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ABSTRACT

The objedive of this gudy is to ascertain the influence of internal and external environmental and marketing
stimuli on students' need recognition to study at private olleges in Maaysia. Eight hunded and eighty eight
students who were erolled in 72 multi-disciplined private lleges participated in this dudy. A two-part
questionraire omprising seleded badground dita, and internal and external stimuli promoting students' need
recognition was used. Interna stimuli comprised an individual’s past experience, charaderistics and motive.
Externa environmenta stimuli encompassed family, reference group and socia class while external marketing
stimuli include the quality of programs, promotion, pricing, distribution, ledurers, processes and ptysicd
resources. The results indicae that external marketing stimuli have the highest influence on students' need
reaognition (ledurer’s quality — 76%; program quality — 74% and quality of physicd resources — 73%), foll owed
by externa environmenta stimuli (family — 70%), and internal stimuli — 65%. These findings will enable private
colleges to formulate dfedive marketing strategies emphasising students' need recognition and family influence,
which will allow them to maintain a sustainable cmpetitive alge over their competitors in this dynamic and
highly competiti ve industry.

Key words: Need reagnition, internal stimuli, external stimuli, private olleges.

INTRODUCTION
Private Higher Education in Malaysia

The higher educdion induwstry in Malaysia employs a dualistic system comprising of the
pubic and grivate higher education sedors (Tan, 2003. Private higher education comprises
private lleges, private universities and uriversity colleges, foreign uriversity branch
campuses and dstance leaning centers. A halmark of the private higher educaional
institutions (PHEIS) is that they self-generate their resources from shareholders’ funds,
students' fees and business adivities related to the educaion business PHEIS too are
strongly encouraged to adopt the aurriculum prescribed by the Ministry of Education (Soon,
1999. In addition PHEIs offer numerous categories of studies namely, internal award at
cettificate and dploma levels, tuition for external professonal examinations, bachelors,
masters and dactoral programs in an array of disciplines (Shamsul, 2001 Kamaruzzaman
and Kelch, 1999.
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The 1990s represented an era of rapid development for the Malaysian private higher
educaional institutions and was charaderized by the growth in the number of institutions,
variety of courses offered and course structures. According to Marzita (2009, there were
535 pivate wlleges and 26 wivate universities and uriversity coll eges registered with the
Ministry of Educaion in 2005.This has enabled the private higher educational institutions
to complement the dforts of their puldic counterpart in producing highly skill ed and trained
professonals to med Vision 2020.The dam of this vision is to make Malaysia afully
indwstrialized nation by the yea 2020.1n addition, the private higher education institutions
have dso contributed significantly to the Malaysian econamy viaforeign exchange eanings
from the influx of foreign students. The number of foreign students rose from 23,400in
2002to 36,466in 2003,an increase of 77.%%6 (Izwar, 2003. Consequently, the private
higher education sedor too hes succesgully minimized the outflow of foreign exchange
estimated at 2.5 — 3 million Ringgt annwelly through the reduction in the number of
Malaysian students pursuing higher educaion abroad. Such a trend is possble & private
colleges and universities are ale to dfer a comparable dternative to higher education as
their pulic courterpart.

Contemporary Challenges Confronting Private Collegesin Malaysia

Over aspan o 70yeas sncetheir inceptionin the 19305, private all eges have flourished
toits current formidable state. Thistrend persisted into the 1980 s and 1990s as the growth
among Malaysians taking degree level courses increassed from 7% to 23%. With the
presence of an estimated 160 adive private wlleges, 12 pivate universities, 4 foreign
university branch campuses and dstance leaning centers, the available total market
potential of 350,000~ 400,000students gill seems very limited (Disney and Adlan, 200@).
This highly competitive environment has resulted in an estimated dedine in student
enrollment by approximately 20 percent aaoss the board, espedaly among the smaller
private mlleges with student enrolment ranging between 400— 500 students (Zalina, 2003.
This poses a new challenge in ensuring the future survival of private wlleges in this
courtry.

Besides the competitive state, the enadment of several statutes such as the Educaion
Act 1996, Private Higher Educdion Institution Act 1996, National Accreditation Board
(LAN) Act 1996, University and University Colleges (Amendment) Act 1996, National
Higher Educaion Fund Corporation Act 1997 (Disney and Adlan, 2000B have regulated
the cndwt of private higher educaion operators to promote quality educaion. The
implementation d these regulatory controls has resulted in a number of private wlleges
being served with ndices for closure, revocaion d their licenses, issuance of show cause
letters, and dredives to cease the offering of certain programs. Between November 2002
and January 2003, 171PHEIs were direded to stop their operations resulting in a reduction
in their number from 706to 535(Rohana, 2003. Similarly, in April 2003,ancther 7 PHEIs
were direded to close down their operations becaise they were operating withou the
approval of the Department of Private of Higher Educaion. An additional ten institutions
were direded to stop dfering courses which have not been approved (Izwar, 2003.
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Consequently private alleges too have been compelled to adopt information and
communication techndogy such as techndogy infrastructure, network and systems use,
course development, administrative system, and E-planet. In fad the larger institutions have
started to experiment with numerous techndogicd appli caions sich as computer power and
application d ‘smart’ prodicts, teating and leaning techndogy, and efficient methods of
distributing education through E-Leaning (Syed Othman Al-Habshi, 1999. Such moves
were deemed highly necessary to kegy up with techndogicd innovations in educdion as
expeded by the respedive stakeholders.

In summary, the wmpetitive, legal and tedhndogicd environment has compelled
private mlleges to be more competitive. Couded with heightened consumer sophisticaion,
private lleges are increasingly faced with the callenge of getting their enrollment to
bres-even, sustain their market share and eventually register the expeded profits. In
resporse to this baffling scenario, an empirica reseach undertaking such as this dudy
would be esential. It would enable insights on stimulants that trigger the recognition o
need for higher education at private wllegesto be solicited. These findings could be utili zed
as a platform to asgst private @lleges in their pursuit of organized and aggressve
marketing/ management eff orts to seaure the much needed enroll ment.

Research Question/Objedive

The question addressed in this gudy is: What are the stimulants that led students into
identifying their need to pusue higher educaion at private olleges in Malaysia? The
objedive of thisreseach isthereforeto determine students' perception d the stimulants that
triggered their need recognition for higher education at private mllegesin Maaysia.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Private higher educaiona ingtitutions adive involvement in the Malaysian higher
education system was witnessd in the ealy 1980s (Jalaludin, 200). They off ered courses
for students with Sijil Pelgjaran Maaysia (SAM) and Sijil Tingg Pelgjaran Malaysia
(STPM) qudificaions or its equivaent, leading to the avard o cetificae, diploma and
degree qualificaions. According to the Department of Private Educdion, Ministry of
Educaion, Maaysia (2001 there were dmost 40,000students enrolled in private alleges
in 1998.Although private wlleges offer awide range of qualifications, prospedive students
and their parents would first have to reagnize their educaional neels prior to choosing a
private cllege (Schuettewith and Charlante, 1999.

Existing reseach oncustomer service suggests that there ae differencesin the dedsion
making process between goods and services (Turley and LeBlanc, 1993. Hill and Nedey
(1988 proposed that the dedsion making process is different acwrding to the type of
service It has been reported that the involvement in consumer dedsion making varies by
product (service) caegory and by spedfic dedsions and dedsion stages (Davis, 1986§.
However, the literature indicates that studies on consumer dedsion making processtendto
focus on pat-dedsion behavior rather than pre-dedsion behavior (Peterson and Wilson,
1992 Bitner, 1992 Crosby et a., 1990 Oliva & al., 1993. Furthermore, these empiricd
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reseaches were mnducted largely in the United States and the Scandinavian courtries. As
such an empiricd research addressng the pre-purchase stage, particularly need recognition,
for private higher education in private llegesin Malaysia is much needed. The influence
of internal, and external environmental and marketing stimuli on the need recogniti on stage
would determine whether a consumer proceels to subsequent stages such as information
seach, evaluation d alternatives and the dedsionto purchase.

The pre-purchase phase cnsists of arange of adiviti esthat take placebefore apurchase
dedsion is made. It begins with the initial need recognition (Lovelock and Wright, 1999
Lovelock et a., 1998 and Donrelly and George, 198). This first stage must materiali ze
before dedsion making may begin. Neal recognition accurs whenever consumers identify a
significant diff erence between their adual or current state of affairs and a desired o ided
state (Hawkin et al., 2001 Schiffman and Kanuk, 1990. An adual state is an individual’s
perception d his or her fedings and situation at the present time. The desired state, onthe
other hand, is the way an individual wants to fed or be & the present time. Central to the
need recognition processis the degreeof discrepancy between the desired condtion and the
adua condtion. A consumer would procee to fulfill his or her need only if the nedl is
important and solutions are avail able (Baker, 1997. Moogan, et a. (2001) in their study on
the importance of dedsion making attributes by patential higher education students in the
United Kingdom reported that students would orly pursue higher educdionif the university
seams attradive or worthwhil e to them.

In addition, Assad (1998 established need rewognition based on two key inpu
variables, namely internal and external inpu variables. Internal inpu variables are those
stemming from within an individual, such asthe individual’s past experience, charaderistics
and motive. Conversely, the external inpu variables consist of the environmental and
marketing stimuli. Examples of environmental stimuli are reference group, social classand
family. The influence of reference group onconsumer dedsion making process parallels
studies by Joseph and Joseph (1997 and Spekman et al., (1980. Willi ams (2002 proposed
that social class does have an impad on consumer dedsion making. Studies by Nattavud
(2003 and Stafford et al., (1996 have dso found a relationship between family and
consumer dedsion making process This trend is also olbserved in Malaysia where Leo
Burnett in a research conduwcted in Kuala Lumpur reveded that young Malaysians, despite
being westernized, are till guite mnservative and value family life and parental consent
(Schuttewith and Charlante, 199§. Marketing stimuli on the other hand would include the
product, promotion, dadng, pricing, people, process and ptysicd evidence employed by
firms (Schiffman and Kanuk, 200Q. Literature on consumer behavior by Lancaster and
Massngham (2001), Phipps and Simmons (2007), Rice (1997, 1993 have alvocated that
marketing stimuli would affed the different stages of consumer dedsion making process
On a similar note, studies condwcted in Malaysia by Rohaizat (2004 and Tan (1999 aso
agreed that marketing stimuli do affed a student’s choice of college. However, in the
context of an effedive eucdaion system, quelity inpus by PHEIs would predominantly
include people espedally ledurers, and service products duch as programs and plysicd
evidence(YinandWai, 1997.
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METHODOLOGY
The Sample

The popuation d PHEIsin Malaysia has been defined as private wlleges, ou of which 124
multi-discipline private ®lleges listed in the Green Pages Index of Wencom Higher
Educaion Guide 2000 2001 (Quek, 2000 were seleded. However, four were later omitted,
either because their licenses were revoked, has been aqquired or had their status changed
from a multi-disciplinary college to a spedalty college. This leaved only 120 pivate
colleges that were included in this gudy. One thousand three hunded and twenty first
semester students were seleded (120 pivate mlleges x 11 students) via the simple randam
sampling approad, based onthe dassregistration o newly enrolled students. Students of
this enrolment status were seleded becaise they were in a better position to recdl what
influenced their need recognition to study at their chosen private lleges. This safeguarded
the quality of the responses obtained. Out of the 1320 qestionraires distributed, orly 833
(62%) were returned from 72 pivate mlleges. Fourteen were rejeded because there were
numerous missng values, hence bringing the ac¢ual number of resporses to 808(60%).

The Questionnaire

The questionnaire was constructed in Engli sh and comprised two major parts. The first part
requested badkground dita, such as level of program, gender, race mode of study,
nationality and qualification, for the purpose of profili ng the respondents. The second fart
of the questionnaire required the respondents to indicae their percaved influence by
numerous inpus of need reaogniti on. Questions to measure the internal and external stimuli
triggering need recognition were @nstructed based onstudies by Rohaizat (2004, Nattavud
(2003, Willi ams (2002, Moogan et al. (2007, Tan (1999 and Spekman et al. (1980. The
internal, externa-environmental and external-marketing fadors were operationalized as
stimulants of need reaognition. Internal stimuli comprised the individual’s past experience,
charaderistics and motive. External-environmental stimuli on the other hand consisted of
family, reference group and socia class The external-marketing stimuli i ncluded quality of
program, promotion adivities, attradive pricing, eassy access quelified ledurers, simple
processes and upto-date fadliti es. Responses to these questions were measured ona seven
point Likert scde, with 7 keing strongly influenced, 1 keing no influence and O for not
applicable. The substantive goproach was used to coll apse caegoriesinto low, moderate and
high levels from the original Likert scde (Vaus, 2002. This approad entail s combining
caegories based on communal grounds, which would enable them to fit together. In this
case with interval variables, coll apsing was merely the concern of establi shing cut-off paints
along the continuum. Based onthe substantive goproach the eght point Likert scde of 0-7
was divided into three caegories with approximately the same number of codes coll apsed
into ead category. Codes of lessthan threewere considered as low levels of influence, 3to
5 as moderate levels of influence and codes above five & high levels of influence
Questionreires were distributed to recently enrolled students (up to ore month) to be
completed. The one month gualification was imposed to ensure that students would be ale
to rewlled the various influences on their need reaognition with reasonable degrees of
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acaracy. Prior to the aiministration d the questionraire to the respondents, a pre-test was
condwcted among 88 students at a private ollege in Petaling Jaya, Selangor, to ensure
clarity of the questionraire. These students were excluded from the sample of this gudy.

Data Colledion and Analytical Procedures

Data alledion was administered via the drop-off method in the following states: Kuala
Lumpur, Selangor, Perak, Penang, Kedah, Melaka and Negeri Sembilan. The reseachers

personaly delivered the questionraires to the respedive alleges, which enabled them to

explain the purpose of the research to the respedive wlleges 9 asto €licit their cooperation.

Mail survey was used for Sabah, Sarawak, Kelantan, Trengganu, Pahang and Johar as they

were geographicdly far from the reseacher’s base. The statisticad computer program SPSS
version 11lwas used to analyze the data (Norusis, 20039.

A statisticd analysis was carried ou on the perceved level of influence of internal and
external fadors on reed recognition. Prior to this, the inter-item correlation was performed
to establish if they were related o vice versa (Bryman and Duncan, 1999. Coefficient
values more than 0.3in the correlation matrix suggest that those items belong together
(Vaus, 2002. A significant majority of the internal, externa environment and marketing
fadors had coefficient values of more than 0.3.Items that had coefficient values of lessthan
0.3 were nat dropped (as they normally are) becaise they belonged together conceptually.
The internal reliability of the multiple items employed to measure eab construct in this
study isfairly goodas the Alpha values obtained for all the items were more than 0.6, lence
indicating satisfadtory internal reliability (Hair et al., 200Q. Construct validity was
determined via ascertaining the content or facevalidity of the measurement instrument. This
procedure was carefully approached by first defining what was to be measured, foll owed by
a thorough literature review and consequently the opinion d four marketing experts (two
acalemicians with extensive marketing knowledge and two marketing praditioners in
private lleges) to ascertain the representativenessand suitability of the designed scde.

Sample Char acteristics

Out of the 808respondents, 62.%% (508 were females and 37.26 (300) were males. There
were 83.3% (673 full-time students and 16.P6 (135 part-time students. The 18to 22 age
group registered the largest number of responcents, totaling 83% (673. This was foll owed
by the 23 to 29age groupmaking up 126 (100 of the responcents. The 30to 39age group
was snall with 4.3 (35), and there were nore aove the aye of 40. Chinese was the most
dominant ethnic group, with 62.44 (504) responcents, foll owed by the Malays 17. 76 (143,
Indians 13.24 (107) and ahers 6.76 (54). Maaysians made up the majority with 76.4%
(617), while the nonMalaysians totalled 23.646 (191). 76.%% (621 of the respondents were
self-sponsored while only 23.1% (187) were on study loan.
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RESULT SAND DISCUSS ON

From Table 1, 6536 (808 of the respondents ranked individual’s motive & having the
highest influence among the internal input variables. This may be because, in most cases the
desire to pusue higher educdion is a self-driven aspiration, aimed at seauring a better
future. Individual motive too is a driving fador becaise in Malaysia having a paper
gualification is often viewed as an important pre-requisite to enter the job market. For the
external environmental stimuli, 70% of the respondents perceved that their family had a

Table 1. Nead Reognition Based onlInternational and External Stimulus (n = 808

. High Moderate Low

Internal Stimulus Influence>5 | Influence3-5 | Influence< 3 Rank
a. Individua’s past experience 1.8 10.0 88.2 3
b. Indvidua’scharaderistic 52.8 30.4 16.8 2
c. Indvidual’smotive 65.4 28.5 6.1 1
External Stimulus: High Moderate Low Rank
Environmental stimulus Influence>5 | Influence3-5| Influence< 3
a. Family 70.3 20.6 9.1 1
b. Referencegroup 64.2 18.9 16.9 3
c. Socid class 68.7 20.4 10.9 2
External Stimulus: High Moderate Low Rank
Marketing stimulus Influence>5 | Influence3-5 | Influence< 3
a.  Quality of programs 74.3 15.8 9.9 2
b. Quality of promotion 50.8 38.7 10.5 6
c. Quality of pricing 60.9 22.5 16.6 4
d. Quadlity of distribution efforts 58.2 29.6 12.2 5
e. Quadlity of ledurers 76.3 13.2 10.5 1
f. Quality of processes 40.6 33.3 26.1 7
g. Quality of physicd resources 72.8 20.2 7.0 3

high influence on their need recognition. These findings concur with studies by Nattavud
(2003 and Stafford et al., (1996. As Malaysian society is gill very close knit and rather
conservative, involvement of the family unit in key dedsions, such as choice of college, is
still prevalent (Schuettewith and Charlante, 1999. Among the external marketing stimuli,
quality of ledurers (76.3%), quality of programs (74.3%) and quality of physicd resources
(72.8%) were perceived as the three most influential marketing stimuli to trigger need
recognition for private higher educaion at private mlleges. This is understandable & one
key comporent of an effedive educaion system is the quality of inpus utili zed including
people such as the ledurers, and the service product such as the program and ptysicd
evidence (Yin and Wai, 1997. Together, these inpus are the fadors resporsible for
stimulating nead recognition among students seking quality higher educdion, and are in
conformity to studies undertaken by Rohaizat (2004 and Tan (1999.
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Peason correlation caried ou on al the internal, external environmental and external
marketing fadors generated pasitive results (Table 2). For the internal fadors modest
correlation (0.43 was observed between individual charaderistic and individual motive.
This finding is very much in line with the ealier summary statistic, where 65% of students
perceved their individual motive @ having a strong influence on their recognitionto pusue
higher education at a private mllege. The external environmental fador too dsplayed a
modest correlation (0.56 between social class and reference group as well as family and
referencegroup (0.48. The summary statistics further indicaed that family and social class
were perceved to have astrong influence on their problem recognition by 70% and 6%%6 of
students respedively.

Table 2. Correlation for Influence of Problem Reaognition onStudents
Dedsion Making Processto Seled a Private Coll ege (n=808)

Internal External Fadors: External Fadors:
Fadors Environment Marketing
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

Pest 10
experience
Individual -
charaaer 1 10
Indvidud o 43 10
motive
mily 18* 17 50% 10
30;'2' 35%  20% B2 2g% 10
;ﬁgﬁce 197 18% 30  48% 56 10
g‘éag';gns 09%  29%  BO%  47% 27+ 30% 10
2:1?3?3:” 35 A5M Q2% 04 Q7% 13%  21% 10
Srtitéﬁqcélve 08  26% 0  05% 04% 10" 19% 64 10
Ew kk *% %% * % * * * *
s 35 01 04%  16% 13 08%  20% 53* 68+ 10
?:i']%s 23 33 3% 2g%  1g% 2@ BA% 24 37 37 10
?rg:pgfs 33 07 1% 19% A7 13 37 A8 3%  5g*  48* 10
%‘i’j'ltig';ate 06% 097  16% 147  12% 1% 3% 34% 4% 35%  AQ% 53 10

* Peason correlationis sgnificant at 0.01 level (2-tail ed).

Modest correlation was also found for external marketing fadors auch as attradive
pricing and easy access (0.68, promotion adivities and attradive pricing (0.64 and
attradive pricing with simple processs (0.63. In the summary statistics of Table 1 students
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have indicaed quaiity ledurers (76%), quality programs (74%) and upto-date fadliti es
(73%) asthe external marketing fadors that had a strong influence ontheir nead recognition.
This suggests that the external marketing stimulus is relatively more influential in triggering
students' need recognition for higher educaion at private oll eges.

CONCLUSION

Individual motive (internal inpu variable), family (external inpu variable: environmental
stimulus), quality of programs, quelity of ledurers, as well as quality of physicd resources
(externa inpu variable: marketing stimuli) were perceaved by students as triggers of need
recognition for higher education at private lleges. This concurswith the literature reported
by Assad (1998 and Schiff man and Kanuk (2000.

The eterna marketing stimuli was perceved to be most influential in stimulating
students' need to study at private wlleges. The three marketing stimuli namely quality of
ledurers, programs, and plysicd evidence were rated higher than the internal and external
environmental stimuli, thus reinforcing the importance of marketing stimuli in triggering
need recognition among students of private lleges. Thisimplies that marketing stimuli are
powerful todls that can be used by private @lleges to stimulate need recognition among
potential students. As auch it would be aiticd for private all egesto review and reformul ate
their marketing strategies to maximize their impad to stimulate students' need recognition
and choice of private llege. It is also imperative that management of private clleges
communicate these strategies to pdential students and their parents. This is becaise the
choiceof collegeisnat anindividual’sdedsion bu one that involves a dedsion making unit
(DMU) that comprises potential students and their famili es. Asthis dudy is exploratory, it
would be more cnclusive if further empiricd studies could establish the magnitude of
influence these internal and external fadors have on students' need reaognition, and hawv
private clleges marketing eff orts could impad students’ need recognition.
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