even more pressure on high school 

graduates to pursue overseas degrees, if they want to stay professionally competitive 

(Wu, 2014). In short, studies in Asian source countries report that preparation for a 

better career future at home after graduation is one of the strong motivations for pushing 

international tertiary education (Foster, 2014; Mpinganjira, 2009; Sanchez, Fornerino, 

& Zhang, 2006; Zwart, 2012).  

Emphasis on education in the home country and its current educational situation are two 

contributing factors to the outbound mobility of students. The country’s focus on 

education may provide students with more opportunities regarding studying abroad, in 

the form of joint/exchange programmes and scholarship offerings, while the effect on 

the domestic educational situation is the opposite (McMahon, 1992). For example, India 

has the second largest tertiary education sector in the world, yet its performance is 

constrained by a number of issues, including the lack of staff, quality of teaching and 

programme suitability (Rafi & Lewis, 2013). Parallels can be drawn with the 

educational system in China (Dimmock & Leong, 2010; Tan, 2015). In addition to the 

quality problem, many students find university entry requirements at home challenging 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; McCarthy, Sen, & Garrity, 2012), especially for Asian 

students who have to sit and pass the competitive university entrance examination 
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(Padlee et al., 2010; Sanchez et al., 2006). Programme unavailability and lack of 

university places prevent students from taking the courses domestically (Maringe & 

Carter, 2007; McCarthy et al., 2012; Mpinganjira, 2009) and thus lead them toward 

overseas enrolments (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

While many students from developing countries, seek education internationally as a 

result of domestic demands, others decide to study abroad for more personal reasons (Li 

& Bray, 2007). Students see overseas programmes as opportunities for them to travel 

(C.-F. Lee, 2017), gain new living experiences in different places (Foster, 2014; Kemp 

et al., 1998; McCarthy et al., 2012; Mpinganjira, 2009; Tan, 2015), enrich their overall 

cultural knowledge (Doyle et al., 2010; Wu, 2014), and make international friendships 

(Cebolla-Boado, Hu, & Soysal, 2018). Social and cultural interactions with local and 

foreign people also help students improve their understanding of their own cultural 

values (Nunan, 2006). Furthermore, through the students’ immersion in the foreign 

environment, they can also improve themselves as individuals (Ingraham & Peterson, 

2004). Students have a chance to test their level of independence, train their self-

confidence, and learn whether an overseas life would suit them (Doyle et al., 2010; 

Nunan, 2006). This is especially important for self-development of students from Asian 

countries like China and Vietnam, who have not usually been exposed to external 

environments outside of their families (Zhang & Brunton, 2007). Being away from 

family for a long period of time are also perceived by international students as freedom 

to do new things that they might have not been able to do while living at home (Tan, 

2015). Language improvement is one particularly essential aspect in the self-

development process of international students (Bourke, 2000; Foster, 2014; Jon, Lee, & 

Byun, 2014; Kobayashi, 2007; Tan, 2015; Yao & Garcia, 2018). As the world is 

becoming socially and professionally united, students have developed an interest in 

foreign language proficiency and, for them, the best way to learn common languages 

like English is to embed themselves in the English-speaking environment (Wu, 2014). 

Pull factors 

International students develop their intentions to study abroad from a series of internal 

and external push factors, but their final choice of destination is influenced by many 

pull factors from each host country (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Several studies on 

popular host nations like the US, the UK and Australia have identified a number of 

attributes that determine the educational attractiveness of a country for overseas 

students.  
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Firstly, the economic strength of a nation has a positive effect on its educational image. 

Students associate a strong economy with high quality education and innovation, and 

thus studying in the world’s most prosperous countries is seen as high status 

(Mpinganjira, 2009). The level of trade exchange between the home and the hosting 

countries also influences the outbound flow of student (McMahon, 1992). For instance, 

the presence of several American companies and organisations in Vietnam may make 

the US a preferable destination for education for Vietnamese students, as they expect to 

have better chances of working for those international corporations once they return to 

Vietnam with a US-awarded degree (Zwart, 2012). Indeed, the recognition of 

qualifications is repeatedly highlighted as one of the key reasons why a destination is 

selected (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; Hemsley-Brown, 2012; McCarthy et al., 2012; 

Yao & Garcia, 2018; Zwart, 2012). Students believe that worldwide-recognised degrees 

will give them an edge when competing in the domestic labour market, as well as open 

up employment opportunities in other countries (Bhati & Lee, 2014; Maringe & Carter, 

2007; Mpinganjira, 2011; Wu, 2014; Yao & Garcia, 2018). These findings were echoed 

in studies on international students from developed nations (McCarthy et al., 2012). 

Mazzarol (1998) highlighted the focus on job market recognition as one of the critical 

strategies for success in marketing international education. 

Much of a country’s educational attractiveness is determined by the quality of its 

colleges and universities (Mpinganjira, 2011). The term ‘quality’ reflects many aspects 

of the destination’s education system, such as institutions’ reputation, high academic 

capability, excellent teaching staff and style, technologically advanced facilities and 

equipment, and the overall learning-inducing environment (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017; 

Bhati & Lee, 2014; Dimmock & Leong, 2010; Hemsley-Brown, 2012; Mazzarol, 1998). 

University rankings are a common source for comparing the educational performance 

between countries and, within this, the US and the UK have an advantage over other 

countries (Kemp et al., 1998; Zwart, 2012). Exposure to innovative knowledge and 

technologies under the instruction and guidance of high-quality teaching staff are 

expected to provide students with long-term benefits for professional and personal 

improvement (Dimmock & Leong, 2010). Short programme length and diversified 

content are also reported as being preferred by students over the more traditional and 

longer curriculum at home (Hemsley-Brown, 2012). Even among selecting alternatives, 

there are differences between how programmes are structured, and students tend to 

prioritise countries that can provide the best value for money and time (Wu, 2014). For 

example, a British master’s programme only takes one year, which makes the UK more 
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competitive than elsewhere where students may be required to take one and a half to 

two years for the same degree. 

The overall attractiveness of a destination is also explained by its university admissions 

and immigration processes. Students take into account the amount of paperwork and 

procedures that the countries they are planning on going to require them to fulfil and, in 

general, students prefer a simple and straightforward process (Maringe & Carter, 2007). 

Academically reputable places like the US can be down-ranked by students, compared 

to the UK or Australia, because the former requires applicants to go through long and 

difficult visa application processes (Dalglish & Chan, 2005). The ease of university 

admissions and immigration procedures is frequently reported as one of the most 

importants factors for the choice of country for education (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2016; 

Alfattal, 2017; Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; Tan, 2015). In addition to entry 

immigration requirements, the possibility of permanent immigration after graduation 

attracts many students to certain countries (Zwart, 2012). For example, Australia is 

among countries that allow international graduates to stay and work after graduation, 

and the Australian skilled migration policy permits IT and accounting graduates to gain 

extra immigration points, thereby increasing their chances of getting permanent 

residency visas (Rafi & Lewis, 2013). Yang (2007) confirmed the influence of 

immigration policies on students’ choices of educational destinations citing 75% of 

Chinese students deciding to go to Australia do so primarily to obtain permanent 

residence. As a result, Australia, New Zealand and other countries are preferable to the 

US or the UK, where international graduates often see themselves returning home due 

to stricter immigration policies. 

Thirdly, cost has always been an important factor regarding college planning and, in the 

international education context, this factor becomes critical (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2016; 

Alfattal, 2017; Bhati & Lee, 2014; Eder et al., 2010; Jon et al., 2014; Singh, Schapper, 

& Jack, 2014; Yao & Garcia, 2018). Unlike domestic students, whose college costs 

revolve mainly around tuition fees, international students also need to consider the cost 

of living and travelling because they are going to live in a different place where living 

expenses are different from expenses at home (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). The effect of 

cost is demonstrated in students constantly comparing the education cost and living 

expenses of different countries (Foster, 2014), in relation to other attributes, to come up 

with the most academically and financially appropriate destination for their college-

going plans. In this aspect, lower ranked countries like Canada and Australia usually 

have an advantage over the US or the UK because they are seen as more affordable 

places for educational investments (Zwart, 2012). Dimmock and Leong (2010) found 
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similar results among Chinese students who chose to go to Singapore, with the 

following striking statement from a student: “The course fee and the cost of living in 

Singapore is almost one-half of what I would expect to pay for the same degree in the 

UK.” (p. 31) The concern over cost is further compounded for international students due 

to the exchange rates between the home and hosting countries’ currencies, which 

explains why places like Australia, with strong currencies, are often seen as less 

favourable, compared to other destinations (Rafi & Lewis, 2013).  

In line with the overall cost is a consideration of financial aid and part-time work 

opportunities in the hosting countries. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) concluded that the 

chance of finding part-time jobs is of  greater importance to many international students 

than the cost itself, while other studies reported the ability to obtain scholarships as one 

of the key reasons for their choice of host countries (Alfattal, 2017; Foster, 2014; Li & 

Bray, 2007; Yao & Garcia, 2018). The US, with its strict policy of forbidding 

international students from working during their study, would not be as attractive to 

prospective international students in this regard as other countries with more open 

working policies, such as Canada and New Zealand (Government of Canada; 

Immigration New Zealand; USCIS, 2011). To better position themselves in the global 

market, host nations can lower their tuition fees; provide international students with 

financial aid, scholarships and other social benefits; and, at the same time, have less 

rigid working policies (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; 

Mpinganjira, 2011; Wilkinson, Mahara, & Quester, 1996). 

International students also have personal safety concerns stemming from adjusting to an 

unfamilar society (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2016; Bhati & Lee, 2014; Eder et al., 2010; Jon 

et al., 2014). Low crime and discrimination toward foreign people are rated as important 

factors for the choice of country (Kemp et al., 1998; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002), 

especially after reports of incidents in which international students were victimised due 

to their ethnicity or religious beliefs (Rafi & Lewis, 2013). For instance, Malaysia is 

seen as a good option to choose by Middle Eastern students because it is a Muslim 

country, and thus these students are likely to find themselves more accepted (Ahmad & 

Buchanan, 2017; Singh et al., 2014). The safety issue is extremely important for 

Chinese students, as in most cases their parents are sending the only child of the family 

away (Z. Wang, 2007; Zwart, 2012). Recent acts of terrorism in some western countries 

in North America and Europe have certainly affected the students’ perceptions of 

personal safety (Maringe & Carter, 2007), and led to the trend of students shifting their 

priorities towards ‘safer’ places. In addition to safety issues, students also weigh up 

other characteristics of the host country by trying to answer the following questions: 
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does it have a nice climate and weather for living? Is the community lively and exciting 

to live in? Does it offer a studious and less distracting environment for study? And does 

it provide multi-national and multi-cultural surroundings, ideal for developing social 

capabilities and global networks (Hemsley-Brown, 2012; Maringe & Carter, 2007; 

Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

Along with the attributes of host countries discussed above, there are other pull factors 

that potentially influence students’ choices of overseas destinations. Prospective college 

attendants think about the geographic proximity of the host country to home, and their 

selections may significantly depend on the physical location of the nation if, for them, 

convenience in visiting home during study is critically important (Ahmad & Buchanan, 

2017; Jon et al., 2014; Li & Bray, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; McCarthy et al., 

2012; Singh et al., 2014). In line with location, students may be concerned about 

language in the host country and whether they are able to communicate with the locals. 

The potential language barrier makes countries that speak the same languages or use 

universal languages preferable to international students (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2016; 

Foster, 2014; Wilkinson et al., 1996). Also, the availability of academic, financial and 

social information is of great interest to international students, because the more they 

know about the host country and its educational system, the easier it is for students to 

evaluate the benefits it can provide, and thus the better chance for this country to be 

selected (Doyle et al., 2010; Kemp et al., 1998; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Mazzarol 

(1998) suggested the use of governmental promotion agencies and recruitment agents, 

besides traditional advertising and promotional activities of institutions, as key channels 

to advertise the country’s educational system to the target audience. 

When it comes to choosing the specific college or university to enrol in, students rely 

heavily on several characteristics of institutions. They prefer schools that provide them 

with the most suitable programmes or courses for their interests (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 

2003; McCarthy et al., 2012; McFadden, Maahs-Fladung, & Mallett, 2012). Reputation, 

academic quality and teaching expertise are taken into account as key determinants of 

the educational performance of a school (Bhati & Lee, 2014; Bourke, 2000; Jon et al., 

2014; Mazzarol, 1998). International students use school and course rankings as a 

guideline to evaluate the quality of each provider, because they have very limited 

information on physical aspects of universities, due to geographic distance (J. J. Lee, 

2007; Wu, 2014). Entry requirements are also strongly considered because some 

universities can be more selective than others, and thus students need to make sure they 

have a good chance of being accepted (Alfattal, 2017; Bhati & Lee, 2014; Mazzarol & 

Soutar, 2002). Speed of acceptance has aslo been shown to be important for both 
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undergraduate and postgraduate students and, in general, students favour quick 

application processes (McFadden et al., 2012; Tan, 2015). In addition, international 

students show a positive attitude toward universities that are not only good 

academically, but also internationally cooperative – the ones that have strong 

connections with other institutions worldwide, possibly for future exchange 

opportunities (Wu, 2014). A strong alumni is a good information source for prospective 

students, as well as evidence of professional successes of the school’s graduates 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002).  

2.2.5 Decision-making processes for choice of university by international 
students 

The extant literature on international education choices has provided an understanding 

of the factors involved in a student’s decision to study abroad and, more specifically, 

the selection of country and the institution. Through research, numerous determinants, 

both internal and external, domestic and international, have been identified, along with 

explanations of their influences on final choices. However, once all factors have been 

examined, it is equally important to study how these elements play a role during the 

student’s decision-making, how students manage these influences, in order to achieve 

the most satisfactory solution. In other words, the process that international students go 

through to make their choices of overseas education is a critical element to be 

investigated in this literature. The literature on the decision-making process for 

domestic students is a useful base for this research, yet fails to capture the complexity of 

the process in the international context (Bohman, 2014). The college choice of foreign 

students is complicated by a range of additional factors, such as currency rates, 

language proficiency and economic ties between home and host countries, which are 

absent in the domestic context. As a result, improved models, in terms of context 

appropriateness, are needed, to better explain the decision-making process of 

international students regarding overseas education. 

In contrast to the robust pool of studies on influencing factors, the decision-making 

process has not received the same level of attention from the marketing and education 

academia. A number of researchers have attempted to develop models of the decision-

making process of international students in higher education (Fang & Wang, 2014; 

Migin, Falahat, & Khatibi, 2015; Perna, 2006), one of which was the work of Cubillo, 

Sanchez, and Cervino (2006) (see Figure 3). These three researchers proposed a model 

in which the students’ educational service purchase intention is explained by a number 

of internal and external factors, grouped into five categories: personal reasons, country 
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image effect, city effect, and institution image and programme evaluation. The first 

category, personal reasons, contains push factors, such as personal improvement and 

advice from significant others, that encourage students to study abroad. The other four 

categories are comprised of various pull factors from the host destination. Pull forces 

from the country are broken into two categories, country image effect and city image, in 

which the former consists of overall cultural and social attributes of the nation, whereas 

the latter specifies the living conditions of the location hosting the institution. At the 

institutional level, the model details how different characteristics of the school 

(institution image) and its programmes (programme evaluation) are used as criteria to 

evaluate different alternatives. These four groups of factors interact with each other, and 

together with personal reasons, determine the preferences of students regarding where 

to study overseas. In this research, the purchase intention is the result of the students’ 

evaluation of available alternatives, based on the consideration and trade-off of different 

attributes.  

 

Figure 3: Cubillo et al. (2006) model of international students’ preferences 

Cubillo et al.’s (2006) conceptual model has systemised all identified factors into an 

integrated map, instead of examining different elements separately as in previous 

studies. This can be considered as the most valuable contribution of their research to the 

international education decision-making literature. However, despite terming their work 

“international students’ decision-making process”, this group of studies falls short in 
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achieving the most important objective - describing the longitudinal nature of the 

international education decision-making process, as the name implies. They fail to paint 

a picture of a buying process that may contain sequential steps within which students 

consider different aspects of their final choices. Finally, they do not measure the weight 

each factor has on the final choice, or the relative importance of each element within 

each group of factors.  

Another line of research on this topic has taken a step further by focusing specifically 

on the method by which international students make their higher education choices 

(Bohman, 2010; L.-H. Chen, 2007). These studies are based on the three-stage college 

choice model of Hossler and Gallagher (1987) and the aforementioned factor models. In 

2007, L.-H. Chen looked at the choice of Canadian universities made by graduate East 

Asian students and synthesised his choice model on the foundation of Hossler and 

Gallagher’s (1987) three-stage model and Mazzarol and Soutar’s (2002) push-pull 

model. L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model presents a sequential process with multiple stages, 

illustrating the progress students make during their decision-making, and each stage 

contains a set of influential factors that drive the outcome of that stage (see Figure 4). 
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Figure 4: Chen’s (2007) synthesis model of East-Asian graduate students 
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The model starts with the first stage, predisposition, in which graduate students decide 

to conduct their post-graduate studies locally or overseas. Similarly to the choice model 

of domestic students, predisposition is a critical step in the whole decision-making 

process, because its outcome will determine whether the subsequent stages actually take 

place. In this first stage, students’ decisions are shaped under the influence of different 

push and pull factors, both internally and externally. Student characteristics, ability, 

academic and occupational goals, along with advice and support from significant others 

(parents, family, friends and peers) are suggested as the most influential push forces that 

send students overseas. In addition to this, the poor social, economic and educational 

conditions of the home country also contribute to the student’s decision to undertake 

their studies abroad. On the other hand, different host countries will have economic and 

educational characteristics that are attractive to international students, thereby pulling 

them toward the idea of pursuing international education. According to L.-H. Chen 

(2007), students’ decisions to study abroad at the end of the predisposition stage are 

based on a combination of these push and pull factors.  

In L.-H. Chen’s (2007) research, the outcome of the students’ predisposition stage was 

not just the decision to study abroad, but they also choose specifically the type of 

programmes they would pursue. At the post-graduate level, there are usually two kinds 

of programme: research and professional, which are tailored for two different paths of 

study: the former is for graduate students who want to follow an academic career, 

whereas the latter is more suitable for those seeking a career in the private sector. 

The second stage in the model is search/selection/application, in which students start 

their search for educational information and finish with applications to a number of 

universities. Typically, students need to gather and evaluate information about the 

country they want to travel to, the most suitable institution for their educational needs 

from that country, as well as the city where the campus is located. Personal 

characteristics such as socio-economic status and academic ability continue to influence 

students’ perceptions of various potential destinations and schools; families, friends and 

other social acquaintances act both as supporters/advisors and information providers for 

students; push and pull features of the home and host countries, the city and the 

institution together complete the level of educational attractiveness of each alternative. 

As mentioned above, the difference in study goals between research and professional 

students results in two different approaches toward information gathering and 

destination selection between the two groups. Research students’ choices of countries 

and institutions are mainly determined by their interests in academic research, and 

guided mostly by their current or future professors/supervisors (Maringe & Carter, 
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2007). These students often contact authors of articles and books, meet 

researchers/professors at international conferences or through exchange programmes, or 

seek advice from their current lecturers/supervisors about further education, and from 

these sources, gain knowledge of the programme availability and even the appropriate 

school to apply to. A reference from a previous lecturer or a supervision acceptance 

from a professor overseas can outweigh all other factors, and thus be the determining 

reason for choice of a institution choice.  

On the other hand, professional students appear to make their choices of institutions for 

application after considering a number of criteria derived from different internal and 

external factors (L.-H. Chen, 2007). At the country level, many characteristics of the 

host nations, including the economic and political conditions, environment and 

educational reputation will be assessed. Normally, students evaluate several alternatives 

for comparison, since each country has its own advantage on one (or more) feature. 

When searching for schools, many professional students rely on multiple institutional 

characteristics, such as school and programme rankings, academic quality, cost and 

financial aid, location and the environment and society of the hosting city. Besides 

advice/recommendations from significant others, prospective applicants intentionally 

seek official information from institutions through their websites, advertising and also 

school visits (Hoyt & Brown, 2003; Moogan & Baron, 2003). Despite the geographic 

distance, some students take a campus tour to assess potential universities and they 

report that information gathered from these visits is critical for them in finding suitable 

universities and programmes (Armstrong & Lumsden, 2000).  

Besides pull factors that increase the attractiveness of a country and a school to 

international students, L.-H. Chen (2007) also pointed out the impact of various 

negative push factors which result in some host countries not making it to the final 

choice set. Typical reasons for turning students away from certain countries are the 

academic credibility, higher cost of studying, length and time of the programme, the 

environmental, social and political conditions and the visa/immigration procedures. For 

example, the US and Australia may have world-class universities, but the difficult visa 

application for the US and the different academic year cycle in Australia can be 

problematic for many students, and thus make these two destinations less attractive. 

This group of negative push factors also explains why the final choice is not necessarily 

the most preferred alternative, but rather the most satisfactory option. 

The last stage in L.-H. Chen’s model is choice, in which students make their enrolment 

decision from all offers of admission received from institutions. Again, students base 
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their choices on three types of pull factors at this stage: country characteristics, city 

characteristics and institutional/programme characteristics. However, as the image of 

the final option is becoming clearer at the end of their decision-making process, 

students pay more attention to personal-level factors, such as programme quality and 

reputation, cost and financial aid, and location and safety of the hosting city. Within this 

group of decision factors, financial aid is reported to be a crucial pulling force for 

students’ enrolment decisions because in many cases, financial aid determines whether 

applicants can afford overseas study. Students need to secure their financial sources 

before any enrolment is made. 

L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model of international students’ university choice is more 

advanced than previous models in several respects. It inherits the descriptive power of 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), Cubillo et al. (2006) and Migin et al. (2015) models in 

providing a comprehensive picture of various types of influencing factors. Personal 

attributes and motivations, recommendations from significant others, as well as specific 

characteristics of the home and host countries, cities and institutions altogether 

contribute to the overseas educational choice. However, L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model 

departs from those models because it not only describes the factors involved but, more 

importantly, explains how decision-making happens. Founded upon the Hossler and 

Gallagher (1987) three-stage model, L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model details the distinct 

steps that international students go through in order to arrive their final choice, a 

specific institution for enrolment. During each step, the role of influencing factors is 

highlighted, thereby illustrating how the final decision is gradually shaped by those 

stimuli as students progress through the process.  

L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model is not without limitations. There are three main issues with 

the generalizability of L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model. Firstly, her subjects were graduate 

students, whose thinking and behaviours can be very different from those of 

undergraduate students. Graduate students are more mature and independent, which 

translates to increased self-motivation and investment in decisions about their future 

education (Artino & Stephens, 2009; Schmiesing & Hollis, 2002). Their reliance on 

families and other social acquaintances tends to be weaker (except for research students) 

as they often live on their own and self-fund their study (Maringe & Carter, 2007). 

When deciding which schools to apply to, graduate students consider career prospects 

more seriously, and take into account advice and recommendations from spouses, while 

undergraduate students are more heavily influenced by parents (Kallio, 1995). As a 

result, the explanatory power of L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model can be challenged when 

applied to describe the decision-making process of international undergraduate students.  
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Secondly, L.-H. Chen portrays the university choice model of international students as a  

pre-determined process, meaning students will always progress through three stages 

sequentially and complete the process at stage three Choice with a university selected 

for enrolment. One issue with this approach is that it may oversimplify actual decision-

making behaviour by assuming all students follow this procedure in exactly the same 

way. L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model ignores the situation where one (or more) factors may 

appear, disappear or change during the second or third stage that makes the selected 

alternative no longer feasible, hence students must return to their choice sets for re-

evaluating the remaining options. For instance, a student fails to obtain a USA visa even 

though he or she has got the offer of admission from a USA university. In other words, 

this model does not take into account the dynamic nature of the international education 

decision-making process, which does not necessarily follow a linear progression and 

includes possible feedback and re-evaluation loops.  

Lastly, in L.-H. Chen’s (2007) model, family is treated as one external factor that 

influences students’ views on studying abroad, and their perceptions of different host 

countries and institutions considered in the process. This is in line with other studies’ 

results, in which family members provide a good source of information and advice for 

students, while parents, in particular, provide financial sponsorships for their children’s 

overseas education. However, in the case of Vietnamese students and Asian students in 

general, the role of family may exceed what has been established in the literature. 

Research has shown that Asian families not only take the advisor or supporter role, but 

in many cases, they are the initiators of the overseas study plan (Bohman, 2010), the 

persuaders who lead students towards what their parents believe to be the ideal 

destination for them (Pimpa, 2003a), or even the final decision makers who actively 

select the university for their children (M.-K. Lee, 2013). This active behaviour is 

possibly explained by the distinctive cultural characteristics of many Asian countries, 

including Vietnam, emphasising the role of parents in assuring their children’s success 

in life. In collective societies, including those with major Asian philosophical influences 

like Confucianism, social norms state that children should respect their parents’ 

opinions, and conformity is preferred whenever the situation involves both parents and 

children (Bodycott, 2009). Asian cultures stress the preservation of harmony within the 

family, even though the final call made by parents may not be what their children want. 

These views suggest that for complicated and important decisions like children’s 

education, the final outcome may be a collective decision of the family – students and 

their parents working together to determine the best course of action. This aspect has 

not been portrayed in current college choice models, and thus it is worth reconsidering 
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the role of students and family in the process with the possibility of treating them (the 

family and the students) together as one collective decision-making unit. The following 

section will discuss in more detail the impact of specific Asian cultural aspects on the 

way international students may choose their overseas education. 

2.2.6 Vietnamese cultural values influencing decision-making 

One of the drawbacks of current educational choice models for international students is 

the treatment of the decision-making unit as individuals. All models see the students as 

the main decision maker, which may be correct when used to explain the educational 

choice behaviour of Western students or students coming from countries with high 

levels of individualism. These students make their education choices, and only refer to 

other groups, such as parents, families, peers and friends, as external influences. 

However, as this study’s subject is high-school graduates from Vietnam, an Asian 

nation with a long-established Eastern set of traditions, does the explanatory power of 

existing models still hold true? There is evidence in the literature of Vietnamese culture 

and education to suggest that the decision-making unit for the Vietnamese 

undergraduate students’ college choice may not be an individual, but a collective group: 

the family. 

Vietnam is located in the Southeast region of Asia, and neighboured by China in the 

North, and Laos and Cambodia in the West. During its history, Vietnam was under 

China’s rule for over 1,000 years, and later was colonised by the French and Americaas, 

before gaining its independence in 1975. Because of its unique geographic and 

historical features, the Vietnamese culture is a blend of East Asian values (from China), 

Southeast Asian values, and its own indigenous traditions (Hirschman & Vu, 1996). In 

general, the culture of Vietnam is rooted in three ideologies, Confucianism, Taoism and 

Buddhism (Gillespie & Nicholson, 2005; Phinney & Ong, 2002; Tran & Marginson, 

2014), of which Confucianism had a considerable contribution to the shaping of core 

cultural values of Vietnam. Despite the Western influences resulting from the time of 

the Vietnam War, Confucian traits are still pervasive in many aspects of the society 

today (H. H. Nguyen, 1998; Welch, 2010).  

Introduced to Vietnam around 2,000 years ago from China, Confucianism is not a 

religion, but rather a set of principles that guide people as to how they should live their 

lives. A person should display the following attributes: benevolence, righteousness, 

propriety, wisdom and trustworthiness in order to be called a person of virtue (Penner & 

Tran, 1977). Under the Confucian view, people’s lives are deeply embedded in the 
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ongoing interactions they have with their social surroundings, which are all based on 

five basic relationships: father and son, ruler and ruled, husband and wife, older brother 

and younger brother, and friend and friend (Yan & Sorenson, 2006; Yum, 1988). 

Confucian ideology stresses the sense of collectivism to be a core characteristic of a 

society, that is, people are members of a family, a village and a country (Gillespie & 

Nicholson, 2005). The society is constructed by different groups of people, of which 

families are the nuclear unit and the prototype of all other organisations (Hofstede & 

Bond, 1988). Family members, especially children, do not live individually and 

independently, but belong to familial groups, and their primary responsibility is to serve 

their families (M. Park & Chesla, 2007). In accordance with this view, Confucianism 

highlights important values that all families need to preserve: harmony, filial piety, 

mutual obligation, obedience and discipline (Phan, 2004).  

Vietnamese families are structured in a hierarchical order, in which children 

demonstrate a high level of filial piety toward their parents by respecting and obeying 

their opinions, as well as the opinions of other older members, throughout their 

childhood and even adulthood (Hofstede, 2003; McLaughlin & Braun, 1998). In 

contrast, parents treat their children with kindness and care, protecting and supporting 

their sons and daughters. Parents bear an important responsibility in ensuring the 

success of their children, especially in major aspects such as education and career 

(Phinney & Ong, 2002). Families appreciate internal harmony, meaning people of lower 

social positions, usually young members, need to avoid having conflicts with older 

people or people with higher social positions as much as possible, and this harmony 

should be preserved in all aspects of life (Gillespie & Nicholson, 2005). Different or 

opposing voices from inferior individuals are considered negative and, when such 

disagreement exists, young members are taught to be subordinate to the elders; 

individuals should restrain their personal wants and needs to serve the family, as family 

goals are always more important than those of individuals (Smith & Pham, 1996; Yan & 

Sorenson, 2006). As a result, Vietnamese families display strong cooperation in solving 

everyday problems and decisions are often made by the group as a whole, even if the 

outcomes may be only for certain individuals (McLaughlin & Braun, 1998). 

The idea of harmony also reflects the notion of maintaining individual face (Quang & 

Vuong, 2002). This concept embraces a person’s dignity, honour and prestige that he 

has within his social groups (Hofstede & Bond, 1988). Face is preserved through the 

fostering of harmony as members understand their own positions and others’ in the 

family, avoiding any disagreement, conflict and confrontation that can damage the face 

of others, especially elders. The Asian culture considers face to be the most important 
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value of a human being, and thus people are willing to sacrifice monetary and other 

tangible wealth in order to save face (J. Y. Kim & Nam, 1998). Furthermore, living in a 

strong collectivist society, the Vietnamese see face as a group value that should be 

preserved by all in-group members. Family members share the collective pride 

whenever their family face is improved, and at the same time, they would bear the 

shame if a negative behaviour or wrong doing of one member was made public, such as 

failing to meet expectations or infringing law and regulations (Ho, 1976; Hofstede, 

2003). 

One of the typical aspects of Vietnamese family culture is the emphasis on education 

(Phan, 2004). The Vietnamese generally have high academic expectations for school 

effort and performance, since they view education as a ticket for children to a brighter 

future with good employment and high earnings (C. K. C. Lee & Morrish, 2012). Well-

educated individuals have a better chance to move up the social ladder and, along with 

it, gain the admiration and esteem from family and community members for their 

successes (Phan, 2004). Vietnamese parents believe that educational achievements can 

be gained through effort and not just solely ability, which helps explain their push for 

children to pursue as much education as possible (Xie & Goyette, 2003). Also, they link 

educational accomplishments closely to filial piety. That is, they believe children show 

their respect, obedience and love toward their parents by studying hard and succeeding 

in school. In return, parents are willing to invest in their children’s education, even if it 

means they have to sacrifice their time, effort and money because, as stated, parents 

have a life-long responsibility for their children’s success (C. K. C. Lee & Morrish, 

2012). 

Distinctive cultural characteristics, especially the sense of collectivist families and 

educational appreciation, support the argument that Vietnamese students may approach 

the decision-making process of overseas tertiary education differently from other 

cultures. The school choice decision is likely to be made by the family, rather than the 

students only, for the following reasons: (1) overseas study is a major decision that not 

only determines the educational quality students will receive, but also helps in shaping 

their future careers and lives; (2) high school graduates may need support from more 

experienced people in considering and evaluating available university options, since 

there are a wide range of factors and criteria involved in this decision; (3) sending 

students abroad is a big investment for Vietnamese families, financially and socially; (4) 

Vietnamese parents want to be involved, not just because of the complexity of the 

decision but also because they want to make sure that their offspring have the best 

educational experience; (5) Vietnamese parents may have specific educational goals and 
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expectations they expect their children to fulfil; and (6) the final university selection has 

an impact on the individual and familial face, which are important for Vietnamese 

people. 

2.3 Conceptual model 

So far, the literature review has provided a sound understanding of the decision-making 

process for choice of university in the international education context. The literature 

also details factors and criteria that are considered important by prospective students 

when choosing overseas tertiary institutions. It also groups factors into categories, and 

describes the potential effect they have on the choice of university. However, there are 

still shortcomings and gaps found when examining the applicability of current models 

to the context of interest. 

All existing models view the prospective student to be the decision-making unit 

throughout the choice process (R. G. Chapman, 1986; L.-H. Chen, 2007; Hossler & 

Gallagher, 1987). In these models, the student is solely responsible for making all 

component decisions that lead up to the final outcome. As Chapman’s and Hossler and 

Gallagher’s studies were on the decision-making process of Western students for 

tertiary education, their treatment of student as decision maker is in line with the 

independent construal found in the Western culture (M. S. Kim & Sharkey, 1995; 

Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In Chen’s study, even though his research subjects were 

East-Asian students, the treatment of student as decision maker was still valid since 

Chen studied graduate students’ choices of graduate schools. His sample comprised 

master’s and doctoral students, who were more mature and experienced, and thus, were 

more likely to have control over their choices of education.  

By contrast, the present study aims at a completely different set of research subjects: 

Vietnamese high-school graduates. These 18 or 19 years olds have just finished 12 

years of schooling or, in some cases, have just entered domestic tertiary institutions, and 

are facing the first major decision in their lives. Being a Vietnamese means that they 

have lived in an Eastern culture heavily influenced by Confucianism. This ideology 

reflects an interdependent construal by stressing the sense of collectivism among people 

of a community, and emphasising the role of family in all aspects of one’s life 

(Gillespie & Nicholson, 2005). Family goals are valued more than those of individuals, 

and maintaining harmony within the family is viewed as the ultimate duty of all family 

members (M. Park & Chesla, 2007). Also, Vietnamese society expects parents to be 

responsible for their children’s well-being and success throughout their lives. This, in 

return, places a stress on parents to assure that their offspring make the correct 
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decisions, particularly in major choices like education and career choices (Phinney & 

Ong, 2002). As a result, there is enough evidence to propose that, for Vietnamese 

undergraduate students, their overseas university choices may be a group decision made 

by their direct families (parents and students) as a whole. The decision-making unit that 

goes through each step of the process may be the family, instead of just students, and 

they work together to make all component decisions at each stage, as well as the final 

decision of institution choices.  

Figure 5 presents the conceptual model for this research. This is a comprehensive and 

dynamic model that incorporates the process models and factor models from the 

literature on international education, and is embedded within the distinctive Vietnamese 

cultural context. The process is based on Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) original three-

phase university choice model, and builds on L.-H. Chen’s (2007) synthesis model of 

international graduate students’ university choice. Push-pull theories, which explain 

international student mobility in the higher education context (McMahon, 1992), 

provide necessary elements to examine how, at each stage of the process, specific 

factors may have an effect on the international education decision. Vietnamese cultural 

values indicate the appropriate decision-making unit to be studied is the family. Finally, 

concepts of facilitators and constraints are employed to describe the complexity and 

dynamics of the conceptual model. 

According to the conceptual model, the process of choosing to study at an international 

university consists of four separate stages: (1) the decision to study abroad/locally, (2) 

the search for information and application to study, (3) the selection by admitting 

universities, and (4) the final enrolment activity. The direct family of students, which 

may comprise one or more parents and grandparents, will go through these stages 

together as a whole, from the beginning to the end. At each stage, the decisions are 

influenced by different personal, relational and external push-pull factors, except for the 

final stage. Details of each stage and their relevant influential factors will be described 

next. 
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Figure 5: Conceptual model of the decision-making process of Vietnamese families 
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Predisposition 

At the first stage, Predisposition, Vietnamese families decide whether their offspring’s 

tertiary education will be domestic or overseas. This decision is influenced by the 

family’s socio-economic status, characteristics and ability of the student. Families also 

need to consider the finance necessary for the education plan. Other relatives and 

friends of the family and student, as well as recommendations from the student’s 

teachers, can also influence this decision. Externally, certain economic, social and 

educational conditions of the home and host countries, such as the low quality of 

domestic education and/or the global educational reputation of some destinations, can 

trigger the desire to pursue international education. If families choose the international 

education path, they then proceed to the choice process, in which families select the host 

country, host city, institution and the programme for enrolment.  

The literature suggests a wide range of factors may be involved at this stage in 

influencing the decision to go abroad for education. Firstly, research has found that 

students studying abroad tend to come from middle-class or higher families, whose 

parents have tertiary education, are internationally oriented and have overseas travelling 

or living experience (Li & Bray, 2007; McInnis, Coates, Jensz, & Vu, 2004; J. Simon & 

Ainsworth, 2012). A global orientation and international experience within the family 

allows the student to feel comfortable with foreign cultures, which in turn opens up the 

possibility of overseas education as a reasonable goal to pursue (J. Simon & Ainsworth, 

2012). Such socioeconomic backgrounds not only encourage and inspire students to 

think about overseas education but, more importantly, it provides them with the 

financial support necessary to make the plan a reality (Carlson, 1990). For Asian 

countries, China in particular, parents and students see overseas education as more than 

just a chance to access better quality of education, but also a good way to move up the 

social status ladder or maintain their upper-middle class status (Li & Bray, 2007). 

An aspiration for international education is expected to be strong with high ability high 

school students. This group of students is more likely to pursue tertiary education 

(Sewell et al., 1969), and given the current state of the Vietnamese education, these 

students will see international education as a good way to obtain high quality 

knowledge and skills. To learn a new foreign language is also a noteworthy reason why 

students decide to take part in study abroad (Goldstein & Kim, 2006). Research on 

students from non-English-speaking countries, such as Japan, Thailand and Malaysia, 

reported that they consider being able to use an international language proficiently to be 

very important for their future professional development (Bourke, 2000). According to 
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Chinese respondents, studying and living in a native-English-speaking country such as 

Britain, allows them to see how English is actually used by local people and then learn 

from them (Wu, 2014). In addition to language, students see study abroad as a good 

opportunity for them to broaden their cultural knowledge and understanding (Carlson, 

1990; Kasravi, 2009). This cross-cultural experience leads to another significant factor: 

personal growth and development. Students want to expand their independence, to see 

whether they can be adaptive and thrive in a foreign environment without the support 

they normally get if they live at home (Doyle et al., 2010; Wu, 2014).  

Personal attributes of the student also influence other key decisions in the process. 

Students from high socio-economic families tend to favour private and highly 

prestigious universities because their parents can afford the high tuition fees of these 

institutions (Brown et al., 1999; Hearn, 1984). Also, high ability students prefer 

academically well-known countries because they want to enrol in top-ranked 

universities, where they can compete with other equally talented students (D. W. 

Chapman, 1981; Hoyt & Brown, 2003). Furthermore, the choices of country and 

institution can be further impacted by the personalities of the students, as independent 

and extrovert students may want to escape their comfort zones and explore new 

cultures, thereby choosing destinations where cultural and social values and practices 

are greatly different from their home countries (Carlson, 1990; Wu, 2014).  

The economic and social conditions of the home country have been found to affect the 

flow of overseas students. As McMahon (1992) pointed out in his influential study, 

third world countries that have weak economies but are highly involved in international 

trade and have a strong priority on education tend to have a high number of students 

pursuing overseas education. A weak domestic education system also appears to be a 

strong factor in encouraging students to seek education elsewhere, as people in 

developing countries, such as China, India and Indonesia, tend to perceive overseas 

education to be of a better quality than their domestic tertiary education systems, which 

are often criticised. It is said that they: (1) do not have adequate supply of university 

places, (2) do not have majors or programmes available, (3) have low quality of 

teaching, (4) lack staff, (5) have entry requirements that are too strict, (4) have 

traditional teaching style and lack a student focus, and (5) lack an international 

experience (Bodycott, 2009; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; McCarthy et al., 2012; 

McMahon, 1992; Mpinganjira, 2009; Rafi & Lewis, 2013). This common perception of 

a quality gap between domestic and overseas education, combined with the high level of 

involvement in global commerce, creates a pressure on the labour market of the home 

country for current and future job seekers to have international qualifications, in order to 
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be professionally competitive (Bodycott, 2009; Dimmock & Leong, 2010; Pyvis & 

Chapman, 2007; Wu, 2014).  

In addition to the outbound effect from the home country, students’ interest in overseas 

education can be enhanced by attractive attributes of different host countries. 

Economically strong countries with high levels of global trade involvement tend to be 

regarded favourably in relation to their education quality (McMahon, 1992; 

Mpinganjira, 2009). Students are also more attracted to countries that have achieved 

world-wide recognition for higher likelihood of employability after graduation (Binsardi 

& Ekwulugo, 2003; Hemsley-Brown, 2012; McCarthy et al., 2012; Zwart, 2012). Since 

students studying abroad will have to live away from home for a number of years, they 

are greatly concerned about environmental and social conditions of the destination 

country, such as living costs, part-time employment opportunities, weather and climate, 

culture and people and personal safety (Foster, 2014; Hemsley-Brown, 2012; Maringe 

& Carter, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Z. Wang, 2007). 

Search, Selection and Application to Study 

The second stage is called Search, Selection and Application to Study. During this stage, 

families search for information about countries that provide international education 

services, cities that are famous educational destinations, and institutions that offer 

programmes appropriate to the student’s needs. Personal and external influences, along 

with opinions/advice/recommendations from significant others, continue to influence 

the decision-making unit in this stage. Families usually search for multiple education 

options available and compare them based on various criteria, such as academic quality, 

tuition fees and living costs, financial aid, programme availability, location and campus 

facilities. The choices of country, city and institution do not necessarily follow a 

sequential order, meaning they can be made simultaneously or even, in some cases, 

families predetermine the host country, and thus, jump straight to choosing the 

institution. This stage ends with the application to one or more universities that families 

believe are suitable for the students.  

Much of the educational attractiveness of a destination is determined by its institutions. 

The literature has identified several academic factors as key determinants for students’ 

choices of international university: (1) university and programme rankings, (2) 

university reputation, (3) academic quality and teaching expertise, (4) entry 

requirements, (5) programme availability, (5) length of programmes, (6) international 

partnerships, and (7) employment prospects (Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003; Hemsley-

Brown, 2012; J. J. Lee, 2007; Maringe & Carter, 2007; Mazzarol, 1998; Mazzarol & 



   58 
 

Soutar, 2002). Along with reputable academic performance, prospective students 

appreciate institutions that have fast admission processes, as well as good support 

services, especially for international students (Bodycott, 2009; McFadden et al., 2012). 

Cost is unquestionably one of the main factors that concern students greatly when 

choosing between universities and, in general, students are in favour of institutions that 

have reasonable tuition fees, as well as having scholarships/financial aid available 

(Bohman, 2010; Joseph & Joseph, 2000; Li & Bray, 2007; Maringe, 2006). In addition, 

students also care about the campus at which they will study. They expect the campus to 

be located conveniently for easy commuting, have technologically advanced facilities, 

include on-campus accommodation, and provide a social life via student clubs and 

societies (McFadden et al., 2012; Migin et al., 2015).  

Consumers do not make purchase decisions in a vacuum; instead, their choices of 

products and services are often shaped and influenced by the social surroundings in 

which they live (Bearden, Netemeyer, & Teel, 1989). People who have influences on 

the consumer’s evaluation, aspirations or behaviour, are defined as the reference group 

(C. W. Park & Lessig, 1977), and they can be categorised into two types: (1) 

representative or normative referents, such as parents, teachers, and peers, who provide 

an individual with norms, attitudes and values through direct interaction; and (2) 

comparative referents, such as celebrity or heroic figures, who indirectly provide an 

individual with a standard of achievement for aspiration (Childers & Rao, 1992). From 

the consumer behaviour perspective, there are three ways in which the influence of 

reference group can manifest: (1) informational influence – uncertain consumers seek 

experts or experienced individuals for information, (2) utilitarian influence – consumers 

comply with other people in the group in order to get reward or avoid punishment, and 

(3) value-expressive influence – consumers want to affiliate with the group of value-

enhancing purpose (Bearden & Etzel, 1982). 

In the context of international education, past research has examined the influences that 

normative referents, such as family, relatives, peers, high school teachers and 

educational agents, have on the decision maker throughout the choice process (Kasravi, 

2009; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Pimpa, 2003b; Pimpa, 2004, 2005; J. Simon & 

Ainsworth, 2012). Among different types of normative referents, family and relatives 

are suggested to have the strongest overall impact on the education plan of students. 

Pimpa (2004) identified five ways through which family and relatives can influence 

students’ choices of education. Firstly, students who self-fund their education are 

usually dependent on their parents regarding the finance necessary to pursue overseas 

study. The financial support from family will determine whether the plan is feasible 
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and, if yes, what option is practically possible for consideration. Secondly, family and 

relatives often have educational expectations for students, and for those family members 

who used to study abroad or have previous international experience, they often expect 

students to follow in their footsteps (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; J. Simon & Ainsworth, 

2012). In addition to expectations, family and relatives also provide students with 

knowledge-based information and advice in the hope that it will help students make the 

right decisions. Again, family or other relatives who graduated from a particular 

university or had positive studying experience in a specific country are very likely to 

recommend it to students (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). 

Another form of influence from family and relatives is competition between family 

members with respect to academic achievement (Pimpa, 2004). Familial expectations 

create an environment within the family in which students compare themselves 

academically with other members, such as siblings or cousins, and international 

education participation is one of the common ways to demonstrate one’s academic 

prowess prowess. The last type of familial influence reported in Pimpa’s (2004) study 

was persuasion. Parents employ the persuasive technique of either raising an opinion 

strongly agreed by members in the family or pointing to a role model who arrived at a 

particular outcome, in the hope that this will lure students in the same direction (Pimpa, 

2004).  

Beyond family and relatives, peers, high school teachers and educational agents also 

prove to have significant influences on the choice of overseas education. According to 

the literature, the impact of social network groups other than family on students is 

strongest in the form of providing valuable information and recommendations 

(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Pimpa, 2003b). Similarly to the family and relatives, friends 

and classmates who are studying abroad or international alumni are likely to share with 

students detailed information about the country, institution, programme and application 

process (J. Simon & Ainsworth, 2012). Alumni networks are also frequently 

emphasised as a useful source of word-of-mouth referral for choices of country and 

institution (C.-H. Chen & Zimitat, 2006; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Besides providing 

information, Pimpa (2003b) further suggested that peers could create a competitive 

environment, much like the familial one, in which students would want to go abroad in 

order to compete academically with classmates, or simply follow the trend as seen at 

high school or among friends.  

In addition to peers, students also approach high school teachers/advisors and 

educational agents regarding higher education plans. These two groups of referents act 
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mainly in the form of information sources for students when they are searching for 

education options (J. J. Lee, 2007; Pimpa, 2003b). While the influence of 

teachers/advisors and educational agents is suggested to be generally less than that of 

other more personal groups, like family or peers (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002), they can 

actually be influential referents among students who have fewer relatives or friends who 

have had international experience (Kasravi, 2009; J. J. Lee, 2007). The influence of 

educational agents is more evident in the later stages of the choice process, as students 

reported that they had usually already decided to study abroad before approaching 

agents (Pimpa, 2003b). One interesting finding by (Pimpa, 2001) was that on one hand 

educational agents are often seen as professionally informative about country and 

university options but, on the other hand, they may be seen as untrustworthy because 

their advice and recommendations are perceived as biased toward institutions that pay 

them the highest commissions.  

The literature has presented the international education choice as a complex process, in 

which the decision maker goes through different stages to make several component 

decisions, before arriving at the end result of enrolment. Throughout the process, a wide 

range of factors, both internal and external, emerge and influence how each component 

and the final decision is made. Cubillo et al. (2006) categorised these factors into five 

groups: personal reasons, country image, city image, institution image and programme 

evaluation. They argued that these five groups of factors do not work separately, but in 

tandem, influencing the international student’s intention to purchase an overseas 

education. This finding was echoed in the L.-H. Chen (2007) study, in which he 

confirmed that the final choice is the result of multiple influential factors interacting 

simultaneously. Furthermore, Chen also pointed out that the order in which component 

decisions of choices of country, city, institution and major are made is much more 

dynamic and interchangeable, compared to the rigid sequential order suggested in 

earlier choice process models. This dynamic raises a critical question: how is the final 

choice of overseas education actually made?  

Choice 

Choice is the third stage in the process. As a result of the applications to universities 

made at the end of the second stage of the decision-making, offers of admission may be 

received from the institutions applied to. In the case of only one offer of admission, 

families then proceed to the next step. However, if more than one university accepts the 

application, families now need to choose the preferred institution for enrolment. At this 

stage, families continue to receive advice and recommendations from relatives and 
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friends on which university to attend; however, they become more active comparing the 

pros and cons of alternatives. Here, the set of influencing factors for evaluation remains 

relatively similar to those in previous stages, however families focus strongly on 

institutional and programme characteristics, because these attributes directly determine 

the success of their educational plans. Universities’ academic quality and reputation, 

campus and facility, tuition fee and cost, programme availability and length are typical 

criteria for evaluating options. Also, the final decision is further influenced by 

administration factors of institutions and faculties, such as the enrolment process and 

international student support, as well as marketing activities.  

Standard rational choice theory suggests that the decision maker will employ the 

maximisation strategy (Grüne-Yanoff, Marchionni, & Moscati, 2014). This strategy 

seeks optimality, meaning the choice process will result in the best possible option 

being selected, given the decision maker has all knowledge or information about all 

alternatives available in that particular scenario (Sproles, 1983). In the educational 

context, a student following the maximisation strategy will have the ability to collect all 

information about all available overseas institutions, from which he or she will then 

choose the best university for enrolment. However, choice theory scholars also argue 

that such perfect maximisation is virtually unachievable because, in real life, the 

decision maker has to consider different constraints that prevent them from accessing all 

information about all possible alternatives (H. A. Simon, 1972; Sproles, 1983). As a 

result, scholars have put forward bounded rationality as a more realistic concept to 

explain the choice behaviour in practice.  

Ideas of bounded rationality stress the task of simplification on the decision problem 

because the decision maker acknowledges that available resources are limited and, thus, 

it is impossible to consider all options for an optimal outcome to be reached (March, 

1978). Satisficing is another concept that goes hand-in-hand with bounded rationality, 

which means instead of trying to reach the best result, the decision will seek a ‘good 

enough’ option, the one that meets his or her minimum level of aspiration (March, 

1978; H. A. Simon, 1972; Sproles, 1983). There is evidence of bounded rationality and 

satisficing being employed in making international education decisions. L.-H. Chen 

(2007) reported that 49% of East Asian students in his study, who went to Canada for 

postgraduate studying, said that Canada was not their first choice of destination. Many 

Chinese students in Chen’s study reported that they originally aimed for the US, but 

failed to obtain the student visa, and ended up going to Canada, which has an easier and 

faster visa process. M.-K. Lee (2013) reported that bounded rationality and satisficing 

were indeed employed by Chinese students in their decisions to study in Korea. These 
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students acknowledged Korea was less educationally attractive than popular European 

and Northern American destinations. However, due to financial, parental or academic 

constraints, the Asian country was selected as a good enough choice - a satisficing 

option that allowed these students to have the aspired-for international education 

without having to violate any existing constraints. It is, therefore, suspected that the 

ultimate choice of institution for enrolment may not necessarily be the alternative that 

scores the highest on all important criteria, but would rather be the one that best suits 

the specific bounded situation of the decision maker.  

Current models of international education choices share a common attribute: they 

describe the decision-making activity as a rigid, linear, stage-based process. In these 

models, the decision maker sequentially goes through each stage, starting from 

identifying the educational need, to looking for information on country, city, institution 

and programme, shortlisting alternatives for application, and selecting the final option 

for enrolment. These models imply that the decision maker always arrives at a 

successful component decision at the end of each stage, which together contribute to the 

final positive outcome of the whole process. While they may correctly portray a 

standard decision-making action, these models can be argued to be oversimplified by 

ignoring the potential dynamic nature of such a complicated and highly involved 

decision. 

Enrolment 

The third stage ends when a university is selected for enrolment, and brings families to 

the last stage of the decision process, Enrolment. The final stage of Enrolment includes 

the administrative and immigration work that families need to complete, in order to get 

their students ready for departure. During stage 3 Choice and stage 4 Enrolment, 

situational factors can arise and alter the direction of the decision process. For example, 

while families are considering different institutions, there may be a scholarship 

opportunity that prompts them to pause their decision-making and consider a previously 

ignored option. Failure of a visa application can prevent the student from obtaining the 

legal right to enter the host country of the selected university. Also, sudden financial 

changes can affect the funds allocated for education, and thus require families to 

reconsider their student’s education plan. Such factors act as facilitators or constraints to 

the decision-making process. As a result, the actual decision process may not be 

simplistic as suggested by previous models, instead it may contain a loop of “do and 

redo”, mainly in stages 2 and 3, before the decision maker arrives at stage 4.  
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2.4 Chapter conclusion 

Chapter Two explored the theoretical foundations and empirical literature addressing 

the research question. This chapter first considered ecological systems theory, consumer 

decision-making and the facilitators and constraints framework, the three relevant 

theoretical foundations of the research. The review then examined three bodies of 

empirical literature, family decision-making, international education decision-making, 

and Vietnamese cultural values that may affect Vietnamese people’s consumption 

choices. These three areas of literature provide the researcher with an in-depth 

understanding on what has been established to date regarding consumer decision-

making for international education, and any gaps in the extant literature regarding the 

research context of Vietnam. Given the discrepancies found between existing choice 

process for education models and the Vietnamese context, Chapter Two developed a 

conceptual model that proposes the family unit as the center of the choice task, who 

work their way through a dynamic process, consisting of a number of stages, to achieve 

an enrolment in a university overseas. The next chapter, Chapter Three, will discuss the 

methodology employed in the research. 
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CHAPTER 3 METHODOLOGY 

Chapter Three presents the research approach adopted to address the research question. 

It starts with a discussion on post-positivism, with an ontological view of critical 

realism, to serve as an appropriate philosophical and theoretical framework 

underpinning the research. Based on this research paradigm, the selection of multiple 

semi-structured in-depth interviews with family units over a period of time as the data 

collection method, is then discussed and explained in detail. This is followed by a 

comprehensive description of the sampling process, which includes the sampling 

technique, sampling criteria, sample size and research site selection. The chapter then 

highlights several key concerns in conducting in-depth interviews, which precedes a 

complete description of the data collection process. Chapter Three ends with an outline 

of two techniques used in analysing the data collected. 
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Approach Rationale 

Post-positivism 
Attempt to gain an 
understanding of the common 
reality 

Critical realism 
Acknowledge reality exists but 
imperfectly apprehensible due 
to human fallibility   

Objectivity as a regulatory 
ideal 

Acknowledge findings are 
probably true, but subject to 
falsification 

Qualitative research 
Conduct inquiry in natural 
settings, collect real-time 
situational information 

Semi-structured in-depth 
interviews over a period of 
time 

Gain a deep understanding of 
the research subject with 
regards to the overseas 
educational activity 

Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi, 
Vietnam 

Two largest and wealthiest 
cities in Vietnam 

Maximum variation sampling Seek diversity in the sample 

Purposeful sampling using 
personal connections 

Seek sample units that have 
rich information to share  

In-depth interviews in two 
cities in Vietnam 

Gain an understanding of 
where families currently are in 
the overseas education choice 
process 

Follow-up online in-depth 
interviews with respondents in 
two cities in Vietnam 

Follow-up and complete (if 
possible) the process of all 
previously interviewed family 
units 

Analysis of decision process 
for each family unit, plus 
thematic analysis 

Detail the decision process for 
each family unit, and identify 
themes across the dataset 

Figure 6: Research design 

(Sources: Denzin and Lincoln (2003); Guba and Lincoln (1994); Patton (1990); 

Woodside (2010)) 
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Epistemology 
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Research instruments 

Research site 
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Data analysis 
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3.1 Research paradigm 

As defined by Guba and Lincoln (1994), a research paradigm is a basic philosophical 

and theoretical framework revolving around three key elements: ontological, 

epistemological and methodological assumptions. At the highest level, the ontology of a 

scientific inquiry deals with the nature of reality - whether there exists a real world 

outside of human minds, or a dependent one interpreted and constructed entirely by 

people’s ideas and perceptions, which in turn determines what can be known about 

reality through research. Secondly, the epistemological framework refers to the 

relationship between the researcher and what he or she wants to know about – whether 

the inquirer is totally detached from the inquired knowledge, or deeply immersed in the 

process and plays a role in shaping the findings. Lastly, the methodology of the research 

aligns with the ontological and epistemological positions, and determines the way by 

which the researcher can obtain the knowledge of interest. 

This research adopts post-positivism, a paradigm that embraces critical realism as its 

ontological position. Critical realists acknowledge the existence of an independent 

reality that can be learnt and understood, yet argue that the real world can only be 

imperfectly and incompletely apprehensible due to humans’ flawed intellectual 

mechanisms (Easton, 2010; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Research inquiries taken under a 

critical realism perspective, therefore, attempt to obtain the most accurate, though never 

perfect, model of reality and try to improve the accuracy of the findings through the 

application of critical examinations to the research process.  

Under the epistemology of post-positivism, the inquirer is not completely detached, and 

value-free from the inquiry; instead the inquirer is responsible for shaping the research 

process, and his or her involvement is considered to be a characteristic of the research 

process (Clark, 1998). Also, due to the subjectivity and proneness to biases of 

individuals, including the researcher, knowledge generated from post-positivist studies 

is seen to be socially and relatively constructed, and thus “not universally generalizable 

to all cases and all situations” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 1246). Given the interpretive 

nature of human inquiries embraced by post-positivism, there is one key 

epistemological difference between post-positivism and that of highly interpretive 

paradigms, such as constructivism, which is that despite absolute objectivity being seen 

as unobtainable, objectivity is still a preferred goal, and serves as a regulatory ideal 

throughout the process (Glesne, 2016; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Post-positivist 

researchers maintain objectivity through a procedure of triangulation, in which their 

findings are externally examined and replicated not only to assure the validity and 
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accuracy of the research process and findings, but also to improve the generalisation of 

knowledge (Cooper, 1997; Decrop, 1999). 

The ontological and epistemological positions of post-positivism allow the present 

study to employ a qualitative research approach in the form of semi-structured interview 

with family units. The exploratory nature of the research question – how Vietnamese 

families make the choice of international undergraduate education – is best answered by 

examining multiple instances of family decision-making over a significant period of 

time, in order to generate a comprehensive model that sufficiently explains the decision-

making process. Depth-interview is the main technique for data collection, as it 

facilitates the gathering of exploratory, situational data from respondents in their natural 

settings, thereby getting the researcher closer to the meanings, reasons and purposes 

respondents ascribe to their actions. 

3.2 A qualitative approach 

The purpose of this research is to understand the process by which the international 

tertiary education choices of Vietnamese students are made. The research seeks to 

construct a model that (1) describes in detail all steps in the decision process, (2) shows 

the route by which decision makers progress through the stages in this process, along 

with (3) identifies the key factors influencing the choices made at each step. The 

literature on international educational choices provides a necessary foundation for this 

study, yet no theoretical or empirical work has been conducted focusing particularly on 

the context of Vietnamese high school graduates. This study, therefore, is going to 

explore the phenomenon and shed light onto the choice behaviour of these young 

people.  

To achieve its objective, this study employed qualitative research. This broad umbrella 

term contains a wide range of methodologies, all of which emphasise “a systematic 

approach to understanding qualities, or the essential nature, of a phenomenon within a 

particular context” (Brantlinger, Jimenez, Klingner, Pugach, & Richardson, 2005, p. 

195). Qualitative research focuses on a comprehension of reality, meanings of entities, 

and the processes by which activities take place (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Qualitative 

methodologies help answer the important “how” question (Ritchie, Lewis, Nicholls, & 

Ormston, 2003) by allowing the researcher to explore, learn about, and make sense of a 

new and complex phenomenon in depth and detail (Creswell, 2013). Qualitative 

research is suitable for studying topics about which little is known (Hoepfl, 1997). 

Using qualitative methods, the researcher is able to benefit from the flexibility and 
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openness of techniques employed and the richness of data collected (Patton, 1990), as 

opposed to highly structured measuring, testing and confirming tasks usually found in 

quantitative and statistical methods (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Elliott, Fischer, & Rennie, 

1999). 

One of the distinctive features of qualitative research is that it examines an issue from 

the perspective of those who experience it (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011). The 

researcher approaches the respondents with an open mind and a willingness to listen, 

while participants have control over how their stories are told and what they mean to 

them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). This logic ensures a study reveals a person’s true-to-

life thoughts, opinions and behaviours (Creswell, 2013). Also, the subject is studied in 

their natural settings, meaning that the researcher keeps the conditions in which the 

phenomenon of interest occurs as realistic as possible (Patton, 1990). The research 

context is of great importance in qualitative studies, and thus the researcher seeks to 

understand how contextual elements, such as economic, social and cultural aspects, 

influence the experiences of respondents.  

This research aims to address a new and complicated phenomenon: the decision-making 

process of Vietnamese students regarding choice of overseas higher education; the 

process involves a large number of influencing factors; the effect of each factor may 

vary during different stages of the decision-making process; and the whole activity 

functions within the distinctive social and cultural context of Vietnam, which in return 

affects how the process takes place. In this case, the research subjects were interviewed 

within a naturalistic setting: the Vietnamese home. The student’s family is introduced as 

the core unit for research. Propositions arising from the literature review suggest the 

Vietnamese family unit is in charge of the decision process, rather than individual 

students making this decision alone. However, little is known about whether this is the 

case and, if so, how the family works together in choosing the university for their child 

and, in general, how this process unfolds. To successfully construct such a model, this 

study requires a large amount of in-depth data that helps the researcher identify each 

step in the process, determines the relationships between those steps, classifies different 

types of influence existing during each step, identifies decision makers’ progress 

throughout the process, and finally understands how cultural values affect the choice 

task of Vietnamese families and students. Reflecting on the checklist provided by 

Hennink et al. (2011) to identify when a researcher should employ a qualitative 

approach, this study possesses most of these criteria, which are to (1) understand 

behaviour from the perspective of participants, (2) understand processes of how people 

make decisions and other tasks, (3) understand the context in which activities take 
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place, (4) study complex issues and (5) provide depth, detail and nuance to the research 

issues. 

3.3 Semi-structured interviews with family units 

In order to address the research question, the in-depth interview technique was selected. 

Longitudinal research examines a small group of subjects over a long period of time, 

and periodically restudies them, so that any change in perceptions, attitudes or 

behaviours will be recognized (Saldana, 2003). The distinguishing feature of 

longitudinal research is that the researcher collects data from the same group of subjects 

on more than one occasion (Holland, Thomson, & Henderson, 2006). The strategy 

behind longitudinal research is that, by contacting respondents multiple times for 

information requests, the researcher is able to build a comprehensive understanding of 

how participants progress and evolve throughout the experience of a phenomenon and 

identify the source of potential changes. Longitudinal study, despite being less 

commonly used in qualitative research (Flick, 2006), has proven its value in a number 

of research contexts, including tourism, human communication, and organisational 

behaviours (Decrop & Snelders, 2004; Kuhn & Poole, 2000; Schweiger, Anderson, & 

Locke, 1985). Such studies share one common theme, that is, the phenomenon under 

investigation lasts for a significant period of time, usually months or even years, which 

prompts researchers to collect data over an extended period. Similarly, the university 

decision-making process of Vietnamese students likely takes place over a relatively 

long period of time and involves multiple activities, such as information search, 

discussion between students and families and friends. This complexity makes one-off 

data collection ineffective in capturing the whole process. For a better approach, the 

researcher established plans to contact each subject two to three times during their 

periods of the decision-making process. In each encounter, the researcher gathered 

information relevant to the specific stage of decision-making that the subject was at, as 

well as confirming any changes that have occurred since the last interaction between the 

researcher and subject. The richness and accuracy of data, therefore, were preserved, 

because data was gathered as it occured, instead of depending on memory recall. This is 

one of the key advantages of longitudinal study, compared to other types of research 

that collect data only once. 

In qualitative research, the data is usually collected in the field via two key ways: 

interviews and observation (Hoepfl, 1997). Observation, being the most basic form of 

data collection, only requires the researcher to monitor subjects and record their 

behaviours, thereby effectively preserving the natural settings of the subjects. 
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Observation can provide a complete description of the targeted activity, including 

certain details that may be ignored, overlooked or sometimes hidden in an interview 

(Patton, 1990). Observation, when executed correctly, can result in highly accurate data, 

due to the subjects’ lack of awareness of being observed, and thus displaying natural 

and honest actions. However, observation, while portraying such attributes, also bears 

two inherent weaknesses. Firstly, not all activities can be practically observed. In the 

present study, it is not feasible for the researcher to follow the subject to observe and 

record all activities occurring during the decision-making process. Secondly, 

observation can only record external behaviours, which leaves the subjects’ feelings, 

thoughts and intentions inaccessible. This research requires input from students and 

their families regarding their evaluation of factors influencing the decision process, as 

well as how the process takes place. Such data is less likely to be gathered by direct 

observation. As a result, the present study employed qualitative interviews as the 

method for collecting data. Interviews allow the researcher to gather information from 

the subjects, and at the same time overcome the two stated weaknesses of observation. 

The researcher does not have to follow participants all the time during the data 

collection task, and he or she is also able to capture participants’ inner thoughts and 

opinions as they are expressed. Qualitative interviews focus on describing the core 

themes of the experience lived by subjects, as well as understanding the meanings of 

those themes in the real life of the subjects (Kvale, 1996). Using qualitative interviews, 

the researcher is able to examine the phenomenon in great depth and, through direct 

conversations with participants, aspects of the lived experience will be reflected from 

their points of view.  

Qualitative interviews generally take one of the following three approaches: (1) 

informal conversational interviews, (2) semi-structured interviews, and (3) standardised 

open-ended interviews (Patton, 1990). In this research, semi-structured interviews will 

be used. The semi-structured interview is a qualitative interview because it provides the 

participants with flexibility and openness when telling their stories to the researcher 

(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). However, the whole conversation is constructed 

around an interview guide, consisting of a set of predetermined open-ended questions, 

which lead the overall direction of the interview (Myers & Newman, 2007). Even 

though the aim of this study is exploratory, the researcher enters data collection with a 

general focus on what is to be examined (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The questions asked, 

despite being open-ended and flexible, are still theory-driven, which is why this 

interview method was selected (Flick, 2006). This is to make sure that the data collected 



   71 
 

is relevant and will help the researcher answer the research questions. A detailed 

interview guide will be provided later in this chapter.  

3.4 Sample  

This research seeks to construct a model that describes in detail the decision-making 

process of Vietnamese students and their families regarding choice of international 

undergraduate education. The target population for this study is Vietnamese families 

living in Vietnam whose adolescents are graduating from high schools or are studying at 

local tertiary institutions. More specifically, all recruited units were families with 

students who were in the process of making choices, and thus had not yet made the final 

decision of country and university to enrol in at the time of the first interview. This 

criterion was necessary because it assured that the information collected would be as 

real-time as possible, instead of recalled memories from past actions. 

Students pursuing international qualifications come from all parts of Vietnam, including 

the North, the Central and the South regions. The present study is qualitative, which 

does not emphasise the statistical generalisability of the sample. What is more important 

here is to have participants who are highly relevant to the topic, and willing to commit 

to the project until completion. Therefore, the small sample to be drawn for this research 

does not have to be representative of all geographic areas in Vietnam, but rather 

contains information-rich units for data collection. Also, the researcher had to consider 

the issue of reachability, in terms of recruiting families for the sample, as well as 

travelling to conduct interviews. As a result, the two selected areas for sample 

recruitment were Hanoi in the North and Ho Chi Minh City in the South. The former is 

the capital and the latter is the economic centre of Vietnam. These two cities have the 

largest populations, together accounting for nearly 16.7% of the total population of the 

country  (General Statistics Office of Vietnam, 2014). The economic prosperity of these 

two leading cities, illustrated by their high GDP indexes (General Statistics Office of 

Vietnam, 2014), provides the necessary foundation for people to have the financial 

means to pay for their children’s overseas education. The strong economies of Hanoi 

and Ho Chi Minh City also attract international companies and corporations to establish 

their operations there, which in return increases the demand for skilled employees, 

especially young people with overseas degrees and experience. 

This study recruited respondents for interviews using a purposeful sampling method. 

According to Patton (1990), the logic behind purposeful sampling is that the researcher 

intentionally pick units that are of high appropriateness to the phenomenon under 

examination. The focus here is not on the size or the generalisability of the sample, but 
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how much information the recruited units can provide (Morse, 1991). Patton terms these 

respondents information-rich cases. He also lists 16 different strategies within the 

umbrella of purposeful sampling, and for this study, maximum variation (heterogeneity) 

sampling will be employed. This strategy is suitable for situations where there is a high 

level of variation among the research subjects, and the researcher wants to capture the 

core universal themes that run across different kinds of unit (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006). Indeed, the concept of family has many different constructions: (1) a nuclear 

family with parents and children, (2) a single-parent family with only a mother or father 

(and a deceased spouse), and (3) a single-parent family with a divorced/separated father 

or mother (who may still have influence on the child’s future education). In the case of 

Vietnam, one common family structure that can be added to this list is when parents and 

children live together with grandparents of either side. Here, the grandparents are also 

likely to have a voice in the educational plans of the students, which may complicate the 

decision-making process even further.  

The next concern in this section was the issue of sample size. In qualitative research, 

there are no hard and fast rules for sample size, and as Patton (1990) stressed “the 

validity, meaningfulness, and insights generated from qualitative inquiry have more to 

do with the information richness of the cases selected and the observational/analytical 

capabilities of the researcher than with sample size” (p. 245). However, other 

methodologists have warned researchers on any underestimation of sample size in 

qualitative inquiries and, according to them, the question of “how many units to be 

recruited?” is equally as important to qualitative research as it is to quantitative studies 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005; Sandelowski, 1995). To answer this question, Morse 

(2000) recommended qualitative researchers take the nature of the topic, the study 

design and the quality of data into account when deciding the sample size. 

Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) summarised a general strategy for the qualitative 

sampling task, that is, that the sample size should be large enough for the data to reach 

the saturation or redundancy point – the stage when no new information is found 

through further interviewing - without it being too difficult for data analysis within the 

scope of the study. Patton (1990) suggested researchers set an initial minimum number 

during the designing stage, which then can be adjusted through validation and 

judgement.  

Considering the advice and recommendations from the literature, this study had a 

minimum sample size of 20, and the actual number of units recruited was 24. This 

sample size was large enough for the purpose of maximising the variation among 

respondents (families), yet it was still feasible enough to be researched successfully 
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within the timeframe of the study. Given the longitudinal nature of this study, one key 

concern was the commitment of sampling units to remain with the research until the 

data collection was completed. That is why four extra units were recruited and 

interviewed, in case of any drop out. In practice, 24 units in the sample were 

interviewed twice, with three units having only one interview due to drop out. Within 

these 24 units, 11 families were recruited in Hanoi and 13 families were recruited in Ho 

Chi Minh City. 22 out of 24 recruited families came from one source: personal contacts 

of the researcher. International education fairs taking place in Vietnam during March 

and April of 2016 also provided two units. In the recruitment, the researcher ensured 

that participants were aware of the length of the data collection process, how it would be 

conducted, how many interviews would take place, and the importance of them 

remaining committed to the study. The recruitment attempted to invite the following 

types of family to participate in the research: 

1. Standard family (parents, sibling (if any) and the student) 

2. Extended family (grandparents, parents, sibling (if any) and the student) 

3. Single-parent family (father/mother, sibling (if any) and the student) 

In addition to these three categories, the recruitment invited families with male students, 

female students, the first child going overseas for study, and the second or later child 

going overseas for study, to assure all potential different decision-making routes were 

captured from the sample. Table 3 provides a profile of each of the 24 families in the 

sample, along with information about the student, including his or her academic state at 

the time of interviews, and whether he or she was the first child to go abroad for 

education. 

Table 3: Type of family of the 24 sampling units 

Sample 
unit Type of family 

The academic state 
of the student at the 
time of interview 

Round 1 
participant(s) 

Round 2 
participant(s) 

HCM – 01 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 
(last year)  Father and student Dropped out 

HCM – 02 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

University first year Father and student Student 

HCM – 03 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 11 Parents and student Student 

HCM – 04 
Single-parent 
family, second 
child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Student Student 
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HCM – 05 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 11 Mother and student Student 

HCM – 06 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Father Father 

HCM – 07 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

University third year Student Student 

HCM – 08 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 10 Parents and student Father 

HCM – 09 
Standard family, 
second child 
going abroad 

University first year Student Student 

HCM – 10 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Student Student 

HCM – 11 
Standard family, 
second child 
going abroad 

High school year 11 Father and student Student 

HCM – 12 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Student Student 

HCM – 13 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Student Student 

HN – 01 
Standard family, 
second child 
going abroad 

High school year 11 Parent and student Student 

HN – 02 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Father and student Student 

HN – 03 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Mother and student Student 

HN – 04 
Standard family, 
second child 
going abroad 

High school year 12 Mother and student Mother and student 

HN – 05 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Mother and student Student 

HN – 06 
Single-parent 
family, first child 
going abroad 

High school year 11 Mother and student Student 

HN – 07 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 11 Parents and student Dropped out 

HN – 08 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 11 Parents and student Dropped out 

HN – 09 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Mother and student Student 
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HN – 10 
Standard family, 
second child 
going abroad 

High school year 12 Father and student Student 

HN – 11 
Standard family, 
first child going 
abroad 

High school year 12 Father and student Student 

3.5 Considerations in qualitative interviewing of families 

In family research, the traditional approach is to have one individual from the family 

responsible for the task of providing information (Uphold & Strickland, 1989). 

Depending on the research topic, that family “spokesperson” can either be the husband, 

wife or the child. In the majority of the cases, wives and mothers are seen as the 

preferable informants for family research, and researchers following this approach 

believe that one member can provide valuable data on various family issues (Astedt-

Kurki, Paavilainen, & Lehti, 2001). This method of using one informant, despite having 

the advantages of convenience and relevance in topics related to the individual 

development of members within the family context, has lost its significance due to 

potential biases in explaining familial phenomenon (Uphold & Strickland, 1989). When 

the focus is placed on the experiences, values and meanings shared by members within 

a family, interviewing or observing one member becomes problematic, because the data 

collected only reflects his or her reality, instead of the collective quality or 

characteristics of the family unit (Astedt-Kurki et al., 2001). As a result, for many social 

topics, including health and marriage, methodologists raise the need to treat the family 

as one research unit, with data collection tasks should be applied to the family, instead 

of individual members. This point was adopted in the present study, and each unit was 

interviewed with different family members sitting down and sharing information with 

the researcher collectively. 

The key benefit of interviewing the family together is the interaction between members 

when reflecting their feelings, attitudes and behaviours toward a shared phenomenon 

(Allan, 1980). Because the phenomenon of interest is collective, talking simultaneously 

with everyone involved will provide a broader perspective that is challenging or 

impossible to gather separately (Astedt-Kurki et al., 2001; Taylor & de Vocht, 2011). 

During the interview with the family, members are able to corroborate others’ opinions, 

as well as supplement each other on different issues, thereby increasing the depth of the 

discussion (Allan, 1980). The process of mediation and negotiation between family 

members in producing the unified response is of great interest of the researcher, because 

it can shed light on how they actually experience the phenomenon (Valentine, 1999). 

The family as one informant is the only unit that can produce true family data, and when 
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this is what the researcher is looking for, the family should be interviewed together 

(Astedt-Kurki et al., 2001). 

Along with the strengths and advantages of family interviewing, the researcher 

acknowledged important concerns that require careful attention. Firstly, family 

interviewing is usually more challenging to arrange, as members have to attend the 

interview session together (Allan, 1980; Beitin, 2008). Secondly, the conversation can 

be longer, compared to individual interviews, as respondents need time to work out a 

response. Also, the task of articulating a response may hinder some respondents and 

thus make them unresponsive. Lastly, the location of the interview is critical, because it 

determines the amount and quality of the data collected. Recruiting sample units 

through personal connections helped the researcher address the first two concerns, as 

potential participants were more likely to be cooperative with someone who was 

introduced to them by a person they know. Regarding the last point, interviews took 

place at the interviewees’ homes for the purposes of providing comfort and preserving 

natural living settings of the family unit (Astedt-Kurki et al., 2001). Before commencing 

the interview session, the researcher set out some ground rules regarding the way 

interviewees take the conversation, such as allowing both the parents and student to 

give answers to each question, and facilitating further discussion between family 

members in case they have conflicting opinions (Bennett & McAvity, 1985).  

The subject of this study is Vietnamese families living in Vietnam, a country with deep-

rooted Asian social and cultural values. The characteristics of Vietnamese people and 

Vietnamese families, therefore, should be taken into consideration when planning the 

interview session. T. Q. T. Nguyen (2015) created a detailed guideline as to how to 

interview Vietnamese qualitatively using a semi-structured interviewing technique. A 

fundamental rule to keep in mind is to always respect the face of the interviewee, as 

face is the most important value of a Vietnamese person, and this rule should be applied 

to every action before, during and after the interview. For Vietnamese: 

1. Interpersonal relationships are critical in determining the willingness for 

cooperation, so the researcher should first exhaust sources from personal 

connections and via educational agencies, for recruitment of family units.  

2. It is an advantage to have a same-ethnicity researcher to work with respondents. 

In Vietnamese culture, people tend not to share with strangers and ‘outsiders’. 

Also, Vietnamese people often use proverbs and idioms in their conversations, 

so having a Vietnamese researcher helps increase the level of respondent and 

data understanding significantly. 
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3. Completion of consent forms should be carried out with great care, since this 

procedure, when asked by the researcher, may be misunderstood as not fully 

trusting and appreciating the interviewees. 

4. In the interview, the bond between the researcher and respondents is crucial. A 

bond can be created by attention to verbal and non-verbal cues, and proper use 

of communication skills (respectful asking, eye contact, listening, nodding and 

probing using the third person). It is necessary to make interviewees aware that 

they are not being judged, as that the researcher shares similar values to them.  

5. Simple, general questions should be limited to avoid lack of elaboration. 

Instead, the researcher should ask specific, context-based questions. 

6. After the interview, the researcher can show his appreciation to participants by 

giving a gift (T. Q. T. Nguyen, 2015).  

The present study adhered to these guidelines, which offered useful advice regarding the 

sample recruitment, data collection and the actual conducting of the interview. 

3.6 Interview schedule and interview guide 

Interview schedule 

Vietnamese students have three years of senior high school, which finishes at the end of 

Class 12. The academic calendar in Vietnam starts in early September and lasts until the 

end of May the following year. This term length is generally suitable for students who 

want to enrol in the first (or Spring) semester of the following year at institutions in the 

USA, the UK, Singapore, Australia and New Zealand, which normally commence 

between mid-January (in the US, UK and Singapore) and late-February (in 

Australia/New Zealand). The deadline for application for the first/Spring semester is 

around November and December of the previous year. For instance, if a Vietnamese 

student wants to enrol in January or February of 2018, he or she has to meet the 

deadline by November or December of 2017, meaning that the period between January 

and October of 2017 is critical for him or her to finalise the decision and submit the 

application, even though the thought of studying internationally may have first occurred 

months or even years earlier. For high-ability students who want to apply for US 

scholarships for the same early 2018 commencement, they need to complete the 

application process as early as January 2017. At this stage, students actively contact 

educational agencies for consultancy, as well as engage in conversations directly with 

institutions via email. Educational fairs are another popular source of information, as 

people see these events as a valuable chance to talk in person with university 



   78 
 

representatives for any programme or enrolment enquiry before the final education 

decision is made. These fairs are held throughout the year in several major cities in 

Vietnam, including Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, but March, July-August, and October 

are peak periods for recruitment for several major markets such as the USA, Australia, 

Canada and New Zealand. 

Based on the annual cycle of decision-making, this research framed the interview period 

between March and December of 2016. This schedule gave the researcher ten months 

for data collection. 

The first round of data collection 

The first round of interviews was conducted face-to-face by the researcher in Vietnam. 

Thirteen interviews took place in Ho Chi Minh City in March, while the remaining 11 

interviews were carried out in Hanoi in April. The average length of interview time was 

45 minutes, and the sample consisted of different types of family, as previously 

discussed. The sample includes families whose students are in year 10, 11 and 12 of 

senior high school, as well as students who have already enrolled in domestic 

universities. It was important to acknowledge that some students and families had 

already commenced their decision-making process for international education prior to 

being recruited. However, as they were still going through the process and had not yet 

made a final decision, the interviewer was still able to help them recall past memories, 

as well as gain real-time information regarding their ongoing decision-making activities.  

The interview guide was originally developed in English, and then translated into 

Vietnamese using professional translation services. This step was necessary because all 

interviewees are Vietnamese, who may not have the English proficiency required for 

having an effective conversation in English. All interviews were recorded and 

transcribed in Vietnamese, and then translated back into English prior to data analysis. 

Part 1: Introduction and warm up 

The researcher greeted the family. He showed appreciation for their participation, and 

introduced himself to all family members. The researcher then provided a brief 

description of the research purpose(s). The researcher outlined the structure of the 

interview session for interviewees, and then carefully explained the reasons for having 

the Participant Consent Form signed by them. This form should be completed before 

any interview commences.   
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Part 2: Questions 

In Vietnamese, there are different words to address different people according to their 

ages. In the following questions, the word “you” stand for and one member (father, 

mother or student) or the whole family collectively. Also, appropriate probing was used 

for each question to assure the quality of responses given. Below are questions that were 

used in the first round of interviews: 

1) How did you come up with the idea of studying overseas? Whose idea was it initially, 

who participated in the discussion of this idea, and what made you decide to invest in 

an international qualification? Was it an individual or collective decision for you? 

2) What came to mind first when considering your students’ overseas study plan? I 

mean, did you choose a particular programme that you are interested in first, or did you 

choose a country or a city, or is there a special university that you targeted straight 

away? Which one is more important for you and why? Please explain. 

3) How did you start looking for information? What information did you seek? Who was 

involved in the information-seeking task? How did you communicate with each other 

regarding the information collected? Where did you get this information? What 

information sources did you consider valuable? 

4) How many options did you initially think of considering? Why did you think of those 

options? (also why did you exclude certain options?). What criteria did you consider 

important for an option? Is there any factor that prevented or supported you in 

including an option in your choice pool? (For example, did you prioritise or exclude 

certain countries or universities due to specific characteristics.) How did you compare 

and contrast between different options? Who made the comparison and why? 

5) What are your current considerations at the moment? (in terms of education 

alternatives) 

Question 5 ended the first interview, to capture the current stage of the family, which 

then became the starting point for the second interview. 

The second round of data collection 

The second round of interviews took place over a period of six months, from June to 

November of 2016, and was conducted online via Skype. From the data collected in the 

first round, it was clear that each family in the sample had a different timeline for their 

overseas education plan and, thus, it was virtually impossible to pick out a solid 2-

month period in which all units would have new and relevant information to provide. As 
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a result, in this round the researcher decided to use online interviews via Skype to 

collect data, instead of going back to Vietnam for a second time. Since the education 

plan varies from one unit to another, questions being asked in the second round of 

interviews were less standardised compared to the first round. Instead, the researcher 

tailored each interview to suit the actual need of information from each family, 

following a semi-structured interview format. Below is an example of interview 

questions being used in the second round; this family has a year 12 high school student, 

and, from data collected in the first round, it was clear that the family had already 

selected the country and city, and was considering options for institution to apply to: 

1) Last time we spoke, you told me that your parents and you have selected Melbourne, 

Australia to be the destination, and you had picked out two universities for application. 

However, since your relatives said that these two options are a bit far away from their 

house, they said they would find more universities for you to consider. Did they come 

back with more university options? 

• If yes, how did you find those additional options? Did they make it to the final 

list for application? Why or why not? 

• If not, have you applied to your original two universities? How were the results? 

Have you made the final choice of university for enrolment? If yes, what were 

the reasons for your final choice? 

2) During the last three months, was there any other new information/event/issue 

coming across that had a significant impact on your original plan to go to Australia in 

July or August, 2016?  

• If there is then what is it? What kind of change did it make? How is the 

discussion between members of your family regarding the emergence of new 

information/event/issue? Any new voice? How did involved members exchange 

information at this stage? 

• If there is not, will you go ahead as originally planned? 

3) Have you started your visa application and who is involved in the visa application? 

What did you think about the visa application process? 

4) Have you got a specific time for departure yet? 

5) Is there any concern/issue that prevents you from leaving or which you have to 

resolve before your departure? 
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3.7 Data analysis  

The research employed two techniques for data analysis: in-depth analysis for exploring 

the planning and decision-making process of each family in the sample, and thematic 

analysis for identifying similarity across family units’ processes. The construction of 

decision maps and summaries for 24 family units, and the thematic analysis were 

carried out by the researcher. The development of the final model and written story 

from results of these three techniques was closely supervised and validated by the 

primary and secondary supervisors. 

3.7.1 Analysis of the decision process for each family unit 
Two rounds of interviews provided a large volume of detailed information about the 

international education decision-making process for each family unit – a complex 

behaviour that involves several people and many activities taking place over a period of 

time. Given the research question of “how such behaviour takes place”, chronologies 

were constructed for each unit, arranging the events that occurred and the people 

involved in chronological order (Yin, 2009). For each family unit, the two interview 

transcripts were used to develop a decision map, in which the decision-making process 

is presented from start to finish (for those families who have not completed this process, 

the map is up to the point of the second interview). The map systematically describes 

the evolution of the phenomenon from an initial educational aspiration to a carefully 

thought-out overseas education plan. It details all the steps taken and decisions made 

throughout the process, including any derailing or reversing that occurred, along with 

important decision criteria at each stage. In addition to activities, the decision map 

identifies key family members involved, both those who contributed to the decision-

making and, more importantly, those who were directly responsible for making 

component decisions. Furtherrmore, the map lists out important external influences that 

had an impact on the decision maker(s) in each component decision, as well as 

information sources who provided relevant information at each stage of the process. 

Along with each of the 24 decision maps, a one-page summary of transcript was also 

developed to highlight all unique characteristics of each family’s story.  

3.7.2 Thematic analysis across the dataset 
In addition to constructing decision maps and summaries of the 24 family units, 

thematic analysis of the dataset was undertaken via Nvivo software. The synthesis of 

data across 24 units helps strengthen the findings, thereby enhancing the analytical 

generalisability of the result (Yin, 2009). As the foundational method for qualitative 
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analysis, thematic analysis allows the researcher to search, identify, analyse and report 

themes emerging from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Under this definition, a theme 

is a pattern of phenomenon relevant or important to the research question that occurs 

repeatedly across the entire researched data set. Due to the complex nature of qualitative 

data, thematic analysis helps make sense of seemingly unrelated data in a systematic 

way by minimally organising and describing datasets in rich detail, which provides the 

necessary condition for themes to arise (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

Full interview transcripts of 24 families were uploaded to Nvivo software for coding 

and analysing. In the first round of coding, full transcripts were broken down into detail 

by coding every small meaningful phrase and sentence in each transcript. For instance, 

when being asked of how the aspiration for international education came about within 

the family, the mother in unit HCM 05 said “This is my idea”. This sentence was then 

coded into the code “Who initiated the idea”, which contains phrases and sentences 

expressing a similar idea from all other units. These codes were termed individual 

codes. Once the first round of coding was completed for all transcripts of 24 families, 

individual codes were then classified into higher level codes, termed categorical codes, 

based on the meaning and the stage each individual code belongs to. For example, the 

categorical code “Building resources” contains individual codes that describe different 

things a family needs to prepare in order for the education plan to take place, such as 

“Saving money”, “Study foreign language”, “Maintain good academic performance at 

school” and “Participate in extra-curriculum activities”. The second round of coding 

helps reduce the number of codes for analysis significantly, thereby allowing the 

researcher to have a comprehensive view of the data without missing out any important 

detail. The second round of coding would result in a more manageable list of categorical 

codes. Based on this list, a generic decision-making map for choice of international 

undergraduate education was developed, and this map served as the first version of the 

final decision-making process model that could represent all 24 units in the sample. 

3.7.3 Developing the final model of decision-making for international 
education 

The last stage of data analysis would be to develop the final model that could describe 

sufficiently the decision-making for international undergraduate education of 

Vietnamese families. This model was created using 24 decision maps and summaries 

and the generic decision-making map, and from the results of the thematic analyses. The 

generic decision-making map serves as the backbone of the final model, while 24 

decision-maps and summaries provide insights into distinctive attributes of each 
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family’s story that should be included in the final model for better representativeness. 

Along with the visual development of the final model, a written description was also 

created to support understanding. 

To ensure the applicability of the model, once the final model and the written story were 

completed, three families in the sample were requested to read and give feedback. Apart 

from minor suggestions, all three families agreed with accuracy of the model and the 

written story in representing their processes.  
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CHAPTER 4 FINDINGS 

This chapter presents the findings of the data analysis. It starts with in-depth analysis, in 

which a summary and decision map for each of the five families is presented. These 

units were chosen to present a wide spectrum of types of planning and decision-making 

process from the 24 units. The chapter proceeds to provide a list of 66 categorical codes, 

along with a description for each code, deriving from the thematic analysis. Chapter 

Four ends with an initial version of the decision-making process for undergraduate 

international education of Vietnamese students, which was conceptualised from the 66 

categorical codes. 
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4.1 Analysis of the decision process for each family unit 

Each of the 24 families in this study provides a unique perspective on how the decision-

making process for their children’s international education was initiated, took place and, 

in some cases, completed. Each family unit, therefore, was analysed thoroughly, which 

resulted in 24 decision maps and 24 summaries.  However, since there are similarities 

between units to a certain extent, five typical units were selected to be detailed in this 

section. The five units demonstrate alternative decision scenarios: 

• Unit 1 (HCM – 04): A completed decision process resulting in the student 

travelling to Japan for tertiary education 

• Unit 2 (HN – 01): An incomplete decision process in which the decision-making 

unit is currently waiting for application results 

• Unit 3 (HCM – 10): A derailed decision process in which the decision-making 

unit decided to stop the international education plan during the stage of choosing 

a university to apply to 

• Unit 4 (HN – 10): An incomplete decision process in which the father’s personal 

connection with one university in the USA acts as a facilitator in the choice of 

university to apply to 

• Unit 5 (HCM – 02): A complete decision process in which the student is already 

enrolled in a domestic university but has decided to pursue overseas education 

instead 

Unit 1 (HCM – 04): A completed decision process resulting in the student 

travelling to Japan for tertiary education (an extended family with grandparents, 

parents and the student) 

Summary 

This interview was conducted with a high school year 12 student. Her parents have 

postgraduate degrees from Japan, where the student was born, so her mother has guided 

her into overseas study, especially the possibility of studying in Japan, since junior high 

school. Her parents saw the challenges domestic graduates face in finding good 

employment in Vietnam, and at the same time, recognised that their child would have a 

better chance of getting good employment with an international qualification. 

“My parents saw that if I graduated from a domestic university, the job that 
I can find would not have good salary, especially if I decide to work for the 
Vietnamese government. If I want to work for private companies, I should 



   86 
 

study overseas. In that conversation about studying domestically vs. 
overseas, my parents told me that studying in Japan will guarantee me to 
have a good job, better thinking ability and knowledge. I will have 
international connections, which allow me to work in Vietnam or other 
countries, my degree will be recognized world-wide.” – Student of HCM 04. 

The idea came about during the student’s junior high school years, and was driven by 

her parents, as well as her relatives, whose children also study overseas. It is also a 

tradition within her family, that her grandparents, and then her parents, studied 

overseas, which has an influence on her in terms of trying to continue the family 

tradition. Personally, the student likes the Japanese culture and admires the Japanese 

people. The decision to go abroad is a shared decision between the student and her 

parents, with the student being the leading decision maker, with full support received 

from her parents and relatives.  

“It’s a 50/50 decision… My mom and dad each have their own opinion, but I 
am the decision maker.” – Student of HCM 04. 

The family selected the country to study in, then the major, then the university. 

Regarding the choice of country, Japan is preferred because it has offered good quality 

education, a good environment, familiar culture and people. It provides international 

students and workers with good support services and policies. The student prefers a 

familiar living environment, such as Japan, to Western societies like America or Britain. 

Japan and Vietnam also have good education support policies. Moreover, the student 

has been exposed to Japan by her mother for a long time, from which her interest grew. 

Therefore, despite her dad’s suggestion of going to the USA, the student insisted on 

choosing Japan. 

Regarding the choice of major, the student originally liked biology, but later changed to 

international relations, which is an easier major to study if she goes abroad.   

Regarding the choice of university to apply to, there were two options: Ritsumeikan 

Asia Pacific University (APU) and Tokyo International University (TIU). The criteria 

considered in this decision included: availability of preferred major, syllabus, living 

environment, tuition fee, scholarship availability, quality of education, the number of 

Vietnamese students on campus, and support services for international students.  

The student and her mother used a number of information sources for their information 

search: education expos, student’s classmates, university representative, university 

website, and feedback/review of current students. 
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Update from the second interview: The student was accepted at the two universities and 

offered a scholarship by each university. TIU was finally selected for enrolment, even 

though it is less famous and its tuition fee is slightly higher than that of APU, for the 

following reasons: perceived better teaching quality, better campus location, small class 

size, reasonable number of Vietnamese students, and more language classes available. 

The student discussed the two options with her mother and relatives, and selected TIU, 

despite her mother and relatives leaning more toward APU. 

“To select TIU over APU, I did talk with my mother and my relatives. I am 
mainly responsible for this decision, even though most relatives disliked TIU 
due to higher tuition fee. They also concern about my social life on campus 
at TIU due to having a small number of Vietnamese students. At the moment, 
APU is the most selected universities for Vietnamese students who want to 
study in Japan. After considering all of these pros and cons, I still decided to 
go for TIU.” – Student of HCM 04. 

Throughout the decision process, the student worked closely with her mother in looking 

for information, evaluating options and making decisions. For the visa application, the 

student used services provided by a local education agency. The visa process was not 

difficult, but long, with many documents required. Her mother helped her prepare the 

required family financial statements, and according to the student, this task took the 

most of time in the whole visa application process. 

Figure 7 provides the decision map for this unit. There are four major stages presented 

in the map, Predisposition; Search, Selection & Application to Study; Choice; and 

Enrolment. Stage one details reasons of parents and students for having an aspiration for 

international education, whereas selecting criteria of parents and students regarding the 

choices of country, major and university are presented in stage two and three. On the 

right side of the map, there are four columns that list the main decision maker(s) for 

each stage’s decision, family member(s) who were involved in the decision-making in 

each stage, external influencer(s) that contributed to the decision in each stage, and 

information source(s) that provided relevant information for decision-making in each 

stage. On the left side of the map, any facilitator or constraint taking place in the process 

is presented, along with the timeframe for each stage to complete.  
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Figure 7: Decision map of HCM – 04, a complete decision-making process 
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For this family, international education is a relatively long-term plan that started during 

the student’s junior high school years. Originally initiated by parents, the idea of 

overseas studying later became the student’s own aspiration. The student realised the 

value she would gain with an international studying experience, and at the same time, 

would want to continue the family’s tradition of the pursuit of international education. 

The sense of collectivism is quite significant here, as the student acknowledged the 

involvement of her immediate family throughout the process, even though she still 

claimed to have the strongest voice in each decision. Her parents were heavily involved 

during the first two stages: deciding to go abroad and the choice of country, while the 

mother worked more closely with the student in choosing the major, which universities 

to apply to and the university to enrol in. The extended family and relatives also have an 

ongoing influence on the decision-making unit during important stages, such as the 

decision to go abroad and the choice of university to enrol in.  

Unit 2 (HN – 01): An incomplete decision process in which the decision-making 

unit is currently waiting for application results (a nuclear family with parents, the 

student and his older brother who studied abroad) 

Summary 

This interview was conducted with a high school year 11 student and his parents. He is 

studying at a Vietnamese high school for the gifted, from which graduates tend to go 

abroad for tertiary education. The idea came to the family very naturally, as the 

student’s older brother went abroad for education and is still working overseas. The 

student’s parents want him to go overseas because they see the weaknesses of domestic 

education, and thus expect their child to seek a better education elsewhere, yet the father 

expressed that he still wants the student to return to Vietnam after graduation. The 

student also likes the idea because he is an extrovert and has strong English. He once 

visited Korea and Japan and became interested in the more advanced quality of living of 

these countries. Similar to his parents, the student thinks the Vietnamese education has 

poor academic syllabus and teaching methods. 

“His plan takes place very naturally because he has his older brother 
already studying in the US after getting a scholarship… The idea for him to 
go abroad emerged a long time ago, and very naturally, because his brother 
already created the path. When his brother got the scholarship, I realized 
overseas education is not really out of our rearch as once thought.” – 
Mother of HN 01 
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Due to the family’s financial situation, the student must receive a scholarship, otherwise 

he will have to complete his undergraduate study in Vietnam. Since year 5 or 6 of junior 

high school, the student’s parents have guided him to build up the necessary resources 

for the scholarship application, such as good academic performance and an international 

English certificate.  

“But if he cannot get a scholarship, then he will stay at home to complete his 
undergraduate study in Vietnam and perhaps pursue postgraduate study 
overseas later… We don’t have enough financial resources to self-fund his 
studying in Britain, so we need to aim at places that are good, and have 
scholarships available.” – Father of HN 01 

“We guide him to prepare all the necessary requirements for scholarship 
application, for example: have good performance at school, get into Hanoi-
Amsterdam high school, which is well known by international universities, 
get good TOEFL and SAT scores. The idea for him came about when his 
brother got the scholarship, meaning about 5 or 6 year ago.” – Mother of 
HN 01 

The family, including parents, student and older brother, have worked together in 

making the decision for the student to go abroad. They selected country, major and 

university. 

Regarding the choice of country, the family targeted the US because America has 

world-class education and, more importantly, it has the highest number of scholarships 

available to international students. The family’s financial situation plays a crucial role in 

determining which country the student is able to consider: the parents set a maximum 

annual budget for the student’s study, which does not cover all yearly studying and 

living costs, meaning the student needs to choose a country where he has the highest 

chance of getting a scholarship.  

“For us, we have limited financial resources, and thus we need to aim at 
options that require us to contribute as less as possible. The US is the best 
alternative for this strategy.” – Father of HN 01 

The second country option is Taiwan, because his mother has a good relationship with a 

Taiwanese university. Other equally good countries such as Australia and New Zealand 

were eliminated due to fewer scholarships being available. Country selection criteria 

included: scholarships available, high quality of education, and English-speaking 

country. 

Regarding the choice of major, the student preferred marketing, while his parents 

preferred agriculture, due to the fact that Vietnam is an agricultural country, and thus it 

is easier for the student to find employment in Vietnam with a degree in agriculture. 
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Regarding the choice of university to apply to, the family has not researched in detail, 

but they will select universities based on: university ranking, scholarship availability, 

entry requirements, high standing in the preferred major, campus social environment 

and class size.  

Information sources include the student’s older brother who gives advice on the 

decision to go abroad, the choices of major and university to consider; the student’s 

classmates; online forums of overseas goers; a university ranking website; the US 

Embassy in Hanoi; and parents’ friends whose children have gone abroad. 

Update from the second interview: The student has finalised his university preference, 

and he will focus on the top nine best US universities, because getting into one of these 

universities will guarantee his future employability. Regarding the choice of major, the 

student has selected agriculture and environment, as these majors will assure a higher 

chance of getting accepted, and are better for future employability. During the 

university consideration stage, the family started using services provided by a local 

education agency. 

Figure 8 provides the decision map for this unit. 
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Figure 8: Decision map of HN – 01, an incomplete decision-making process 
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For this family, international education seems to be a natural academic progression for 

the student from high school to tertiary education, as his older brother also went abroad 

for university and is still living in the US. Witnessing his brother receiving a US 

scholarship, the student has been inspired to do the same since year 5 or 6 of junior high 

school. His parents fully support his aspiration, yet require him to get a scholarship as 

they can only afford part of the total annual cost. The family’s financial situation 

essentially dictates what countries are available for the family to consider, as they have 

to select one that gives the student the highest chance of getting a scholarship. The US 

was eventually selected, with Taiwan being the backup country due to a relationship the 

student’s mother has with a Taiwanese university. Unlike the decision to go abroad and 

the choice of country, in which the family collectively made decisions, the choices of 

major and university to apply to saw the student take a more prominent role, even 

though his parents and older brother were still actively part of the discussion. The 

student has compiled a list of nine top US universities that he wants to apply to, and was 

preparing his applications. Regarding the overseas education plan, the family not only 

wants the student to have a good education, but also to gain valuable overseas working 

experience, before returning to Vietnam. 

Unit 3 (HCM – 10): A derailed decision process in which the decision-making unit 

decided to stop the international education plan during the stage of choosing a 

university to apply to (a nuclear family with parents and the student) 

Summary 

The interview was conducted with a high school year 12 student. She is studying at a 

Vietnamese high school for the gifted. Many students from her school are pursuing 

overseas education. The idea first came from her father in her year 6 of junior high 

school. The family has relatives living overseas, so the father had a chance to observe 

the overseas living environment and education during his visits to relatives. The reasons 

for the father’s overseas education aspirations include: poor domestic education, better 

educational environment overseas and the opportunity for migration. After the first 

failed attempt in year 6, the idea was reactivated at the beginning of the student’s senior 

high school (year 10). Driven by her father’s aspiration and encouragement from 

relatives, the idea gradually became the student’s own goal.  

The decision to go abroad was made by the family, with the involvement of parents, the 

student and overseas relatives. Relatives had a significant influence throughout the plan, 

as they would provide the student with accommodation and living funds.  
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“It’s my family decision. To go or not is up to me, but whether my study can 
be afforded is up to my parents. If my parents have the financial resource but 
I don’t want to go, they would not force, and at the same time, I cannot go, 
even if I want to, if my parents cannot afford it financially. My parents 
respect my thought, yet in general it’s still a familial decision.” – Student of 
HCM 10 

“Members directly involved: my parents, and my uncles and aunties.”  
– Student of HCM 10 

The family first selected country, then the city, major and finally the university. 

Regarding the choices of country and city, the family wanted to save on costs, so they 

required the student to live with their relatives, meaning the family only considered 

countries where they have relatives. The USA, Japan and Australia were considered, 

and Australia was finally selected to be the best option for the student, because she has 

more relatives living in Australia, which assures better financial support for the student. 

“The reason I aim for Australia is because I have relatives there who can 
support me financially regarding living cost.” – Student of HCM 10 

Regarding the choices of major and university, the student consulted with a local 

education agency, which provided her with a list of potential universities based on the 

majors she prefers. Her parents, after consulting with overseas relatives, encouraged the 

student to choose a major that would help her employability in Australia after 

graduation. The student, however, wanted to choose a major that fits her personality. 

Criteria for choosing which university to apply to include: close to relatives, reasonable 

tuition fee, scholarships available, good academic ranking and high standing in the 

preferred major. The most important criteria are cost and proximity to relatives. 

There was a conflict in long-term goals between the student and her relatives. Her 

relatives weighed the tuition fee and proximity to relatives more heavily than the 

university academic ranking, as they wish to encourage her to maximize the 

opportunities for migration. On the other hand, the student wanted to choose a good 

university because she cares more about good quality of education. Information sources 

used by the family include: the education agency, university websites, relatives and 

education expos.  

Update from the second interview: The student decided to postpone her plan for 

overseas education, after failing to resolve the conflict with her relatives regarding the 

choice of university to apply to. Her family’s financial situation does not allow her to 

have the flexibility to select a university at her will, and so she decided to enrol in a 
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domestic university to finish her undergraduate degree first, and then possibly pursue 

postgraduate study later. 

“I waited for my relatives to send me better options. Frankly speaking, my 
uncle does not have much information about universities in Australia, so his 
original suggestion, Victoria University, was given because this university is 
located very close to his house, hence it is easier for my daily commuting. 
With Victoria University, I already told him from the beginning that I would 
not apply because this is not a good university… If I want to reduce the cost 
by living with my relatives, I have to accept their recommendation of 
university, which I do not personally like. This conflict could not be resolved, 
and thus in the end I told my mother that I will finish my undergraduate 
degree in Vietnam, and would try to find a way to go for postgraduate later 
on.” – Student of HCM 10 

Figure 10 provides the decision map for this unit. 
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Figure 9: Decision map of HCM – 10, a derailed decision-making 
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This is an example of an unexpected derailing of the decision process. The international 

education aspiration was originated by the father, and later adopted by the student to 

become an official plan within the family. The decision to go abroad was made by the 

student and her parents collectively, based on influences from their relatives living 

abroad and the student’s classmates. The choices of country and city were essentially 

made by the father, with a rather limited range of possible options, as the student was 

required to live close to her relatives. However, the student had a stronger voice on the 

choice of major, and with the choice of university to apply to the student worked more 

closely with her mother instead of both parents. There were conflicting opinions 

between the student and her parents and relatives when considering the choices of major 

and university to apply to. Her family focused more on the opportunity for migration, 

and thus they encouraged her to choose a university with easy entry requirements, and 

to select a major that is in demand for a better chance of gaining employment in the host 

country after graduation. On the other hand, the student valued the quality of education, 

and thus she preferred a good university, and wanted a major that fits her career 

preference. Upon the application stage, the student could not resolve this conflict with 

her family, which led to her decision to stop the plan. 

Unit 4 (HN – 10): An incomplete decision process in which the father’s personal 

connection with one university in the USA acts as a facilitator in the choice of 

university to apply to (a nuclear family with parents, the student and his older 

sister who studied abroad) 

Summary 

This interview was conducted with a high school year 12 student and his father. He is 

studying at a private senior high school that follows the international teaching style. The 

idea came from his parents from the time of primary school, as they recognised the 

weaknesses of domestic education including: poor teaching style, and the lack of 

teaching necessary practical knowledge and working skills. The parents then preferred 

the student to experience a better education overseas. The student has also been 

interested in the idea since primary school, partly due to being inspired by his older 

sister overseas studying. He expects not only to gain good knowledge, but also a chance 

to experience international cultures and people, as well as to develop his international 

networks.  

“I used to work in the education field, and my current work is about 
international relationships, so since he [the student] was a small child, I 
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have set out my goal to let him approach Western education.” – Father of 
HN 10 

“In year 5 or 6, the idea was already pretty clear for me.” – Student of HN 
10 

The father realised that his son may not be capable of getting a scholarship, and thus he 

encouraged his son to look for affordable country and university options. The family 

worked together in deciding the education plan for the student, yet parents only 

encouraged and inspired, they did not impose their opinions on the student. His older 

sister, who used to study abroad, also participates in the work, yet her role is not as 

strong as the parents. 

“I think it’s a family’s decision, because both sides have to agree on it. If he 
wants to go but his parents cannot afford it, he still cannot go, and vice 
versa. It has to be familial consensus… In our family, parents and student 
are directly involved in this plan.” – Father of HN 10 

The family decided first on the major, and then the choices of country and university 

were made simultaneously. 

Regarding the choice of major, the family has not finalised the choice, but already 

identified a few majors that match the student’s abilities, such as information 

technology.  

Regarding the choice of country, the family has looked at the USA, Singapore and 

Germany. The USA is currently the number one option, because the father has a very 

good relationship with Boise State University (BSU) in the USA, which may assist the 

student in obtaining a scholarship. Other attributes that make the USA the most 

attractive country option include: English-speaking environment, diverse culture, 

friendly people, and civilised and democratic society.  

”The US was selected because: reasonable cost thank to financial aid and 
an English-speaking environment.” – Father of HN 10 

“In general, America is a dream destination of many people, including me. 
The US has a diversed culture, friendly people, and the 2 most impressive 
characteristics of the US are their civilization and democracy.” – Student of 
HN 10 

Singapore was considered because the student’s sister used to study in Singapore, yet 

was later eliminated due to high cost, heavy syllabus and a stressful lifestyle. Germany 

was attractive due to its free tuition fee policy for international students, yet the student 

is required to study German, which can be a challenge not only during his studying, but 

also for future employability. 
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Regarding the choice of university to apply to, the father immediately aimed at BSU, 

even before the discussion of major or country took place, due to his personal 

relationship with this university. BSU is not the best university in the USA for studying 

IT, yet its academic quality is acceptable, and its campus is located in a peaceful city. 

Other institutional criteria that the family used to discuss university options included: 

personal safety, a small number of Vietnamese students, and good potential 

employability in the host city. According to the family, BSU may not be the best 

university option, but it is the most feasible option for the student to pursue overseas 

education. 

Information sources included the student’s older sister, education expos held at school, 

the student’s classmates, BSU alumni, a university representative, the university 

website, and online university reviews. 

Update from the second interview: The student has finalised his major to be software 

engineering, after further discussion with his father. This major allows the student to 

find employment more easily overseas as well as in Vietnam. Regarding the choice of 

university to apply to, BSU continues to be the number one option because of a high 

chance of getting a scholarship, preferred major available, reasonably good quality, 

support from the Vietnamese student association at BSU, and the student has a friend 

who is also going to BSU. In addition, the student also has another USA university as a 

backup option, in case BSU refuses to provide a scholarship. This backup university has 

higher tuition fees, more majors available, and stricter entry requirements. 

Figure 10 provides the decision map for this unit. 
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Figure 10: Decision map of HN – 10, an incomplete decision-making process 

 

 

 



   101 
 

This is another example in which the aspiration for international education was 

originated by the parents, but later grew to become the student’s own interest. The 

student was inspired by his older sister overseas studying, and also adopted the 

aspiration after experiencing poor education in Vietnam. The family worked together in 

making the decision to go abroad, yet the mother seemed to step back and let the father 

and student continue working with each other on later decisions, such as the choices of 

country and university to apply to. The choice of major, however, was made by the 

student. For this family, cost is a critical factor, and the student has to get a scholarship 

in order for the plan to proceed. A unique aspect of this family’s decision-making 

process is the existence of a facilitator at the choice of country and university to apply 

to. The father has a good relationship with one university in the US, which significantly 

improves the chance of his son getting a scholarship. From the father’s perspective, this 

US university immediately became the number one option to apply to. The father’s 

connection allowed the family to move quickly through the choices of country and 

university to apply to, even though the father and student did consider a few other 

country options. 

Unit 5 (HCM – 02): A complete decision process in which the student is already 

enrolled in a domestic university but has decided to pursue overseas education 

instead (a nuclear family with parents and the student) 

Summary 

The interview was conducted with a university year 1 student and his father. He is 

studying at a domestic university in Ho Chi Minh City. The student first came up with 

the idea of overseas studying during his first year at university because he found his 

current studies to be boring, and his preferred major is better taught overseas.  

“I don’t like the major I am studying at my current university, and my 
preferred major is better taught overseas, with better quality.” – Student of 
HCM 02 

He discussed his aspiration with the family and received agreement and support, and, 

according to his father, two critical factors have been met when they discussed the idea: 

(1) the family has sufficient finance to support the study, and (2) the student wants to go 

abroad for education. The student’s parents think overseas education is a very popular 

trend in Vietnam nowadays and, thus, they want their son to get better knowledge and 

experience in an international environment. 

The decision to go abroad was made by the student, based on his aspiration, but with the 

consensus and support of the family throughout the plan. The parents respected the 



   102 
 

student’s opinions and let him lead the decision process. Parents, student and siblings all 

contributed to the process. 

“I am the first one who came up with the idea… After the idea emerged, I 
talked with my parents.” – Student of HCM 02 

“I am very fair about his choice of career. We agree that parents should 
respect his aspiration, we should let him choose the way he want to go. 
Forcing him will not be effective… The decision to go was made by the 
family, based on his aspiration. We support him. It’s his future, so it’s 
essentially his choice.” – Father of HCM 02 

The international education plan requires the student to build up his foreign language 

ability. The student first selected the major, then the country and then the university.  

Regarding the choice of country, the student first looked at the USA, but later thought 

that the social conditions in the USA are not good and suitable for him, so he shifted his 

interest to Australia. This option was also supported by the father, and was believed to 

be the best country option for his family due to meeting the following criteria: good 

quality of education, high standard of living, relatively small population and reasonable 

total cost. Australia was finally selected by the family. 

“I selected Australia. At first, I intended to go the US, but later I read on the 
Internet and found out that the social life there is not as good as Australia 
due to racial discrimination.” – Student of HCM 02 

“With Australia and America on the table, we parents also selected 
Australia. Firstly, the quality of life in Australia is high, they have rich 
natural resources, their population is not really big, so the social life is good 
for his studying. Australia is suitable for our financial condition. With all 
these factors being met, we all agreed on the choice of Australia.” – Father 
of HCM 02 

Regarding the choice of university to apply to, the student used services from a local 

education agency, which provided him with a list of possible universities based on his 

choice of major. Among the list was International College of Management, a college in 

New South Wales that caught the student’s attention even before he consulted with the 

agency, and after receiving a confirmation from the agency about the quality of 

education of this institution, the student selected it for application. The college replied 

to the student with a conditional offer of place, in which it required him to sit a 

language test in order to confirm his English ability.  

Information sources used by the family included: educational agency, university 

website, and relatives studying overseas. 
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Update from the second interview: The student took the English test and the result was 

sufficient to allow him to enrol in a foundational English course prior to commencing 

his bachelor degree. However, the student decided to delay his departure for a few 

months, in order to study English further and take the IELTS test, so that he could enrol 

directly in the main course. 

The visa application process took the family about a month to complete, and the student 

used services from the agency. His mother helped him prepare financial statements for 

his visa application. 

Figure 11 provides the decision map for this unit.   
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Figure 11: Decision map of HCM – 02, a complete decision-making process 
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With this family, the student had already completed high school and was studying at a 

domestic university when he decided to pursue international education. The aspiration 

originated with the student and, after discussing this with his family, he received 

consensus support from his parents and older siblings. The decision to go abroad was 

made by the family, but with the student playing a leading role. The sense of 

collectivism is relatively strong with this family, as the student constantly mentioned the 

discussions he had with his parents and siblings throughout the process. Despite being a 

very important decision in the student’s life, the whole decision-making process took 

place in less than a year, which is rather short compared to the typical six to ten years 

period commonly seen in other families in this study. The student was accepted by one 

Australian university, which was also the only university that he applied to, with a 

requirement that the student sits an English test in order to determine his language skill. 

The main goal of the student’s overseas education plan is to find employment in 

Australia after graduation that allows him to migrate permanently. 

4.2 Results of the thematic analysis 

The first round of coding resulted in 618 individual codes. They were later classified 

into 66 categorical codes, which were presented in Table 4. The numbers 618 and 66 

codes were not pre-determined, instead, they were reached when each round of coding 

was completed. A short description is also provided for each code to clarify their 

meanings. The list contains codes that describe key component decisions and actions in 

the decision process (e.g. decision of country), selection criteria used in each decision 

(e.g. criteria to select country), factors involved in each decision (e.g. influencers or 

information sources), and key members’ opinions and thoughts at each stage (e.g. 

parents' thoughts of benefits of overseas education). 
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Table 4: List of all categorical codes 

No. Codes Description 

1 Backup plans 

Alternative plan for the overseas studying plan 
can be enrolling in a domestic university in 
Vietnam, or enrolling in an international 
university in Vietnam 

2 Benefits of overseas education The value of overseas education as perceived by 
the family 

3 Building resources Family members prepare necessary resources for 
the plan to proceed 

4 Conflicts between members Different opinions between family members in 
making decisions 

5 Constraints Obstacles and barriers occur during the process 
that may limit the availability of certain options 

6 Criteria to make decisions Important criteria for family members to take into 
account when making decisions 

7 Critical criteria to decide to go Most important criteria for family members to 
consider when deciding to go abroad 

8 Critical criteria to select country Most important criteria for family members to 
consider when selecting country 

9 Critical criteria to select university 
for application 

Most important criteria for family members to 
consider when selecting university for application 

10 Critical criteria to select university 
for enrolment 

Most important criteria for family members to 
consider when selecting university for enrolment 

11 Decision of country Family members make the choice of country 

12 Decision of major Family members make the choice of major 

13 Decision of university for 
application 

Family members make the choice of university 
for application 

14 Decision of university for 
enrolment 

Family members make the choice of university 
for enrolment 

15 Decision to go Family members decide the student will go 
abroad 

16 Decision to go is made when all 
necessary resources are ready 

The decision to go abroad is made when parents 
and student have successfully prepared all 
necessary resources and requirements. 

17 Decision to stop the plan 
The overseas education plan was delayed or 
cancelled by the decision-making unit due to 
unexpected reasons 

18 Evolution of student's interest in 
the idea of studying abroad 

The gradual change in student's interest in the 
idea of studying abroad over time 

19 
Evolution of student's preference 
on country through personal 
experience 

The gradual change in student's preference of the 
country over time due to personal experience 

20 Facilitators 

Conditions or events occur during the process 
that may encourage the decision to go, the 
preference of certain country, city or institution 
options 
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21 Family balances out criteria when 
making decisions 

Family members evaluate and trade off criteria 
when making different decisions in the process 

22 Family uses the funnel approach to 
select university 

The reduction of number of universities for 
application over time through the evaluation of 
criteria made by family members 

23 Family work together in making 
decisions 

Family members discuss options and come up 
with decisions together 

24 Friendly and relaxed family 
discussion about the plan 

The discussion between family members 
regarding the decision to go and different 
component decisions (e.g. country, major and 
institution) happened in a friendly and relaxing 
way 

25 Having close connections overseas 
The family has close relationships with different 
people living overseas, who may provide 
information or have influence on the plan 

26 How the overseas education idea 
came about 

The way the idea of overseas education came 
about and evolved within the family 

27 Idea initiator The person who first brought up the idea of 
overseas studying 

28 Influencers 
People or organisations that have made an impact 
on how the family or family members make their 
choices 

29 Information searcher Family member who did the information search 
for the plan 

30 Information sources 
People or organisations that provided family 
members with information that is useful for 
making decisions 

31 Members involved in the plan 
Everyone who had an involvement in the 
discussion, information-searching and decision-
making of the plan 

32 Order of decisions The order in which different decisions of country, 
city, university and major were made 

33 Parents' current concerns Parents' concerns or worries about the plan, at the 
time of the 1st round interview 

34 Parents' influences on student's 
choice of country 

Parents have an effect on student's choice of 
country 

35 
Parents' long-term effort to expose 
student to the international 
educational and living lifestyle 

Parents tried to encourage the creation of 
overseas education aspiration in the student by 
exposing them to the international studying/living 
environment 

36 Parents' long-term goals for 
student 

Parents have long-term goals and targets that they 
expect their students to achieve with the overseas 
study plan 

37 Parents' original attitude about the 
idea of studying abroad 

What parents originally thought about the idea of 
studying abroad for their students 

38 Parents' preferences Different preferences of parents regarding 
choices of country, city, institution or major 

39 Parents prepare student to be 
ready for the future overseas 

Parents' attempts to get the student ready for the 
future plan of overseas studying (e.g. studying 
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studying plan English, get certificates) 

40 Parents' pull factors for the idea of 
studying abroad 

Factors or characteristics of overseas education, 
country, city, or cultures, that draw parents 
toward the idea of overseas study 

41 Parents' push factors for the idea 
of studying abroad 

Factors or characteristics of domestic education 
or Vietnam as a country that encourage parents to 
prefer the idea of overseas study 

42 Parents' thoughts of benefits of 
overseas education 

Parents' perceptions of values that overseas 
education can bring about for student 

43 
Parents' thoughts of the ideal 
overseas education plan for 
student 

Parents' perceptions of what the best education 
plan for the student 

44 Parents understanding of 
resources and requirements 

Parents understand what is required for the plan 
to be feasible 

45 Parents used to study overseas 
before 

Parents who experienced overseas education 
themselves before, which may influence their 
thinking on their student's education 

46 Relatives overseas encourage the 
settling plan 

Relatives living overseas encourage the family or 
family members to think about the opportunity 
for student to settle down permanently after 
graduation 

47 Relatives overseas provides 
financial support for the plan 

Relatives living overseas provide the family with 
financial support for the student to go abroad 

48 Safe application strategy 
The family applies for more than one university, 
in order to maximise the chance of getting 
accepted 

49 Student balances out criteria The student evaluates and trades off criteria when 
making different decisions in the process 

50 Student delays departing time for 
better preparation 

Student decides to delay the departing time in 
order to have time for better preparation 

51 
Student still keeps the overseas 
education aspiration even after the 
plan has been changed 

The aspiration for overseas education still stays 
with the student even if they did not go through 
with the original plan 

52 
Student was too far in his 
preparation to change country 
option 

The student decides not to consider other country 
options because he has already been in the 
process of preparing necessary resources for a 
particular country 

53 Student's current concerns Student's concerns or worries about the plan, at 
the time of the interview 

54 Student's long-term goals 
Students have long-term goals and targets that 
they expect to achieve with the overseas studying 
plan 

55 Student's original attitude about 
the idea of studying abroad 

What students originally thought about the idea 
of studying abroad 

56 Student's preferences Different preferences of student regarding 
choices of country, city, institution or major 

57 Student's pull factors for the idea 
of studying abroad 

Factors or characteristics of overseas education, 
country, city, or cultures, that draw student 
toward the idea of overseas studying 
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58 Student's push factor for the choice 
of country 

Things happened or characteristics of student that 
encourage student to prefer a particular country 

59 Student's push factors for the idea 
of studying abroad 

Factors or characteristics of domestic education 
or Vietnam as a country that encourage student to 
think about studying overseas 

60 Student's thoughts of benefits of 
overseas education 

What student thinks of the value received from 
studying overseas 

61 Student's thoughts of benefits of US 
education 

What student thinks to be the value received 
when studying in the US 

62 Student's thoughts on the selected 
country What students think about the selected country 

63 Vietnamese parents over caring for 
their children 

The cultural feature of Vietnam of having 
Vietnamese parents take very good care of their 
children from childhood to adulthood 

64 Visa application process Tasks, issues, requirements and members 
involved while applying for visa 

65 When the idea first emerged When the idea of overseas education first 
emerged within the family 

66 When the idea gets serious When the idea of overseas education gets more 
serious within the family 

4.3 The initial decision-making process 

This section presents the original version of the decision-making process for 

international undergraduate education of Vietnamese people. 66 categorical codes were 

arranged in chronological order, which outlines the decision process from the 

emergence of the international education aspiration to the last stage of obtaining a visa 

for enrolment in a specific university overseas. In Figure 12, there are two types of 

codes: codes in red boxes represent core steps of the planning and decision-making 

process, and codes in black boxes are other codes that either directly belong to a 

particular step, or are related to the process as a whole. The map is chronological from 

left to right (indicated by the time line), starting with an emergence of the aspiration for 

overseas study and ending with either the student successfully obtaining a visa for 

departure or a delay or even derailing of the plan due to unexpected circumstances. 

Once an aspiration for overseas study has been initiated, this idea is then nurtured 

within the family and it evolves until it becomes a serious thought of parents and/or 

students. When the time comes, families make the first major decision, the decision to 

study abroad. This decision is followed by four other important decisions: the choice of 

country, the choice of major and the choice of university for application and the choice 

of university for enrolment.  
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Below the time line, every black code that is attached to a red code indicates that they 

contain information that is directly related to that respective core step. For example, 

under the red code ‘Decision of university for application’ there are three black codes: 

‘critical criteria to select university for application’, ‘family uses the funnel approach to 

select university’ and ‘safe application strategy’. These black codes help explain what is 

involved at this stage of the process, that is to select university options for application, 

families may have one or more critical criteria that they use to eliminate alternatives. 

The process of filtering out final university options for application is called the funnel 

approach, meaning after evaluating all available options, the number of possible 

alternative is going to reduce to a smaller set. Furthermore, to maximise the chance of 

acceptance, families may include in their final set one or two ‘safe’ university options – 

less preferred institutions that are very likely to accept their applications. In contrast, 

black codes sitting above the time line are information that does not belong to any 

particular red code, instead they are related to the process as a whole. For instance, the 

code ‘information sources’ represents all sources that provide the family unit with 

information regarding international education. These sources, therefore, are involved in 

most steps of the process. 

This model was the first attempt to develop the final model that could sufficiently 

represent all 24 units in the sample. 
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Figure 12: Initial model of the decision-making process 

 



   112 
 

CHAPTER 5 THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS FOR 
INTERNATIONAL UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION 

Chapter Five presents a synthesis of the research results using findings from Chapter 

Four. The results of the research should be able to answer the research question of, 

“How does the Vietnamese family unit make the decision regarding choice of 

international undergraduate education?” The chapter presents a model of planning and 

decision-making of Vietnamese families for international undergraduate hereafter 

referred to as the Planning for International Undergraduate Education (PIUE) model 

based on the initial model of 66 categorical codes and the 24 decision maps. The role of 

the PIUE model is to represent the planning and decision-making of all 24 Vietnamese 

families. The PIUE model does not specifically reflect any individual unit; instead it is 

generalisable across all 24 units. It is then expressed as a composite story that describes 

the complete planning and decision-making activities from start to finish, using material 

from the 24 summaries and decision maps.  
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5.1 The Planning for International Undergraduate Education (PIUE) 
model 

The PIUE model in Figure 13 consists of four stages: Predisposition; Search, 

Consideration, Selection & Application; Final Choice; and Admission. The core process 

of planning and decision-making is represented by the red boxes labelled A, D, E, F, G, 

H, I and J which flow from left to right. Component B represents the long-term goal(s) 

of parents and the student that drive the whole process. Component C details sources 

that provide the decision maker with information for decision-making at each stage, as 

well as external influences that affect each decision made by the family unit. Figure 14 

presents the detailed contents of components E, F and G in stage two. 
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Figure 13: The PIUE model 
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Figure 14: Detailed information of component decisions in Stage 2 
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5.2 The story 

A. An idea emerges and becomes a plan 

The idea of going abroad for university education can emerge at a very early point in 

children’s schooling for many Vietnamese families. In a large number of families this 

idea is initiated by the parents. In particular, parents who either used to study abroad 

themselves or experienced a poor education domestically often aspire for their children 

to undertake overseas study as early as 10 years before their offspring finish senior high 

school (the end of Year 12 in Vietnam). Occasionally, if the family has a tradition of 

pursuing educational excellence, going abroad becomes a norm within the family, and 

thus the idea can emerge even before the student is born.  

“My husband and I used to study overseas, so I have always thought of 
letting my son study overseas, since he was a small kid. I have guided him 
from the very early day that he should try his best to be able to go abroad 
when he grows up.” – Mother of HN 03 

“This is my idea. When my son entered year 1, I knew a colleague of mine 
whose son entered year 10 at senior high school for the gifted in Ho Chi 
Minh City. I admired that family very much, so I asked for more information 
about their educational plan for her son, and she told me that she had 
planned for her son to study French, get into this gifted high school, and will 
end up going to the US for tertiary education. I really like that plan so I 
copied her path.” – Mother of HCM 05 

On the other hand, there are also older adolescents who have enrolled in domestic 

universities but later decide that they will pursue international education. With these 

students, they may be more grown up, and thus they themselves come up with the 

aspiration to study abroad. 

“Around a year ago, when I started my second year at domestic university. I 
did not enjoy the major I was studying at that time, so I thought of overseas 
education. I have spent 3 years at domestic university studying business 
administration to realize that this major does not suit me” – Student of 
HCM 07 

Regardless of who comes up with the idea, once it is successfully initiated, the idea 

becomes a plan for the family, which requires serious commitment from all members. 

Since 90% of those who go abroad are self-funded, parents need to plan the finances 

very early on, with financial saving starting long before high school finishes. Besides 

funding, parents also send their children to language teaching centres from primary 

school onwards, encourage them to participate in extra-curricular activities, and enrol 

their children in private or international schools, so the children are well exposed to 

both the international studying and living environment from an early age. These 
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activities are all part of a long-term educational plan that many parents have for their 

children, sometimes without students even knowing about their parents’ ultimate goal of 

sending them overseas for university education, with an expectation that, by the time 

students complete Year 12, they will be academically and linguistically well-prepared. 

At the same time, early planning also allows parents to have enough time to prepare the 

budget required to see the plan come to fruition. 

“I thought our family couldn’t afford America, and was told that it’s cheaper 
to go to France, so I aimed for France. From that point, I’ve guided my son 
to aim for studying in France, it suits our family financially. Along with that 
educational plan, I needed to prepare the finance as well. At that time, I 
bought a few pieces of small lands and keep them there, thinking that after 
10 years their values would go up.” – Mother of HCM 05 

“Firstly, you need to have the language skill. Since he entered Year 1, I 
thought of sending him to language school to study English, even though at 
that time we were not sure what country he would go. Along with studying 
language, we have also trained him to be independent, and encouraged him 
to participate in extra-curriculum activities. This is the necessary 
preparation.” – Mother of HN 03 

There are a number of reasons why Vietnamese parents may have an aspiration for their 

children to study abroad, which include: 1) poor domestic education (poor syllabus, 

poor teaching method, poor teaching quality, preferred major not available, etc.), 2) 

poor domestic living and working environment, 3) domestic qualifications are not well 

regarded on the local job market, compared to international ones, and 4) parents want 

their students to develop their personal and living skills. At the same time, parents 

perceive overseas countries to have more advanced educational systems, and a better 

living and working environment for their children to experience. Many of these reasons 

are also agreed with and shared by students, who not only dislike domestic education, 

but also think that going abroad is a good way to: 1) experience new cultures and 

societies, 2) make international friends and connections, 3) practise English, and 4) have 

international qualifications and work experience that are useful for future employability. 

“I think if he studies abroad, he is able to learn better knowledge, 
experience better teaching methods and better cultures overseas. It is also 
good to study in Vietnam, but if our family has the finance, we should send 
him abroad, because it is a good environment to study and the experience 
can broaden one’s knowledge and perspective. In addition, after he 
graduates, he will be able to approach companies and find a good job over 
there.” – Father of HCM 11 

“Firstly, it is the domestic education system. We parents experienced it, it 
only focuses on theories and lacks practice. When we started working, we 
truly saw the limitations of domestic education, both at the high school and 
tertiary levels. We know we cannot change the Vietnamese education system 
overnight, so we have to find a better path for my daughter to go. Ever since 
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we graduated from universities back in the day, we said to ourselves that we 
need to find a better environment for our children to grow. This thought then 
became the vision for all our thinking and actions regarding raising our 
children. My wife and I we both work in Vietnam and thus we saw the 
limitations of the domestic environment.” – Father of HN 08 

B. Parents’ and student’s long-term goals 

Families commonly raise the idea for the first time around Year 5 to Year 9 of the 

student’s high school, and from Year 10 to Year 12 is the typical period in which the 

idea becomes more serious, even though the first action for preparation can be dated 

back as early as primary school. There are cases in which students initially dislike or 

disagree with the idea of studying overseas proposed by their parents, and thus the 

aforementioned six to eight years is time either for parents to gradually convince 

students of the benefits of studying abroad, or for the international education aspirations 

of students to grow as a result of them experiencing the poor quality of domestic 

education. With these families, parents may have been the most active members during 

the early stage of the plan, in order not only to seek information, but also to keep 

convincing the student of the idea.  

“In short, my father came up with the idea, and worked with my relatives in 
Australia to encourage me. I eventually picked up the interest, and then I 
discussed with my mother and my relatives to come up with the decisions.” – 
Student of HCM 10 

“When I enter senior high school, my mother told me that she did not want 
me to study at a domestic university because of the bad quality of 
Vietnamese education. When she shared with me her aspiration for me, I 
told her that I wanted to study in Vietnam. She then suggested RMIT 
Vietnam, an off-shore branch of RMIT Australia because this university has 
a 2 + 2 program. However, she later changed her mind, because eventually 
she still wants me to go abroad, so if I enrolled in that 2+2 program at 
RMIT Vietnam, I could only transfer to one university, RMIT Australia. So 
the RMIT option was dropped. At the end of year 11, I had a talk with my 
cousin who was studying hospitality in Switzerland, and I found myself being 
interested in the education and life over there.” – Student of HCM 13 

“There were times when his aspiration was very strong, which is good, but 
then some other times it became weaker, to the point when he thought about 
staying in Vietnam for tertiary education. Because of that, I have had to 
always be there and keep his aspiration up. He decided that he wants to go, 
but I have stayed beside him to maintain his motivation.” – Mother of HN 04 

The conversation between family members regarding not only the decision to study 

abroad, but also other subsequent decisions such as the choice of country, major and 

university to apply to, takes place in a friendly and relaxed manner, despite the financial 

and personal significance of the plan to both the student and family. Families indicate 

that they often talk about the idea of overseas education, choice of country or university 
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options during dinner time or on the way to school, in which each member shares new 

information they have gathered, or raises issues for discussion. Many families consider 

these conversations not to be as formal as family meetings, but more casual, daily talks. 

“There is no formal family meeting, instead I occasionally mentioned 
overseas studying to my daughter, for instance every now and then I asked 
her “do you want to study overseas?”, and she answered no, because she 
think it’s boring living and studying overseas. I think part of the reason for 
this answer is because she has been used to bubble-wrapping when living in 
Vietnam with us, because Vietnames parents are overcaring for our 
children, which make them depend on parents and afraid to be independent. 
Even with her brother, a boy, despite having relatives around, he shocked 
and was homesick when he first went overseas, so things are even more 
difficult for my daughter. Every now and then, I mention this idea to her, and 
she started to like it eventually after about 2 years.” – Father of HCM 06 

“We usually talk during dinner time, when all members are there and can 
talk with each other.” – Student of HN 05 

“I discussed with my mother when she was picking up from school… In 
general, the discussion happened in a friendly manner, we did not have 
formal family meetings.”  - Student of HCM 10 

Along with the evolution of the idea of studying abroad from initial aspiration to actual 

plan, family members also develop goals they expect students to achieve out of this 

activity. Having a better quality of education, while being an obvious outcome, is not 

necessarily the only goal that families have. Many parents expect their students to have 

an international experience in which they can fully develop their living and soft skills, 

while other students may want to obtain real life and work experience. Some families 

even emphasise that overseas education for them is just the first step of a grander plan, 

in which their ultimate goals for their children will be finding employment and settling 

down in the host country permanently. The main goal that each family has for the 

student, whether it is simply a better place to study, or a long-term path to migration, is 

likely to have an overarching effect on all component decisions regarding overseas 

education. 

“[My goals are to] go to the USA for education and then settle down there 
permanently. Of these two goals, permanent migration is more important for 
me.” – Student of HCM 03 

C. Information sources and external influences 

Within this period, besides parents and students who are key members involved in the 

preparation of the plan, there are potentially a number of other external sources that 

either provide relevant and useful information, or significantly influence how family 

members think about the idea of studying abroad. Relatives and parents’ friends, either 
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in Vietnam or overseas, are two typical information sources, as well as external 

influences on parents’ educational aspirations. Students, on the other hand, often get 

their inspirations from friends living abroad, high school friends and teachers, and 

relatives. These people continue to impact decision-making throughout the decision 

process. 

“My sister and brother in law who are living in Switzerland help me gather 
information over there. My sister gathered quite a lot of university options 
for me, for examples, what universities that have English or German 
programs.”  - Student of HCM 09 

“There are websites about colleges and universities in the USA, such as 
bigfuture.org… International universities also come to my high school to 
have conferences about overseas education and meet up with parents and 
students. My high school has professional advisors as well, but I have not 
approached them yet. Besides, I talk with my friends, they are very good at 
searching for information. Those top students they have gathered more 
information than myself, and thank to them I know more about overseas 
studying or applying procedures, etc.” – Student of HCM 03 

“[Our sources are] mainly the Internet: university websites, and Facebook 
groups whose members are parents of overseas studying students. I join 
those Facebook groups, firstly to chat online, but later we meet up with other 
parents. They are very good and helpful. These groups are very important, 
because they have real experience and their sharing is genuine. Having 
information from this source is very important for me personally, they are 
very good, they know a lot about universities, application processes, and 
they know how to guide their children properly, and thus I can learn from 
them.” – Mother of HN 03 

D. The decision to go abroad 

The first major decision to be made is the decision to go abroad for tertiary education.  

For Vietnamese families, this decision is usually made collectively by the family. As 

stated previously, parents are responsible for preparing the finances, whereas students 

are responsible for meeting all the admission requirements, and thus parents and 

students come to an agreement about going abroad when all these necessary resources 

are ready. Even when students claim the decision to go was made by themselves, they 

also acknowledge that they need to get approval from their parents since parents provide 

funding. On the other hand, many parents, while confirming that the decision to go was 

made by the family, also emphasise that they give their students complete control over 

what they want to do, as going abroad is all about the future of the students. According 

to both parents and students, coercion and dictatorship would not work, and instead 

encouragement, persuasion and mutual agreement are common tactics that family 

members employ when making this first major decision.   
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“It has to be a familial concensus because: having an aspiration is one 
thing, but making it a reality will depend on a number of factors.” – Father 
of HN 08 

“It is a family decision, but at the stage of choosing institutions, my daughter 
will do it. She has teachers and advisors at school to give her advice on 
choosing suitable majors, so we do not force her. Similar to her older 
brother, we parents wanted him to study engineering, but he wanted to study 
business, and so be it.” – Father of HCM 03 

“Our motto is that we only let him go when he himself wants to go, and not 
because we want him to go. It is an agreement between parents and student. 
I give him all possible alternatives, and explain to him the requirements of 
each option, but I do not force him to go abroad. Our aspiration is very 
strong, but again we do not make him do it.” – Mother of HN 03 

Following the decision to go abroad, there are three other key decisions that families 

need to make: the choice of country, the choice of major and the choice of institution. 

The sequence in which these three decisions take place varies from one family to 

another, as one family may have a favourite country that is selected first, whereas 

another family may have a favourite major that will dictate what country and university 

are selected. Given the dynamic nature of the process, there is still a common decision 

order that is seen in many Vietnamese families, which is, they will decide country, then 

major and then university for application. 

E. The choice of country 

For the choice of country, parents and students each would have a list of criteria that 

they consider important when scanning and filtering out what countries are suitable for 

further consideration. A wide range of criteria can be taken into account by the family, 

from academic criteria such as quality of the educational system, educational reputation, 

duration of programmes, entry requirements, and class size, to more social criteria like 

language used, support services for international students, safe living environment, 

availability of part-time work, future employability, and opportunity to settle 

permanently after graduation, and even personal criteria such as living with or close to 

relatives. For many parents, the total cost and availability of scholarships are the two 

most important criteria when they consider country options, as this will determine how 

much money is required. 

“Reasons for choosing Australia: high quality of education, internationally 
well-known universities, reasonably tuition fee, supporting policies for 
international students, and many people graduating from Australia find 
good employment in Vietnam.” – Student of HCM 12 

“I eliminated Australia straight from the beginning. I never liked Australia. I 
like the Japanese culture, yet Japanese language is rather difficult to study, 
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and my family does not like the idea of going to an Asian country. Japan 
only came up as an option lately, which is rather late for preparation, so I 
eventually dropped this option too. I do not like Korea that much, also not 
Singapore, because I think studying overseas is about the experience, thus I 
want to go to Europe to experience the culture and life there.” – Student of 
HN 09 

“We do not have a preset choice of country, our first criterion is cost. If he 
cannot get a scholarship, we will need to find a university in a country with 
affordable cost. It is very expensive to study in the USA, Britain, and 
Australia, whereas Germany has free tuition fee policy, and with Finland, 
another previously free-tuition-fee country, their universities start to charge 
tuition fee but it is still very cheap compared to other countries.” – Father of 
HCM 11 

At this stage, parents and students may have similar country preferences or different 

country preferences. In the case of conflicting opinions, parents and students will 

discuss and evaluate alternatives together using their already established choice criteria. 

There are certain decision rules that can be employed to identify the option that best 

satisfies both parents and students. For instance, compensatory vs. non-compensatory is 

one common decision rule found in the story of many Vietnamese families. In case of 

non-compensatory decision, parents may highlight one or more must-meet criteria, 

meaning they only accept country options that satisfy such criteria to be further 

considered, regardless of students’ preferences.  

“Australia is set to be the destination, because we have relatives there, so 
there is no discussion here. My daughter can only go to Australia.” – Father 
of HCM 06 

On the other hand, in case of compensatory decision-making, a country option that only 

scores highly on two out of five choice criteria can still be selected over another option 

that scores highly on the remaining three criteria, if families value the first two criteria 

to be most important for their decision, and these two high scores of the first country 

option is high enough to compensate for the low scores of its remaining three criteria. 

“I firstly wanted him to go to the USA, which is a very common destination 
nowadays for people in Vietnam… The American plan lasted intil the middle 
of Year 11, after attending many education expos, I gradually realised that it 
is very challenging to get financial aid from a good university in the USA… 
For our family, we definitely need to have financial aid… Therefore, I 
search for other alternatives, and lately after my son entered Year 12, I 
looked into Canada as an option. I think Canada has good education, its 
tuition fee is more reasonable and even entry requirements are easier, 
compared to the USA.” – Mother of HN 03 

It is worth noting the existence of potential situational factors during this stage, that can 

act as facilitators or constraints. For example, if a family has close connections to a host 

country, either by having business operation or friends residing there, this particular 
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country is likely to be prioritised immediately, without much consideration for other 

options. In this instance, having close connections overseas allows the family to skip the 

aforementioned standard scanning and filtering procedure, and thus advance quickly 

through to the next stage. In a different scenario, if the family sets an annual budget 

threshold due to tight financial conditions, it will drastically limit the number of 

possible country options to be considered, and may even force the family to give up 

their original country preferences for other less favourable alternatives. Facilitators and 

constraints, if they exist, will play a role in determining not only how the choice of 

country is made, but potentially how later choices will be made as well.  

“Firstly, we have friends and acquaintances there [the USA]… We travel to 
the USA frequently, so it is convenient for us to visit our daughter while she 
is studying there. We have business operation there as well, so we fly to the 
USA very frequently.” – Father of HCM 03 

“I want to say this point one more time, that is to go abroad, the foundation 
is finance. We do not have enough financial resources to self-fund his 
studying in Britain, so we need to aim at places that are good, and have 
scholarships available. We had to eliminate options like Australia and New 
Zealand because there is virtually no scholarship at the undergraduate 
level.” – Father of HN 01 

To help with the deliberation of country choice, families reach out to different sources 

for information and advice, ranging from personal sources such as relatives and friends, 

to more commercial sources like international education fairs and agencies. Parents tend 

to listen to overseas relatives for advice, as they appreciate their relatives’ practical 

experience and knowledge of the countries in which they reside, while students are 

often influenced by high school friends and teachers, or by having been exposed to the 

music, movies and culture of a host country since childhood. Relatives or siblings living 

overseas appear to have a significant voice in the discussion when parents prefer 

students to live with them, or when relatives or siblings agree to provide the student 

with financial support. The final choice of country may not be the highest scorer across 

all criteria, and is sometimes not necessarily the original preference of either parents or 

students; rather, in many cases it is the most satisfactory option, after all criteria, 

facilitators and constraints have been considered.  

F. The choice of major 

Choice of major will be the next decision made. To select a major, parents are mainly 

concerned with whether the chosen major will ensure students have a high chance of 

employability after graduation, either overseas or in Vietnam. This is also one of the 
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criteria for students, yet they also consider whether the major fits with their personality 

and academic abilities, and how long it will take to complete the programme.  

“At the moment we do not have to finalise the major, but we need to start 
thinking about what he should study. The foundations of this choice are: his 
interest and his future career in the USA and Vietnam.” – Mother of HN 01 

Families continue to discuss major options, yet students seem to have slightly more 

control over what major will be finally selected, compared to the previous two 

decisions, and this shift in power tends to carry on to the later stages of decision-making 

as well.  

“I showed her the pros and cons of different majors, because in the USA it is 
easier to get a job when you study a professional major, such as medical and 
health. However, she argued that business majors in the USA can be 
practical and professional too, unlike how they are taught in Vietnam. She 
has arguments and counterpoints, so I respect her choice.” – Mother of 
HCM 03 

Also, the involvement of parents from this stage onward can become a little more 

flexible, meaning instead of having both of them on board, parents now can ‘allocate’ 

the job to either the father or mother. This person continues working with the student, 

and will periodically report progress back to the other spouse. For the choice of major, 

parents continue to rely on friends and overseas relatives for information and advice on 

majors, whereas students also get them from education agencies, high school friends 

and teachers, as well as siblings.  

G. The choice of university to apply to 

Based on the chosen major, families will then move on to looking for potential 

universities to apply to. At this stage a wide range of selection criteria is taken into 

account. Some of the typical criteria shared by both parents and students are: affordable 

tuition fees, availability of preferred major, availability of scholarship, high standing in 

the preferred major, educational quality and reputation, entry requirements, campus 

facilities, social environment of campus and host city, employability after graduation 

and living close to relatives.  

“My criteria for searching universities in Canada are: famous for the 
preferred major, located in not too remote areas and with reasonable 
climate, and appropriate tuition fee… University ranking does not have to be 
very high, instead I care more about university’s reputation in teaching our 
preferred major.” – Mother of HN 03 

“I am aiming at a university in Rotterdam, a coastal metropolitan city, yet it 
still preserves its peacefulness, unlike in the USA. This university is well 
ranked, its campus is large and has good facilities, and it provides 
supporting services for students. Tuition fee is not expensive in Netherlands, 
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compared to Britain or other European countries, and it also offers 
scholarships.” – Student of HN 09 

Beyond these commonly shared criteria, parents care a little bit more about the natural 

condition of the hosting city, such as the climate, to ensure the student will live 

comfortably, while students pay more attention to institutional and social factors, such 

as class size, support services for international students, internship opportunities and a 

high number of Vietnamese students on campus.  

“Additional criteria after we have shortlisted universities is climate and 
social conditions at the location, it should not be too remote or too cold.”  - 
Mother of HN 04 

“At the moment, I still prefer the institution in Indiana, USA [in comparison 
to another American university]. This one is small, with a reasonable 
number of international students, and especially it does not have too many 
Vietnamese students. I myself do not like big universities. This is one of the 
institutions that I have liked for quite a while.” – Student of HN 11 

The involvement of respective family members at this stage varies from family to 

family, as some parents may allocate the university search task 100% to the student, 

whereas in other families the father or mother will actively work with the student. In 

both scenarios, family members will discuss with each other and, even if students are 

responsible for choosing the university to apply to, they will likely get approval from 

their parents before they proceed with the application.  

“During the university considerating stage, I realised that my parents 
preferred universities with more reasonable tuition fees. After I completed 
the list of universities that I wanted to apply, I gave the list to my parents for 
review and they told me that I should consider choosing universities with 
more reasonable fees… When I gave my parents the list, I tried to see their 
reactions, if they seem to agree with those options, I would then proceed to 
apply. In general, I was responsible for finding information, and my parents 
helped me discuss proposed options.” – Student of HCM 03 

Since there is more information to be processed at this stage, parents and students reach 

out to more sources for information and advice. Parents will browse university and 

ranking websites, ask overseas relatives, friends and acquaintances whose offspring 

have gone abroad for education, university alumni and representatives, education 

agencies, and online groups and communities of parents whose offspring are currently 

studying overseas. At the same time, students approach high school friends, teachers 

and counsellors, attend education fairs and meet up with education agencies. Both 

parents and students appear to put their trust more in people who have experience in 

international education, such as siblings, relatives and friends living abroad and parents 

whose offspring have studied overseas. Similarly to the choice of country, the final list 
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of universities for application may not contain the best of the best universities; instead 

they are the most satisfactory options, based on all important stated criteria, facilitators 

and constraints. It is worth noting that many families execute a safe application strategy, 

that is, they select more than one university to apply to, and at least one at which the 

acceptance is nearly 100% guaranteed, in order to enhance the chance of getting 

admitted.   

H. The choice of university to enrol in  

After finalising a number of universities for application and submitting applications, 

families will receive results, either acceptances or rejections. If only one university 

accepts the application, it will be clear that the student will enrol in that institution. 

However, if more than one university accepts the application, the next and final key 

decision in the process is to choose the university to enrol in. At this point, each 

accepting university has already had an arbitrary score on all important criteria 

identified in the previous stage, and now families will look at the criteria list again to do 

a second comparison between accepting alternatives, with a similar principle that 

critically important criteria will bear greater weight in the total score for each option. 

New criteria may also enter during this stage; for example, one university not only 

accepts the application but also offers a scholarship, making that institution more 

attractive compared to the rest.  

“I applied to two universities, and they all accepted me and granted me 
scholarships. I then discussed with my family, as well as met up with 
representatives from both institutions to learn more about pros and cons of 
each one. After this meeting, I decided to choose TIU over APU. TIU is the 
younger university, and has slightly higher tuition fee, but I believe TIU has 
good teaching staff… The location of TIU is better than APU. APU is 
located a bit far away from the city, so it is more difficult for me to commute 
around, as well as looking for part-time job. Furthermore, the number of 
Vietnamese students at TIU is not as high as that of APU. I think having too 
many Vietnamese students on campus is not good for me because the social 
life there would be more complicated. Another reason for me to prefer TIU 
is that it has small classes, with only 15 to 20 students per class. This size is 
smaller than APU’s classes, and thus, it will be better for me to focus on 
studying. Also, TIU offers many foreign language classes, which are useful 
for my international relations major. The main reason for me to select TIU 
over APU is the quality of education.” – Student of HCM 04 

Family members continue to seek information and advice from similar external sources 

to previous stages, yet at this stage they seem to trust people with real and/or official 

information, such as friends of parents or students living overseas or university 

representatives. Family members still work together, with students commonly leading 

the discussion, and they also tend to have a stronger voice in the final call, while parents 

play more of an internal advisor role. Once again, the final choice of university to enrol 
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in, in many cases, is the most satisfactory alternative: not necessarily the best 

institution, but the most feasible option that allows the education plan to come to 

fruition.  

I. Possible derailing: The decision to stop the plan 

It is worth noting that the plan does not always successfully reach the admission stage. 

At the stage of university application, families can decide to cancel or postpone the plan 

due to a number of reasons caused by possible constraints. For example, the plan to 

study abroad may not proceed if the plan was originally generated by the parents during 

junior high school, and they have made several attempts to persuade the student to go, 

but the student has decided that they do not want to go abroad straight after high school, 

and instead would like to complete undergraduate study domestically first. In a different 

scenario, parents and students may decide to stop the plan due to unresolved conflicts 

over university preferences. Not only that, the overseas education plan of a family may 

have to stop if the student fails to get a scholarship with his or her university 

applications and this is a critical requirement set out at the beginning. When such 

situations arise, usually there will be a backup plan, that is, students will enrol in either 

a domestic university or a Vietnamese campus of an international university and 

complete their undergraduate education in Vietnam. 

“There has been changed in the plan. My daughter said that she does not 
want to go abroad after high school. Instead, she wants to complete 
undergraduate in Vietnam, and perhaps pursue postgraduate in Australia 
later on. She was the one who decided to change the plan. We parents 
provide everything we can for her, but it all comes down to her choice, and 
we respect her decision, partly because she is our little daughter. She told 
me her decision around July or August, right after she sat the domestic 
university entrance examination. I agree to let her stay, but also suggested 
her to enroll in international education, like RMIT Vietnam, because it will 
make her future international transfer a lot easier. At the moment, she 
already started her studying at RMIT Vietnam.” – Father of HCM 06 

J. Final stage of the decision process 

The final stage in the process is to apply for a visa. At this point, students will have to 

prepare all academic documents, such as high school transcripts and an English 

language certificate, while parents, and occasionally siblings or overseas relatives, are 

responsible for providing financial documents for sponsorship. Many families tend to 

get professional help from educational agencies, and this is also a common information 

source at this stage. During this period, besides the visa application, parents and 

students are often concerned about students’ adaptability to new environments and 

future independent living, as well as arranging accommodation prior to departure. The 
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time required to prepare the visa application, submit and wait for results varies from 

country to country and from case to case, but normally it takes from two to four months. 

Once the visa has been issued, families will then complete the rest of the preparation, 

including buying air tickets, and waiting for the departure day.  

“After choosing BSU for enrolment, I continued my study at school and 
completed my high school at the end of May. In early June, I submitted my 
visa application, and received the result about a week after I had the 
interview. The visa application process was not difficult, in the interview, 
they only asked me 3 or 4 questions. We started preparing the documents in 
early May, and I got my visa in June. In this stage, my mother helped me 
preparing tuition fee payment and and financial statements. We prepared 
everything ourselves, without the need of any education agent. After 
receiving the visa, I packed my luggage and then waited for the departure on 
August 13.” – Student of HN 04 

Finally, it is still possible at this last stage for constraints to adversely impact the 

outcome. If a student fails to get a student visa to go to the USA for instance, then 

despite having an admission offer from an American university, he or she will not be 

able to enrol at this institution. In such a situation, the student needs to either redo the 

visa application or enrol in a different university somewhere else if time allows, or the 

worst case scenario is that he or she has to wait for at least half a year until the next 

admission round. 
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CHAPTER 6 DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter discusses the findings of the study. It starts with a reflection upon the three 

theoretical foundations, namely the ecological systems theory, the consumer decision-

making process, and the facilitators and constraints framework. Next, the chapter 

discusses key contributions of the research to the international education decision-

making and the family decision-making literature. Chapter Six also details managerial 

implications that this study has for practitioners in the international education industry. 

Finally, the chapter provides methodological implications for other qualitative studies 

that may take the same approach. 
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6.1 Implications for theory 

We can start this chapter by considering the implications of the study findings for 

theory. Chapter Two introduced a number of theoretical and empirical foundations that 

protentially provided insights into the international educational decision-making of 

Vietnamese families. This section briefly discusses the application of the three 

theoretical foundations to the research, followed by implications of this study’s findings 

for the empirical bodies of literature, in particular, international education decision-

making and family decision-making. Table 5 presents the key premises of each 

theoretical and empirical foundation, and the implications of each framework for the 

study findings.  
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Table 5: Summary of reflections on theoretical and empirical foundations 

Theoretical and 
empirical 

foundations 
Key premises Implications 

Ecological 
systems theory 

The surrounding context of an 
individual influences the 
development of that person. 

The planning and decision-
making process of Vietnamese 
families occur within an 
ecological system comprised of 
multiple layers of external 
influence. 

Consumer buying 
decision-making 

The decision-making process of 
consumers is based on a bounded 
rationality and problem-solving 
perspective. The process consists of 
five key steps. 

The PIUE model adopts the stage-
based structure of the standard 
consumer decision-making 
process but is enhanced with new 
concepts, long-term goals and 
resource accumulation. 

Facilitators and 
constraints 
framework 

The decision to participate in an 
activity can be facilitated by a 
number of facilitating factors 
(facilitators) and constrained by a 
number of constraining factors 
(constraints). 

Application of a facilitators and 
constraints framework help to 
better explain the dynamic nature 
of the PIUE model. 

Factors 
influencing 
choice of 
university by 
domestic and 
international 
students 

The choice of university by 
international students is determined 
by a range of internal and external 
factors. These factors can be 
categorised into two groups: push 
factors – factors of the home 
country that push students away; 
and pull factors – factors of host 
countries that attract students 
toward them. 

The PIUE model adopts a push-
pull model of factors influencing 
each component decision. 

Decision-making 
processes for 
choice of 
university by 
domestic and 
international 
students 

The decision-making process for 
choice of university by international 
students adopts the three-phase 
domestic college choice process and 
the push-pull model of influencing 
factors. 

The PIUE model adopts a 
planning approach to the decision-
making process. As a result, 
structural changes are made to 
existing models. 

Family decision-
making 

Highly important decisions within 
the household are usually made by 
family members collectively. 
Family members take different roles 
with different influence during the 
decision process. 
Family members use a wide range 
of strategies to resolve conflicts 
taking place while making 
decisions. 

The involvement and influence of 
family members are dynamic 
throughout the decision process. 
Adolescents can have equally 
strong influence as their parents in 
the decision process. 
Family with adolescents tend to 
resort to cognitive strategies for 
resolving conflicts. 
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6.1.1 Reflections upon the three theoretical foundations 

Chapter Two introduced the three theoretical foundations for this research, the 

ecological systems theory, the consumer decision-making process, and the facilitators 

and constraints framework. I reflect now on the contribution of these three foundations 

to the development of the PIUE model. 

The ecological systems theory helped explain the influence of multiple social forces on 

all decision components of the PIUE model. The family and high school, which belong 

to the microsystem of the ecological system, are two critical environments for the 

development of an aspiration for international education in students. Furthermore, 

elements of the outer layers of the ecosystem also affect the decision to study abroad. 

For instance, social norms, which belong to the macrosystem, can influence how 

Vietnamese people perceive the benefits of overseas education, as one of the reasons for 

parents to invest in international education is the increased level of employability for 

international graduates. In later stages of the decision process, it is the interaction 

between family members and their social surroundings, such as relatives, friends and 

acquaintances that inform and shape their preferences for country, major and university. 

The standard five-step process of consumer decision-making provided the researcher 

with a stage-based platform upon which the PIUE model was built. However, it is 

important to acknowledge the limitations of the generic consumer decision-making 

model in explaining the international education decision-making by Vietnamese 

families. Firstly, the standard consumer decision-making model views the process from 

a problem-solving perspective, while the international education decision-making 

phenomenon is essentially a planning and implementation activity. Secondly, the 

standard model describes the information search to be a distinct stage of the process, 

whereas the planning perspective of the phenomenon requires an ongoing information 

search that runs across all stages of the process. Finally, the standard model does not 

include in its process the possibility of having more than one possible outcome of the 

decision-making, which is evident in the case of choosing an international university for 

education. 

The facilitators and constraints framework added a useful dimension to existing models 

of international education decision-making. Facilitating factors, such as having relatives 

living overseas, are shown to put the family unit on a fast-track through the task of 

choosing country and quickly move on to the next task, whereas constraining factors, 

such as unresolvable conflicts between family members regarding the choice of 
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university, can derail the decision-making route leading to postponement or cancellation 

of the international education plan. This dynamic nature of the phenomenon had not 

been captured in previous models of international education decision-making.  

6.1.2 Implications for the international education decision-making 
literature  

The results of this study have a number of implications for the international education 

decision-making literature.  

The familial decision-making unit 

Firstly, the results challenge the common notion found in the literature that the student 

is the individual responsible for making decisions (Baharun, Awang, & Padlee, 2011; 

L.-H. Chen, 2007; Cubillo et al., 2006; Foster, 2014; McCarthy et al., 2012; 

Mpinganjira, 2011; Zwart, 2012). The present study argues that the choice of 

international undergraduate education of people in Confucian and collective countries 

may be a familial matter that involves active participation of both parents and students 

(M.-K. Lee, 2013). Parents are not merely external influencers to students as the pivotal 

decision-maker, instead parents and students work closely as a collective decision-

making unit throughout every stage of the decision-making process and parents share 

the same degree of responsibilities as students in ensuring the best outcome is reached. 

Research on international student mobility, especially with students from Confucian and 

collective cultures, should focus on the family, rather than the students only, when they 

investigate important aspects of international education decision-making, such as 

motivations for the aspiration to study abroad, the choices of country, major and 

university, as well as the interaction between family members when making decisions. 

A different approach to studying international education decision-making 

Secondly, the present study calls into question the representativeness of existing 

decision-making process models in describing the purchase of international education of 

people from different home countries. Prior to this research, decision-making has been 

depicted as a problem-solving activity, and existing models are fundamentally built 

upon the standard five-step consumer decision-making process (Bohman, 2014; Branco 

Oliveira & Soares, 2016; L.-H. Chen, 2007). In these models, students first recognise a 

need to study abroad, which leads them to conduct a search for possible country and 

university alternatives. Once students have got a list of viable options, they then submit 

their applications, and the final outcome arrives when students enrol in one university 
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that accepts them. While this approach may be applicable to certain countries and 

regions, the present study argues that it fails to represent all possible choice-making 

behaviours in every country that have people pursuing international education. The 

research, therefore, proposes another approach to this phenomenon, a planning 

perspective. The planning approach suggests that researchers should view the purchase 

of international education as an ongoing and social process, rather than an isolated 

individual event, in response to an identified ‘problem’ (Holmegaard et al., 2014). The 

decision to study abroad, and the subsequent choice of university are not decisions that 

students make spontaneously, instead they are the results of an elaborate planning and 

implementation process taking place over a considerable period of time. The planning is 

about preparing all necessary antecedents for the decision to study abroad to happen, 

while the implementation is essentially the decision-making task, in which students 

decide on practical aspects of their overseas education pursuit, such as what country, 

what major and what university to choose. The planning perspective introduces three 

new concepts to the international education decision-making literature: long-term goals, 

resource accumulation, and time allocation for each stage of the process. 

Long-term goals of students are a vital element of the planning process because they 

drive all behaviours of students by determining relevant goal-serving actions to be 

taken, as well as motivating the execution of those actions (Locke & Latham, 2002). In 

order to develop appropriate and realistic plans, students need to accumulate all 

necessary resources, as well as having enough time allocated to accumulate these 

resources (Sniehotta, Schwarzer, Scholz, & Schuz, 2005). Typical resources that 

international students, especially those from developing countries, must acquire are 

saving money to fund the study, learning a foreign language, and maintaining good 

academic performance at school to meet the entry requirements. The specification of 

time required for each stage of the planning and decision-making process, which has 

been overlooked in previous models, is useful in demonstrating the long-lasting nature 

of the resource accumulation task, as well as other decisions taking place in each stage.  

A call for changes in the structure of current decision-making models 

The introduction of the planning perspective may prompt major changes to the structure 

of existing decision-making process models. The present study suggests that stage one 

of the decision-making process should also include detail of the time prior to the 

decision to study abroad being made, because this is usually the period in which an 

aspiration for study abroad emerges and evolves into an actual plan. This period is, 
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therefore, crucial to the decision to study abroad, since it is when all the psychological 

and physical prerequisites are gathered. During high school, students can acquire the 

aspiration from classmates and friends or through their personal experience with 

domestic education, which then encourages them to improve their language skill and 

academic performance. In the meantime, their parents may be positively influenced by 

friends whose children also study abroad, which leads them to a save up for their 

children’s future education abroad. For some families, this period can last for years, 

with a lot of interactions taking place, and thus an in-depth examination of the reasons 

for parents and students to pursue overseas education, the conversations between them, 

the use of various information sources, and their accumulation of resources will 

significantly improve the understanding of how the whole activity proceeds. 

The second structural change is in the information search stage. According to the 

standard problem-solving decision-making process, after recognising a ‘problem’, 

consumers conduct a search to gather information about available alternatives that can 

satisfy their unmet needs (Hawkins et al., 1998). This search ends at stage three where 

consumers are confident that they have had enough information to identify the most 

appropriate option out of the alternative pool (Kancheva, 2017; Rojas-de-Gracia et al., 

2018; Srnec et al., 2016). Existing decision process models in the tertiary education 

decision-making literature clearly reflect this view of a short-term information search, 

and often they do not detail what actually happens in the information search, or in some 

cases it was even ignored altogether (Bohman, 2014; Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016; 

L.-H. Chen, 2007; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987). By contrast, the present study treats 

families’ purchases of international education as a planning and implementation 

activity, the information search is therefore an ongoing task that runs across the entire 

process, instead of being limited to just one stage. At any stage, families need 

information input in order to improve the quality of decision of that stage, as well as the 

overall outcome of the process. The close-knit environment of people surrounding 

families, such as relatives, friends, classmates and teachers, is a valuable reference 

source, for both students and parents in obtaining information, advice and 

encouragement about overseas study (Alexander & Campbell, 1964; Bradshaw et al., 

2001; Ceja, 2006; D. W. Chapman, 1981; Perez & McDonough, 2008; Perna et al., 

2008). Parents and students may have one or more trusted information sources and/or 

external influences that they regularly make contact with. The role of these information 

sources and external influences becomes much more significant under the new 

perspective, and thus a detailed description of their role in the process is necessary. 
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Factors influencing the planning and decision-making process 

One of the key research areas in the international education decision-making literature is 

examining the factors that influence the students’ choices. The present study reinforces 

results from previous work in stating that students take into account a wide range of 

internal and external factors when making the decision to study abroad and the 

subsequent choice of international education. Regarding the decision to study abroad, 

the socioeconomic status of students, their academic abilities and personal 

characteristics, social conditions of students’ home countries and positive values of 

international education all play a positive part in leading the family towards the 

aspiration of studying abroad (Boyle, 1966; Brown et al., 1999; Cebolla-Boado et al., 

2018; D. W. Chapman, 1981; Doyle et al., 2010; Hearn, 1984; Hoyt & Brown, 2003; 

Maringe & Carter, 2007; McMahon, 1992; Sewell & Shah, 1967; Z. Wang, 2007; Wu, 

2014). On the other hand, students are mainly influenced by various pull factors of 

different country, major and university options when they make these component 

choices in the later stages of the process (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017; Binsardi & 

Ekwulugo, 2003; Dalglish & Chan, 2005; Dimmock & Leong, 2010; Mazzarol & 

Soutar, 2002; McCarthy et al., 2012; Mpinganjira, 2009; Yao & Garcia, 2018). 

However, since the present study proposes families as the decision-making unit, it also 

investigated factors that matter to parents and presented these factors alongside those of 

students as equally important factors to the planning and decision-making. A side by 

side presentation of influencing factors of parents and students on the PIUE model 

allows the researcher to explore any similarities and differences between parents’ and 

students’ thinking, which can be a potential source of conflict within the family unit 

during the process.  

Furthermore, as opposed to previous studies labelling all internal and external factors 

involved in the decision-making process as ‘influencing factors’, the present study puts 

forward a different way of classifying these factors because it argues that they have 

different roles in the process. In the PIUE model, information sources and external 

influences are intentionally separated from the remaining factors, because they are now 

defined as individuals or organisations that provide the decision-making unit with 

valuable information or advice for their decision-making, in other words, they are 

indeed ‘influencing factors’. However, when families carry out all component decisions 

in Stages 2 and 3, they are not passively pushed and pulled by the numerous attributes 

of different country and university options until an alternative that best fits the set of 

influencing factors emerges, as portrayed in previous studies. Instead, parents and 
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students have a list of criteria for each component decision, against which they will 

compare the appropriateness of each alternative. The classification of pull factors of 

country and university options as ‘choice criteria’ implies a more active stance of the 

decision-making unit in their deliberation to determine which element is important for 

the consideration of alternatives. 

A dynamic process in action 

The present study echoes L.-H. Chen’s (2007) findings in saying that the order of three 

component decisions in Stage 2, namely the choice of country, major and university, is 

dynamic in nature and does not follow any fixed sequence. Each family can have a 

different starting point for their Stage 2 with one of these three decisions, depending on 

which decision is prioritized. Occasionally, some families may make two out of three 

decisions simultaneously, or even skip one decision completely. However, the present 

study also highlights that the dynamic nature of the decision-making process is not 

limited to just Stage 2, the overall outcome of decision-making can be dynamic as well. 

It means that there is more than one possible outcome of the decision-making process: a 

successful enrolment in an international university or a postponement, or even a 

cancellation of a plan. This point has not been explored in previous work, including L.-

H. Chen’s (2007) model, all of which suggest that the decision-making process always 

leads to the successful route. The present study offers an explanation for the dynamic 

structure of the process by exploring the influence of situational facilitators and 

constraints in the decision-making process. As the name implies, when facilitators are in 

action, they facilitate decision-making by clearing way for a quicker path through the 

stage. Constraints, on the other hand, have an opposite effect by hindering the possible 

choice options to be considered or, more seriously, alter the overall outcome of the 

process. 

The generalizability of the PIUE model to other countries 

The present study develops the PIUE model to describe the planning and decision-

making process of Vietnamese families regarding the choice of international 

undergraduate education. While the context of this research is specific to Vietnam, the 

generalizability of the PIUE model is not limited to just one country. The PIUE model 

takes into account a key cultural value of Vietnam, Confucianism, when trying to 

explain the international education decision process, and thus its applicability is likely 

to be high in any country that shares this same cultural foundation as Vietnam. The 

Confucianism ideology has expanded in many countries and territories in the East Asian 
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region, including Korea, Singapore, Vietnam, China, Hong Kong, Taiwan and Macao 

(Y. K. Wang, 2013; Yum, 1988). The researcher expects the behaviour of people in 

these countries to be similar to that of Vietnamese people in some key attributes. Firstly, 

the decision-making of people in these East Asian countries is likely to involve both the 

parents and students as a collective decision-making unit. Secondly, if the overseas 

study is self-funded, it is more likely to be a planning and decision-making process, 

which means that there should be a period of planning and accumulating resources in 

the early stage of the process, much like that shown in Stage 1 of the PIUE model. 

However, the length of time required for accumulating finance to support the plan in 

Stage 1 of people in other East Asian countries may not be as long as that of 

Vietnamese people, given their higher GDP per capita (The World Bank, 2017). 

Thirdly, East Asian people may have a somewhat similar set of choice criteria used in 

selecting country and university options, with a priority being placed on the academic 

quality and learning experience of the destination. Lastly, parents and students are 

expected to contact a wide range of sources for information and advice regarding 

whether it is worth to pursue international education, and what will be the most 

appropriate institution to choose.  

6.1.3 Implications for the family decision-making literature 

The current study not only presents notable implications for the international education 

decision-making literature, but also for the literature on family decision-making. 

Research in this area has focused on studying two core aspects of group decision-

making, examining the roles of each family member in making decisions and how 

families resolve conflicts taking place during the decision process. Following these two 

main streams, the present study explored the involvement of family members in a 

family decision-making context, their influences to the decisions made at each stage, 

and the conflict resolution strategies employed by families in handling disagreements 

between members. Firstly, data supports the observation found past literature that the 

purchases of significant items are more likely to involve more than one member of the 

family in one or more decision stage, and this involvement is dynamic and flexible 

(Davis, 1976). When families consider a purchase situation to be a familial issue, each 

of the family member is aware of their responsibilities in contributing to the planning 

and decision-making. However, depending on the individual’s personal resources, such 

as time available and knowledge of the matter at hand, as well as the importance of each 

decision, family members determine the appropriate amount of involvement that each of 

them should have (M. A. Belch & Willis, 2002). For example, in the context of this 
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study, both parents may cooperate with the student to work on critical tasks such as 

resource accumulation and the decision to study abroad, yet in other decisions (e.g. 

choice of country, major and university), one parent can leave the active role and let the 

other parent work with the student. By doing this families can optimise their use of 

resources while assuring that parents still remain actively involved in the process. 

Secondly, the present research challenges findings of previous studies regarding the 

inferior role of offspring, with respect to those of parents, in a family decision-making 

context. As opposed to the common notion of children having relatively weak 

influencing power compared to their parents in decision-making processes of various 

product categories (G. E. Belch et al., 1985; Nørgaard & Brunsø, 2011; Soni & Singh, 

2003), data from this study demonstrates offspring’s influence to be just as strong 

throughout the process, and there are even stages in which youngsters exert stronger 

influence than those of their parents. The influencing power of children is not limited to 

just the purchases of inexpensive items, as suggested in the literature (Beatty & 

Talpade, 1994; Foxman et al., 1989; Shoham & Dalakas, 2005). Instead, parents can 

allow their children to have a more controlling voice in major financial investment 

situations of the families if these purchases are for children’s direct use and/or have a 

significant meaning to the child’s life. Furthermore, it is worth noting that the age of the 

child is an important factor for parents to determine how much influence they are 

allowed to have in a major purchase situation. As children get older, their parents have 

more confidence in believing that children have enough knowledge and experience to 

decide for themselves (Chaudhary & Gupta, 2012; Dauphin et al., 2011; Flurry, 2007; 

Palan & Wilkes, 1997), hence adolescents may be given more deciding power in 

familial purchases. 

The third implication of the present study to the family decision-making literature is in 

the examination of potential conflicts that may occur among family members during the 

decision process and how these conflicts are resolved. According to the literature, 

conflicts among members when making family purchases are inevitable, especially with 

expensive and highly involved items (M. A. Belch et al., 1980; Hamilton & Catterall, 

2007), and to cope with conflicting opinions arising in the decision process, family 

members can resort to a wide range of available resolution strategies (Chaudhary & 

Gupta, 2012; Cowan et al., 1984; Davis, 1976; Kirchler, 1993; Palan & Wilkes, 1997; 

Williams & Burns, 2000). Data from the present study supports this view, but it also 

takes one step further in suggesting that the choice of appropriate conflict resolution 

strategies may depend on family composition and product category. A family consisting 
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of parents and an adolescent, when facing a major purchase of a highly involving item, 

tends to prefer cognitive strategies to resolve conflicts between members over other 

types of strategies. This group of strategies comprises different techniques, such as 

problem-solving, reasoning, calling for a third person’s opinion, direct asking and 

expression of preference (Chaudhary & Gupta, 2012; Cowan et al., 1984; Davis, 1976; 

Holdert & Antonides, 1997; Kirchler, 1993; Palan & Wilkes, 1997; Williams & Burns, 

2000), all of which basically involve members expressing their opinions and managing 

their differences in a logical and straightforward manner to try to achieve a win-win 

outcome without appealing to emotion or using suppression. This behaviour can be 

explained by the fact that adolescents may be too old for begging, whining and other 

appeal to emotion techniques to be effective; and at the same time parents see their 

teenage children as almost adults, who they can reason with them confidently. 

The last implication for the family decision-making literature is about the process 

through which families make decisions, an aspect that has traditionally not received 

much attention from consumer behaviour researchers (M. A. Belch et al., 1980; Davis, 

1974, 1976; Su, Fern, & Ye, 2003). These scholars argue that in order to have a 

comprehensive understanding of family decision-making behaviours, it is of equal 

importance to explain accurately the process by which families reach a particular 

decision (M. A. Belch et al., 1980). The present study contributes to this third stream of 

research by providing a process-based model that describes a family decision-making 

scenario with four fundamental advances: a planning perspective to family decision-

making, the concept of long-term goals as driver of the decision-making, the concept of 

resources accumulation as necessary antecedents to decision-making, and ongoing 

information search. Detail of the advances has been discussed in section 6.1.1 since the 

purchase of international education belongs to the family decision-making category, so 

they will not be reiterated here. In general, the new approach proposed in the present 

study provides another valid foundation to future studies on the decision-making of 

families. 

6.2 Implications for practice  

This section discusses a number of practical implications that have been drawn from the 

PIUE model that are particularly relevant to educational providers. These implications 

include: a recognition of the actual decision-making unit for choice of international 

undergraduate education of Vietnamese people, the education plan is goal-driven and 

constraint-bound, the importance of cost to Vietnamese families, the difference in 

choice criteria between parents and students in the decision-making unit, the role of 
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high school environment in encouraging the education plan, and the importance of 

different types of information sources. The following discussion shows how 

practitioners may apply these factors to improve their international education marketing 

and recruitment activities, especially in the Vietnamese market. 

6.2.1 Who makes the decisions? 

The current study has presented compelling evidence to assert that, for the choice of 

international undergraduate education, Vietnamese families are the collective decision-

making unit who carry out the planning and decision-making process from start to 

finish. University marketing and student recruitment activities for the Vietnamese 

market, therefore, should recognize families as the target for their communication 

efforts. Firstly, marketing practitioners need to gain insights into what values are highly 

regarded by Vietnamese families when they are planning for their children’s 

international education. Based on such an understanding, marketing messages delivered 

to Vietnamese families should not only focus on attributes that are appealing to 

students, but equally, or even more importantly, highlight values that are perceived by 

Vietnamese parents as critical to their children’s studying and living experience abroad. 

For instance, if a student mostly cares about having the best quality education, while his 

or her parents demand a safe and supportive living environment, the preferred 

universities are those that can strike a good balance between learning experience and 

personal safety in their communication efforts with this family.  

Secondly, communication channels need to be established with parents and students, so 

that marketing messages can reach them both. Practitioners have to take into 

consideration which channel is appropriate for communicating with Vietnamese parents 

or students because this will determine the effectiveness of their marketing and 

recruitment efforts. Vietnam has one of the fastest rates of growth in Internet use in 

Asia, with the number of internet users expected to rise steadily from 54.7 millions in 

2018 to an estimation of 75.7 millions by 2023 (Statista, 2019). Among these users, 

nearly 62% of them are within the age range of 15 to 54 years old, who are said to be 

the prime target audience of digital marketing (Ecomobi, 2016). This age range matches 

with the ages of high school students and their parents, which means that practitioners 

must incorporate online marketing into the overall marketing strategy as one essential 

channel to reach and interact with both students and parents. For instance, with around 

46 millions monthly active users on popular social media websites such as Facebook, 

YouTube and Zalo, they are great platforms for marketers to increase their engagement 
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with prospective students and their parents through interactive advertising campaigns 

(Hootsuite & We Are Social, 2017). 

6.2.2 The education plan is goal-driven and constraint-bound 

Long-term goals and situational constraints shape the international education plan of 

Vietnamese families and influence their decision-making. From the service provider 

perspective, having insights into the long-term goals and constraints facing Vietnamese 

families benefits international universities’ marketing and student recruitment activities 

in a number of ways. Firstly, it helps institutions to better identify the most appropriate 

segment(s) of Vietnamese families to target. When shopping for international education, 

each family is likely to have a specific set of goals and constraints, and thus, they are 

more likely to be drawn to universities that can best satisfy their expectations and 

compensate for their resource constraints. For instance, universities from Australia and 

New Zealand should avoid targeting high ability students with low to medium 

socioeconomic status, since they are not able to afford paying the full tuition fee, hence 

these students are likely to prioritize countries that offer scholarships, such as the USA 

and Singapore. Instead, the target market for Australian and New Zealand institutions 

should be middle- to high-class families who are looking for good quality of education 

in civilized and peaceful societies with less concern over cost. 

Secondly, the goals and constraints of families give universities useful clues in 

developing effective marketing messages for their recruitment activities. For any 

particular segment that an international university plans to approach, its marketing 

material needs to highlight how: 1) the common long-term goals of Vietnamese families 

in this segment can best be satisfied by the distinctive positive attributes of the 

university and its respective host country, and 2) this university is the ideal option that 

can mitigate all constraints typically experienced by this segment, thereby making the 

international education plan most feasible. For instance, if the goal of a family for their 

student is permanent migration overseas, New Zealand and Canadian universities can 

win this family over more academically reputable universities from the USA or Britain, 

by emphasising their facilitating post-study policies for international students. On the 

other hand, if cost is the most critical constraint for a family, Finnish or German 

universities can enhance their attractiveness by highlighting their countries’ free tuition 

fee policy, which immediately eases the financial burden of the family. In the race with 

thousands of international universities from various host countries, which all target the 

same market, the winner is the one that can prove their best fit to the needs and wants of 

customers.   
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6.2.3 The differences in choice criteria between parents and students 

At the choices of country and university to apply to in Stage 2 and the choice of 

university to enrol in in Stage 3 of the PIUE model, there are noticeable similarities and 

differences between the lists of choice criteria used by parents and students to evaluate 

options. Both parents and students consider academic and institutional attributes of 

country and university options as important criteria for their choices. However, it is in 

the social aspect that parents and students begin to differ in their views. Apart from 

employability during or after graduation and a high likelihood of permanent migration, 

which are two important social criteria shared by the family collectively, parents view 

social criteria mostly from a personal safety standpoint, while students care more about 

their experience living abroad (Bodycott, 2009). These differences in choice criteria for 

choices of country and university between parents and students can hinder the 

effectiveness of the marketing activities of international universities if the interests of 

either side are ignored.  

Since parents play an equal role as students in most component decisions during the 

process, marketing messages from overseas universities need to be equally convincing 

to them, as they are to students. In addition to highlighting positive academic attributes, 

advertising content needs to show Vietnamese families that their campuses and host 

cities can provide an active, connected, culturally diverse and, more importantly, safe 

environment for students. This is one of the key challenges for international marketing 

activities of universities since the vast majority of Vietnamese families do not have the 

opportunity to visit overseas campuses and cities themselves prior to application and 

enrolment due to geographic distance. Unlike local students in host countries, who can 

attend open-day tours to experience campuses and host cities, overseas prospective 

students can only rely on print and electronic content, photos and videos provided by 

universities to view and evaluate country and university options from a distance. To 

improve the convincing power of their marketing messages, universities have used 

written or video testimonials of alumni and current students as evidence for the quality 

of their education. However, in this day and age, such traditional communications may 

not be enough to win customers’ pick. One possible solution to improve the interaction 

between prospective students and institutions is utilising modern technology to deliver a 

more immersive marketing experience. To counter the obstacle of geographic distance, 

marketers can develop virtual open-day tours of classroom, campus and host city using 

already available virtual reality technology. Such content could then be shown to 

parents and students during education expos in Vietnam, thereby permitting prospective 
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students to more fully experience the destination without requiring them to physically 

be there. 

6.2.4 The importance of the cost factor 

Cost is by far the most common constraint that influences Vietnames families’ choice of 

international education. Since 90% of outbound international education from Vietnam is 

self-funded (ICEF Monitor, 2013), and given the financial significance of this 

investment, families consider cost to be a critical criterion when they evaluate country 

and university options. When families are under cost pressures, the pool of possible 

alternatives for selection can be drastically reduced. Related to cost is the availability of 

scholarships/financial aid in determining the budget that families need to prepare for 

their children’s overseas education. Vietnamese families pay close attention to 

destinations that are known for providing a high number of scholarships at the 

undergraduate level to international students, especially countries that have long-term 

educational support policies with Vietnam. These insights are of great importance to 

international universities in developing their value propositions for the Vietnamese 

market. 

Within this market, the USA has stood out as one of the most preferred educational 

destinations for a number of years, due in part to its world-class academic and 

technological advancements, but also due to the number of scholarships offered to 

undergraduate international students by American universities. However, since these 

scholarship offerings are often coupled with very strict entry requirements, funded study 

in the USA is more often sought by the top academic students from Vietnam. For the 

rest of the students, who acknowledge their relatively weak competitiveness for 

scholarships, they deliberately avoid applying to universities in the USA and other 

scholarship-offering countries. Instead, these students either aim at extremely affordable 

country options, such as Germany and Finland with the free tuition fee policy, or 

slightly more expensive destinations, such as China, Singapore, and Japan. The UK, 

Australia, New Zealand and Canada, while consistently being in the top destinations for 

education for Vietnamese students (Australian Department of Education and Training, 

2014; Education Counts, 2014; ICEF Monitor, 2013), are also seen as less preferable 

due to high costs and the lack of scholarships available, especially at the undergraduate 

level. 

From the service provider perspective, universities in the USA should continue 

highlighting the ample scholarships available to international students as an effective 
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“pull” factor to attract Vietnamese students whose families are concerned about cost. 

For highly ranked universities, the availability of scholarships also allows them to 

attract high ability students from Vietnam since they consider getting a scholarship to 

not only help their families ease the financial burden, but it is also deserving proof of 

their academic excellence. However, other countries that have a cost disadvantage 

against countries such as the USA, due to the lack of international undergraduate 

scholarships available, should try to minimise the negative effect of this weakness by 

emphasising other positive attributes of their universities that are considered equally 

valuable by the Vietnamese. For instance, a good living environment with high levels of 

personal security is a serious concern nowadays, especially for parents, which has 

turned many Vietnamese families away from the USA for safer country options. 

Furthermore, part-time employability during study is an effective attribute to counteract 

the lack of scholarships available, while post-study work visas and the opportunity for 

permanent migration are two popular long-term goals for many Vietnamese families. 

6.2.5 The role of the senior high school environment 

The senior high school environment in Vietnam appears to have a significant influence 

on students in the planning and decision-making process. Many students are motivated 

by their friends and teachers at school to pursue international tertiary education during 

this period. For those who have already established their educational aspirations prior to 

senior high school, Year 10 to 12 is the time in which their aspiration is strengthened 

through conversations with high school friends, teachers and counsellors. In their daily 

conversations at school, students exchange information about the positive and negative 

attributes of different countries, majors and universities under consideration, which 

helps shape students’ preferences. The high school environment, therefore, can be an 

impactful channel for communication if marketing practitioners utilize it appropriately. 

In the past 10 to 15 years, top-ranked universities from the USA or the UK have 

targeted Vietnamese high schools for the gifted by providing printed media as well as 

holding regular educational seminars, in order to attract top-performing graduates. In 

more recent years, international universities have started to approach privately-owned 

domestic high schools or Vietnamese campuses of international high schools more 

actively, because they are aware that graduates from these high schools are most likely 

to study abroad due to the aforementioned incompatibility with the domestic university 

system. The ongoing feed of information from universities of a particular country to 

Vietnamese students over their three years of senior high school can significantly 
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influence students’ perception about the education system of that country, thereby 

making any destination with strong exposure a preferable option for selection. 

There are a number of actions that international universities can consider to make better 

use of the domestic high school environment. Firstly, universities need to establish a 

constant presence at selective senior high schools in Vietnam that have a high potential 

of graduates pursuing international tertiary education by: 1) working with counselling 

offices at these high schools to provide university brochures and other print material to 

students, 2) holding regular educational conferences at those schools, in which the latest 

academic, scholarship and living information is provided to the students, and, if 

possible, 3) setting up a direct line of contact with university representatives through 

high school counselling offices. Once students are well informed, the next step is to try 

to become part of the topic of students’ daily conversations about international 

education. Since cost and scholarship availability are two important choice criteria of 

Vietnamese families, having dedicated scholarships available to graduates of those 

targeted high schools can generate significant interest. Moreover, to attract high ability 

students, international universities can work with high schools in Vietnam to offer 

summer trips to host countries as rewards for top-performing students as well as a 

chance for these students to experience the destination country and university campus. 

6.2.6 The importance of different types of information sources 

At every step of the planning and decision-making process, Vietnamese families 

approach a wide range of sources for information. In general, these sources can be 

categorised into two types: formal/commercialised sources (e.g. university website, 

educational agency or educational expos) and informal/non-commercialised sources 

(e.g. a friend of the student who studies abroad or online reviews of universities from 

alumni). While formal/commercialised sources still serve as useful information 

channels for many Vietnamese families in the sample, for such things as specific 

questions about the tuition fees or the admission process, this research acknowledges 

the significant contribution of informal/non-commercialised sources. Indeed, some 

families even claim they place higher trust on informal/non-commercialised information 

sources when choosing universities to apply to (Branco Oliveira & Soares, 2016). 

The increasing importance of informal/non-commercialised information sources can 

firstly be explained by the global expansion of Internet connectivity, including in 

Vietnam, during the last decade. Twenty years ago, educational agencies and 

educational expos were the main, if not the only, sources for information about 
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international education for Vietnamese families, whereas people in Vietnam today have 

much greater access to information via the Internet (Hootsuite & We Are Social, 2017). 

In addition to agencies and expos, parents and students can now instantly get updated 

information from ranking websites, online reviews from current students and alumni, as 

well as friends and relatives living abroad. Family members go out of their ways to 

gather information, instead of relying heavily on educational agencies or university 

representatives at expos. As Vietnamese families gain confidence in their information 

search, they have started to question the authenticity of information provided by 

commercial sources, especially agencies or university representatives. This growing 

trend of Vietnamese families distrusting traditional sources calls for a strategic change 

in how international universities design their marketing plans for the Vietnamese 

market. 

The present study offers practitioners a few recommendations on how to better select 

and design channels of communication with the Vietnamese people. In the foreseeable 

future, parents and students still appreciate educational agencies and expos, along with 

university websites, as useful sources for information. However, international 

universities can no long rely solely on these formal channels for communicating with 

their prospective customers, instead they must focus on creating informal or non-

commercialised sources and incorporating them equally in their overall marketing 

strategies. Among different types of informal sources, alumni are an extremely valuable 

channel of information to be utilised. International universities need to maintain and 

strengthen the relationships they have with alumni, especially with those who have 

returned to Vietnam, because they can act as the best offshore representative for 

universities. In a globalised world where people are presented with thousands of options 

for their educational needs, Vietnamese parents and students appreciate information 

coming from people who have real experience of overseas education. Annual alumni 

meetings held by universities in Vietnam, therefore, should not only be for reunion and 

networking purposes between alumni, but more importantly, they need to connect 

prospective students with alumni communities for information exchange. International 

universities can benefit from this establishment of relationships because this creates a 

unique positive image of the Vietnamese student associations of these universities, 

which are highly valued by prospective students.  

Secondly, since parents and students look for online reviews of universities by alumni 

or current students as a credible way to verify gathered information, universities should 

be proactive on this front and facilitate a social platform for students and alumni to 
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write reviews and feedback about their universities. This provides prospective students 

with a genuine student perspective of the studying and living life on campus and in the 

host city. In addition to physical meetings between alumni and prospective students in 

Vietnam, international universities can also utilise the tremendous reach of social media 

platforms, such as Facebook, to create an interactive communication channel between 

themselves and prospective students, as well as between prospective students and 

alumni or current students for questions and answers. Practitioners can adopt the model 

of VietAbroader, a well-established forum of students and alumni studying in the USA, 

in which prospective students and their parents can get help on any issue relating to 

studying and living in the USA. There are even online groups of Vietnamese parents 

whose students are studying overseas, who not only provide “new” parents with useful 

information, but these “more experienced” parents also offer a sense of support and 

empathy to those who are concerned about their children living independently abroad. 

6.3 Implications for methodology 

The present study provides two key methodological implications for research into 

international education decision-making in particular, and any research on extended-

cycle consumer decision-making behaviours in general. The first contribution is the 

selection of appropriate research method. In the international education decision-making 

literature, the most commonly used method for collecting data is one-off quantitative 

survey or focus group, and the data collection is usually carried out after the subject had 

made their choice of university. This choice of research method bears two critical 

weaknesses. Firstly, one-off survey or focus group are not able of capturing the entire 

scope of the activity, which can take years to complete. Secondly, these research 

methods are prone to the problem of information inadequacy and/or inaccuracy because 

they require respondents to recall memories from events taking place months or even 

years in the past (Baharun et al., 2011; L.-H. Chen, 2007; Maringe & Carter, 2007; 

Pimpa, 2005). By contrast, the method selected in the present study is longitudinal 

semi-structured in-depth interviews, of which there were two rounds of interviews 

conducted with the same participants over a period of 10 months while they were 

actually undergoing the planning processes and had not yet made their final choices. 

This research method addressed the two aforementioned weaknesses by permitting the 

researcher to examine every aspect of the activity in great detail while allowing for a 

capture of the real progress families made through the planning and decision-making 

process. The longitudinal semi-structured in-depth interview method, therefore, proved 

to be more fitted with the enduring nature of the decision process. 



   149 
 

In addition, the application of two different methods of analysis on the same dataset 

enhances the reliability of findings. On one hand, the individual analysis applied to each 

family unit provides a deep understanding of their planning and decision-making 

processes, with a strong focus on unique characteristics of each family’s story. On the 

other hand, thematic analysis identifies key similarities running across the dataset that 

can be generalized for all 24 families. As a result, the PIUE model has superior 

explanatory power than any results that were produced by each method of analysis 

alone. 

There is no one approach to data collection and analysis suited to all qualitative 

research. For each research project, these things evolve as the researcher finds the best 

way to address the research question. In this research, the researcher has adopted two 

complimentary approaches to data analysis. 24 decision maps and summaries for the 24 

family units were valuable for understanding each case in great depth. Thematic 

analysis was valuable for identifying cross-case patterns in the study’s findings. These 

two methods of analysis provided insights for the construction of the PIUE model. 

While each qualitative study is unique, other qualitative researchers may learn from the 

approach to data analysis employed in this study. 
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CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION & FUTURE RESEARCH 

Chapter Seven concludes this thesis by reinforcing the main theoretical and managerial 

contributions of the research. The chapter also considers limitations of the study, from 

which suggestions are drawn for future research on the topic of the planning and 

decision-making process for international undergraduate education. 

7.1 Theoretical and managerial contributions 

This research has effectively explored the research question “How does the Vietnamese 

family unit make the decision regarding choice of international undergraduate 

education?” by constructing the PIUE model, a model which describes in detail the 

entire planning and decision-making activities of Vietnamese families with respect to 

international undergraduate education. The model highlights the role of the Vietnamese 

family as the decision-making unit for all key component decisions. The study thus 

acknowledges the highly influential role of parents in the choice of international 

undergraduate education for their children in a Confucian society. This finding may 

indeed generalize to other collectivist societies where parents are considered to have a 

life-long responsibility in their offspring’s lives.  

First from a theoretical perspective, the research suggests a different approach to the 

study of international education decision-making. This phenomenon may best be 

viewed as a planning and implementation activity, rather than merely a decision-making 

activity, with the family’s long-term goals acting as the overarching driver of the whole 

process. The decision to study abroad, therefore, is not a simple decision, instead it is 

the result of years of planning and preparation efforts by the family.  

In addition, further contributing to the family decision-making literature, this research 

suggests an equally strong influence of children and their parents in deciding in this 

major familial buying situation. Parents may allow their children to have more 

involvement in big-ticket purchases that have a significant meaning to their lives. 

Furthermore, the age of the children helps determine the degree of influence their 

parents are willing to permit children to have in the purchase decision. Lastly, families 

with adolescents tend to resort to cognitive strategies to resolve any conflict occurring 

during the decision-making process.  

Finally, the findings emphasize the dynamics of the process, in that the order of key 

component decisions do not follow a fixed sequence. In addition, the research reinforces 
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there is more one than just one possible outcome – choice of university – of this 

process, depending on the presence of facilitating and constraining factors in the 

process.  

From a managerial perspective, this research suggests that marketing practitioners in the 

international education industry need to tailor their communication toward Vietnamese 

families, instead of just Vietnamese students. Marketing material designed for the 

Vietnamese market needs to be in line with families’ long-term goals for their children 

because these goals drive their education decision-making. Marketing practitioners also 

need to take into account the choice criteria of both parents and students, since each 

party may have different priorities when considering education options. For the 

Vietnamese market, the total cost of study continues to be one of the most critical 

factors for many families. Finally, for marketers of international education the three 

years of senior high school in Vietnam is an essential period in which to create presence 

and persuade prospective students. 

7.2 Limitations 

This study has presented several worthwhile theoretical contributions to the literature on 

international education decision-making, as well as practical implications for the 

marketing and recruitment activities of international universities targeting Vietnam, one 

of the main markets in the Southeast Asian region. However, the research is not without 

limitations. The challenge to capture the entire planning and decision-making process 

within only research study, and the inability to have all interviews conducted with the 

participation of both parents and students, while not believed to critically affect the 

results, should be acknowledged as areas for improvement. 

According to The Story in Chapter Five, the international education planning and 

decision-making process can take up to 10 years to complete, which poses a substantial 

challenge for data collection within a single research project. The 10-month period of 

field work of this research enabled the researcher to collect real-time data and observe 

any changes in preferences and selections during the decision stages observed; yet for 

most family units, parents and students relied on memory recall to some extent, 

especially recall of Stage 1 Predisposition, since many families reported having started 

their plans long before the first interview. The time constraint of this study made it 

virtually impossible for the researcher to recruit a family that was about to commence 

their planning process and follow that through to its conclusion. To assuage this 

potential issue, the participation of parents and students in interviews helped the cross-
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checking of any vital information reported by one party, yet the threat of information 

loss or incorrect information being given can not be completely eliminated. 

One important contribution that this research aimed to achieve is to confirm whether the 

Vietnamese family is the collective unit responsible for all major decisions in the 

process. Ideally, all members of the 24 families recruited should have been in 

attendance at both interviews, in order for the data to be completely representative of 

the familial perspective. However, despite the efforts made to invite parents, students 

and even grandparents (of extended families), not all parties were able to participate in 

both interviews, and there were cases in which the interviews were conducted with 

either the parents or the student. This is due to the fact that some families could not 

arrange a date and time that was convenient for all members to participate. Also, 

Vietnamese people in general are not used to taking part in academic research, 

especially those that require more involvement than a typical survey questionnaire, 

which might explain some families’ hesitation to participate. Given this reality, to the 

best extent possible the researcher attempted to acquire information, regarding absent 

respondents by asking additional questions of those who attended the interviews. 

7.3 Future research 

This study has constructed the first complete model that describes the undergraduate 

international education planning and decision-making process of Vietnamese families. 

This is an important stepping stone in the pursuit of a comprehensive understanding of 

such complex activity, not just for Vietnam, but for other national markets as well. 

Further research can build on this study’s model in the following areas: 

• Confirm the role of family as the decision maker for the choice of international 

undergraduate education in Vietnam. Confirm the applicability of the criteria 

established in Stage 2 and Stage 3 for choices of country, major and university 

to apply to/enrol in. The qualitative PIUE model is relevant to the Vietnamese 

people, but its generalisability to other national markets needs to be verified 

quantitatively. For instance, quantitative research using a survey technique can 

be conducted on Vietnamese families who are in the final stage of the decision 

process to confirm the applicability of the PIUE model to the Vietnamese 

population. 

• Measure the importance weighting of the criteria utilised in the choices of 

country, major and university to apply to/enrol in (Bodycott, 2009; L.-H. Chen, 
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2007). A comparison between the choice criteria of families with different goals 

is beneficial to international universities and even ministries of education of host 

countries to better identify and target the appropriate market segments for 

promotion and recruitment.  

• Compare the planning and decision-making process of families who critically 

require the availability of scholarships or financial aid with those who 

completely self-fund their students’ education. From a service provider 

perspective, international universities that can or cannot offer scholarships to 

students need to understand the differences in choice behaviour between these 

two types of families, so that they can identify the correct customer segment for 

recruitment. 

• Compare the expectations of Vietnamese families for the international education 

plan with the actual experience of students at their final destination. The long-

term goals of families lead to a set of expectation that families have for their 

students’ overseas education. Whether the destinations they select actually fulfil 

these expectations is a valuable topic for further research. 

• From a methodological perspective, future studies on the topic of planning and 

decision-making processes for international education can extend the data 

collection period to cover junior and senior high school’s years. Such coverage 

will ensure more complete data, as it will allow researchers to engage with the 

early planning and preparation stages as they take place. If time does not allow 

for capturing the entire process, it is recommended research should focus on the 

final three years of high school (Year 10 to 12) because most key decisions are 

made within this period. 

7.4 Thesis conclusion 

The thesis has made significant theoretical contributions to the literature on 

international education decision-making, as well as insightful managerial implications 

to the international education marketing industry. The PIUE model provides both a 

valid foundation for future studies in the area of decision-making for international 

education, and a tool for marketing practitioners to understand and approach prospective 

students in Vietnam as well as other countries in the East Asian region. 



   154 
 

REFERENCES 

Absher, K., & Crawford, G. (1996). Marketing the Community College Starts with 
Understanding Students' Perspectives. Community College Review, 23(4), 59-67. 

Ahmad, S. Z., & Buchanan, F. R. (2016). Choices of destination for transnational higher 
education: "pull" factors in an Asia Pacific market. Educational Studies, 42(2), 
163-180. 

Ahmad, S. Z., & Buchanan, F. R. (2017). Motivation factors in students decision to 
study at international branch campuses in Malaysia. Studies in Higher 
Education, 42(4), 651-668. 

Alexander, C. N., & Campbell, E. Q. (1964). Peer Influences on Adolescent 
Educational Aspirations and Attainments. American Sociological Review, 29(4), 
568-575. 

Alfattal, E. (2017). International students' college choice is different. International 
Journal of Educational Management, 31(7), 930-943. 

Allan, G. (1980). A Note on Interviewing Spouses Together. Journal of Marriage and 
the Family, 205-210. 

Alwin, D. F., & Otto, L. B. (1977). High School Context Effects on Aspirations. 
Sociology of Education, 50, 259-273. 

Anderson, P. (1999). Factors influencing student choice in higher education. 
Perspectives, 3(4), 128-131. 

Archer, L., & Hutchings, M. (2000). 'Bettering Yourself'? Discourses of risk, cost and 
benefit in ethnically diverse, young working-class non-participants' 
constructions of higher education. British Journal of Sociology of Education, 
21(4), 555-574. 

Armstrong, J. J., & Lumsden, B. (2000). Impact of Universities' Promotional Materials 
on College Choice. Journal of Marketing for Higher Education, 9(2), 83-91. 

Artino, A. R., & Stephens, J. M. (2009). Academic motivation and self-regulation: A 
comparative analysis of undergraduate and graduate students learning online. 
Internet and Higher Education, 12(3), 146-151. 

Astedt-Kurki, P., Paavilainen, E., & Lehti, K. (2001). Methodological issues in 
interviewing families in family nursing research. Journal of Advanced Nursing, 
35(2), 288-293. 

Australian Department of Education and Training. (2014). End of Year Summary of 
International Student Enrolment Data - Australia - 2014. Australian Trade 
Commission. Retrieved from 
http://www.austrade.gov.au/ArticleDocuments/3510/ISD_MonthlySummary_De
cember2014.pdf.aspx 

Baharun, R., Awang, Z., & Padlee, S. F. (2011). International students' choice criteria 
for selection of higher learning in Malaysian private universities. African 
Journal of Business Management, 5(12), 4705-4714. 

Baksh, A., & Hoyt, J. E. (2001). The Effect of Academic Scholarships on College 
Attendance. College and University, 76(4), 3-8. 

Bateman, M., & Spruill, D. (1996). Student decision-making Insights from the college 
choice process. College Student Journal, 30(2), 182-187. 

Bearden, W. O., & Etzel, M. J. (1982). Reference group influence on product and brand 
purchase decisions. Journal of Consumer Research, 9(2), 183-194. 

Bearden, W. O., Netemeyer, R. G., & Teel, J. E. (1989). Measurement of consumer 
susceptibility to interpersonal influence. Journal of Consumer Research, 15(4), 
473-481. 

Beatty, S. E., & Talpade, S. (1994). Adolescent Influence in Family Decision Making: 
A Replication with Extension. Journal of Consumer Research, 21, 332-341. 



   155 
 

Becker, A. B., & Todd, M. E. (2018). Watching the Evolution of the American Family? 
Amazon's Transparent, Ecological Systems Theory, and the Changing Dynamics 
of Public Opinion. Journal of Homosexuality, 65(9), 1120-1137. 

Beitin, B. K. (2008). Qualitative Research in Marriage and Family Therapy: Who is in 
the Interview. Contemporary Family Therapy, 30(1), 48-58. 

Belch, G. E., Belch, M. A., & Ceresino, G. (1985). Parental and Teenage Child 
Influences in Family Decision Making. Journal of Business Research, 13, 163-
176. 

Belch, M. A., Belch, G. E., & Sciglimpaglia, D. (1980). Conflict in family decision 
making: An exploratory investigation Symposium conducted at the meeting of 
the ACR North American Advances 

Belch, M. A., & Willis, L. A. (2002). Family decision at the turn of the century: Has the 
changing structure of households impacted the family decision-making process? 
Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 2(2), 111-124. 

Bennett, L. A., & McAvity, K. (1985). Family Research: A Case for Interviewing 
Couples. In The Pyschosocial Interior of the Family (4th ed.). Hawthorne, NY: 
Aldine de Gruyter. 

Bers, T. H., & Smith, K. (1987). College Choice and the Nontraditional Students. 
Community College Review, 15(1), 39-45. 

Bettman, J. R., Luce, M. F., & Payne, J. W. (1998). Constructive Consumer Choice 
Processes. Journal of Consumer Research, 25(3), 187-217. 

Bhati, A., & Lee, D. (2014). International students' perceptions and attitudes of higher 
education in Singapore. presented at the meeting of the CAUTHE 2014: 
Tourism and Hospitality in the Contemporary World: Trends, Changes and 
Complexity,  

Binsardi, A., & Ekwulugo, F. (2003). International marketing of British education: 
research on the students' perception and the UK market penetration. Marketing 
Intelligence & Planning, 21(5), 318-327. 

Blackwell, R. D., Miniard, P. W., & Engel, J. F. (2006). Consumer Behavior (10th ed.). 
Mason, OH: Thomson/South-Western. 

Bluteau, P., Clouder, L., & Cureton, D. (2017). Developing interprofessional education 
online: An ecological systems theory analysis. Journal of Interprofessional 
Care, 31(4), 420-428. 

Bodycott, P. (2009). Choosing a higher education study abroad destination: What 
mainland Chinese parents and students rate as important. Journal of Research in 
International Education, 8(3), 349-373. 

Bohman, E. (2010). Headed for the Heartland: Decision Making Process of Community 
College Bound International Students. Community College Journal of Research 
and Practice, 34, 64-77. 

Bohman, E. (2014). Attracting the World: Institutional Initiatives' Effects on 
International Students' Decision to Enroll. Community College Journal of 
Research and Practice, 38, 710-720. 

Bourke, A. (2000). A Model of the Determinants of International Trade in Higher 
Education. The Service Industries Journal, 20(1), 110-138. 

Bowers, T. A., & Pugh, R. C. (1972). A Comparision of Factors Underlying College 
Choice by Students and Parents. presented at the meeting of the 1972 American 
Educational Research Assosiation Anual Meeting, Chicago. 

Boyatzis, R. E. (1998). Transforming qualitative information: Thematic analysis and 
code development. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Boyle, R. P. (1966). The Effect of the High School on Students' Aspirations. American 
Journal of Sociology, 71(6), 628-639. 

Bradshaw, G., Espinoza, S., & Hausman, C. (2001). The College Decision-Making of 
High Achieving Students. College and University, 77(2), 15-22. 



   156 
 

Branco Oliveira, D., & Soares, A. M. (2016). Studying abroad: developing a model for 
the decision process of international students. Journal of Higher Education 
Policy and Management, 38(2), 126-139. 

Brantlinger, E., Jimenez, R., Klingner, J., Pugach, M., & Richardson, V. (2005). 
Qualitative Studies in Special Education. Council for Exceptional Children, 
71(2), 195-207. 

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative 
research in psychology, 3(2), 77-101. 

Brewer, D. J., Eide, E. R., & Ehrenberg, R. G. (1999). Does it Pay to Attend an Elite 
Private College? Cross-Cohort Evidence on the Effects of College Type on 
Earnings. The Journal of Human Resources, 34(1), 104-123. 

Briggs, S. (2006). An exploratory study of the factors influencing undergraduate student 
choice: the case of higher education in Scotland. Studies in Higher Education, 
31(6), 705-722. 

Broekemier, G. M., & Seshadri, S. (2000). Differences in College Choice Criteria 
Between Deciding Students and Their Parents. Journal of Marketing for Higher 
Education, 9(3), 1-13. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The Ecology of Human Development: Experiments by 
Nature and Design. Cambridge, MA: Havard University Press. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the Family as a Context for Human 
Development: Research Perspectives. Developmental Psychology, 22(6), 723-
742. 

Brooks-Gunn, J., Duncan, G. J., Klebanov, P. K., & Sealand, N. (1993). Do 
neighborhoods influence child and adolescent development? American Journal 
of Sociology, 99(2), 353-395. 

Brown, R. C., Hernandez, M. Y., Mitchell, T. D., & Turner, C. R. (1999). Factors 
Influencing Student College Choice Between In-state and Out-of-State Students. 
Journal of the Indiana University Student Personnel Association, 30-44. 

Cabrera, A. E., & La Nasa, S. M. (2000). Understanding the College-Choice Process. 
New Derections for Institutional Research, 107(5-22). 

Canale, J. R., & Dunlap, L. (1996). The Relative Importance of Various College 
Characteristics to Students in Influencing Their Choice of a College. College 
Student Journal, 30(2). 

Carlson, J. S. (1990). Study abroad: The experience of American undergraduates (Vol. 
37): Greenwood Publishing Group. 

Cebolla-Boado, H., Hu, Y., & Soysal, Y. N. (2018). Why study abroad? Sorting of 
Chinese students across British universities. British Journal of Sociology of 
Education, 39(3), 365-380. 

Ceja, M. (2006). Understanding the Role of Parents and Siblings as Information Sources 
in the College Choice Process of Chicana Students. Journal of College Student 
Developement, 47(1), 87-104. 

Chapman, D. W. (1981). A model of Student College Choice. Journal of Higher 
Education, 52(5), 490-505. 

Chapman, R. G. (1979). Pricing Policy and the College Choice Process. Research in 
Higher Education, 10(1), 37-57. 

Chapman, R. G. (1986). Toward a Theory of College Selection: a Model of College 
Search and Choice Behavior. Advances in Consumer Research, 13, 246-250. 

Chapman, T. K., Contreras, F., & Martinez, E. (2018). African American Parents and 
Their High-Achieving Students: Issues of Race, Class, and Community in the 
College Choice Process. Journal of African American Studies, 22(1), 31-48. 

Chatfield, H. K., Lee, S. J., & Chatfield, R. E. (2012). The analysis of factors affecting 
choice of college: A case study of University of Nevada Las Vegas Hotel 
college students. Journal of Hospitality & Tourism Education, 24(1), 26-33. 



   157 
 

Chaudhary, M., & Gupta, A. (2012). Exploring the influence strategies used by 
children: an empirical study in India. Management Research Review, 35(12), 
1153-1169. 

Chen, C.-H., & Zimitat, C. (2006). Understanding Taiwanese students’ decision-making 
factors regarding Australian international higher education. International 
Journal of Educational Management, 20(2), 91-100. 

Chen, L.-H. (2007). East-Asian Students' Choice of Canadian Graduate Schools. 
International Journal of Educational Advancement, 7(4), 271-306. 

Childers, T. L., & Rao, A. R. (1992). The influence of familial and peer-based reference 
groups on consumers decisions. Journal of Consumer Research, 19(2), 198-211. 

Chipuer, H. M. (2001). Dyadic attachments and community connectedness: Links with 
youths' loneliness experiences. Journal of Community Psychology, 29(4), 429-
446. 

Clark, A. M. (1998). The qualitative-quantitative debate: moving from positivism and 
confrontation to post-positivism and reconciliation. Journal of Advanced 
Nursing, 27(6), 1242-1249. 

Conklin, M. E., & Dailey, A. R. (1981). Does Consistency of Parental Educational 
Encouragement Matter for Secondary School Students. Sociology of Education, 
54(4), 254-262. 

Cook, R. W., & Zallocco, R. L. (1983). Predicting University Preference and 
Attendance: Applied Marketing in Higher Education Administration. Research 
in Higher Education, 19(2), 197-211. 

Cooper, M. M. (1997). Distinguishing critical and post-positivist research. College 
Composition and Communication, 48(4), 556-561. 

Corbin, J. M., & Strauss, A. L. (2015). Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and 
Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE. 

Cowan, G., Drinkard, J., & MacGavin, L. (1984). The effects of target, age and gender 
on use of power strategies. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 47(6), 
1391-1398. 

Crawford, D. W., & Godbey, G. (1987). Reconceptualizing Barriers to Family Leisure. 
Leisure Sciences, 9(2), 119-127. 

Crawford, D. W., Jackson, E. L., & Godbey, G. (1991). A Hierarchical Model of 
Leisure Constraints Leisure Sciences, 13(4), 309-320. 

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design: Choosing Among Five 
Approaches (3rd ed.). LA: Sage. 

Crews, G. A. (2016). Critical Examinations of School Violence and Disturbance in K-
12 Education: IGI Global. 

Criss, M. M., Shaw, D. S., Moilanen, K. L., Hitchings, J. E., & Ingoldsby, E. M. (2009). 
Family, neighborhood, and peer characteristics as predictors of child adjustment: 
A longitudinal analysis of additive and mediation models. Social Development, 
18(3), 511-535. 

Cubillo, J. M., Sanchez, J., & Cervino, J. (2006). Internationa students' decision-making 
process. International Journal of Educational Management, 20(2), 101-115. 

Dalglish, C. L., & Chan, A. O. (2005). Expections and Reality - International Student 
Reflections on Studying in Australia Symposium conducted at the meeting of 
the Australian International Education Conference, Gold Coast, Australia. 

Dao, M. T. N., & Thorpe, A. (2015). What factors influence Vietnamese students' 
choice of university? International Journal of Educational Management, 29(5), 
666-681. 

Darling, N. (2007). Ecological Systems Theory: The Person in the Center of the Circles. 
REsearch in Human Development, 4(3-4), 203-217. 

Dauphin, A., El Lahga, A. R., Fortin, B., & Lacroix, G. (2011). Are children decision-
makers within the household? The Economic Journal, 121(553), 871-903. 



   158 
 

Davis, H. L. (1974). Family decision making as conflict management Symposium 
conducted at the meeting of the ACR North American Advances 

Davis, H. L. (1976). Decision Making within the Household. Journal of Consumer 
Research, 2, 241-260. 

Davis, H. L., & Rigaux, B. P. (1974). Perception of martial roles in decision processes. 
Journal of Consumer Research, 1(1), 51-62. 

Decrop, A. (1999). Triangulation in qualitative tourism research. Tourism Management, 
20(1), 157-161. 

Decrop, A., & Snelders, D. (2004). Planning the Summer Vacation: An Adaptable 
Process. Annals of Tourism Research, 31(4), 1008-1030. 

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2003). Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry (2nd ed.). 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2011). The SAGE Handbook of Qualitative Research 
(4th ed.). Los Angeles: SAGE. 

DiCicco-Bloom, B., & Crabtree, B. F. (2006). The Qualitative Research Interview. 
Medical Education, 40(4), 314-321. 

Dimmock, C., & Leong, J. O. S. (2010). Studying overseas: mainland Chinese students 
in Singapore. Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International Education, 
40(1), 25-42. 

Douglas, S. P. (1983). Examining family decision-making processes Symposium 
conducted at the meeting of the ACR North American Advances 

Dowding, K. (1994). The Compatibility of Behaviouralism, Rational Choie and 'New 
Institutionalism". Journal of Theoretical Politics, 6(1), 105-117. 

Doyle, S., Gendall, P., Meyer, L. H., Hoek, J., Tait, C., McKenzie, L., & Loorparg, A. 
(2010). An investigation of factors associated with student participation in study 
abroad. Journal of Studies in International Education, 14(5), 471-490. 

Duerden, M. D., & Witt, P. A. (2010). An Ecological Systems Theory Perspective on 
Youth Programming. Journal of Park and Recreation Administration, 28(2), 
108-120. 

Durlak, J. A., Taylor, R. D., Kawashima, K., Pachan, M. K., DuPre, E. P., Celio, C. I., . 
. . Weissberg, R. P. (2007). Effects of positive youth development programs on 
school, family, and community systems. American Journal of Community 
Psychology, 39(3-4), 269-286. 

Easton, G. (2010). Critical realism in case study research. Industrial Marketing 
Management, 39(1), 118-128. 

Ecomobi. (2016). Vietnam Digital Langscape 2017. Vietnam Business TV. 
Eder, J., Smith, W. W., & Pitts, R. E. (2010). Exploring factors influencing student 

study abroad destination choice. Journal of Teaching in Travel and Tourism, 
10(3), 232-250. 

Education Counts. (2014). Export Education Levy Key Statistics: Trimester 1 (1 
January to 30 April) 2014 Edition. Education Counts. Retrieved from 
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/international-
education/international-students-in-new-zealand 

Elliott, R., Fischer, C. T., & Rennie, D. L. (1999). Evolving guidelines for publication 
of qualitative research studies in psychology and related fields. British Journal 
of Clinical Psychology, 38, 215-229. 

Fang, W., & Wang, S. (2014). Chinese Students' Choice of Transnational Higher 
Education in a Globalized Higher Education Market: A Case Study of W 
University. Journal of Studies in International Education, 18(5), 475-494. 

Flick, U. (2006). An Introduction to Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications. 

Flint, T. A. (1992). Parental and Planning Influences on the Formation of Student 
College Choice Sets. Research in Higher Education, 33(6), 689-708. 



   159 
 

Flurry, L. A. (2007). Children's influence in family decision-making: Examining the 
impact of the changing American family. Journal of Business Research, 60(4), 
322-330. 

Foster, M. (2014). Student destination choices in higher education: Exploring attitudes 
of Brazilian students to study in the United Kingdom. Journal of Research in 
International Education, 13(2), 149-162. 

Foxman, E. R., Tansuhaj, P. S., & Ekstrom, K. M. (1989). Family members' perceptions 
of adolescents' influence in family decision making. Journal of Consumer 
Research, 15(4), 482-491. 

Frikha, A. (2010). Conflict in purchase decision making within couples. Journal of 
Islamic Marketing, 1(3), 231-248. 

Fuller, W. C., Manski, C. F., & Wise, D. A. (1982). New Evidence on the Economic 
Determinants of Postsecondary Schooling Choices. Journal of Human 
Resources, 17(4), 472-498. 

Galotti, K. M., & Mark, M. C. (1994). How do high School Students Structure an 
Important Life Decision? A Short-term Longitudinal Study of the College 
Decision-making Process. Research in Higher Education, 35(5), 589-607. 

General Statistics Office of Vietnam. (2014). Statistical Handbook of Vietnam. Hanoi, 
Vietnam: General Statistics Office of Vietnam. 

Gillespie, J., & Nicholson, P. (2005). Asian Socialism and Legal Change: The 
Dynamics of Vietnamese and Chinese Reform (13 ed.). Canberra: Asia Pacific 
Press. 

Glesne, C. (2016). Becoming qualitative researchers: an introduction. Boston: Pearson. 
Goldhaber, D. D. (1999). School choice: An examination of the empirical evidence on 

achievement, parental decision making, and equity. Educational Researcher, 
28(9), 16-25. 

Goldstein, S. B., & Kim, R. I. (2006). Predictors of US college students' participation in 
study abroad programs: A longitudinal study. International Journal of 
Intercultural Relations, 30(4), 507-521. 

Government of Canada. Student work permit. Retrieved from 
http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/study/work-offcampus.asp 

Grüne-Yanoff, T., Marchionni, C., & Moscati, I. (2014). Introduction: methodologies of 
bounded rationality. Journal of Economic Methodology, 21(4), 325-342. 

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1994). Competing paradigms in qualitative research. In 
Handbook of qualitative research: SAGE. 

Hallinan, M. T., & Williams, R. A. (1990). Students' Characteristics and the Peer-
Influence Process. Sociology of Education, 63(2), 122-132. 

Hamilton, K., & Catterall, M. (2007). Cooperation and conflict in family decision 
making Symposium conducted at the meeting of the ACR European Advances 

Hawkins, D., Neal, C., & Quester, P. G. (1998). Consumer Behaviour: Implications for 
Marketing Strategy (First Australasian Edition ed.). NSW: McGraw-Hill 
Australia. 

Hearn, J. C. (1984). The relative roles of academic, ascribed, and socioeconomic 
characteristics in college destinations. Sociology of Education, 57(1), 22-30. 

Hechter, M., & Kanazawa, S. (1997). Sociological Rational Choice Theory. Annual 
Review of Sociology, 23, 191-214. 

Heller, D. E. (1999). The Effects of Tuition and State Financial Aid on Public College 
Enrollment. The Review of Higher Education, 23(1), 65-89. 

Hemsley-Brown, J. (2012). 'The best education in the world': reality, repetition or 
cliche? International students' reasons for choosing an English university. 
Studies in Higher Education, 37(8), 1005-1022. 

Hennink, M., Hutter, I., & Bailey, A. (2011). Qualitative Research Methods. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE. 



   160 
 

Herselman, M., Botha, A., Mayindi, D., & Reid, E. (2018). Influences of the ecological 
systems theory influencing technological use in rural schools in South Africa: A 
case study. presented at the meeting of the 2018 International Conference on 
Advances in Big Data, Computing and Data Communication Systems 
(icABCD),  

Himler, M. J. (1998). Post-secondary fees and the decision to attand a university or a 
community college. Journal of Public Economics, 67, 329-348. 

Hirschman, C., & Vu, L. (1996). Family and Household Structure in Vietnam: Some 
Glimpses From a Recent Survey. Pacific Affairs, 69(2), 229-249. 

Hiscocks, R. A. (1996). The Factors Influencing College Choice and Persistence. 
Truman State University, Kirksville, Missouri. (1383664) 

Ho, D. Y. (1976). On the Concept of Face. American Journal of Sociology, 81(4), 867-
884. 

Hoepfl, M. C. (1997). Choosing Qualitative Research: A Primer for Technology 
Education Researcher. Journal of Technology Education, 9(1), 47-63. 

Hofstede, G. (2003). Cultures and Organizations: Intercultural Cooperation and Its 
Importance for Survival. London: Profile Books. 

Hofstede, G., & Bond, M. H. (1988). The Confucius Connection: From Cultural Roots 
To Economic Growth. Organizational Dynamics, 16(4), 5-21. 

Holdert, F., & Antonides, G. (1997). Family type effects on household members' 
decision making Symposium conducted at the meeting of the ACR North 
American Advances 

Holland, J., Thomson, R., & Henderson, S. (2006). Qualitative Longitudinal Research: 
A Discussion Paper. In. London: London South Bank University. 

Holmegaard, H. T., Ulriksen, L. M., & Madsen, L. M. (2014). The process of choosing 
what to study: A longitudinal study of upper secondary students' identity work 
when choosing higher education. Scandinavian Journal of Educational 
Research, 58(1), 21-40. 

Hootsuite, & We Are Social. (2017). Digital in 2017 Vietnam Overview. We Are Social 
Singapore. 

Hoover-Dempsey, K. V., & Sandler, H. M. (1997). Why Do Parents Become Involved 
in Their Children's Education? Review of Educational Research, 67(1), 3-42. 

Hoque, Z. (2006). Methodological Issues in Accounting Research: Theories and 
Methods: Spiramus Press Ltd. 

Hossler, D., & Gallagher, L. (1987). Studying college choice: A three-phase model and 
the implication for policy makers. College and University, 2, 207-221. 

Hoyt, J. E., & Brown, A. B. (2003). Identifying College Choice Factors to Successfully 
Market Your Institution. College and University, 78(4), 3-10. 

ICEF Monitor. (2013). Why Vietnam? A market snapshot. Retrieved from 
http://monitor.icef.com/2013/04/why-vietnam-a-market-snapshot/ 

ICEF Monitor. (2014). Spotlight on Vietnam: quality issues, demand for study abroad 
and graduate employability: ICEF Monitor. Retrieved from 
http://monitor.icef.com/2014/04/spotlight-on-vietnam-quality-issues-demand-
for-study-abroad-and-graduate-employability/ 

ICEF Monitor. (2015). Challenges in Vietnamese higher education contributing to 
demand for study abroad: ICEF Monitor. Retrieved from 
http://monitor.icef.com/2015/09/challenges-in-vietnamese-higher-education-
contributing-to-demand-for-study-abroad/ 

ICEF Monitor. (2017). Market snapshot: Vietnam: ICEF. Retrieved from 
http://marketing.icef.com/acton/media/18128/icef-market-snapshot-vietnam 

Immigration New Zealand. All about student visas. 
Ingraham, E. C., & Peterson, D. L. (2004). Assessing the Impact of Study Abroad on 

Student Learning at Michigan State University. Frontiers: The interdisciplinary 
journal of study abroad, 10, 83-100. 



   161 
 

Jackson, E. L. (1997). In the Eye of the Beholder: A Comment on Samdahl & 
Jekubovich (1997), " A Critique of Leisure Constraints: Comparative Analyses 
and Understandings. Journal of Leisure Research, 29(4), 458-468. 

Jackson, E. L., Crawford, D. W., & Godbey, G. (1993). Negotiation of Leisure 
Constraints. Leisure Sciences, 15(1), 1-11. 

Jackson, G. A. (1982). Public Efficiency and Private Choice in Higher Education. 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 4(2), 237-247. 

Jacob, S. A. (2011). The College Choice Process of the Women Who Gender 
Intergrated America's Military Academies. College and University, 87(1), 28-36. 

Jenkins, R. L. (1978). Family vacation decision-making. Journal of Travel Research, 
16(4), 2-7. 

Jon, J.-E., Lee, J. J., & Byun, K. (2014). The emergence of a regional hub: comparing 
international student choices and experiences in South Korea. Higher Education, 
67(5), 691-710. 

Joseph, M., & Joseph, B. (2000). Indonesian students' perceptions of choice criteria in 
the selection of a tertiary institution: strategic implications. International 
Journal of Educational Management, 14(1), 40-44. 

Kallio, R. E. (1995). Factors influencing the college choice decisions of graduate 
students. Research in Higher Education, 36(1), 109-124. 

Kancheva, I. R. (2017). Gender Role Distribution In Residential Real Estate Family 
Decision Making. Network Intelligence Studies(10), 123-130. 

Kane, T. J. (1994). College Entry by Blacks since 1970: The Role of College Costs, 
Family Background, and the Returns to Education. Journal of Political 
Economy, 102(5), 878-911. 

Kang, S. K., & Hsu, C. H. (2004). Spousal conflict level and resolution in family 
vacation destination selection. Journal of Hospitality & Tourism Research, 
28(4), 408-424. 

Kasravi, J. (2009). Factors Influencing the Decision to Study Abroad for Students of 
Color: Moving Beyond the Barriers. University of Minnesota. 

Kealy, M. J., & Rockel, M. L. (1987). Student Perceptions of College Quality: The 
Influence of College Recruitment Policies. Journal of Higher Education, 58(6), 
683-703. 

Kemp, S., Madden, G., & Simpson, M. (1998). Emerging Australian Education 
Markets: Adiscrete Choice model of Taiwanese and Indonesian Student Intened 
Study Destination. Education Economics, 6(2), 159-169. 

Kim, D. (2004). The Effect of Financial Aid on Students' College Choice: Differences 
by Racial Groups. Research in Higher Education, 45(1), 43-70. 

Kim, J. Y., & Nam, S. H. (1998). The Concept and Dynamics of Face: Implications for 
Organizational Behavior in Asia. Organisation Science, 9(4), 522-534. 

Kim, M. S., & Sharkey, W. F. (1995). Independent and Interdependent Construals of 
Self: Explaining Cultural Patterns of Interpersonal Communication in Multi-
Cultural Organizational Settings. Communication Quarterly, 43(1), 20-38. 

Kirchler, E. (1993). Spouses' joint purchase decisions: Determinants of influence tactics 
for muddling through the process. Journal of Economic Psychology, 14(2), 405-
438. 

Kissman, K. (1990). Women in Blue-Collar Occupations: An Exploration of Constraints 
and Facilitators. Journal of Sociology & Social Welfare, 17, 139-149. 

Kobayashi, Y. (2007). Japanese working women and English study abroad. World 
Englishes, 26(1), 62-71. 

Kohn, M. G., Manski, C. F., & Mundel, D. S. (1976). An empirical investigation of 
factors which influence college-going behavior. Annals of Economic and Social 
Measurement, 5(4), 391-419. 

Kuhn, T., & Poole, M. S. (2000). Do Conflict Management Styles Affect Group 
Decision Making. Human Communication Research, 26(4), 558-590. 



   162 
 

Kvale, S. (1996). Interviews: An Introduction to Qualitative Research Interviewing. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Lackman, C., & Lanasa, J. M. (1993). Family decision-making theory: an overview and 
assessment. Psychology & Marketing, 10(2), 81-93. 

Lee, C.-F. (2017). Exploring Motivations for Studying Abroad: A Case Study of 
Taiwan. Tourism Analysis, 22(4), 523-536. 

Lee, C. K. C., & Beatty, S. E. (2002). Family structure and influence in family decision 
making. Journal of Consumer Marketing, 19(1), 24-41. 

Lee, C. K. C., & Collins, B. A. (2000). Family decision making and coalition patterns. 
European Journal of Marketing, 34(9/10), 1181-1198. 

Lee, C. K. C., & Morrish, S. C. (2012). Cultural values and higher education choices: 
Chinese families. Australasian Marketing Journal, 20(1), 59-64. 

Lee, J. J. (2007). Beyong Borders: International Student Pathways to the United States. 
Journal of Studies in International Education, 1-20. 

Lee, M.-K. (2013). Why Chinese students choose Korea as their study destination in the 
global hierarchy of higher education? KEDI Journal of Educational Policy, 
10(2), 315-338. 

Leslie, L., L.,, Johnson, G. P., & Carlson, J. (1977). The Impact Of Need-Based Student 
Aid Upon The College Attendance Decision. Journal of Education Finance, 
2(3), 269-285. 

Levy, D., Murphy, L., & Lee, C. K. C. (2008). Influences and emotions: exploring 
family decision-making processes when buying a house. Housing Studies, 23(2), 
271-289. 

Li, M., & Bray, M. (2007). Cross-border flows of students for higher education: Push-
pull factors and motivations of mainland Chinese students in Hong Kong and 
Macau. Higher Education, 53, 791-818. 

Litten, L. H. (1982). Different Strokes in the Applicant Pool. Journal of Higher 
Education, 53(4), 383-402. 

Locke, E. A., & Latham, G. P. (2002). Building a practically useful theory of goal 
setting and task motivation: A 35-year odyssey. American Psychologist, 57(9), 
705-717. 

Maramba, D. C., Palmer, R. T., Kang, H., & Yull, D. (2018). An Exploratory Study of 
College Choice for Southeast Asian American Students. Journal of Student 
Affairs Research and Practice, 55(2), 155-166. 

March, J. G. (1978). Bounded Rationality, Ambiguity, and the Engineering of Choice 

The Bell Journal of Economics, 9(2), 587-608. 
Maringe, F. (2006). University and course choice: Implications for positioning, 

recruitment and marketing. International Journal of Educational Management, 
20(6), 466-479. 

Maringe, F., & Carter, S. (2007). International students' motivations for studying in UK 
HE: Insights into the choice and decision making of African students. 
International Journal of Educational Management, 21(6), 459-475. 

Markus, H. R., & Kitayama, S. (1991). Culture and the Self: Implications for Cognition, 
Emotion, and Motivation. Psychological Review, 98(2), 224-253. 

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2006). Designing Qualitative Research. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Martinez, E., & Polo, Y. (1999). Determining factors in family purchasing behavour: an 
empirical investigation. Journal Consumer Marketing, 16(5), 461-481. 

Mazzarol, T. (1998). Critical success factors for international education maketing. 
International Journal of Educational Management, 12(4), 163-175. 

Mazzarol, T., & Soutar, G. N. (2002). "Push-pull" factors influencing international 
student destination choice. International Journal of Educational Management, 
16(2), 82-90. 



   163 
 

McCarthy, E. E., Sen, A. K., & Garrity, B. F. (2012). Factors that influence Canadian 
students' choice of higher education institutions in the United States. Business 
Education & Accreditation, 4(2), 85-95. 

McDonough, P. M. (2005). Counseling and College Counseling in America's High 
Schools. State of College Admission, 107-121. 

McFadden, C., Maahs-Fladung, C., & Mallett, W. (2012). Recruiting International 
Students to Your Campus. Journal of International Students, 2(2), 157-167. 

McInnis, C., Coates, H., Jensz, F., & Vu, T. (2004). Study abroad and study exchange 
systems in industrialised countries: Australian Education International. 

McLaughlin, L. A., & Braun, K. L. (1998). Asian and Pacific Islander Cultural Values: 
Considerations for Health Care Decision Making. Health & Social Work, 23(2), 
116-125. 

McLinden, M. (2017). Examining proximal and distal influences on the part-time 
student experience through an ecological systems theory. Teaching in Higher 
Education, 22(3), 373-388. 

McMahon, M. E. (1992). Higher education in a world market: An historical look at the 
global context of international study. Higher Education, 24(4), 465-482. 

Migin, M. W., Falahat, M., & Khatibi, A. (2015). Conceptualizing the Decision Making 
Process of International Students in Higher Education. International Journal of 
Business and Social Science, 6(119-126). 

Ming, J. S. K. (2010). Institutional Factors Influencing Students' College Choice 
Desicion in Malaysia: A Conceptual Framework. International Journal of 
Business and Social Science, 1(3), 53-58. 

Misran, N., Sahuri, S. N. S., Arsad, N., Hussan, H., & Zaki, W. M. D. W. (2012). 
Malaysian Matriculation Student's Factors in Choosing University and 
Undergraduate Program. Asian Social Science, 8(16), 222-231. 

Moogan, Y. J., & Baron, S. (2003). An Anylysis of Student Characteristics within the 
Student Decision Making Process. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 
27(3), 271-287. 

Moogan, Y. J., Baron, S., & Harris, K. (1999). Decision-Making Behaviour of Potential 
Higher Education Students. Higher Education Quarterly, 53(3), 211-228. 

Morgan, V., Dunn, S., Cairns, E., & Fraser, G. (1993). How do parents choose a school 
for their child? An example of the exercise of parental choice. Educational 
Research, 35(2), 139-148. 

Morse, J. M. (1991). Strategies for sampling. In Qualitative Nursing Research: A 
Contemporary dialogue (pp. 127-145): SAGE. 

Morse, J. M. (2000). Determine Sample Size. Qualitative Health Research, 10(1), 3-5. 
Mpinganjira, M. (2009). Comparative Analysis of Factors Influencing the Decision to 

Study Abroad. African Journal of Business Management, 3(8), 358-365. 
Mpinganjira, M. (2011). Why choose South Africa? Insights from international 

undergraduate students 

African Journal of Business Management, 5(6), 2180-2188. 
Muhammad, C. G. (2008). African American Students and College Choice a 

Consideration of the Role of School Counselors. Nassp Bullentin, 92(2), 81-94. 
Mundel, D. S. (1974). Student Choice and College Going. Change, 6(6), 50-51. 
Musgrave, J., & Woodward, S. (2016). Ecological systems theory approach to corporate 

social responsibility: contextual perspective from meeting planners. Event 
Management, 20(3), 365-381. 

Myers, M. D., & Newman, M. (2007). The Qualitative Interview in IS Research: 
Examining the Craft. Information and Organisation, 17(1), 2-26. 

Navratilova, T. (2013). Analysis and Comparison of Factors Influencing University 
Choice. Journal of Competitiveness, 5(3), 90-100. 



   164 
 

Neal, J. W., & Neal, Z. P. (2013). Nested or Networked? Future Directions for 
Ecological Systems Theory. Social Development, 22(4), 722-737. 

Nguyen, H. H. (1998). The Confucian incursion into Vietnam. In Confucianism and the 
Family: A Study of Indo-tibetan Scholasticism (pp. 91-104) 

Nguyen, H. L., Westberg, K., Stavros, C., & Robinson, L. J. (2018). Family decision-
making in an emerging market: Tensions with tradition. Journal of Business 
Research, 86, 479-489. 

Nguyen, S. T. (2017). Asian American Pacific Islander College Choice: Literature 
Review. Journal of the Student Personnel Association at Indiana University, 83-
94. 

Nguyen, T. Q. T. (2015). Conducting semi-structured interviews with the Vietnamese. 
Qualitative Research Journal, 15(1), 35-46. 

Nicholls, J., Harris, J., Morgan, E., Clarke, K., & Sims, D. (1995). Marketing higher 
education: the MBA experience. International Journal of Educational 
Management, 9(2), 31-38. 

Nørgaard, M. K., & Brunsø, K. (2011). Family conflicts and conflict resolution 
regarding food choices. Journal of Consumer Behaviour, 10(3), 141-151. 

Nunan, P. (2006). An exploration of the long term effects of student exchange 
experiences Symposium conducted at the meeting of the IDP Australian 
International Education Conference 

O'Neil, B. (2013). College Choice: Factors Influencing High School Seniors' Decision 
to Enroll at Private Colleges in South Carolina. Clemson University. (3592519) 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Leech, N. L. (2005). The Role of Sampling in Qualitative 
Research. Academic Exchange Quarterly, 9(3), 280. 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Leech, N. L. (2007). Sampling Designs in Qualitative Research: 
Making the Sampling Process More Public. The Qualitative Report, 12(2), 238-
254. 

Oppenheimer, J. A. (2008). Rational choice theory. In The Sage Encyclopedia of 
Political Theory: London Sage Publications. 

Padlee, S. F., Kamaruddin, A. R., & Baharun, R. (2010). International Students' Choic 
Behavior for Higher Education at malaysian Private Universities. International 
Journal of Marketing Studies, 2(2), 202-211. 

Palan, K. M., & Wilkes, R. E. (1997). Adolescent-parent interaction in family decision 
making. Journal of Consumer Research, 24(2), 159-169. 

Park, C. W., & Lessig, V. P. (1977). Students and housewives: Differences in 
susceptibility to reference group influence. Journal of Consumer Research, 4(2), 
102-110. 

Park, M., & Chesla, C. (2007). Revisiting Confucianism as a Conceptual Framework for 
Asian Family Study. Journal of Family Nursing, 13(3), 293-311. 

Patton, M. Q. (1990). Qualitative Evaluation and Research Methods. Newbury Park, 
CA: Sage Publications. 

Paulsen, M. B. (1990). College Choice: Understanding Student Enrollment Behavior: 
Association for the Study of Higher Education, ERIC Clearinghouse on Higher 
Education, George Washingtion University. 

Payne, J. W. (1976). Task complexity and contigent processing in decision making: An 
information search and protocal analysis. Organizational behavior and human 
performance, 16(2), 366-387. 

Peloquin, C., Doering, T., Alley, S., & Rebar, A. (2017). The facilitators and barriers of 
physical activity among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander regional sport 
participants. Australian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health, 41(5), 474-
479. 

Penner, L. A., & Tran, A. (1977). A Comparison of American and Vietnamese Value 
Systems. Journal of Social Psychology, 101(2), 187-204. 



   165 
 

Perez, P. A., & McDonough, P. M. (2008). Understanding Latina and Latino College 
Choice: A Social Capital and Chain Migration Analysis. Journal of Hispanic 
Higher Education, 1-17. 

Perna, L. W. (2006). Studying College Access and Choice: A Proposed Conceptual 
Model. Higher Education: Handbook of Theory and Research, 21, 99-157. 

Perna, L. W., Rowan-Kenyon, H. T., Thomas, S. L., Bell, A., Anderson, R., & Li, C. 
(2008). The Role of College Counseling in Shaping College Opportunity: 
Variations across High Schools. The Review of Higher Education, 31(2), 131-
159. 

Phan, T. (2004). A Qualitative Study of Vietnamese Parental Involvement and their 
High Academic Achieving Chilren. Journal of Authentic Learning, 1, 51-61. 

Phinney, J. S., & Ong, A. D. (2002). Adolescent-parent disagreements and life 
satisfaction in families from Vietnamese- and European-American backgrounds. 
INternational Journal of Behavioral Developement, 26(6), 556-561. 

Pimpa, N. (2001). The influence of family, peers, and education agents on Thai students' 
choices of international education. presented at the meeting of the 15th 
Australian International Education Conference,  

Pimpa, N. (2003a). The influence of family on Thai student's choices of international 
education. International Journal of Educational Management, 17(5), 211-219. 

Pimpa, N. (2003b). The Influence of Peers and Student Recruitment Agencies on Thai 
Students' Choices of International Education. Journal of Studies in International 
Education, 7(2), 178-192. 

Pimpa, N. (2004). The Relationship between Thai Students' Choice of International 
Education and Their Families. International Education Journal, 5(3), 352-359. 

Pimpa, N. (2005). A family affair: The effect of family on Thai students' choices of 
international education. Higher Education, 49(4), 431-448. 

Pittenger, S. L., Pogue, J. K., & Hansen, D. J. (2018). Predicting sexual revictimization 
in childhood and adolescence: a longitudinal examination using ecological 
systems theory. Child Maltreatment, 23(2), 137-146. 

Po, A. C. L., Gibson, P., & Muthaly, S. (2014). Becoming an education provider of 
choice in Hong Kong: an inquiry into student deceision making. International 
Journal of Educational Management, 28(5), 590-609. 

Power, C., & Gertzel, C. (1990). International Student Marketing in Higher Education. 
Higher Education Policy, 3(1), 28-30. 

Powers, S., Douglas, P., & Choroszy, M. (1983). Factors in the Choice of Higher 
Educational Institutions by Academically Gifted Seniors. Journal of College 
Student Personnel, 24(6), 540-545. 

Pyvis, D., & Chapman, A. (2007). Why university students choose an international 
education: A case study in Malaysia. International Journal of Educational 
Development, 27(2), 235-246. 

Qualls, W. J. (1982). Changing sex roles: Its impact upon family decision making 
Symposium conducted at the meeting of the ACR North American Advances 

Qualls, W. J. (1984). Sex roles, husband-wife influence, and family decision behavior 
Symposium conducted at the meeting of the ACR North American Advances 

Quang, T., & Vuong, N. T. (2002). Management styles and organisational effectiveness 
in Vietnam. Research and Practice in Human Resource Management, 10(2), 36-
55. 

Rafi, B., & Lewis, P. (2013). Indian higher education students in Australia: Their 
patterns and motivations. Australian Journal of Education, 57(2), 157-173. 

Raymore, L. A. (2002). Facilitators to Leisure. Journal of Leisure Research, 34(1), 37-
51. 

Ritchie, J., Lewis, J., Nicholls, C., & Ormston, R. (2003). Qualitative Research 
Practice: A Guide for Social Science Students and Researchers. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications. 



   166 
 

Rojas-de-Gracia, M. M., Alarcon-Urbistondo, P., & Gonzalez Robles, E. M. (2018). 
Couple dynamics in family holidays decision-making process. INternational 
Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 30(1), 601-617. 

Rose-Krasnor, L. (2009). Future directions in youth involvement research. Social 
Development, 18(2), 497-509. 

Rosenbaum, J. E., Miller, S. R., & Krei, M., S. (1996). Gatekeeping in an Era of More 
Open Gates: High School Counselors' Views of Their Influence on Students' 
College Plans. American Journal of Education, 104(4), 257-279. 

Rubin, H. J., & Rubin, I. (2012). Qualitative Interviewing: The Art of Hearing Data. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Sach, E. (2015). An exploration of teachers' narratives: what are the facilitators and 
constraints which promote or inhibit 'good' formative assessment practices in 
schools? Education, 43(3), 322-335. 

Saldana, J. (2003). Longitudinal Qualitative Research: Analyzing Change Through 
Time. Walnut Creek, CA: AltaMira Press. 

Sanchez, C. M., Fornerino, M., & Zhang, M. (2006). Motivations and the Intent to 
Study Abroad Amond U.S., French, and Chinese Students. Journal of Teaching 
in International Business, 18(1), 27-52. 

Sandelowski, M. (1995). Sample Size in Qualitative Research. Research in Nursing & 
Health, 18, 179-183. 

Schmiesing, A., & Hollis, D. (2002). The role of special collections departments in 
humanities undergraduate and graduate teaching: A case study. Libraries and 
the Academy, 2(3), 465-480. 

Schweiger, D. M., Anderson, C. R., & Locke, E. A. (1985). Complex Decision Making: 
A Longitudinal Study of Process and Performance. Organisational Behavior 
and Human Decision Process, 36, 245-272. 

Scott, J. (2000). Rational choice theory. In Understanding Contemporary Society: 
Theories of the Present (pp. 129): SAGE. 

Seidman, E. (1991). Growing up the hard way: Pathways of urban adolescents. 
American Journal of Community Psychology, 19(2), 173-205. 

Seidman, E., Allen, L., Aber, J. L., Mitchell, C., Feinman, J., Yoshikawa, H., . . . Roper, 
G. C. (1995). Development and validation of adolescent-perceived microsystem 
scales: Social support, daily hassles, and involvement. American Journal of 
Community Psychology, 23(3), 355-388. 

Sewell, W. H., Haller, A. O., & Portes, A. (1969). The Educational and Early 
Occupational Attainment Process. American Journal of Sociology, 34(1), 82-92. 

Sewell, W. H., & Shah, V. P. (1967). Socioeconomic Status, Intelligence, and the 
Attainment of Higher Education. Sociology of Education, 40(1), 1-23. 

Sewell, W. H., & Shah, V. P. (1968). Social Class, Parental Encouragement, and 
Educational Aspirations. American Journal of Sociology, 73(5), 559-572. 

Sheth, J. N. (1974). A theory of family buying decisions. Models of buyer behavior, 17-
33. 

Shoham, A., & Dalakas, V. (2005). He said, she said... they said: parents' and children's 
assessment of children's influence on family consumption decisions. Journal of 
Consumer Marketing, 22(3), 152-160. 

Sidin, S. M., Hussin, S. R., & Soon, T. H. (2003). An Exploratory Study of Factors 
Influencing the College Choice Decision of Undergraduate Students in 
Malaysia. Asian Pacific Management Review, 8(3), 259-280. 

Simon, H. A. (1955). A Behavioral Model of Rational Choice. The Quaterly Journal of 
Economics, 69(1), 99-118. 

Simon, H. A. (1972). Theories of bounded rationality. Decision and Organization, 1(1), 
161-176. 



   167 
 

Simon, J., & Ainsworth, J. W. (2012). Race and socioeconomic status differences in 
study abroad participation: The role of habitus, social networks and cultural 
capital. ISRN Education. 

Singh, J. K. N., Schapper, J., & Jack, G. (2014). The Importance of Place for 
International Students' Choice of University: A Case Study at a Malaysian 
University. Journal of Studies in International Education, 18(5), 463-474. 

Smith-Vosper, L. M. (1997). Educational plans of community college students: an 
expansion of two college choice models. Louisiana State University. (9820759) 

Smith, E. D., & Pham, C. (1996). Doing Business in Vietnam: A Cultural Guide. 
Business Horizons, 47-51. 

Sniehotta, F. F., Schwarzer, R., Scholz, U., & Schuz, B. (2005). Action planning and 
coping planning for long-term lifestyle change: Theory and assessment. 
European Journal of Social Psychology, 35, 565-576. 

Solomon, M. R. (2009). Consumer Behavior: Buying, Having and Being (8th ed.). 
Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall. 

Soni, P., & Singh, R. (2003). Dimensions in family decision making revisited. IIMB 
Management Review, 15(3), 59-68. 

Sproles, G. B. (1983). Conceptualization and measurement of optimal consumer 
decision-making. The Journal of Consumer Affairs, 17(2), 421-438. 

Srnec, T., Loncaric, D., & Prodan, M. P. (2016). Family vacation decision making 
process: evidence from Croatia Symposium conducted at the meeting of the 
Tourism & Hospitality 2016: Trends and Challenges 

Stage, F. K., & Hossler, D. (1989). Differences in family influences on college 
attendance plans for male and female ninth graders. Research in Higher 
Education, 30(3), 301-315. 

Statista. (2019). Number of internet users in Vietnam from 2017 to 2023. from Statista 
Su, C., Fern, E. F., & Ye, K. (2003). A temporal dynamic model of spousal family 

purchase-decision behavior. Journal of Marketing Research, 40(3), 268-281. 
Tan, A. (2015). College Choice Behaviors of International Students. SAGE Open, 5(4). 
Taylor, B., & de Vocht, H. (2011). Interviewing Separately or as Couples? 

Considerations of Authenticity of Method. Qualitative Health Research, 21(11), 
1576-1587. 

The World Bank. (2017). GDP per capita (current US$). from The World Bank 
Tierney, M. L. (1980). The Impact of Financial Aid on Student Demand for 

Public/Private Higher Education. Journal of Higher Education, 51(5), 527-545. 
Tierney, W. G., Corwin, Z. B., & Colyar, J. E. (2005). Preparing for College: Nine 

Elements of Effective Outreach: SUNY Press. 
Tran, L., & Marginson, S. (2014). Education for Flexibility, Practicality and Mobility. 

In Higher Education in Vietnam: Flexibility, Mobility and Practicality in the 
Global Knowledge Economy: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Uphold, C. R., & Strickland, O. L. (1989). Issues Related to the Unit of Analysis in 
Family Nursing Research. Western Journal of Nursing Research, 11(4), 405-
417. 

USCIS. (2011, 13/05/2011). Foreign Students. Retrieved from http://www.uscis.gov/i-
9-central/complete-correct-form-i-9/complete-section-1-employee-information-
and-verification/foreign-students 

Valentine, G. (1999). Doing household research: interviewing couples together and 
apart. Area, 31(1), 67-74. 

Vaugh, R., Pitlik, J., & Hansotia, B. (1978). Understanding University Choice: a Multi-
Attribute Approach. Advances in Consumer Research, 5(1), 26-31. 

Veloutsou, C., Lewis, J. W., & Paton, R. A. (2004). University selection: information 
requirements and importance. International Journal of Educational 
Management, 18(3), 160-171. 



   168 
 

Wajeeh, E. M., & Micceri, T. (1997). Factors Influencing Students' College Choice at 
Traditional and MEtropolitan Universities. presented at the meeting of the 
Annual Forum of the Association for Institutional Research, Orlando, FL. 

Wang, Y. K. (2013). Explaining the tribute system: Power, Confucianism, and war in 
Medieval East Asia. Journal of East Asian Studies, 13(2), 207-232. 

Wang, Z. (2007). Key factors that influence recruting young Chinese students. 
International Education Journal, 8(2), 37-48. 

Weiler, W. C. (1994). Transition from Consideration of a College to the Decision to 
Apply. Research in Higher Education, 35(6), 631-646. 

Weiler, W. C. (1996). Factors Influencing the Matriculation Choices of High Ability 
Students. Economics of Education Review, 15(1), 23-36. 

Welch, A. R. (2010). Internationalisation of Vietnamese higher education: Retrospect 
and prospect. In Reforming higher education in Vietnam: Challenges and 
Priority (pp. 197-213): Springer Netherlands. 

West, A., David, M., Hailes, J., & Ribbens, J. (1995). Parents and the process of 
choosing secondary schools: implications for schools. Educational Management 
& Administration, 23(1), 23-38. 

Wilkinson, J. W., Mahara, A., & Quester, P. G. (1996). Asian Students: Their 
Experiences and perceptions of Australian Universities. Journal of Marketing 
for Higher Education, 7(3), 65-80. 

Williams, L. A., & Burns, A. C. (2000). Exploring the dimensionality of children's 
direct influence attempts Symposium conducted at the meeting of the ACR 
North American Advances 

Woodside, A. G. (2010). Case study research: theory, methods, practice. Bingley, UK: 
Emerald. 

Woodside, A. G., Caldwell, M., & Spurr, R. (2006). Advancing ecological systems 
theory in lifestyle, leisure and travel research. Journal of Travel Research, 44(3), 
259-272. 

Workman, J. L. (2015). Parental influence on exploratory students' college choice, 
major, and career decision making. College Student Journal, 49(1), 23-30. 

World Education Services. (2012). Beyond More of the Same: The Top Four Emerging 
Markets for   International Student Recruitment. Retrieved from 
http://wenr.wes.org/2012/10/wenr-october-2012-beyond-more-of-the-same-top-
four-emerging-markets-for-international-student-recruitment/ 

Wu, Q. (2014). Motivations and Decision-Making Processes of Mainland Chinese 
Students for Undertaking Master's Programs Abroad. Journal of Studies in 
International Education, 18(5), 426-444. 

Xie, Y., & Goyette, K. (2003). Social mobility and the educational choices of Asian 
Americans. Social Science Research, 32, 467-498. 

Yan, J., & Sorenson, R. (2006). The Effect of Confucian Values on Succession in 
Family Business. Family Business Review, 19(3), 235-250. 

Yang, M. (2007). What attracts mainland Chinese students to Australian higher 
education. Studies in Learning, Evaluation, Innovation and Developement, 4(2), 
1-12. 

Yao, C. W., & Garcia, C. E. (2018). International Student in Their Own Country: 
Motivation of Vietnamese Graduate Students to Attend a Collaborative 
Transnational University. FIRE: Forum for International Research in 
Education, 4(2), 22-38. 

Yin, R. K. (2009). Case study research: design and methods. Los Angeles: Sage 
Publications. 

Yum, J. O. (1988). The Impact of Confucianism on Interpersonal Relationship and 
Communication Patterns in East Asia. Communication Monographs, 55(4), 374-
388. 



   169 
 

Zain, O. M., Jan, M. T., & Ibrahim, A. B. (2013). Factors Influencing Students' 
Decisions in Choosing Private Institutions of Higher Education in Malaysia: a 
Structural Equation Modelling Approach. Asian Academy of Management 
Journal, 18(1), 75-90. 

Zhang, Z., & Brunton, M. (2007). Differences in living and learning: Chinese 
international students in New Zealand. Journal of Studies in International 
Education, 11(2), 124-140. 

Zwart, J. (2012). Study Abroad Choice of Chinese Students: Factors, Influences and 
Motivations. Quarterly Journal of Chinese Studies, 2(2), 68-90. 

 

 



   170 
 

APPENDICES  



   171 
 

  Ethics Approval Letter 

  



   172 
 

  Consent Form 

 

 



   173 
 

 

 

 

 



   174 
 

  Information Sheet 

 

 



   175 
 

 

 

 

 



   176 
 

  Case Summaries 

HCM – 01  

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student and her father. She is studying at a 

domestic senior high school for gifted students in Ho Chi Minh City. The student had 

been learning about overseas education since junior high school through the Internet, by 

her good friend’s going overseas during Year 7, and later through English teaching 

centres, which came to her school to advertise English tests for winning scholarships. 

Her parents also encouraged her from an early age to study hard to aim for overseas 

scholarships. The student thinks overseas education will give her more knowledge, and 

give her a better chance to practise English, which is highly desirable in the Vietnamese 

job market. The father thinks overseas education is better than the Vietnamese one. 

The idea for her to go is shared by both parents and student yet, when asked, the father 

said it has to come from the student, and has to be her aspiration. The student thinks 

about major, country and university. Student discusses the major, country and university 

with her parents. According to parents, the student will study overseas only if she gets a 

scholarship - it’s the critical factor for making the plan happen. 

Regarding major, the student is aiming for majors within the natural sciences area. 

Regarding country, the student is looking at the US because of the American lifestyle, 

and the fact that there is more information about the US available to the student. 

According to the father, flying from HCMC to the US, Australia, New Zealand and 

Singapore is more convenient than to Europe. The student prefers Western countries, 

compared to Asian countries, because she wants to experience totally new things. 

Important information: traditions and customs, culture, lifestyle, social conditions, cost 

and scholarship availability.  

Information sources included the Internet, university website, English education centre, 

student’s friend, and parents’ friends.  

Update from the second interview: after the student completed high school, she tried to 

get a scholarship but failed, and thus has to stay in Vietnam. She has enrolled in 

University of Medicine and Pharmacy at Ho Chi Minh City. 
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HCM – 03 

The interview was conducted with a Year 11 student and her parents. She is studying at 

an international high school in Ho Chi Minh City that follows the American style. Her 

parents sent her to international school since junior high school, and also they’ve guided 

her from the early age about studying overseas. The idea was initiated by the parents, 

due to their recognition of the weaknesses of domestic education, and now has become 

the student’s aspiration due to her familiarity with an international studying 

environment.  

The decision to go was made by the family, yet the parents let the student choose her 

major and university. She is active throughout the process, and they respect her choices. 

The family decides major, country and then university.  

Regarding major, the student likes business, despite her mom’s advice to study 

medicine for a higher chance of getting employment after graduation. She is aiming for 

finance, but that may change once the student actually enrols in the program. 

Regarding country, the US is the no.1 option: top-ranked education, non-discriminative 

society, more opportunities for employment, appropriate undergraduate syllabus, the 

family has friends, business and house in the US, the student has been exposed to the 

US environment and education since high school. Her father suggested Japan but the 

student doesn’t like this option due to the language barrier.  

Regarding institution, the student originally aimed at NYU, because it’s located in New 

York, an economic centre that, according to her, offers a lot of opportunities for 

internships and employment in the business discipline. Also, she prefers the 

metropolitan society in New York and, furthermore, NYU is one of the top 10 business 

universities in the US. However, due to the high tuition fees, her parents advised her to 

choose universities with more reasonable fees. Furthermore, her parents preferred her to 

study in California or Texas, because they have a house and relatives in California, and 

they have planned to settle down there in the future.  

Information sources included student’s friends, ranking websites, university websites, 

alumni feedback/reviews, education fairs. 

Update from the second interview: The student finalised her university list with eight 

institutions, based on the following criteria: top educational quality, good with business 

majors, campus located in metropolitan cities, reasonable entry requirements, 
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reasonable tuition fees, cultural diversity at the hosted city, and support services 

available for finding internships. She discussed with her parents about the university list 

and got their approval. 
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HCM – 05 

The interview was conducted with a Year 10 student and his mother. He is studying at a 

senior high school for gifted students in Ho Chi Minh City, which has a good reputation 

for graduates going overseas for tertiary education. The idea was initiated by his mom 

about 10 years ago when she learned about the plan to study overseas of a colleague of 

hers. His mother has guided him since then, to make sure he, himself, and the family are 

ready when the time come for his studying. The decision to go was made by the family, 

based on the student’s aspiration, rather than the parents forcing the idea onto him. They 

select major, country and then university. 

Regarding country, the mother originally aimed for France due to the economical 

aspect, even though France is not as famous as the US for teaching certain majors. She 

then guided her son into studying French and preparing everything necessary for the 

plan to happen. The student, after spending two weeks in France on an exchange 

programme, realised the advanced level of French education, and thus really wanted to 

go to France. The plan changed to the US after student and mother realised his English 

language skill, and also after the student talked with his cousin who’s studying in the 

US. The US is the most well-known country to teach his preferred major, has many 

universities offering this major, and has the best market for working with this major. 

Also, France recently has had the issue of terrorism, which concerned the family. 

Regarding state/city, there is only Washington State in the US that allows students 

below 18 years old to enrol to college, which suits the family’s aspiration, as they want 

to send him overseas at the age of 17.  

Regarding university, there are two colleges in consideration: Highline College 

suggested by the student’s cousin, and Edmond College suggested by the student’s 

uncle. Criteria: cost, good with preferred major, climate, good living environment, and 

safety. The family is currently aiming at Highline College, which is the cousin’s former 

college, and is more famous in teaching the preferred major.  

Information sources included relatives, university representatives, education fair, 

mother’s friends whose students study overseas. 

Update from the second interview: the mother said their plan is still the same, they will 

apply to Highline Colledge and Edmond College, with a preference for the former 

institution. 
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HCM – 06 

The interview was conducted with the father of a Year 12 graduate. The idea was 

initiated by the parents, as the family has sent her older brother overseas, and now the 

plan for her comes naturally. The parents see the weaknesses of domestic education, and 

thus want her to have better education overseas. She originally didn’t want to go, but 

through the discussion and encouragement of her parents over a couple of years, she 

gradually came to an agreement, and is studying English to be able to go.  

The decision to go was made by the student. Her parents really want her to go, and have 

prepared all necessary conditions, yet they leave it for her to decide, and respect her 

choice if she eventually wants to stay at home. The family selects country, major and 

then university. 

Regarding country and city, Australia and Perth are selected decisively, as the family 

has relatives living there. The father requires her to live with relatives. Relatives play a 

critical role in the choice of country, major and university. 

Regarding university, there are two options that they are going to apply to: Curtin and 

UWA. UWA is ranked higher, yet its entry requirements are stricter, whereas Curtin is 

easier to get into, and a common option for international students. Criteria: located in 

Perth, entry requirements, good reputation, availability of preferred major and 

employment opportunity after graduation.  

Information sources included relatives, university ranking, university websites.  

Update from the second interview: after the 1st interview, the student later decided that 

she did not want to go abroad right after high school. Instead, she preferred staying in 

Vietnam to complete her undergraduate degree, and then she might pursue a 

postgraduate degree overseas. She shared this thought with her father, and he agreed 

with her. At the time of the second interview, the student has already enrolled in RMIT, 

an international university that has an off-shore campus in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam. 
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HCM – 07 

The interview was conducted with a university Year 3 student, aged 21. She is studying 

at a domestic university in Ho Chi Minh City. The idea first came to her at the 

beginning of her 2nd year at university, due to her boredom with her current enrolled 

major, to the point where she decided to stop her university studying. Secondly, her 

preferred major of nursing was much better taught overseas, compared to Vietnam. 

Also, she wants to experience a totally new environment to test her adaptability.  

The decision to go was made by the student. She informed her family about her 

aspiration and received support from them, yet throughout the plan, she has been the 

only active person. She selects major, country and then university.  

Regarding major, she selected a new major because it fits her personality and social 

aspiration. The major is the foundation of all other decisions.  

Regarding country, she selected Finland because of its free tuition fee policy for 

international students, and it has her preferred major. The cost criterion is critical and 

made Finland the only country on the consideration table for the student. Since this is 

her own decision, she has to make sure she selects the most economical option. 

Regarding university, the Finnish education system requires the student to sit an 

entrance exam, much like the Vietnamese one, so she selected four universities that 

have her preferred major to put on her application for the exam. These four universities 

have different exam score requirements for enrolment, and the student listed them on 

the application from top score to bottom score. She is going to take the test in April 

2016. 

Information sources included a friend who is studying the same major in Finland, which 

is the most important source. This friend provided information about the major, Finland, 

and applicable universities. Also, this friend influenced the student’s aspiration of 

overseas studying. In addition, university websites and websites about overseas 

education and scholarships provides her with more relevant information. 

Update from the second interview: She passed the exam and received offer of a place 

from one out of four universities. She then applied for a visa, which required her to ask 

for financial support evidence from her brother and sister. She is preparing to depart in 

September. 
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HCM – 08 

The interview was conducted with a Year 10 student, and her parents and brother. She is 

studying at a domestic senior high school in Ho Chi Minh City. The idea first came to 

with parents around 3 – 5 years ago. Parents want the student to have a better education 

and an ideal environment for improving her English. She originally liked the idea, yet 

did not really think much about it because she was still very young at that time. Around 

Year 10, her aspiration has grown stronger, and her parents also encourage her to study 

English as preparation for the plan. She likes the practicality of overseas education; also 

this is an opportunity for her to travel outside of Vietnam. 

The decision to go was made by the family, yet the parents allow the student to lead the 

choices of major, country and university. The student wanted to go during Year 10, but 

her parents required her to complete at least Year 11 in Vietnam, to make sure she is 

grown up enough to live independently. Since it is still an early stage in the plan, the 

family hasn’t made choices of major, country and university yet.  

Regarding major, the student is aiming at business-related majors or interpreting. 

Regarding country, the family is looking at the US, Australia, New Zealand and 

Singapore. Among these countries, Australia and America were preferred because: for 

Australia, it has reasonable tuition fees and living costs, good education and living 

conditions, and the student has friends studying there; for America, the family has 

relatives living here, and thus the student can receive good support if she goes there. 

Regarding university, the student will be looking institutions that have her preferred 

major, reasonable costs, appropriate teaching methods, and employment opportunities 

after graduation. For the parents, they agree with her, and also care about length of the 

course, social conditions, climate and safety. 

The father was thinking about moving the student to another senior high school that has 

less academically rigid syllabus, so that the student would have more time studying 

English and preparing for her overseas education plan. 

Information sources included education fairs, university representatives, overseas 

relatives, and parents’ friends whose offspring are studying overseas. 
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HCM – 09 

The interview was conducted with a university Year 1 student. He has spent 12 years 

studying at an international high school in Vietnam and, since high school, his parents 

have been talking with him about studying overseas at the tertiary level. His older sister 

went to Switzerland for studying and later settling down, and she plays an important 

role in facilitating the whole plan for him. The idea is intriguing because overseas 

qualifications are better valued, domestic education has weaknesses, and the student 

wants to go out and experience new things.  

The decision to go was made by the family all together, based on the foundation of 

support and encouragement of parents and siblings. Even though the student appears to 

be the leading decision maker, his parents’ and sister’s opinions are influential. The 

family decides major, country and then university. 

Regarding major, the student originally liked hospitality, yet due to parents’ opinions, 

he changed to international business. 

Regarding country, Switzerland was considered due to the original preferred major, for 

which Switzerland is globally famous. When the student changed the major, he kept the 

country because he likes Europe, which allows him to visit surrounding countries, 

thereby experiencing and learning new cultures. He also like the quality of education of 

Switzerland.  

Regarding university, his sister was in charge of searching for information and 

narrowing down university options, based on the following criteria: availability of 

preferred major, has English programs for international students, appropriate tuition 

fees, good studying environment, appropriate entry requirements, and close to sister’s 

house. The student and his sister worked together to choose university. He had been 

accepted and the next step was applying for visa.  

The visa application process took about 4 or 5 months to complete. His mother helped 

him prepare financial statements, while his sister overseas prepared guardianship 

documents, as required by the Swiss immigration office.  

Information sources included sister living overseas, university website, feedback/review 

of lecturers/students over there. 
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Update from the second interview: There was a small delay in the visa application 

process, but the student has completed his visa application and is waiting for the result 

at the time of the second interview. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   185 
 

HCM – 11 

The interview was conducted with a Year 11 student and his father. The idea came from 

the father, who started planning for the student’s overseas study from the beginning of 

senior high school. His father realises the weaknesses of domestic education, and sees 

that overseas studying allows his son to have better knowledge and experience better 

teaching methods, he will have better chances of getting good employment after 

graduation, and also a chance to teach himself necessary soft skills. The student also 

likes the idea because he wants to experience new cultures. 

The decision to go is a consensus of the family, based on the lead of the father. They 

decide country, university and then major. Cost/scholarship is the overarching criterion 

influencing all decisions of country and university.  

Regarding country, the family hasn’t got a final choice, and currently they have 

Germany and Finland as the top two options. The father likes Europe, especially these 

two countries, because of: affordable cost, good living environment and education 

quality. The father wants his son to study engineering/technology, and Europe is good at 

teaching engineering/technology, especially Germany. The student also shares this 

preference, as he wants to experience a place with such a long-established culture, and 

also he likes European people. The family also eliminates certain options like Japan, 

Korea and Singapore due to the cultural similarity among these Asian countries.  

At the moment, the student is studying for both Germany and Finland, with Germany as 

no.1 option due to its superior education quality, good living environment and more 

moderate climate. However, these are not fixed choices, and an eliminated option such 

as Japan could be selected if the student won a good scholarship from this country. 

Information sources included Finnish and German centres, parents’ friends, student’s 

friends, websites about studying overseas, university alumni and education fair.  

Update from the second interview: father and son have finalised their choice of country 

to be Finland, despite their original preference of Germany. The reasons were that 

Germany no longer has a free tuition fee policy for international students, and the 

student needs to have a German language certificate, which takes at least a year to 

prepare. Regarding major, the student has discussed with his father and finalised 

mechatronics to be the major. He got this idea of major after receiving advice from his 

father’s friends. Regarding institution, the student has not selected any particular 

university but he is aiming at applied science universities.  
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HCM – 12 

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student. The idea first came from parents, 

who wanted the student to study abroad or at least enrol in an international university in 

Vietnam, instead of entering domestic universities due to the bad quality of Vietnamese 

education. They also encouraged the student to study business-related majors to fit their 

fields of work, and the student selected a major that is not taught in Vietnam, which led 

to the decision to go abroad.  

The decision to go was made by the family: parents prefer international education and 

the student is keen to go. During the discussion, the student actually convinced her 

parents that overseas education is the best option for her. They select major, country, 

city and university. 

Regarding major, the parents advised the student to change her original preference of 

major to fit the parents’ fields of work. The choice of major was later made by the 

student. 

Regarding country, the parents first preferred Canada due to having relatives living 

there, yet later this was changed to Australia by the student. The criteria for choosing 

Australia: good education, world-wide famous universities, reasonable tuition fees, 

support policies for international students, and many people graduating from Australia 

find good employment in Vietnam. 

Regarding city, the student selected Melbourne because it’s a large but peaceful city, 

and doesn’t have a big Vietnamese community. Regarding university, there were three 

universities considered, and the final one was selected for application based on the 

following criteria: well-known, offering the preferred major, matching the student’s 

ability, reasonable tuition fees and is located in Melbourne. 

Information sources included mainly IDP, student’s friend who studied in Australia, 

education fair, Internet and social media. 
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HCM – 13 

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student. He is studying at a domestic 

senior high school in Ho Chi Minh City. The idea first came about with his mother 

during Year 10, because she doesn’t like the quality of the domestic education system 

and the difficulty of university graduates in finding employment, yet at that time he 

wasn’t sure whether he wanted to go. His father also wants him to be independent, and 

the student himself wants to experience new things. Later on, his aspiration has grown 

stronger, and at the end of Year 11, after talking with his cousin who is studying 

hospitality in Switzerland, he decided to pursue overseas education after completing 

senior high school.  

The decision to go was made by the student, based on the idea initiated by his mother. 

Parents and the student are directly involved member in this plan. The student selects 

major, country and university. 

Regarding major, the student decided to study hospitality. 

Regarding country, at first his mother preferred the US and Australia. His mother has a 

friend living in Australia so she wants to have somebody taking care of the student 

during his early time living overseas. However, hospitality is not really well taught in 

either America or Australia, so the student looked for other countries, and ended up 

with Switzerland, the most famous country in teaching this major. Despite its high cost, 

Switzerland is considered the first option because there are specialised institutions for 

teaching hospitality and these universities provide paid internships during studying. The 

student considered Switzerland to be the best place to study hospitality. 

Regarding university, the student selected a hospitality-specialised institution based on 

the following criteria: tuition fee, appropriate teaching programme, quality of education, 

internship and employment opportunity, and campus facilities.  

Information sources included the student’s cousin who is studying hospitality in 

Switzerland (the main source of information), university websites, ranking websites, 

overseas education websites, alumni reviews, education fair and agency. 

Update from the second interview: Regarding major, the student has changed his focus 

slightly, from hospitality operations to hospitality management, which led to a change 

of institution. However, since both the old and new universities belong to the same 

group of hospitality institutions, the change was easy. Regarding the visa application, 
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the student used services from an agency, and his mother helped him getting financial 

statements. It took him around four to five months to complete the whole visa 

application process. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   189 
 

HN – 02  

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student and her father. She has just 

completed her high school in Singapore and is preparing to go abroad for university. 

The idea first emerged within the family since junior high school, after she got into a 

Vietnamese high school that has a very strong tradition of students going overseas. She 

then got a scholarship to study high school in Singapore, which made the idea even 

clearer.  

The family decides countries, major and then institution.  

Regarding country, the family has five criteria: major availability, suitable life and 

culture, employment and settling opportunities after graduation, reasonable tuition and 

living cost, and safety. They considered a number of countries, including Singapore, the 

US, Australia, Netherlands and Germany, then narrowed down to Canada because it 

best satisfies all five above criteria. Employment and settling opportunity, through the 

process of considering countries, became the most important criterion. 

Regarding major, they have a list of majors to be considered, and they ended up 

applying to one university for each major.  

The choice of university is tied very closely to the choice of city/region, because each 

accepted university is located in a different city. At this stage, the most important 

criteria are living costs, society, and employment and settling opportunities. The final 

university for enrolment was selected because it offers the preferred major, its host city 

is famous for cultural values and a multi-racial society, and it is easier to find job and 

settle down in Quebec, despite Quebec’s climate being more harsh compared to other 

cities/regions in Canada. This choice was significantly influenced at the very end by 

parents’ friend and university representative.  

This family clearly show that they have two plans going at the same time: a studying 

plan and a settling plan, of which the latter seems to be even more important than the 

former. At the moment, the family is waiting to receive all necessary documents for visa 

application.  

Update from the second interview: The visa application took about two months to 

complete. During this process, parents helped student in preparing financial statements 

as parts of the application documents.  
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HN – 03 

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student and his mother. His parents used to 

study overseas, so the idea emerged a long time ago with them and became serious 

when he entered senior high school. The parents do not like Vietnamese education and 

prefer a more comprehensively developed studying environment. The student was 

originally unsure about the idea, but later through his own experience, realised the 

weaknesses of domestic study and came round to the idea. The decision to go was made 

by the student, based on the consensus between parents and student through discussion 

and encouragement.  

The family chooses major, country and institution. The critical criterion is the 

availability of scholarship/financial aid. The family originally preferred the US because 

it’s a common destination, and American education and qualifications are globally 

famous and recognised. Later on Canada became the no.1 option because it has good 

education, more appropriate tuition fees (compared to the US), easier entry 

requirements (compared to the US), good living environment, and is an English-

speaking country. 

Regarding major, there are two criteria: it must fit his abilities and make him able to 

find a job.  

Regarding university, the criteria are: good with preferred major, good living 

environment, and appropriate tuition fees. The student was accepted by a Canadian 

university. The final university for enrolment was selected because it has the preferred 

qualification available, it’s more famous in teaching the preferred major, the student 

likes the hosted city, and the family has friends living in the hosted city.   

The family uses university websites and Facebook groups of parents of Vietnamese 

students studying overseas as main sources for information. The mother trusts people in 

those Facebook groups as she considers their sharing as genuine. The family does not 

really use an education fair or agency.  

The student is waiting to have all required academic documents for applying for his 

visa. 

Update from the second interview: The family proceeded to the visa application stage. 

During this stage, the mother helped getting financial statements, while the student 

prepared all academic documents. Also, the student did get some advice and instruction 
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from an online forum of people who study/migrate to Canada. The visa application 

process took about two months to complete.  
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HN – 04 

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student and his mother. He is studying at a 

private senior high school that follows the American style because his parents did not 

want him to study in a Vietnamese high school. The mother used to study overseas and 

now works in higher education in Vietnam so she has a chance to see the weaknesses of 

domestic education, and at the same time experiences the better quality of overseas 

education. The student is also aware of the differences between the Vietnamese and 

overseas life.  

Within the family, there are parents, older brother and the student who directly 

participate in the discussion. The final decision is said to be made by the student, based 

on the guidance, advice and encouragement of his parents and brother. The mother is 

the most active person throughout the process. The family decides the country, 

institution and then major, because the choice of major is considered to be difficult. The 

critical criterion is the availability of scholarship/financial aid. 

Regarding the country, the family chose the US because they are most exposed to it, due 

to the material and connections available at the student’s high school. Other countries 

were thought of at some point, but never really became serious options. Regarding the 

university, the student applied to three institutions and was accepted by all three.  

• University 1: best ranked, better reputation, good Vietnamese community on 

campus, scholarship offered, slightly higher tuition fee 

• University 2: good with teaching business, only a regional university, mother’s 

former university, scholarship offered 

• University 3: small, not really good with teaching business, scholarship offered 

Regarding major, the student is leaning toward marketing, which was suggested by his 

mother and brother, so being good with teaching business is an important criterion. 

University 1 was preferred by the mother, yet the student finally chose university 2, 

because he believe it has the best society for him in which to live, study and progress. 

The mother is happy with his choice, because this is also her old university. The student 

was waiting for the result of his scholarship application from University 2. 

Regarding major, the student realised that marketing might not be suitable for him, and 

thus it may not be the final choice, even though he did put marketing on his 

applications.  
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Next step was applying for visa, which took about two months to complete. During this 

stage, the mother helped out in preparing financial statements.  

Update from the second interview: after the 1st interview, the student received the 

scholarship result from University 2. He then compared the three institution options, in 

terms of tuition fees after deducting scholarship, university and class sizes, support 

services, and friendliness of people in hosted city, to pick out University 2 for 

enrolment. University 1 is more academically famous, with higher ranking and 

educational quality, yet was eliminated because of high tuition fees and low level of 

friendliness of people at hosted city. Tuition fee is the main criterion affecting the 

student’s final choice of university for enrolment. 
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HN – 05  

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student and her mother. She is studying at 

a private senior high school that follows the American style because her parents did not 

want her to study in a Vietnamese high school. The idea emerged in the student during 

Year 5, and was learned from her parents, who also want her to study overseas because 

they do not like the Vietnamese education. The student originally preferred the US, due 

to her exposure to American culture through movies and high school, despite her 

parents’ preference toward Australia. The decision to go is a consensus within the 

family, based on the discussion between parents and student, as well as the 

encouragement received by the student from teachers and classmates at school.  

The family chooses country, major and then institution. The family discussed the choice 

of country, and left the choice of major and university for the student. The critical 

criterion is the availability of scholarship/financial aid.  

Despite the student’s original preference toward the US, her mom talked her into adding 

Canada into the country list, because it would increase the chance of her going overseas. 

Canada has lower costs, and it’s easier to find part-time jobs while studying, as well as 

full-time jobs for settling down after graduation in Canada.  

Regarding major, she was influenced by her high school and high school teachers. 

Regarding university, her criteria are: fit her ability, entry requirements, tuition fees and 

scholarships, good with preferred major, the number of students, campus location and 

facilities, and employment opportunity after graduation. She applied to five or six 

universities, which belong to three types of university: dream university, potential 

university, and 100% sure university, as regards the chance of being accepted. 

The final university for enrolment was selected mainly due to the cost factor, despite its 

being behind other options regarding other criteria. It best matches the budget set out by 

parents, even though it is not the student’s no.1 choice. Besides, her mom was 

convinced by her friend who studied at this university that it is a good university, has a 

peaceful environment and low living costs.  

Update from the second interview: the process went as planned, the student completed 

the enrolment, accepted her scholarship offer, and received a visa. 
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HN – 06 

The interview was conducted with a Year 11 student and her mother. He is studying at a 

Vietnamese high school in Hanoi for gifted students that has a tradition of graduates 

going overseas for tertiary education. The idea first emerged in the student when he was 

a child, by watching movies and coming up with questions about overseas life, and it 

became his aspiration. The high school environment helps making the aspiration firmer, 

and now the student is determined to go after graduation. He recognises the weaknesses 

of domestic education, and the advancements of overseas education both for studying 

and for future employment.  

The mother doesn’t want him to go, since he’s the only child, but supports his 

aspiration, and she also recognises issues with living and studying in Vietnam. The 

decision was made by the student, fully supported by the mother. They select country, 

major and (soon to be) university. The critical criterion is the availability of 

scholarships/aid. 

Regarding country, the student prefers the US because: he is personally interested and 

curious about US life, it has the best education and provides many scholarships, and it is 

the most popular destination for education in Hanoi, which allows the student to easily 

get info from experienced people. Australia and Canada were also added into 

consideration by the mother, for the purpose of opportunity to settle down, yet 

eliminated, due to their not providing scholarships; also the student was already in the 

process of preparing to go to the US when he thought of Australia and Canada. The US 

has been finalised as the destination. 

Regarding major, the student prefers business-related majors and law, yet the mother 

advised him to consider choosing majors that are advantageous for seeking employment 

and later settling down. The choice of major hasn’t been finalised due to the conflict in 

the long-term goal of employment and settling.  

Information sources included education fair, ranking websites, classmates, university 

websites, mother’s friends whose students study overseas. 

Update from the second interview: After discussing with his mother, the student has 

narrowed his choice of major down to two main majors: computer science and business 

administration, plus Chinese to be studied as a minor. Of these two main majors, he is 

more into computer science and, in case no good computer science university accepts 

him, he will choose a university with business administration. He abandoned law, even 
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though it was his original preference of major, due to a lower chance of getting 

employment in the future. Regarding institution, the student has narrowed his choice to 

about 17 universities to apply to, based on the following criteria: social conditions on 

campus and in hosted city, class size, type of university, tuition fees and financial aid, 

entry requirements, and preferred major availability.  
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HN – 07 

The interview was conducted with a Year 11 student and her parents. She is studying at 

a Vietnamese high school for gifted students in Hanoi that has a tradition of graduates 

going overseas for tertiary education. The idea first emerged in the student when she 

was in primary school, and became serious around the beginning of senior high school. 

She doesn’t like the domestic education and also her preferred major is not available in 

Vietnam. 

Parents don’t want to send the student abroad, but they support her aspiration. The 

decision to go was made by the student, based on discussion and the agreement of her 

parents. They select major, country and university. The critical criterion is 

cost/scholarship availability.  

Regarding country, the student is open, and accepts any country that is the most 

economical option with good education. She personally like Britain, and Europe, but 

that was dropped due to high cost. Her current criteria are cost effectiveness, has the 

preferred major, has English-speaking programs, close to Vietnam and not the US. She 

thinks she doesn’t fit with the society and lifestyle in the US, even though her parents 

prefer the US for the best education, having most chances to get scholarships, as well as 

an active society there. Taiwan were considered but dropped due to not having English-

speaking programs. The current most satisfying option is Japan.  

Regarding major, the student prefers psychology, although her parents worry whether 

she is mentally and physically strong enough to study and work well in this area.  

Regarding university, the student has the following criteria: good quality, strong with 

preferred major, has English-speaking programs. For parents, they care about campus 

location, climate, student population and racial profile of host city, and safety. 

Information sources included classmates’ parents, parents’ friends, education agency 

websites, education fair, student’s classmates. 
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HN – 08  

The interview was conducted with a Year 11 student and her parents. She is studying at 

a Vietnamese high school for gifted students in Hanoi that has a tradition of graduates 

going overseas for tertiary education. The idea was initiated by the parents when she 

was young, based on their understanding of the weaknesses of domestic education, and 

their aspiration for their daughter to have a comprehensive environment for 

development. The student adopted the idea, and it became her aspiration very early on, 

and the idea became even clearer when she got into the gifted senior high school.  

The discussion happens within the family very naturally during dinners. The decision to 

go is by consensus within the family, with a contribution from parents, financially, and 

the student, in terms of having all the necessary preparation for the plan. The family 

selects major, country and then university. 

Regarding country, cost is an important factor, and the criteria are: appropriate tuition 

fee, scholarship availability, good with the preferred major, has good universities, an 

English-speaking country, has the social characteristics that fit the student’s preferences, 

and with a moderate climate. At the moment, the US is no.1 option, then the 

Netherlands, China and studying at an international university in Vietnam.  

Regarding university, the criteria are: good with preferred major, good climate of 

hosting city/region, scholarship/financial aid availability, university ranking, campus 

facility, student profile, and social environment.  

Information sources included parents’ friends whose students study overseas, Facebook 

groups of parents of student studying overseas, feedback/review of current 

students/alumni of overseas universities, and education fair (not important).  
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HN – 09 

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student and her mother. She is studying at 

a private senior high school that follows the American style, which has a positive 

impact on her educational aspiration. The idea emerged in the parents a long time ago, 

because they used to study overseas and thus recognised the weaknesses of Vietnamese 

education. The student is also aware of the issue of studying in Vietnam; hence her 

aspiration for overseas study has grown since senior high school. By the beginning of 

senior high school, she shared with her mom her aspiration and where she wants to go. 

The decision to go was made by the student, based on the support and encouragement of 

her parents and old brother, who is studying overseas as well. The discussion happens 

within the family very naturally during dinners and other recreational occasions. The 

student selects major, country and then university. 

Regarding country, the student first preferred the US, yet through her time at senior 

high school, she realised she does not fit with the American style of studying and living, 

and thus changed her aim to Europe. Her no.1 choice is the Netherlands, because it’s in 

Europe, she likes the culture there, appropriate tuition fees, and the Netherlands uses 

English.  

Regarding university, her criteria are: good with preferred major, type of university 

(research vs. applied), good ranking, located in a modern but peaceful city, good 

campus facilities, good student support services, appropriate tuition fees and 

scholarship. She was aiming for Erasmus, a university in Rotterdam city. 

Information sources included educational consulting office at school, university 

representatives, classmates, overseas Vietnamese alumni, university websites, and 

ranking websites. 

Update from the second interview: The student keeps the Netherlands as her choice of 

country, yet has had further consideration on institutions for application. She has 

finalised three universities for application, one of which is best preferred by the student 

due to the following criteria: good global reputation, high entry requirements, peaceful 

city, reasonable and living cost, despite her having a lower chance of getting 

scholarship. During the application process, she got help from her teachers and 

classmates at school in terms of reviewing her motivational letter and writing 

recommendation letters. At this stage, the family starts using services from an 

educational agency. 
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HN – 11 

The interview was conducted with a Year 12 student and her father. She is studying at a 

Vietnamese high school for gifted students in Hanoi that has a tradition of graduates 

going overseas for tertiary education. The idea came from the student, as she does not 

want to study in Vietnam. According to her, the teaching style in Vietnam is too 

theoretical and does not suit her. She prefers a better education overseas, and also an 

international qualification is better for her finding job overseas or in Vietnam after 

graduation. Furthermore, the student wants to experience a new environment. 

The decision to go was made by the family, as parents need to provide the necessary 

finance. Parents require the student to get a scholarship, otherwise she will have to 

study in Vietnam. The family decides country, university and major. 

Regarding country, the student likes the US right from the beginning, because there are 

more scholarships available here, compared to other countries, and the US has many of 

the best universities in the world. The US is also a very popular destination for her 

classmates at school. The student has not considered any other country options. 

Regarding university, the student was in charge of shortlisting universities for 

application. Institution criteria are: university ranking, campus location, campus 

studying environment, social safety of the hosting city, type of university, and ratio of 

international students within the campus. The student applied to 15 universities, of 

which six institutions accepted her. The student then discussed with her father to 

finalise the choice of university for enrolment. The father chooses Boise State 

University (BSU) straightaway, due to the higher chance of getting a scholarship, 

affordable tuition fees, acceptable quality, high number of Vietnamese students, and a 

good relationship he has with one faculty at BSU. According to the father, BSU is the 

most feasible option for his daughter. On the other hand, the student prefers another 

university, which: is a liberal arts instead of national university, has slightly higher 

ranking, is smaller in size with reasonable number of Vietnamese students, and higher 

tuition fees. Father and daughter are still discussing the choice of university for 

enrolment. 

Information sources included father’s colleagues, university ranking website, university 

website, student’s friends, and university review websites. The student does not trust 

education agencies and fairs. 
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Update from the second interview: Father and daughter failed to settle conflicting 

preferences of university for enrolment. When the deadline was near, the father let 

student decide, and she proceeded to select her preferred university. She has put much 

effort into her application and, thus, she wants to choose an option that is worth such 

effort, compared to an easy option like BSU. Next step was applying for visa, and 

parents helped the student in preparing financial statements and making payment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   202 
 

  Case Decision Maps  

HCM – 01 

 

 



   203 
 

HCM – 03 

 

 

 

 



   204 
 

HCM – 05 

 

 



   205 
 

HCM – 06 

 



   206 
 

HCM – 07 

 



   207 
 

HCM – 08 

 



   208 
 

HCM – 09 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   209 
 

HCM – 11 

 

 

 

 

 



   210 
 

HCM – 12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   211 
 

HCM – 13 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   212 
 

HN – 02 

 

 

 

 

 



   213 
 

HN – 03 

 

 

 



   214 
 

HN – 04 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   215 
 

HN – 05 

 

 

 



   216 
 

HN – 06 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   217 
 

HN – 07 

 

 



   218 
 

HN – 08 

 

 

 

 

 



   219 
 

HN – 09 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   220 
 

HN – 11 

 

 

 


