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LOOKING FOR THE ACADEMIC FAST TRACK:
AN EMPIRICAL INVESTIGATION OF BUSINESS SCHOOL CHOICE BY HIGH-
POTENTIAL GERMAN STUDENTS

Abstract

Changes in the regulatory framework allow German business schools to select an important
part of their students by themselves for the first time through entrance exams. We analyze if
the students participating in these entrance exams differ from average first-year business stu-
dents and which factors influence their choice of a business school. A separate analysis for a
cluster of very highly motivated students reveals that for these students a short study time and
a practical orientation are of utmost importance as decision criteria. We derive suggestions for

German business schools that want to target this specific segment of students.



INTRODUCTION

The German market for higher education is currently subject to several substantial changes
that affect both the supply and the demand side. As it becomes increasingly difficult for the
German government to provide adequate resources to continue funding the educational sys-
tem, institutions in higher education are encouraged by government to compete for scarce
public resources as well as to acquire outside funding. We can observe both an impetus to-
wards privatization and a demand for increased responsibility of the single institution. Al-
though these market-like tendencies are common among many countries (Baldwin & James,
2000; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002), German institutions of higher education seem to be particu-

larly bad prepared.

While in the past the composition of academic programs used to be largely pre-determined by
the government, that situation is about to change. The supply side of the German higher edu-
cation sector is currently composed of two major types of institutions: the traditional universi-
ties (Universitit) offering a focus on academic education and the so-called universities of ap-
plied science (Fachhochschulen) offering a more practical education with a focus on employ-
ability. The creation of a European higher education market as an outcome of the Bologna
process and the implementation of the international GATS treaty will have a significant effect
on the German higher education sector.! A stratified system of academic titles with a Bache-
lor-Master-logic will lead to a stronger degree of competition among institutions both within
the German higher education sector and internationally. In this competitive environment rais-
ing the quality of education is the most effective way to justify funding and to give institu-
tions an edge over their competitors (Trogele, 1995). As a result of high quality in teaching,
institutions can succeed in the crucial task of attracting highly qualified applicants (Ahola &
Kokko, 2001). Higher education being a very complex service, its success is mostly judged in
the quality of the graduates it produces, often measured by proxies like starting salaries or the
number of job offers. The quality of the graduates, however, depends to a large proportion on
the quality of applicants an institution is able to attract and to select.

! The Bologna declaration was signed by 29 European countries in 1999 with the goal to harmonize
European higher education, e.g. by introducing a compulsory Bachelor-Master-Structure until 2010.
The General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) is an international treaty managed by the World
Trade Organization in order to create world-wide rules for the trade in services, among them education

(Knight, 2002).



In the past, most of these institutions in Germany had only limited possibilities to select stu-
dents, even for highly demanded majors such as medicine, business or psychology. The places
for these majors used to be allocated exclusively by a central government authority on the
basis of the Abitur (high-school leaving exam) grade, the waiting period and social criteria.
Considering that the Ldnder (states) and the universities used to circumvent some of these
regulations by creating additional majors outside federal regulation, the system was confusing
for many prospective students. Only privately financed institutions in higher education had

the possibility to chose their students according to their own criteria.

With the 2002 reform of the Hochschulrahmengesetz, the federal law regulating public higher
education, also German public universities can now pick up to 24% of their students by means
of their own admission process. As the business faculties have been severely affected by the
growth of the student body in the last decades, they were among the first to implement this
possibility. Faculties can now use student selection as a means for increasing the quality of

their student inputs.

These transformations will open up possibilities for students to freely choose their university
as well. Even though these developments can generally be seen as positive for the students,
they will also require them to be more active in gathering and evaluating information about
institutions that are attractive for them (Schneider et al., 1998). As education is generally per-
ceived as a service, it exhibits features of an experience good (Nelson, 1970). Prospective
students, faced with deciding on serious time and financial investments, have to develop trust
in educational institutions by utilizing a specific, very individual set of criteria (Brewer, Gates
& Goldman, 2002). Knowledge about students’ decision criteria on an individual and aggre-
gate level is therefore vital for targeting attractive segments of potential applicants (Kotler &
Fox, 1995).

Identifying and interpreting factors relevant to students’ university choice is the subject of this
paper, the remainder of which is organized as follows: The second part contains a review of
the existing theoretical and empirical literature on factors influencing university choice both
in Germany and internationally. We describe our research questions and the design of the em-
pirical study in parts three and four. The results of the empirical study are presented in part

five, followed by a discussion and implications for the German higher education sector in the

last two parts.



LITERATURE REVIEW: DETERMINANTS OF UNIVERSITY CHOICE

Despite the growing importance of university choice for German higher education institutions
and despite the current political and structural changes, the body of empirical literature re-
garding university choice in Germany is still rather limited. The relevant literature can be di-
vided into (1) the analysis of individual students’ characteristics, especially with respect to
information gathering, (2) the issue of homogeneity of students willing to perform at demand-
ing universities and (3) the discussion of factors influencing university choice with a focus on

Germany. For the purpose of this paper we define universities as both universities and univer-

sities of applied science.

Most of the information gathered on university choice stems from surveys conducted with
freshmen. The most detailed German survey on an annual basis is done by the University In-
formation System (Hochschul-Informations-System HIS GmbH). As a key finding of the ex-
post questioning of first-year students in business and social sciences, the HIS has identified
four key factors in prospective students’ choice such as the university’s general condition, its
location, restrictions in the university or the chosen major, and cultural reasons (Lewin et al.,
2001; also Lewin, Heublein & Sommer, 2000; Fabel, Lehmann & Warning, 2001). These
factors are shown in table 1 (Lewin et al., 2001: 143, 145). It is interesting to see that the two
highest-ranked variables are “academic interest” and the “proximity to the students’ home
town”. Therefore, first-year German business students are obviously rather attached to their
known surroundings. Findings similar to this nationwide survey have been produced by re-
search about the factors that lead to the choice of certain universities (Gensch & Lullies,

1987; Nietiedt & MeiBner, 1995; Schwaiger, 2001; Heine, 2002).
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tional institution therefore inhibits the typical problems of intangible goods with the absence
of objective, reliable performance indicators and the associated problems of finding hard,
measurable criteria (Blaug, 1970; Stiglitz, 1974; Belfield, 2000). It is interesting to find out

which criteria apply, especially for those students who have the freedom (and are willing) to

choose.

However, some applicants gather significantly more information about the market than their
peers, thus reducing the asymmetry. These prospective students are called “marginal custom-
ers”. They are highly motivated for their future studies and display great interest in the infor-
mation available on the higher education market (Teske et al., 1993). It is since suggested that
educational institutions focus on meeting the needs not of the average, but of the marginal
customer, especially considering that they may function as lead or reference customers for a

broad majority.

For the purpose of identifying the students who are willing to perform there is a large body of
literature about student selection. There is large evidence about the growing concentration of
top students at top schools, despite rising tuition fees (Cook & Frank, 1993; McPherson &
Schapiro, 1999; Winston, 1999). It is obvious that universities will only engage in student
selection if they can obtain a better student output by focusing their education on more gifted
students (Rothschild & White, 1993). Thus, attaining the homogeneity of a highly gifted stu-
dent body at a university is of great importance for the successful completion of studies (Light
& Strayer, 2000). In Germany, however, this effect could usually not be observed directly
through the market demand for a certain major. However, the preferences for certain universi-
ties are revealed by the minimum grade for admission by the ZVS: While applicants for the
University of Mannheim had to have a very good Abitur grade of at least 1.4 to be admitted
for business studies, prospective students at the University of Siegen had to merely pass their
Abitur exam, with an average of 3.8 to be admitted (ZVS, 2004).2 These entry requirements at
some universities indicate the homogenously high academic level of students at these institu-

tions. However, it remains unclear how students respond to selection by the universities them-

selves.

While the high degree of uncertainty in the centralized German allocation process has hin-
dered in depth research on the topic, there is a substantial amount of literature on the topic
focusing on the U.S. and the UK., some of which will prove relevant for Germany as well.

Many studies cover the choice of a certain major and of certain universities by undergraduate

2 In the German grading system, 1.0 indicates the best grade, while a grade of 4.0 is pass and 5.0 is
fail.



business students (e.g. Mauldin, Crain & Mounce, 2000; Kim, Markham & Cangelosi, 2002).
Empirical findings usually stress the importance of employment opportunities and starting
salaries as well as family income and student ability as positively related to university choice
(Campbell & Siegel, 1967; Bishop, 1977; Fuller, Manski & Wise, 1982; Jantzen, 2000).
There are also special studies on the impact of financial aid on enrolment (Kane, 1999,
Winston, 2003) and on the racial composition of college freshmen (Blakemore & Low, 1983;
Hauser, 1993). While tuition fees and racial issues only play a minor role in Germany, very
good students in Germany as well as in the United States are likely to seek admission to insti-
tutions with a very high teaching quality and reputation (Cook & Frank, 1993; Koshal & Ko-
shal, 1999). As sex, age and family structure influence university choice in the United States
(Blakemore & Low, 1983; Hauser, 1993), they might also explain variations in the German

demand for highly competitive institutions.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

A survey that covers several universities while focusing on the decision criteria of a specific
segment of students does not yet exist for the German market. The participants in universities’
entrance exams compose an attractive group for these institutions as the opportunity and real
costs involved in taking the entrance exam generally indicate a high level of motivation. We
therefore examine a specific group of highly motivated students with lead user characteristics
and provide first insights into their decision criteria. From the existing literature and the cur-

rent situation in Germany, we have derived three main questions:

(1) Are there differences between the university applicants for a business degree that
take an entrance exam as opposed the average prospective students, especially with re-
gard to information gathering? For the analysis of the first question, we use several hy-

potheses:

- The participants of entrance exams differ from the German average with regard to their
age, sex, family structure and professional background. This special segment of students
has not yet been the subject of empirical research yet. Compared to data for the German
average first-year business student (Lewin et al., 2001), they exhibit a higher determina-
tion to study and thus might be younger and have less professional background. Due to

the highly demanding studies and the financial investments involved, the proportion of



male students might be higher and the number of siblings smaller (Blakemore & Low,
1983; Hauser, 1993).

- The participants of entrance exams are highly motivated and capable which can be seen
[from a significantly better Abitur grade than in the German average. Entrance exams are
a signal of selectivity for prospective students. Very good students tend to target some
few elite institutions where they find other members of their intellectual peer group

(McPherson & Schapiro, 1999).

- The participants of entrance exams have a better financial background and have a higher
willingness to pay for higher education than the German average. More able students are
generally less price sensitive than other students (Heller, 1997; Belfield, 2000). As some
of the surveyed universities charge tuition fees and all programs involve extended stays

abroad, less wealthy students might also self-select against an application.

- The participants of entrance exams use other sources of information than the German
average. As these students have higher time and monetary investments than students al-
located by the central authority ZVS, they are better-informed “marginal customers” as
they want to found their decision more thoroughly (Teske et al., 1993).

(2) Is the group of participants in entrance exams homogenous? Empirical findings indi-
cate a concentration of talented and wealthy students at top universities (McPherson &
Schapiro, 1999). Besides, learning quality is higher and non-completion rates are lower in an
environment of academic excellence (Light & Strayer, 2000). Provided that gifted students
are attracted by the idea of competing for university admission, it should be possible to find a
large group of talented applicants among the participants of entrance exams.

(3) Which factors have significant impact on the university choice of this group and do
these differ from the criteria applied by the majority of students? There is vast empirical
evidence about the variables and factors that lead to university choice by first-year business
students (Lewin et al., 2001). Especially the academic interest and the proximity to the last
residence heavily influence this decision. If participants in entrance exams differ from other
first-year business students with regard to their personalities (Kotler & Fox, 1995; Lewin et
al., 2001) and their information gathering (Teske et al., 1993), they might also have a different

set of factors leading to their decision.



METHODOLOGY

In 2003, 31 institutions in German higher education (Universititen and Fachhochschulen)
asked their prospective business students to take an entrance exam for first-year admission in
fall. The expected number of participations was 7,477, which is about 10.9% of all first-year
business students (Bundesministerium fiir Bildung und Forschung, 2002: 174). Seven of these
institutions agreed to grant us access to their applicants in the course of the entrance exam,
namely the universities of applied science in Aachen, Miinster, Osnabriick, Berlin and Frank-
furt as well as the private universities in Witten-Herdecke and Vallendar. No public university

could

We developed a questionnaire that contained questions about socio-economic data, personal-
ity traits and the individual motivation for the choice of a certain university
(Lewin/Heublein/Sommer, 2001; Krapp, 2001). As a basis, we mostly used the questionnaire
developed by the HIS to make the data comparable to the results for the entirety of German
first-year business students (Lewin et al., 2001).

The first part of the questionnaire was dedicated to questions about socio-economic data, such
as age, sex, number of siblings, professional experience and Abitur grade. In the second part,
we used a metric rating scale for the students to assess their position on 17 personality traits
from an ungrouped list. These traits were all measured on a five-point Likert scale, with “5”
being a very important part and “1” being a negligible part of their personality. In this section,
we also asked for their willingness to pay in intervals of € 10,000 as well as for their financial
resources. Thirdly, the participants answered to 20 questions on the variables influencing their
choice of university, each of which was displayed on a five-point Likert scale. Like for the
personality traits, the list of variables was randomly grouped and their importance could be
assessed from very high (“5”) to none (“1”). In the last part of the questionnaire, we asked
about the influence of different sources of information on the decision for a certain university,

again rating from no influence (“1”) to very high influence (“5”).

Before sending the questionnaires to the participating institutions, a pre-test with 30 business
students was administered and consequently some questions were altered or clarified. The
questionnaires were then handed out after the applicants had taken the written entrance exam
on campus. A total of 919 questionnaires were distributed, out of which 649 were returned
and usable, providing a very good response rate of 70.6%. For the tests of hypotheses about

differences between the participants in entrance exams and average prospective business stu-

8



dents we used the returned questionnaires. In cases of double participation we only included
the first responses, which reduced our sample by 43 (6.6%) to 606 questionnaires. To control
for double participation within the entirety of participants in entrance exams, we also reduced
our estimated population of 7,477 participations by 465 (6.6%) to 7,012 participants. Al-
though this is only an estimate for the number of double participants, more detailed data was
not available from German business schools. As we can see from table 2, in relation to the
total estimated number of participants of 7,012, we reached a sample of 606 or 8.6%. For the
cluster and factor analyses we excluded double participants and non-completed questionnaires

to yield data sets 0of 459 and 450 questionnaires.
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the 20 variables influencing the choice of a certain university. Due to the emergence of one

large cluster in the cluster analysis, we then repeated the test of hypotheses and the factor

analysis for this special cluster.

RESULTS

Test of hypotheses

The statistical analysis of demographic and personal data provided some interesting insights
into differences between the participants in entrance exams and the average German business
undergraduate. For the testing of our hypotheses, we used data from HIS (Lewin et al., 2001)
and proposed that we would find the same characteristics for our sample. The results of the

hypothesis tests are summarized in Table 3.

H,: The surveyed student population exhibits the same characteristics as the German average.
H;: The surveyed student population exhibits characteristics different from the German average.

Item German Survey Std. Theoretical Emp. Result: H,_
average average dev. z-value z-value
Average age (n=606) in years 225 204 1895 -2.576<z< 2.576 -28.132 rejected

Share of male students (n=606) 49% 52% 0500 -2.576<z< 2.576 1.803 not rejected
Share of only children (n=604) 17% 26% 0443 -2.576<z< 2.576 -5.397 rejected
Share of applicants with

professional background (n=602) 25% 26% 0.642 -2.576<z< 2.576 (0.642 not rejected

Average Abitur grade (n=487) 230 204 0025 -2576<z< 2.576 -10.202 rejected
Eligibility for need-based
state scholarship (n=517) 22% 25% 0435 -2.576<z< 2576 1.901 not rejected
Willingness to pay for
higher education (n=564) in € 10,196 20,337 17,612 2<2.326 14,258 rejected
Importance as source of
information:
- university rankings (n=520) 3.60 367 112 -2576<z< 2576 1.501 not rejected
- homepage (n=522) 343 362 107 -2576<z< 2576 4278 rejected
- printed materials (n=522) 342 342 108 -2.576<z< 2.576 0.259 mot rejected
- current students (n=497) 2.95 333 130 -2576<z< 2576  6.805 rejected
N=7,012
P<0.01

Table 3: Test of hypotheses on the characteristics of the student population

Highly significant differences (x=0.01) were found with regard to several socio-demographic

characteristics as well as to the sources of information. The surveyed applicants were only
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20.4 years old and thus significantly younger than the average German first-semester student
with an age of 22.5 years. Even considering the 2-4 month time gap between the date of the
entrance exam and the start of studies and the possibility that some of the male applicants
might still have to do their mandatory military or social service of 7-10 months before starting
to study the difference remains huge. The proportion of male students does not differ signifi-
cantly from the German average so that it is not the reason for the age difference. Another
factor contributing to the age difference may be that a significantly lower proportion of the
surveyed students had prior work experience. As the separation of sexes is similar to the ma-

jority of business students, a higher percentage of females cannot be made responsible for the

difference in age.

Concerning the family background 26% of the surveyed applicants are the only children in the
family, which is significantly more than the average of German students. Besides, signifi-
cantly more students than the average are willing to pay for higher education, which might
hint either to a sound financial background of the families or to a high perceived value of edu-
cation. However, the eligibility for need-based state grants is not higher than for the average
German student so that in case of tuition fees some of these highly motivated students would
try to finance their studies through a student loan or by working part-time. A high willingness
to perform and the necessary talent can be deducted from the fact that the participants in en-
trance exams have an average Abitur grade of 2.08 which is significantly better than the aver-

age business first year student with an Abitur grade of 2.30.

With respect to the media used by prospective students to gather information about their fu-
ture alma mater the participants in entrance exams exhibit a different behavior than the Ger-
man average. They use university homepages significantly more often as a source of informa-
tion and they rely more heavily on the opinion of current students when choosing their univer-
sity. The use of university rankings and printed information material, however, is not signifi-

cantly different from average.

The results of the hypothesis tests show a clear answer to the first research question. The stu-
dents participating in entrance exams differ significantly from the German average. Not only
are they highly motivated and talented, but they also rely on other sources of information than

the German average.
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Cluster Analysis

Although the group of participants in entrance exams seems to differ from the average first
year students with regard to several characteristics, we hypothesize that there are also differ-
ences among the students in the former group. Besides the 17 personality traits, we also used
the variables “Willingness to pay” and “(Expected) Abitur grade” for the cluster analysis. Out
of 649 questionnaires, we could only use 459 for the cluster analysis as some students partici-
pated in more than one entrance exam and some questionnaires were not filled in completely
(see table 2). We first performed a single linkage algorithm based on Euclidic distance to
identify six runaways. The 453 remaining questionnaires were computed in a ward linkage
algorithm to form clusters. The result of a scree test (Catell, 1966) was an optimal number of
three clusters that are displayed in table 4. The shaded items mark positive t-values, thus indi-
cating variables that are over-represented in this cluster compared to the surveyed population
of students. These variables are therefore very characteristic for the students in this cluster.
We also show F-values for each variable in order to compare the variance of this variable in
the cluster with the variance in the entire population. It is desirable to have F-values smaller
than 1 in the clusters as this is a sign for the homogeneity of the cluster’s elements. As we
only have few F-values larger than 1 in the table, we can assume that the students in the clus-

ters exhibit rather similar characteristics.

We found three distinct clusters of students with a high degree of homogeneity within the
clusters. Cluster 1 contained 169 students (37%) with a broad interest and an Abitur grade of
2.21 that is similar to the German average of 2.3. These students are especially interested in
cultural issues and describe themselves as creative. This talent, however, is rather focused on
qualitative science as we have also computed an F-value of 1.0047 for analytic abilities, thus
indicating a broad range of analytic capabilities in this group. Those students seem attractive

for universities with a broad scope apart from business studies.
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Variables Cluster 1 (169 students) | Cluster 2 (254 students) | Cluster 3 (30 students)
Mean {-Value F-Valuye | Mean -Value F-Value | Mean t-Value F-Value
career-minded 3.5740 02175 0.7857 2.0667 -1.9049 0.3400
 socially minded 3.0000-0.2522 0.8797 27667 -0.4903 0.5515
_capable _ 137160 -0.1744 0.5361 1.9667 -2.3111 0.3584
‘team player 3.7396 -0.0098 0.7200
Ainid/reserved 2:6686 0.2763 0.8877 50385 045 bR
curious 4.0178 0.1182 0.6168 1.9667 -2.1209 0.6150
gifted for languages | 3.7929 0.0517 0.8857 2.1667 -1.6636 0.5435
mathematically gifted | 3.0118 -0.3380 1.0047 2.5667 -0.7816 1.4164
stress resistant 3.2604 -0.3098 0.8502 | 1.9000 -1.7666 0.5022
family person 26667 -0.7542 0.6989

Ccreative 3.1811 -0.0434 1.0283 | 2.8667 -0.3534 {.7865
| communicative . . . ; 2.0333 -2.0484 0.6052
* | talent for organizing | 3.6923 -0.2091 ﬁ 2.1000 -1.8775 0.9351

: ' 3.1183 -0.3388. 2.2667 -1.2767 0.7470
2.3000 -1.1714 0.8143
1.8000 -1.6877 0.7030
2.6333 -0.4317 0.7639
1.9276 -0,1917 09305 | 1.9933 00771 12346
2.0333 -0.2443 0.8345

7 3.5079 -0.1051 1.0273

ot Bmaﬂ range of in&rests High intellectnal capa-
| with Abitur grade equal | bility with high willing- |  Timid and reserved
.. toaverage ness to pay

atsﬁn sk:sﬂs, by a talent for organizing and by a strong focus on
er, the pezmahty traits “socially minded”; “creative” and “in-
ce than in the surveyed population (F-values of

hemselves as timid and reserved. The vari-
J}’i} have rather low mean values which de-

, c&ﬁyf gtﬁeﬁi” (F-value: 1 4164) and “Abitur grad > (F-value: 1.2346) have a much higher vari-
/ ancza; kﬁ'xan in the surveyed student population. As these characteristics are rather weak and the

~ group of students is comparatively small, no recommendations for universities can be derived
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with regard to these students.

Judging from the results of the cluster analysis, the surveyed student population is rather ho-
mogenous with some differences. With an optimal number of only three clusters, the emer-
gence of one large cluster had to be expected. It is also not surprising that the personality
traits in cluster 2 are those that might generally characterize the participants in entrance exams

as opposed to the average students.

Factor analysis

We used a factor analysis as an explorative tool to determine the factors influencing univer-
sity choice for the participants in entrance exams. We compare our results with research about

the factors influencing university choice for German business students in general as seen in

table 1.

As a basis, we took the answers to the questions on the motives for university choice. Out of
649 questionnaires, we had to exclude 43 for double participation and 156 for non-completion
(see table 2). The remaining 450 data sets were tested for their suitability for a factor analysis.
Our set of data exhibits a high suitability for a factor analysis with the measure of sampling
adequacy (Kaiser & Rice, 1974) at a level of 0,84 (“meritorious”) and an anti-image-
covariance matrix with only 6% of the elements outside of the main diagonal larger than 0,09

(Guttmann, 1953; Dziuban & Shirkey, 1974).

After standardizing the variables to z-values, we computed eigenvalues for all factors and
found an optimal number of five factors by means of a scree test (Catell, 1966). A Varimax-
rotation of the component matrix and an extraction by principal component analysis yielded
five factors with rather high eigenvalues and a total 53% of explained variance in the sur-

veyed population. The results are shown in table 5.

Internationality is the most important factor for university choice (15.6% of explained vari-
ance) and is determined by the elements “quality of exchange universities”, “integration of
studies abroad”, “number of exchange places” and “double degree program™. Other important
factors are the quality of studies (11.3% of explained variance), the university’s image (8.8%),
a broad range of extracurricular activities (8.7%) as well as costs of studying and the location

(8.6%) of the university.
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Table 5: Results of the factor analysis for the surveyed student population

1& compan n to ﬂle de-msmn criteria of the German average in table 1, our surveyed popula-
tmn s espec:a}iy nteresteé in the mtemaﬁ:onai aspect of business studies. The comparative
i : tmn anci ﬁnancm}; aspects is aise éxfferem fmm the Germaﬁ average,.

Anaiysxs &f tke iﬂgkly motivated staéents incluster 2

questionnaires used iforzz;e cluster mzysis;wé &:ﬁ&ﬁ&fb ﬁmheranalyze this group that is
poss;biy %fery attmctwe m mﬁversmes‘ We hypafhmze that the share of students in cluster 2

; : g;am, all hy;mtheses are-tested on the o=0.01-level. As these sty-
dents have been put in the same cluster we are not surprised that some of their characteristics
differ significantly in some regards from the total of the surveyed student population.
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Hy: The students in cluster 2 exhibit the same characteristics as the surveyed student population.
H,: The students in cluster 2 exhibit characteristics different from the surveyed student population.
Item Survey Cluster2 Std. Theoretical Emp. Result: H;
average average dev. z-value z-value
Average age (n=254) in years 20.4 20.1 1519 -2.576<z< 2.576 -3.861 rejected
Share of male students (n=254) 52% 57% 0496 -2.576<z< 2.576 1.547 notrejected
Share of only children (n=254) 26% 23% 0422 -2.576<z< 2576 1420 notrejected
Share of applicants with
professional background (n=252) 23% 24% 0427 -2.576<z< 2576 -0.055 notrejected
Average Abitur grade (n=254) 2.04 1.93 0552 -2.576<z< 2.576 -3.407 rejected
Eligibility for need-based
state scholarship (n=237) 25% 23% 0421 -2.576<z< 2.576 -1.041 not rejected
Willingness to pay for
higher education (n=254) in € 20,337 27,595 17,875 2<2326 6.792 rejected
Importance as source of
information:
- university rankings (n=233) 3.67 385 1.00 -2576<z< 2576 2.877 rejected
- homepage (n=233) 3.62 352 106 -2576<z< 2.576 -1.509 not rejected
- prnted matenals (n=231) 342 342 109 -2576<z< 2576 -0.113 not rejected
- current students (n=227) 3.33 334 130 -2.576<z< 2576 0.075 notrejected
N=2,744
P<0.01

Table 6: Test of hypotheses on the characteristics of students in cluster 2

From table 6 we can see that the students in cluster 2 are significantly younger than the aver-
age of the survey (20.1 vs. 20.4 years). They also have a significantly better Abitur grade
(1.93 vs. 2.08), this being a sign of their greater intellectual capabilities. The self-assessed
eligibility for a need-based state scholarship is not significantly different from the survey av-
erage while the willingness to pay is significantly higher, reaching € 27,600 for a four-year
course at university. As German university education is usually free of charge, this amount is
a sign of both the value of education to this particular group and the relative wealth of these
students. The importance of different media to obtain information about their university of
choice is equal to the surveyed student population with the exception of university rankings
that are significantly more important.

We also computed a separate factor analysis for cluster 2 in order to find parallels and differ-
ences with regard to decision criteria of university choice. The factor analysis for cluster 2
also yields a five-factor solution, but as we can see from table 7 a slightly different set of fac-
tors is extracted. The eigenvalues and explained variances after rotation are slightly lower
than for the entire student population, but a cumulated explained variance of 50.3% is still

acceptable.
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clusters, one of them evoking the expected image of an even younger, brighter and more af-
fluent applicant. The factors influencing university choice show the determination of the stu-
dents in our sample to study abroad and to gather work experience: Internationality, practical
training and a short study time were among the most important factors. Unlike for the major-
ity of German business students, the proximity to the family is not an overriding factor in uni-

versity choice for this group.

This study has some limitations that lie in the general nature of empirical research and ques-
tionnaire design. First, only 8,7% of all participants in entrance exams in 2003 have been ac-
cessible for our survey. We can only assume that this group is representative for the partici-
pants in entrance exams in general but cannot provide empirical proof. Especially the absence
of applicants from public universities is regrettable. Future studies should therefore enlarge
their sample and provide a better representativeness. Second, the study implicitly assumes that
students are also well informed about the topics they deem important. However, other studies
(James, Baldwin & Mclnnis 1999) suggest that there may be huge differences between the
general importance of factors and the willingness to be informed about them. Although this
may also be true for the surveyed group the fact that they prefer different media to gather in-
formation than the average might hint to that they have at least considered these media. Be-
sides, an objective assessment of the information quality could hardly have been carried out.
Third, the comparison to the German average might be misleading for some institutions.
Some public universities with a good reputation were able to use the federal admission board
very effectively to channel high-potential demand so that their student body already contains
very gifted students.

In times of structural change, universities have to be prepared for fierce competition for inputs
both financial and human. High-potential students are one of the major assets a university can
acquire during this transformation. Our study has revealed that some universities are already
in touch with these students through entrance exams. Knowing their decision criteria for the
choice of a university provide the institutions in higher education with a possibility to actively

target these needs.

This process has both a program and a communication component. We found that internation-
ality, time of study and study quality are important factors to highly motivated students so
universities should try to integrate these elements in their programs structures. However, the
communicative aspect is often much more important. Universities need to provide specific

information to specific prospective customers in order to appeal to them. The current ap-

18



proach of being “all things to all people” (Baldwin & James, 2000: 146) may not deter a cer-
tain group of students, but it also has limited appeal to a specialized segment. Universities
should therefore use every possibility to signal that they care about the needs of the students-

customers.
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