Country Image Perception on Tertiary Education:
A Pilot Study on Indonesian Prospective Students
Abstract

To be competitive in this global economy, studying overseas to enhance knowledge and skills is crucial. In fact, choosing which country to go to pursue a degree overseas is a big question for prospective students. Being a part of a service industry plus being abroad makes overseas higher education difficult to evaluate. This study is designed to analyze how students perceive higher education in 10 different countries based on the concept of country image. The concept of country image and its impact on higher education will be explained. This study will involve early semester students at one international university in Jakarta where they should go abroad during their last semester. The country image perception from these prospective students of higher education in each country will be presented. The implications of this study will be discussed. While the sample is relatively small, the findings can be useful input to do a marketing plan to approach prospective students in Indonesia.  
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Introduction

One globalization impact is the challenge for graduates to compete in the global market, which requires competency and skills at an international level. Therefore, many students from around the globe are pursuing degrees overseas to broaden their cultural and intellectual horizons. According to a UNESCO press release in 2009, there were more than 2.8 million students enrolled in higher educational institutions outside their country of origin in 2007, which was a 53% increase since 1999. The top ten countries with students abroad based on their countries of origin in 2009 were China, India, the Republic of South Korea, Germany, Japan, France, the United States, Malaysia, Canada, and the Russian Federation. These 10 countries represent 37.5% of the total number of students studying outside their countries.

Meanwhile, the top eleven countries of destination for study abroad (i.e. host countries) in 2007 were the United States, followed by the United Kingdom, France, Australia, Germany, Japan, Canada, South Africa, the Russian Federation, and Italy. These eleven countries represent 71% of the total number of students studying outside their countries and 62% of those students studying in the top six countries. New emerging host countries are China, the Republic of South Korea, and New Zealand.
Based on the 2009 UNESCO report, there are two trends for mobile students. First, mobile students are now increasingly studying within their regions. Western Europe and North America have the highest number of students studying within these regions. In contrast, students from South and West Asia prefer to study outside those regions. Second, mobile students nowadays have more choices for study destinations. The number of mobile students studying in the United States declined while the number of mobile students in Australia, Canada, France, Italy, Japan, New Zealand, and South Africa increased. 

To remain competitive in the global education market, educational institutions should understand consumer behavior. According to Ozretic-Dosen, Skare, and Krupta (2008), internationalization in many different industries is influenced by country image created in the minds of customers, including in education. The role of country image is much more important for high involvement products compared to low involvement ones (Srikantanyoo & Gnoth, 2002). Tertiary education is a part of a service and a high involvement product for it is difficult to evaluate the quality of prospective students, especially for students who are going to study outside of their own country of origin. 
This paper aims to provide insight into the perception of country image in tertiary education. Perception from potential mobile students from Indonesia in 12 different countries will be explored. The concept of country image and its impact on tertiary education will be described. Then the methodology will be explained and the implications will be discussed.
Literature Review
Country image is commonly recognized by different terms such as country of origin, product-country image, country equity, or made–in country image (Kleppe and Stensaker, 2001). According to Kleppe and Stensaker (2001), country image and country equity are at the national level, while product-country image and country of origin refer to the product level. The determinant of country of origin basically is the country image that is identified toward a certain product or brand (Ahmed et al., 2004). Nagashima (1970, cited in Sohail, 2005) concluded that country of origin is defined as a consumer’s association with a given country of origin as the picture, the reputation, and the stereotype that businesspeople and consumers attach to products of a specific country. Meanwhile, country image is defined as the total of all descriptive, inferential, and informational beliefs about a certain country (Martin and Eroglu, 1993 cited in Roth, Diamantopoulos, and Montesinos, 2008). In short, Ayyildiz and Cengiz (2007) defined country image as “country of origin effects”.
Tertiary education is a part of a service industry, which has high contact service with intangible results. Tertiary education can be categorized as a high involvement service (Srikatanyoo and Gnoth, 2002), as prospective students will find difficulties to assess the quality of education and in a way they will be exposed largely to the service elements (tertiary education elements) and be actively involved with the education provider for a certain period of time. In the case of international tertiary education, an evaluation of education quality is more difficult. Tangible aspects such as facilities and equipment might help prospective students to assess the quality of education. However, most of time, when intrinsic cues (e.g. taste, performance, and design) are difficult to be assessed, consumers will rely on extrinsic cues (e.g. brand, country of origin, and price) when they make decisions to consume or buy certain products (Jacoby et al., 1997, cited in Ahmed et al., 2004). According to Wall et al. (1991), many studies show that country image is an important extrinsic cue in consumers’ perceptions and evaluations of product and service quality compared to other variables.

As a pre-purchasing evaluation of tertiary education for prospective students coming from overseas is considered difficult, they mostly use country image as the evaluation cue. Moreover, the quality of an institution is also perceived through the country image (Srikantanyoo & Gnoth, 2002). Based on Srikantanyoo and Gnooth’s (2002) argument, it can be concluded that prospective students will consider various aspects related to studying overseas in relation with the country image variable such as the reputation of education, climate, distance, cost of living, culture, educational services, educational facilities, programs offered, research quality, along with visa and admission requirements.

Methodology

The study was conducted at BINUS INTERNATIONAL, Jakarta, Indonesia, where the data was collected from 50 students during their first semester in the International Business program at BINUS INTERNATIONAL. BINUS INTERNATIONAL is a private university that conducts all courses in English with a total number of 823 students (data per odd semester 2009/2010). BINUS INTERNATIONAL collaborates with many overseas partner universities from the UK (Northumbria University, Bournemouth University), Australia (Curtin University of Technology, University of Wollongong, Murdoch University, RMIT, La Trobe University, University of New South Wales, Macquarie University), Dubai (University of Wollongong Dubai), South Korea (Solbridge International School of Business), and Germany (Cologne Business School). More collaboration with many other universities in different countries will be pursued. Meanwhile, the International Business program is a new program launched by BINUS INTERNATIONAL in 2009, where study abroad at least for one semester is mandatory for all students in this program. 
Ten countries were chosen for this study, namely Australia, China, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Japan, South Korea, New Zealand, the UK, and the US. Those countries were chosen simply because of the existing and potential collaboration between BINUS and various universities in several countries. Current collaboration is between universities in Australia, Germany, South Korea and the UK, while the potential partner universities are from China, France, the Netherlands, Japan, New Zealand, and the US. 

Based on the theoretical framework according to Cubillo, Sanchez, and Cervino (2006), the variables applied for this study are: worldwide educational recognition; ease in the immigration process; low cost of living; ease to adapt to culture; ease to get a working permit; ease to get PR (permanent residence); close proximity; ease of university admission; wide selection of courses; lower tuition fee; availability of financial aid; internship availability; large number of international students; top quality of educational services; top quality of research, and top quality of educational facilities.
The hypotheses formed for this study are as follows:

Ho: A set of association towards tertiary education in a certain country is perceived similarly by prospective students in Indonesia.

Ha: A set of association towards tertiary education in a certain country is perceived differently by prospective students in Indonesia.

Results and Discussion
A convenience sample from 50 first semester students of the International Business program was gathered using a class-based intercept study with only 37 valid questionnaires. All variables used in the questionnaire were tested to check the reliability using the Spearman-Brown method to check the correlation between the two halves of the variables. The test showed that all variables are reliable. 
The Q Cochran test was used to examine the hypotheses at a 95 percent confidence limit. The results showed that Indonesians have different perceptions towards tertiary education in 10 different countries based on the 16 variables above. The Q Cochran test results are described as follows:

Table 1: Q Cochran test results

	Country
	Q value
	X2 value
	Significant Variables

	Australia
	5.294
	(0.005 ; 5) 11.070
	· Worldwide educational recognition
· Wide selection of courses

· Availability of financial aid

· Large number of international students

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of educational facilities

	China
	19.233
	(0.005 ; 15) 24.996 
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Ease in immigration process

· Low living costs
· Ease to adapt to culture

· Ease to get a working permit

· Ease to get PR

· Close proximity

· Ease of university admission

· Wide selection of courses

· Lower tuition fee

· Availability of financial aid

· Internship availability

· Large number of international students

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities

	France
	8.321
	(0.005 ; 8) 15.507
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Wide selection of courses

· Lower tuition fee

· Availability of financial aid

· Internship availability

· Large number of international students

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities

	Germany
	11.348
	(0.005 ; 7) 14.067 
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Wide selection of courses

· Availability of financial aid

· Internship availability

· Large number of international students

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities

	The Netherlands
	11.311
	(0.005 ; 7) 14.067
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Wide selection of courses

· Availability of financial aid

· Internship availability

· Large number of international students

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities

	Japan
	11.505
	(0.005 ; 6) 12.592
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Wide selection of courses

· Availability of financial aid

· Internship availability

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities

	 South Korea
	20.020
	(0.005 ; 13) 22.362
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Ease in immigration process

· Low living costs
· Ease to get a working permit

· Ease to get PR

· Close proximity

· Ease of university admission

· Wide selection of courses

· Lower tuition fee

· Availability of financial aid

· Internship availability

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities

	New Zealand
	18.895
	(0.005 ; 13) 22.362
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Ease in immigration process

· Ease to adapt to culture

· Ease to get a working permit

· Ease to get PR

· Close proximity

· Ease of university admission

· Wide selection of courses

· Availability of financial aid

· Internship availability

· Large number of international students

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities

	The United Kingdom
	6.889
	(0.005 ; 6) 12.592
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Wide selection of courses

· Availability of financial aid

· Large number of international students

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities

	 The USA
	5.556
	(0.005 ; 5) 11.070
	· Worldwide educational recognition 
· Availability of financial aid

· Large number of international students

· Top quality of educational services

· Top quality of research

· Top quality of educational facilities


The results indicated that the respondents perceived 10 countries have worldwide educational recognition, top quality of educational services, and top quality of educational facilities. All countries except the USA were considered to provide a wide selection of courses. Then, all the countries except Australia were believed to have top quality of research. Respondents perceived China as having all the variables used in this study. Then respondents deemed South Korea and New Zealand as having 14 variables applied in this study. Meanwhile, respondents regarded only 6 (six) variables for both Australia and the USA. In conclusion, each country has different sets of association perceived by the respondents.
Limitations of Study and Further Research Recommendations
Some limitations of this study should be mentioned. First, this study was conducted in Indonesia with a small number of respondents from BINUS International University only, so the results cannot be generalized. Second, the country image variables applied in this study covered all aspects from the country situation to institution and program condition, while the institutions in their respective countries may have differences in terms of quality, facilities, services, etc.
For future research, this study could be applied to other countries and or regions with more respondents. A cross cultural study might also be applied for further research. As mentioned above, a further study might also differentiate between the institution and country variables.
Conclusion

Despite the limitations above, this study demonstrates that prospective students have different perceptions toward tertiary education in different countries. This study also shows that country image affects the perception of prospective students in Indonesia and definitely impacts the educational field. Therefore, building a country image and raising awareness toward the country are required to develop better perceptions among potential customers.
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