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Mediating Effect of Information Satisfaction on College Choice
ABSTRACT
Given the attributes of a service organization, such as an education institution, the evaluation of customers’ satisfaction for a service is more challenging as compared to a product. Previous research has successfully demonstrated the direct relationship between college attributes and students’ choice satisfaction; however, study on the possibility of variables having a mediating role on choice satisfaction has yet to be investigated. This study attempts to address this knowledge gap and seeks to serve a provocative role in explaining international students’ college choice satisfaction. It was indicated that college attributes such as tuition fees, career enhancement programs, academic recognition and campus atmosphere were essential predictors of students’ choice satisfaction. However, more importantly this study also examines information satisfaction as a mediator variable. Findings of this study highlighted that information satisfaction has a partial mediating effect in enhancing the relationship between college attributes and students’ choice satisfaction.  Hence this significant finding implied that the challenges of marketers are not only to focus on the vital attributes that are influencing students’ college choice but also on strategies on how information regarding the attributes should be disseminated appropriately.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The prospect of intense competition in college enrollments has generated tremendous pressure on college administrators and educators to find effective approaches to attract students (Ivy 2001 and Soutar and Turner 2002). Therefore, understanding students’ satisfaction is necessary because it reveals the voice of the customers. The notion of customer satisfaction takes up a vital position in marketing practices and it continues to attract the attention of researchers and marketers. In understanding customers’ satisfaction, researchers have long acknowledged and recognized the importance of attributes in influencing customers’ choice satisfaction (Churchill and Suprenant 1982, Halstead, Hartman & Schimdt 1994, Oliver 1993, Oliver 1997, Athiyaman 1997 and Kozak 2003)
In the case of education institutions, identifying and measuring satisfaction can tell us which aspects of the college attributes will have the greatest impact on the outcome called student choice behavior and eventually will lead to student retention. Previous findings indicate that college attributes such as tuition fees, availability of programs, academic recognition, quality of academicians, quality of facilities and campus atmosphere among others are essential predictors of students’ college choice (Chapman 1981, Wajeeh and Micceri 1997, Joseph and Joseph 2000, Mazzarol and Soutar 2002, Burns 2006 and Ismail 2008).
While acknowledging the important contribution of earlier works, this present paper attempts to develop and extend the work of previous studies by offering the opportunity to investigate the importance of information satisfaction as a mediator variable in explaining the relationship between college attributes and choice satisfaction. Students mainly collect information on respective colleges prior to making a choice. These colleges will employ a wide range of communication devices such as promotional materials in their effort to inform and influence potential students. It is therefore natural that before a student chooses a college, he must foremost be satisfied with the information obtained regarding the college. Information satisfaction is therefore essential specifically in the early stage of the student’s decision making process since it is an imperative in the assessment of a college to be chosen. Hence this study aims to shed more light on college choice satisfaction by examining the role information satisfaction may play when evaluating the relationship of college attributes with choice satisfaction.
This study discusses the distinction of college choice satisfaction, information satisfaction and college attributes. In addition this study provides an overview of the framework and discusses how it was empirically tested. Results are also presented and implications for further studies are explored. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Importance of choice satisfaction
Customer satisfaction is referred to as the customer’s state of being sufficiently contented in a purchase situation for the sacrifice the customer has made (Loudon and Bitta 1993). Previous researchers have indicated that satisfaction is highly linked to customer retention and loyalty (Hallowell 1996, Athiyaman 1997, and Helgesen & Nesset 2007). In addition, it has also been pointed out that the ability to build up loyalty in customers and hence retention is perceived as a key feature in sustaining and improving market share and enhancing the value of the organization (Rust and Zahorik 1993 and Beerli, Martin and Quitana 2004). Winning new customers is good but it is cheaper to hold on to existing customers. As indicated in earlier studies, loyalty reduces the need to incur customer acquisition costs (Reichheld 1996) and the cost of acquiring customers may be five times more costly than that of retaining them (Peters 1988 cited in Rust and Zahorik 1993). Therefore, making certain that customers stay loyal and satisfied with its service is of importance to an education institution. More than ever in the current situation, where competition is intensive, it is important that education institutions search for resourceful cost effective ways to persuade and retain their customers. As businesses become more aggressive and as many services become commodities, customer satisfaction is even more rigid then ever to uphold.

Hence, for an education institution to be successful in the long run, it must satisfy customers, at the same time making a profit. Indeed, it can be argued that satisfying students should be the prime obligation of a college and virtually all its activities, programs and policies should be evaluated in terms of their contribution towards satisfying students. Hence, students’ satisfaction is so critical for education institutions that any education institution interested in the delivery of superior service must start with a comprehensible understanding of its customers, not forgetting the impact it will generate as satisfied customers over time will come back and bring more friends. 
2.2 College attributes

One of the major predicaments faced by service customers is the uncertainty about the consequences of the choice decision that they cannot anticipate (Iglesias and Guillen 2002). Due to service distinctive characteristics namely, intangibility, inseparability, heterogeneity and perishability (Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry 1985) customers usually associate service with high level of risk (Guiltinan 1987, Murray and Schlacter 1990, Murray 1991 and Iacobucci 1992). More so for education as the whole process will definitely take years to complete even after the decision has been made (undergraduate study will take up to three years minimum) and as such the process of student’s assessment of a service is to a certain degree dependent on credible information regarding the attributes of an institution. 

Halstead, Hartman and Schimdt (1994) supported that education institution represents an unfamiliar first time experience for students, therefore, students’ evaluation of their expectations and performance are attributes or characteristics based. In education, students may not be able to sense the college’s intrinsic quality immediately and hence for students the utilization of college attributes (acting as physical cues to enhance the tangibility of college) in appraising choice satisfaction is critical. Previous studies have indicated that college attributes do have strong impact on students’ satisfaction in their choice of college (Oliver 1997 and Athiyaman 1997). These attributes among others include lecturers’ quality, availability of desired programs, international recognition, quality of college facilities (library services, computing facilities and recreational facilities), class size and subject difficulty and availability of financial support (Chapman 1981, Wajeeh and Micceri 1997, Joseph and Joseph 2000, Mazzarol and Soutar 2002, Burns 2006 and Ismail 2008).
2.3 Satisfaction with college information
The important issue of concern for a service provider is to understand customer evaluation process of service. In addition to post purchase satisfaction, it is also relevant to recognize that satisfaction with information may also occur before a choice is made. During the initial stage of the decision making process, the customer will evaluate potential service through information acquired hence, the expectations that a customer has pertaining to a service will be highly dependent upon information collected from a selection of sources. In the process of choosing a college, it is essential that students are able to acquire all information needed from different sources as they could make a better judgment and be satisfied with their choice of college. It is quite logical that before a student can be satisfied with the choice, he must foremost be satisfied with the information obtained regarding the college. Hence information satisfaction is essential since it is an imperative in the assessment of college performance.
As elaborated by Spreng, Mackenzie and Olshavsky (1996) and Bruce (1998), the feeling of satisfaction is not only reliant on the performance of the service alone but the feeling of satisfaction will also be contingent on the information that an individual has acquired prior to choice decision and on which his expectations are based. Satisfaction with the information is defined by Ismail (2008) as an individual agreement and contentment of the information used in choosing a service. 
Information gathered regarding respective colleges will be the basis of students’ primary evaluation in their pursuit of selecting a college to study. Generally students will search and evaluate information from up to five colleges in their process of deciding their choice of college (Ismail and Leow 2008). In their study it was also suggested that in students search process, market dominated sources of information (for examples college printed materials and college websites) were more widely used compared to personal sources of information (for examples family members and friends). It is thus very necessary for education institutions to ensure that students are satisfied with the information they acquire during this initial stage of decision making process as this feeling of satisfaction could lead to a choice behavior. 
As mentioned earlier, services such as education institutions are perceived as risk associated due to their intangible offerings, therefore, students would most probably use information cues to assess and confirm their choice satisfaction. For the purpose of this study, information satisfaction is characterized as students’ satisfaction with the information they have acquired regarding the attributes of the college that they are currently enrolled in. The term attributes is described as the various characteristics or features of the college.
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Figure 1: Framework of college choice satisfaction
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3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Sampling procedure
The sample frame comprised of undergraduate international students, these being defined as non – Malaysian citizens. Respondents were international students currently pursuing their degree program in the field of business of a private higher education institution in Malaysia. Respondents were selected from a student listing provided by the institution.
In order to improve response rate the survey questionnaire was distributed to 201 undergraduates when lectures were in session, which also allowed an immediate self-response by the students and collection by the researcher. However, only 149 students participated in the survey showing a response rate of 74 percent. 
3.2 Survey questionnaire development
The measurements for satisfaction were based on the general feelings about respondent’s college choice decision and information obtained. Respondents were asked to give an indication of satisfaction levels in connection with information sought and  their choice of college employing a five-point Likert rating scale from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree” with “somewhat agree” as the midpoint. 
Oliver (1980 and 1997) has developed an interesting scale of satisfaction in marketing literature and as such his questionnaire was adopted in this study for both college choice satisfaction and information satisfaction. However a few adjustments and modification to Oliver’s scale had to be made to suit the purpose of this study. For instance, Oliver’s 1997 “Consumption Satisfaction Scale” was designed to capture the satisfaction level of the purchase of tangible product, namely car while this study focuses on information satisfaction and college choice satisfaction which are intangible in nature. In addition some items had to be removed as they were not suitable to education institution (for example: Deleted statement “This is one of the best cars I could have bought”, since choosing a college is a first time experience therefore no comparison can be made). Some other items needed to be reworded differently to suit the measurement for college choice and information satisfaction while a few new items were added according to the researcher’s judgment.  
Several different constructs of college attributes have been identified and employed for this study (Chapman 1981, Halstead, Hartman and Schimdt 1994, Poock and Love 2001 and Cubillo, Sanchez, and Cervino 2006). The evaluation of college attributes were made in response to the statement “According to your experience please evaluate the characteristics of your chosen college based on the following statements. Circle the number that best describe the rating of your college.” As for the measurement of college attributes, two dimensions (positive and negative) were designed to assess both high-intensity and low-intensity reactions of students using a five-point scale, anchored as “most likely to describe my college/ least likely to describe my college”.

In addition, students were also questioned on the number of colleges they searched for before deciding on their college choice. By doing this the researcher would be able to analyze the frequency of number of colleges searched by the respondents before deciding on their college choice.

3.3 Data collection and preparation
SPSS was used to analyze data from the survey. To successfully evaluate internal consistency and reliability among items within the three constructs independent runs were done for each of the three constructs using Cronbach’s alpha. For each of the three constructs minimum of 0.70 as cut-off value for Alpha was accepted, as this is consistent with Nunally’s (1967). Based on Cronbach’s alpha, all items were maintained for the three constructs, namely: college choice satisfaction (0.88), college attributes (0.92) and information satisfaction (0.71).

From there, Principle Component Analysis (PCA) was employed as the extraction method for validity testing to show convergence and discriminant of all variables within the constructs. In addition, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) was used to measure the adequacy of the sampling and a cut-off result greater than 0.5 was used for a satisfactory factor analysis to proceed. And finally Barlett’s Test of Sphericity was used to establish its significance.
3.4 Establishment of mediation
Utilizing Baron and Kenny’s (1986) and Judd and Kenny’s (1981) steps, the following regression equations were observed in establishing mediation:
Step 1:
Regressing the dependent variable (DV) on the independent variable (IV) and the IV must be shown to affect the DV 
(Equation 1: CS = b01 + b11 Att)
Step 2:
Regressing the mediator (M) on the IV and result must show that IV is correlated with the M. 
(Equation 2: IS = b02 + b12 Att)
Step 3:
Regressing the DV on the M and again the relationship must be significant. 
(Equation 3: CS = b03 + b13 IS)
Step 4:
Regressing the DV on both the IV and M. 
(Equation 4: CS = b04 + b14 IS + b24 Att)
Where:
CS = College Choice Satisfaction, IS = Information Satisfaction and Att = College Attributes

Full mediation holds if the IV no longer affects the DV after M has been controlled and so the relationship between IV and DV is zero. Partial mediation occurs when relationship between IV and DV is reduced in absolute size but still different from zero when M is controlled.
4. RESULTS
4.1 Respondents’ profile
Analysis of basic demographic information reveals that the sample size is representative of the student population in terms of gender with approximately 42 percent males and country-of-origin with reasonable diversity of international students from 17 different countries. In addition, it was discovered that approximately 72 percent of the students searched for information of three to five colleges prior to choosing a college.
4.2 Measurement evaluation

Based on the Cronbach’s alpha value, all items of the three constructs were maintained and a simultaneous run for data reduction process was conducted on all the variables/ items to illustrate the inter-construct convergence and discriminant within the three constructs. PCA with varimax rotation was carried out on 43 variables; suppressed at 0.50 and as a result 16 variables survived as follows:

College choice satisfaction 
Six out of ten variables
Information satisfaction
Two out of ten variables
College attributes

Eight out of twenty three variables
In addition the result for the KMO test for the variables is 0.793 which indicates that the sample data is good and therefore fit for factor analysis. The Barlett’s Test of Sphericity result reveals that this test is significant (p = 0.000).
Based on the remaining variables a final run was conducted to evaluate internal consistency. The final value of Cronbach’s alpha for college choice satisfaction is 0.90, college attributes alpha value is 0.85 and value for information satisfaction is 0.60.
4.3 Mediation establishment

Results indicated that information satisfaction plays a significant role in mediating the relationship between college attributes and international students’ satisfaction on their choice of college. Based on Baron and Kenny’s (1986) and Judd and Kenny’s (1981) steps, the following results were established:
Step 1:
College attributes is found to exert a significant positive influence on college choice satisfaction.
Table 1: 

	
	 
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	Sig.

	 
	 
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	 
	 

	
	(Constant)
	17.781
	1.543
	 
	11.527
	.000

	
	College Attributes
	.150
	.056
	.218
	2.695
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	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.

	
	Regression
	89.351
	1
	89.351
	7.264
	.008

	 
	Residual
	1795.946
	146
	12.301
	 
	 

	 
	Total
	1885.297
	147
	 
	 
	 

	                      Adjusted  R Square
	.041


Predictors: (Constant), College Attributes, 
Dependent Variable: College Choice Satisfaction

Step 2: 
College attributes is found to exert a significant positive influence on information satisfaction.
Table 2: 
	
	 
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	Sig.

	 
	 
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	 
	 

	
	(Constant)
	5.599
	.576
	 
	9.716
	.000

	
	College Attributes
	.048
	.021
	.189
	2.320
	.022

	
	 
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.

	
	Regression
	9.241
	1
	9.241
	5.384
	.022

	 
	Residual
	250.617
	146
	1.717
	 
	 

	 
	Total
	259.858
	147
	 
	 
	 

	                      Adjusted  R Square
	.029


Predictors: (Constant), College Attributes

Dependent Variable: Information Satisfaction
Step 3:
Information satisfaction is found to exert a significant positive influence on college choice satisfaction.
Table 3: 
	
	 
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	Sig.

	 
	 
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	 
	 

	
	(Constant)
	15.536
	1.478
	 
	10.515
	.000

	
	Information Satisfaction
	.912
	.210
	.337
	4.338
	
.000

	
	 
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.

	
	Regression
	216.653
	1
	216.653
	18.821
	.000

	 
	Residual
	1692.153
	147
	11.511
	 
	 

	 
	Total
	1908.805
	148
	 
	 
	 

	                      Adjusted  R Square
	.107


Predictors: (Constant), Information Satisfaction

Dependent Variable: College Choice Satisfaction

Step 4:
Information satisfaction and college attributes are found to exert a significant positive influence on college choice satisfaction. In additional partial mediation occurs since the relationship between college attributes and college choice satisfaction is reduced in absolute size but is different from zero (referring to table 1 and table 4 respectively, beta value reduced from 0.218 to 0.161) when information satisfaction as mediator is controlled.
Table 4: 
	
	 
	Unstandardized Coefficients
	Standardized Coefficients
	t
	Sig.

	 
	 
	B
	Std. Error
	Beta
	 
	 

	
	(Constant)
	13.212
	1.892
	 
	6.984
	.000

	 
	College Attributes
	.111
	.054
	.161
	2.043
	.043

	
	Information Satisfaction
	.816
	.212
	.303
	3.854
	.000

	
	 
	Sum of Squares
	df
	Mean Square
	F
	Sig.

	
	Regression
	256.233
	2
	128.117
	11.403
	.000

	 
	Residual
	1629.064
	145
	11.235
	 
	 

	 
	Total
	1885.297
	147
	 
	 
	 

	                      Adjusted  R Square
	.124


Predictors: (Constant), Information Satisfaction and College Attributes

Dependent Variable: College Choice Satisfaction

5. DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
This section provides both theoretical and practical contribution to understanding the role of information satisfaction on college choice. As clarified by Baron and Kenny (1989): “Mediators explain how external physical events take on internal psychological significance. Whereas moderator variables specify when certain effects will hold, mediators speak to how and why such effects occur.” (p.1176). An important finding involves the effect that information satisfaction holds in explaining the relationship between college attributes and college choice satisfaction.
With reference to Baron and Kenny’s (1989) explanation, a very important contribution of this study is the revealing of information satisfaction as a mediator variable that enhances an understanding in explaining why there is a correlation between college attributes and college choice satisfaction. The rational in college choice satisfaction among the students is due to their satisfaction of the information they have acquired regarding the attributes of that particular college on which their evaluation was based upon.
Information satisfaction may be implied to function as a mediator to the extent that it accounts for or serves to clarify the nature of the relationship between attributes (independent variable) and college choice satisfaction (dependent variable). In other words, rather than hypothesizing a direct casual relationship between college attributes and college choice satisfaction, a mediational model hypothesizes that college attributes cause information satisfaction, which in turn causes student’s choice satisfaction. 
This association is quite logical since information satisfaction as the mediating variable is the one actually causing the satisfaction in student’s college choice. Hence, based on this study, it can be implied that firstly, students will initially seek for relevant information of few colleges and will make their college choice based on the attributes that are of importance to them. Secondly, in confirming their satisfaction of their choice, they will evaluate the college performance against the information acquired. Students will be satisfied with their choice of college if college performance conforms to the information regarding the attributes of the college. Their satisfaction with their choice of college is therefore dependent on their satisfaction of the information they have acquired with regards to the college attributes.
Another important finding was obtained through the MLR results regarding the association between information satisfaction, college attributes and college choice satisfaction. Based on the standardized Beta value, information satisfaction is the more important predictor of choice satisfaction as contrasted to college attributes. This further supports the fact that students’ college choice satisfaction is not totally reliant on attributes of the college but what is more important is the agreement encompassing the information acquired with respect to those attributes on which their college choice was based upon. In view of that, students satisfaction with the information acquired is the actual reason for their satisfaction with their choice of college. Hence, it can be implied that the further the information meets the prerequisite of the students’ choice criteria (based on attributes of the college), the more will the students be satisfied with their choice of college. 
Results of this study indicate that students are satisfied with their choice of college based on their information satisfaction with respect to certain attributes of the college and among others are career development provided by college, financial factors and academic recognition. Items under career development include internship opportunities and soft skill development. The financial factors consist of affordable fees, cost of living and financial aids. Academic recognition comprises appropriate exemption and wider transferability selections.
Results also reveal that the majority of students will search and evaluate between three to five colleges prior to their choice decision. This corresponds to previous research where it was proposed that when the customer perceived there are large differences between brand features/ attributes, they will be critical about which product/ service meets their needs and hence the search for information of a few alternatives will be greater (Ducan and Olshavsky 1982, Urbany, Dickson and Wilkie 1989 and Iglesias and Guilen 2002).
6. RECOMMENDATIONS

As clearly indicated by previous researchers, choice satisfaction is an important critical success factor to all organizations. Satisfaction will result in customer loyalty and the impact of customer satisfaction will lead to improvement in market share. There are a number of factors that have significant influence on students’ college choice satisfaction. While administrators, marketers as well as educators of education institutions cannot control which potential students eventually choose their respective colleges, they may be able to increase their likelihood of student enrollment. The implication of this study, therefore, recommends that there are a few proactive actions and measures that could assist these education institutions.

First, involve marketers in their promotional process. This study may assist marketers of education institutions in appraising their promotional effort and recruitment approach as the findings may be of help to them to understand the multiple influences affecting student’s satisfaction. As such these institutions might be able to come up with better and more successful marketing strategies to attract and retain students. The result of this study does indicate that students’ information satisfaction is vital to students’ choice satisfaction. However, due to availability of colleges to choose from, many prospective students will experience an information overload and may not be able to effectively compare and contrast college offerings within their choice set. It is recommended that rather than providing general information of their respective college, just as any other college generally does, marketers can be more effective by focusing on their strengths or attributes that students find to be of importance and are satisfied about. Marketers need both sensitivity and sophistication in their promotional strategy. For example, based on this study it was found that the students of the particular college are satisfied with the career development (internship and soft skill development) provided by the college. With such valued information college could definitely use it as part of its promotional approach.

Next, involve college administrators in their financial assistance. With respect to financial factors, it is a common reality that international students pay higher tuition fee than local students. Previous literature has established that financial factors (tuition fees and cost of living) seem to be one of the most critical factors in determining students’ choice and the result of this study further confirms their work. It is recommended that in addition to providing affordable fees for tuitions and hostels, administrators could provide supplementary alternatives to assist and attract students. Some possible options are for the college to offer grants, scholarship or part-time jobs in campus (such as library assistants or research assistants). Alternatively college could collaborate with financial institutions in supporting these students. In fact as a recommendation it would be good if college itself could offer interest free loans to deserving students.

Subsequently, due to its intangibility and the element of risk, it is natural that students would choose a college that is highly regarded and widely accredited. Students would prefer colleges that confer degrees acceptable either by other colleges (if they wish to transfer or pursue their studies) or by employers (if they decide to work upon completion of their degree). Hence it is very important for marketers and administrators to convince students by putting an emphasis on the college reputation when promoting it. It would be of competitive advantage if the college could provide credible testimonial of their recognition, for example, in addition to the partnership programmes with international universities, institutions could provide listing of their association with top ranked universities where their students have been transferred to. Students’ achievement (either in their career or in world class competition) could also be another excellent testament to college reputation. These are information that colleges should focus in their marketing promotion.

In conclusion, the education environment has become increasingly competitive and this research demonstrates that education institutions need to demonstrate sensitivity in students’ choice satisfaction. Marketers and administrators should be cautious and should have appropriate knowledge regarding students’ feedback with respects to their satisfaction. Identification of college attributes that are important to students’ satisfaction could be used by these institutions in their promotional strategies. By identifying these attributes education institutions will be able to strengthen their image and reduce or eliminate their weaknesses and thus be able to improve their possibilities of being chosen as a choice of education destination among international students. As pointed out by Maringe (2006) promotional messages should put accent on issues or information students find very important to them and not issues education institutions think are important to students.

This study should be interpreted with some concern as it is directed only to the relationship of college attributes towards students’ satisfaction in information and choices hence there is also a necessity to recognize other variables or constructs that may possibly have an impact on customer satisfaction. It is anticipated that this will stimulate future research considering the importance of customer satisfaction, For example, variables such as student’s profile (gender, parental income, previous education etc.) could be studied to better understand customer satisfaction.

Additionally, future research could also be done on dissatisfaction aspects of the customer. It would definitely provide an interesting insight if one could ascertain the dimensionality of satisfaction in opposition to dissatisfaction. 


Finally, it would be interesting if this study could be replicated. A comparative analysis could be done involving other education institutions. This would ascertain whether there are significant differences between these institutions with respect to students’ college choice satisfaction.
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