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Anna Boiko (Ukraine), Olha Hrynkevych (Ukraine),
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BEHAVIORAL MODELS

OF EDUCATIONAL CHOICE:
A CLASSIFICATION OF DECISION-
MAKING PATTERNS AMONG
UKRAINIAN HIGHER
EDUCATION APPLICANTS

Abstract

Educational choice is increasingly understood as a multidimensional decision-mak-
ing process, shaped not only by economic, institutional, and social determinants but
also by behavioral mechanisms that operate under uncertainty. Drawing on human
capital theory, rational choice theory, social norms theory, and behavioral econom-
ics, this study develops a theoretically grounded, a priori classification of behavioral
response patterns in educational choice - a rational model, a social-norms model,
and a bounded-rationality model - and quantifies the distribution of model-coded
responses among Ukrainian higher education applicants. It further examines whether
this distribution varies by gender, admission score, family income, and locality of sec-
ondary education. The empirical analysis is based on a survey of 405 first-year students
at five Ukrainian universities, using descriptive statistics and Pearson’s chi-squared test.
Rational responses predominate in the choice of higher education institution (54.0%)
and study program (49.0%), whereas the choice of study city is distributed almost
evenly across all three models. Gender is the only variable significantly, though weakly,
associated with the distribution of model-coded responses (Cramer’s V = 0.138); ad-
mission score, family income, and locality show no statistically significant association.
The findings also point to the growing role of official university websites and social
media in applicants’ information-seeking behavior, and to the importance of security
considerations as a context-specific factor shaping institutional choice under wartime
conditions. By integrating established determinant-based theories with a behavioral
decision-making perspective, the study offers a novel classification framework and
practical implications for evidence-informed recruitment and communication strate-
gies in higher education.

Keywords educational choice; behavioral classification; bounded
rationality; higher education applicants; information-
seeking behavior

JEL Classification D91, 123, D81, Z13

INTRODUCTION

Educational choice represents one of the most consequential decisions
individuals make, influencing not only their educational trajectories but
also their future employment opportunities, career development, and
social mobility. At the societal level, applicants’ educational decisions
affect the allocation of human capital, the competitiveness of higher
education institutions, and the responsiveness of educational systems
to labor market needs. Consequently, understanding the mechanisms
underlying educational choice has become an important research area
in higher education, economics, psychology, and public policy.

Contemporary higher education systems have become increasingly
complex and competitive. Applicants are required to evaluate numer-
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ous study programs and institutions while considering expected career opportunities, educational quality,
financial costs, institutional reputation, and personal aspirations. At the same time, the rapid expansion
of digital information, university rankings, social media, and institutional marketing has substantially
increased both information availability and the complexity of educational decision-making. Under these
conditions, educational choice extends beyond the comparison of objective alternatives and increasingly
involves the interpretation, prioritization, and integration of multiple sources of information.

Previous research has identified a broad range of determinants influencing educational choice, includ-
ing economic, institutional, social, and informational factors. Although these determinants have been
extensively examined across different educational contexts, empirical evidence consistently demon-
strates substantial variation in applicants’ decisions even when they face similar educational opportuni-
ties. This suggests that educational choice cannot be fully explained by analyzing external determinants
alone. Differences in how applicants perceive uncertainty, evaluate information, and prioritize available
alternatives may also play an important role in shaping educational decisions.

These developments have stimulated growing interest in behavioral approaches to educational decision-
making. Drawing on behavioral economics and decision sciences, recent research increasingly recog-
nizes that applicants do not always make decisions under conditions of perfect information or complete
rationality. Instead, educational choices are frequently influenced by bounded rationality, cognitive lim-
itations, individual preferences, and behavioral responses to uncertainty. Rather than replacing tradi-
tional factor-based explanations, behavioral perspectives provide an additional layer of understanding
by explaining how applicants interpret and respond to the determinants of educational choice.

Unlike previous studies that identify determinants of educational choice, this paper introduces a theo-
retically grounded behavioral classification that focuses on how applicants interpret and prioritize these
determinants.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW

account because applicants often make decisions

AND HYPOTHESES
DEVELOPMENT

Educational choice is widely recognized as a mul-
tidimensional phenomenon that cannot be ade-
quately explained by a single theoretical perspec-
tive. Theoretical approaches have evolved from
economically oriented models emphasizing ratio-
nal utility maximization to broader frameworks
integrating institutional, social, and behavioral
influences.

Human Capital Theory conceptualizes higher ed-
ucation as an investment in future productivity
and career outcomes (Schultz, 1961; Becker, 1993).
Similarly, Rational Choice Theory assumes that
applicants compare expected benefits, costs, and
risks to maximize individual utility (Simon, 1955;
Breen & Goldthorpe, 1997; Scott, 2000). While
these approaches explain the economic rationale
of educational choice, they provide only a partial
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under uncertainty and imperfect information.

Social perspectives complement economic expla-
nations by emphasizing the influence of social
norms, family expectations, peer groups, and cul-
tural values on educational decisions (Coleman,
1988; Arrow, 1994; Bicchieri, 2006; Elster, 1989;
Axelrod, 1986; Horne, 2001). These influences fre-
quently shape applicants’ preferences alongside
economic considerations.

Broader conceptual models further integrate in-
dividual and contextual determinants. Chapman
(1981) highlighted the interaction between student
characteristics and institutional influences, while
Hossler and Gallagher (1987) described educa-
tional choice as a sequential process of predisposi-
tion, search, and choice. More recently, Iloh (2018)
conceptualized educational choice as navigation
through opportunity structures shaped by social
inequality, institutional contexts, and digital in-
formation environments.

701



Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 24, Issue 3, 2026

The growing complexity of educational decision-
making has stimulated increasing interest in be-
havioral economics and decision sciences. Unlike
traditional models that assume fully rational de-
cision-makers, behavioral approaches recognize
bounded rationality, heuristics, cognitive biases,
and risk perceptions as integral components of
decision-making (Simon, 1955; Kahneman, 2011;
Kahneman & Tversky, 1982; Thaler & Sunstein,
2021; Ariely, 2015). Consequently, applicants ex-
posed to similar educational opportunities may
interpret information differently and prioritize
educational attributes in different ways. This
premise motivates the behavioral classification
developed in this study.

Contemporary research increasingly conceptu-
alizes educational choice as a dynamic and con-
text-dependent process in which applicants con-
tinuously reassess available information and adapt
their preferences. Rather than assuming fully ra-
tional behavior, recent frameworks emphasize in-
teractions among cognitive, social, institutional,
and informational factors.

Haas and Terryn (2019) propose a decision-mak-
ing model integrating push and pull factors with
the influence of recruitment agencies and digi-
tal communication. Similarly, Poole et al. (2023)
demonstrate that educational preferences evolve
through recursive evaluation, as applicants con-
tinuously reconsider alternatives while new infor-
mation becomes available.

The expansion of digital information environ-
ments, including university rankings, institution-
al websites, branding, and social media, has fur-
ther transformed educational choice into an infor-
mation-processing activity, requiring applicants
to evaluate and prioritize multiple sources of often
competing information.

Recent empirical evidence (Snadrou & Haoucha,
2024; Samoliuk et al., 2024) also indicates that ap-
plicants differ systematically in the relative im-
portance they assign to educational choice deter-
minants. Altenburger et al. (2026) identified dis-
tinct applicant profiles based on preferences for
academic quality, career prospects, location, and
social environment, whereas Torres Castro (2024)
showed that behavioral and agentic dimensions of
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student engagement begin to shape educational
trajectories before university enrolment.

Collectively, these frameworks move beyond tra-
ditional factor-based explanations by recogniz-
ing educational choice as an adaptive behavioral
process, closely aligned with the classification ap-
proach adopted in this study. This behavioral per-
spective is complemented by a substantial body of
empirical research on the specific determinants
that shape applicants’ decisions.

Empirical research (Heathcote et al., 2020) consis-
tently shows that educational choice is shaped by
the interaction of economic, institutional, social,
and informational factors rather than by any sin-
gle determinant. Although their relative impor-
tance varies across countries and applicant groups,
several common patterns emerge.

Economic factors, including tuition fees, expected
labor market returns, financial aid, and family in-
come, remain among the strongest predictors of
educational decisions (Paulsen & St. John, 2002;
Perna, 2006; Hoxby & Avery, 2013; Panchyshyn
et al., 2020). Institutional characteristics, such as
university reputation, program quality, employ-
ability, location, and campus facilities, also signifi-
cantly influence applicants’ preferences (Bilan et
al., 2026; Chapman, 1981; Forlicz et al., 2024; Gan
etal., 2022; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Lacmanovi¢
& Skare, 2024; Rydzak et al., 2025), as well as their
mobility during education (Hrynkevych et al,
2022; Sutkowski & Ulatowska, 2025). More re-
cently, university rankings, institutional branding,
digital communication, and social media have be-
come increasingly important sources of informa-
tion (Iloh, 2018; Haas & Terryn, 2019).

Educational choice is further shaped by parents,
peers, teachers, and other reference groups, whose
influence interacts with economic and institution-
al considerations (Coleman, 1988; Perna, 2006).
Recent studies also demonstrate that applicants
differ in how they evaluate educational alterna-
tives and prioritize choice determinants (Poole et
al., 2023; Altenburger et al., 2026; Torres Castro,
2024). This is precisely the kind of behavioral het-
erogeneity that the present classification seeks to
capture directly, rather than infer indirectly from
determinant rankings.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(3).2026.43



This determinant-oriented evidence is reinforced
byrecentintegrativeand systematic reviews (Aydin,
2015; Benito-Hernandez et al., 2024; Wijesinghe et
al., 2023; Pérez Lavandera et al., 2025), which con-
firm that educational choice is a multidimensional
process influenced by economic, institutional, so-
cial, psychological, and informational factors op-
erating simultaneously. In Ukraine, the location
of a university plays an important role not only be-
cause of the socioeconomic attractiveness of ter-
ritories but also because of security considerations
(Brintseva, 2026), which often shape applicants’
migration attitudes (Brintseva, 2025; Chugaievska
et al., 2026; Mishchuk & Oliinyk, 2025). This is a
context-specific dimension directly addressed by
the security-related choice factors examined in
this study.

Taken together, the literature reviewed above
demonstrates a clear shift from economically cen-
tered explanations of educational choice towards
integrated approaches that recognize the joint in-
fluence of economic, social, institutional, and be-
havioral factors, complemented by a substantial
and increasingly context-specific body of deter-
minant-based evidence, including evidence from
Ukraine. Yet, while this body of research has con-
siderably advanced understanding of the determi-
nants of educational choice, it remains primarily
determinant-oriented.

Consequently, less attention has been devoted to
explaining why applicants facing similar educa-
tional environments frequently prioritize these
determinants differently. Existing research large-
ly identifies what influences educational choice,
whereas comparatively few studies examine how
applicants combine and interpret these influ-
ences through different behavioral approaches to
decision-making.

To address this gap, the present study develops a
theoretically grounded, a priori classification of
behavioral decision-making in educational choice
and quantitatively characterizes its distribution
among Ukrainian higher education applicants.
Building on rational choice theory, social norms
theory, and the concept of bounded rationality, it
distinguishes rational, social-norms, and bound-
ed-rationality decision models and examines the
extent to which socio-demographic characteris-
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tics are associated with their distribution. In doing
so, the study extends existing research on educa-
tional choice by linking established determinants
with behavioral decision-making patterns.

The literature reviewed above shows a shift from
purely economic explanations of educational
choice towards frameworks that integrate institu-
tional, social, and behavioral factors, alongside a
substantial body of determinant-based evidence,
including evidence from Ukraine. However, this
literature remains primarily oriented towards
identifying what influences educational choice,
with comparatively little attention paid to how ap-
plicants combine and interpret these influences
through distinct decision-making mechanisms.

Building on this synthesis, the study aims to devel-
op a theoretically grounded, a priori classification of
behavioral decision-making in educational choice
among Ukrainian higher education applicants,
quantitatively characterize the distribution of its
three decision models, and assess the extent to which
socio-demographic characteristics (gender, admis-
sion score, family income, and locality of secondary
education) are associated with that distribution.

Building on the theoretical foundations reviewed
above, the following hypotheses were formulated:
HI: ‘There is a statistically significant association
between the admission (competitive) score
and the distribution of responses classified
under the three theoretically defined behav-
ioral models.

H2: 'There is a statistically significant association
between family income level and the distri-
bution of responses classified under the three
theoretically defined behavioral models.

H3: There is a statistically significant associa-
tion between gender and the distribution of
responses classified under the three theoreti-
cally defined behavioral models.

H4: ‘There is a statistically significant association
between the locality in which secondary edu-
cation was completed and the distribution of
responses classified under the three theoreti-
cally defined behavioral models.
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework for classifying behavioral response patterns
in the higher education choice process

Figure 1 presents the conceptual model underly-
ing the proposed classification, linking the objects
and motives of educational choice with the cor-
responding behavioral indicators used to classify
response options according to the three theoreti-
cal behavioral models.

The following section describes the research de-
sign, sample, and data analysis procedures used to
examine these hypotheses.

2. METHODS
2.1. Research design
The theoretical framework of this study is based

on the principles of human capital theory, ra-
tional choice theory, social norms theory, and
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behavioral economics. The study is grounded
in the assumption that applicants’ educational
choices are shaped not only by economic ratio-
nality but also by social norms, cognitive char-
acteristics of decision-making, and the informa-
tion environment.

This study adopts a quantitative, cross-sectional
survey design. Within this design, individual
response options are classified a priori accord-
ing to a set of theoretically grounded indica-
tors (Section 4.3), the resulting response shares
are aggregated under the three proposed be-
havioral models, and associations between the
model-coded response distributions and socio-
demographic characteristics are examined in
accordance with the hypotheses formulated in
Section 3.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(3).2026.43



2.2. Sample and data collection

The study’s quantitative basis consists of the re-
sults of a questionnaire survey of 405 first-year
students at Ukrainian higher education institu-
tions, conducted in 2025. The sample was formed
using purposive non-probability sampling: high-
er education institutions were selected to ensure
representation of the western, central, and eastern
regions of Ukraine. The sample included students
from the following institutions:

o Western regions: Ivan Franko National
University of Lviv (100 students), National
University of Water and Environmental
Management (90 students);

o Central regions: Taras Shevchenko National
University of Kyiv (60 students), Bohdan
Khmelnytsky National University of Cherkasy
(123 students);

o Eastern regions: V. N. Karazin Kharkiv
National University (32 students).

o  First-year students were selected because they
had made their educational choices relatively
recently, which helped minimize the risk of
recall bias and enhanced the reliability of the
responses. The five participating institutions
were purposively selected to capture regional
variation in Ukraine’s higher education sys-
tem, spanning western, central, and eastern
macro-regions that differ in economic struc-
ture, urbanization, and, since 2022, proxim-
ity to active war areas. This purposive, max-
imum-variation strategy was intended to en-
hance the diversity of the sample along theo-
retically relevant dimensions rather than to
achieve statistical representativeness of the
applicant population;

o the implications of this choice for the general-
izability of the findings are addressed in the
Discussion. The questionnaire consisted of three
thematic sections. The first section covered re-
spondents’ educational choices, specifically their
choice of city of study, higher education institu-
tion, and field of study. The second section ad-
dressed motivations for pursuing higher educa-
tion, factors influencing the choice of a higher
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education institution and program, the use of
information sources, attitudes towards the labor
market, and the role of digital communication
channels. The third section covered respondents’
sociodemographic characteristics, including
gender, region and type of locality in which they
completed secondary education, entrance exam
score, and self-assessed family financial situa-
tion. Before the main survey was conducted, the
questionnaire was pilot-tested on a small group
of respondents to assess wording clarity, the ap-
propriateness of response options, and the time
required for completion; revisions were made
accordingly.

Most questions used a multiple-choice format
with a maximum number of permitted responses,
making it possible to identify applicants’ most im-
portant motivations and priorities. The study and
survey procedure received formal approval from
the relevant committee (commission) on academ-
ic integrity and research ethics at the participating
higher education institutions. The data were ano-
nymized and used exclusively in aggregated form
for research purposes. Participation in the survey
was voluntary, and respondents were informed
about the research purpose of the data collection.

2.3. A priori classification
of behavioral response patterns

The proposed classification of behavioral response
patterns is based on the assumption that educa-
tional choices reflect different sets of motives,
which may correspond to rational economic cal-
culations, the influence of social norms, or deci-
sion-making under conditions of bounded ratio-
nality. Based on the motives reported for pursuing
higher education and for choosing a higher educa-
tion institution, educational program, and city of
study, the study proposes three theoretical behav-
ioral models: the rational model, the social norms
model, and the bounded rationality model.

The proposed a priori classification is based on
a combination of human capital theory, social
norms theory, and behavioral economics (see
Table 1).

According to human capital theory, educational
choices are viewed as investment decisions aimed
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Table 1. Theoretical basis of applicants’ behavioral models in the educational choice process

Theoretical basis

Decision logic

Typical behavioral indicators

Behavioral model :

Educational choice is viewed as an
investment in future economic and
professional benefits

Human capital theory

Rational model ) . :
ationalmode i Rational choice theory

Theory of social norms
norms i Theory of social capital :

Bounded rationality

behavioral economics
model

Educational decisions are shaped by
the social environment, expectations,
and reference groups :

i Decisions are made under conditions :
i of incomplete information, cognitive
i limitations, emotional influences, and
i subjective perceptions of alternatives :

Employment prospects, expected wages,
quality of education, reputation of higher
education institutions, career opportunities,

: Prestige, program popularity, city

attractiveness, advertising, program reputation,

personal preferences, interesting subjects in
the program

at future economic benefits, professional fulfil-
ment, increased income, and competitiveness in
the labor market. These motives form the basis of
the rational model of applicants’ behaviors.

The social norms model is based on the assump-
tion that educational choices are shaped by the
influence of reference groups, including parents,
relatives, friends, classmates, teachers, and other
significant figures. In this case, an applicant’s de-
cision is not entirely individualized but reflects the
influence of the social environment, expectations,
and norms that define a desired or acceptable edu-
cational trajectory.

The bounded rationality model is based on the
principles of behavioral economics, according to
which individuals make decisions under condi-
tions of incomplete information, cognitive limi-

tations, information asymmetry, emotional influ-
ences, and subjective perceptions of alternatives.
The motives associated with this model include
personal preferences, prestige, popularity, the at-
tractiveness of a city, the influence of advertising,
and other factors that do not necessarily consti-
tute a fully rational economic calculation.

To characterize behavioral response patterns, four
key aspects of educational choice were analyzed:
the choice of city of study, motivation for pursu-
ing higher education, the choice of a higher educa-
tion institution, and the choice of an educational
program. This approach allows comparison of the
relative distribution of theoretically classified re-
sponse patterns across different objects of educa-
tional choice. The response options concerning
motives for educational choice served as behavior-
al indicators of the corresponding model (Table 2).

Table 2. Behavioral indicators of applicants’ educational choice

Behavioral model based on choice (behavioral indicators — responses)

Object of choice — questions

Rational model

Model of social norms

Itis a safer city; this city offers
good prospects for future
employment

City of study: Why did you
choose this particular city?

. Bounded rationality model :

This is the closest city to my

I like this cit .
v permanent residence

Financial independence and
stability; higher pay; obtaining
adegree

Higher education: Why do you
need higher education?

i Parents’ influence; most of my
:classmates attend university;
i social connections; social status

Self-realization; student life

i HElreputation and academic
i ranking; tuition fees; availability
of hybrid learning; security;
good employment prospects

Higher education institution:
Which factors were most
important when choosing a
higher education institution?

score

after graduation; my competitive :

Positive feedback about the
university; my friends and
niversity prestige; opportunity acquaintances study at the
o study on a state-funded place { university; recommendations
i from parents, relatives, and
...acquaintances

High salary in the relevant
specialty; Availability of hybrid
learning; High demand in the
i labor market; Quality of teachin
i staff; The program matches my
¢ abilities and career interests

Educational program: Which
factors were most important
when choosing an educational
program?

Positive feedback on the
educational program; my
friends and acquaintances
study in the program;
teacher recommendations;
i recommendations from popular
i bloggers; recommendations
from parents, relatives, and
acquaintances

Program popularity; | liked the
advertisement or information
about the program on the
university’s official resources;
an attractive program name;
interesting subjects in the
program; opportunity to study

on a state-funded place
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Each response option was assigned a priori to one
of the three behavioral models by the research
team, based on the theoretical criteria presented
in Table 1. The selected response options were
then aggregated by behavioral model for each ob-
ject of educational choice. This procedure made
it possible to quantify the distribution of model-
coded responses across the choice of a higher edu-
cation institution, city of study, educational pro-
gram, and higher education in general.

This approach makes it possible to move from an-
alyzing individual motives to quantitatively char-
acterizing broader behavioral response patterns in
educational choice. Unlike studies that examine
individual choice factors separately, the proposed
approach groups response options into theoreti-
cally defined behavioral models and assesses their
prevalence across different objects of education-
al choice. Because the assignment of responses
to behavioral models is based on a theoretically
grounded, a priori classification rather than a sta-
tistically derived classification, the results should
be interpreted as a quantitative characterization of
the distribution of model-coded responses rather
than as evidence that respondents constitute dis-
tinct behavioral types.

2.4. Data analysis and hypothesis
testing

The study results were analyzed using descrip-
tive statistics and categorical association analysis
based on Pearson’s x* test of independence. Data
processing was performed in Microsoft Excel us-
ing its built-in statistical functions.

Descriptive statistical methods were used to as-
sess the structure of motivations for educational
choices, factors influencing the choice of a high-
er education institution, and the information
sources and digital communication channels

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 24, Issue 3, 2026

that applicants used when making their admis-
sion decisions.

To examine the hypotheses concerning socio-de-
mographic differences in the distribution of mod-
el-coded responses, Pearson’s x* test of indepen-
dence was used. The analysis considered entrance
exam score (H1), family income (H2), respondent
gender (H3), and the region in which general sec-
ondary education was completed (H4) in relation
to the distribution of responses classified under
the three theoretical behavioral models. Results
were considered statistically significant at p < 0.05.
For statistically significant relationships, Cramer’s
V was additionally calculated to assess the strength
of the association, as statistical significance alone
does not indicate its substantive importance.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Characteristics of respondents

A quantitative survey of prospective students’ be-
havioral response patterns was conducted among
first-year students at higher education institutions
in Ukraine. A total of 405 respondents from five
Ukrainian universities participated in the sur-
vey. An analysis of the sample’s sociodemographic
characteristics provides an overview of its struc-
ture and a basis for interpreting the study’s subse-
quent results (Table 3).

The results show that women accounted for the ma-
jority of respondents (69.4%). The largest share of
the sample consisted of applicants who had com-
pleted their general secondary education in large
cities (43.0%). Most respondents assessed their
family’s financial situation as sufficient to meet
current needs, with the ability to save (55.8%). The
largest group, in terms of entrance exam scores,
consisted of applicants who scored between 151
and 170 points (42.5%).

Table 3. Characteristics of respondents in the educational choice survey

s . Number of
Characteristics Options : i Share. %
: i respondents
Taras Shevchenko National University onylv """""""""" : 60 148
R Ivan Franko National University of Lviv 100 ... 247
Universities where i National University of Water and Environmental Management 90 22.2
respondents study : e D S
 Karazin Kharkiv National University e 82 i L
... BODdaN Khmelnytsky National University of Cherkasy 123 2304
Total: 405 100.0

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(3).2026.43
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Table 3 (cont.). Characteristics of respondents in the educational choice survey

e . Number of
Characteristics : Options : : Share. %
: . respondents
i Woman ; 281 ; 69.4
Gender ,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,
... 124 306
Ol e 405 1000
. : 174 43.0
L ) : : : : e —
ocation o i Small towns (up to 50 thousand inhabitants) and medium-sized (up to 250
secondary H . ) . 132 32.6
. i thousand inhabitants) cities
education i ittt i ilLi
.......................................................... 99
Ol e e 405
Family — 1F@0 ENOUBN ana Made SaVIN S 226
income level  :There was enough but no savings weremade 151
(self-assessment) 28
08l e e 405
GO IV T et 151
admissionscore  :151-170 172
(self-assessment) 82
Total 405

3.2. Why do high school graduates
pursue higher education,
and what factors influence
their choice of city, institution,
and program of study?

The study results indicate that when choosing a
city to study in, applicants are primarily guided
by social and emotional motivations (see Figure 2).

The most common reason was the city’s proximity
to the respondent’s permanent place of residence
(33.1%), reflecting the importance of the local en-
vironment and social ties in decision making. A
nearly identical proportion of respondents (32.8%)
indicated that they chose a city because they per-
sonally liked it, demonstrating the significant in-
fluence of subjective perceptions and emotional
factors.

In contrast, rational motives were less common.
Future employment prospects were reported by
18.7% of respondents, while the city’s safety was
reported by 15.4%. These results indicate that,
when choosing a place to study, applicants tend

Proximity to home

Personal liking of the city
Prospects for future employment
Safety of the city

0

to be guided more by their familiar social envi-
ronment and personal preferences than by prag-
matic considerations related to future professional
development.

Among the motivations for pursuing higher edu-
cation, the largest shares were accounted for by
self-actualization (21.2%), financial independence
and stability (17.9%), and obtaining a degree
(17.7%). This indicates a combination of personal
and pragmatic expectations regarding higher edu-
cation (see Figure 3).

An important feature is that self-actualization
emerged as the most common motive across all
responses, highlighting the role of intrinsic mo-
tivation and personal development in educational
choice. At the same time, nearly one-third of the
responses were related to economic expectations
from education, specifically the desire for finan-
cial independence, higher wages, and the acquisi-
tion of formal qualifications.

Social factors have a less pronounced influence.
Only a small proportion of applicants indicated
that their decision was directly influenced by their

I 33 ]
. 3) S
I |3 7
I (5 4

5 10 15 20 25 30 35

Figure 2. Choice of city for study among first-year students in Ukraine, share of responses, %

708

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(3).2026.43



Self-realization

Financial independence and stability
Obtaining a diploma

Higher salary

Student life

Social connections

Higher social status

Parents' decision

Classmates' choice = 1

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 24, Issue 3, 2026

I —— ) .2
I —— 17 .9
I ] .7
I 2.7
I 1.3
I O .8

I ]

. 5

5 10 15 20 25

Figure 3. Motivations for pursuing higher education among first-year students in Ukraine,
share of responses (%)

parents or classmates. This may indicate greater
applicant autonomy in educational decision-mak-
ing and a comparatively limited role for direct so-
cial pressure.

Unlike the choice of a city of study and motiva-
tions for pursuing higher education, rational crite-
ria clearly dominate in the choice of a higher edu-
cation institution (see Figure 4).

The most important factors for prospective stu-
dents when choosing a higher education institu-
tion in Ukraine are the university’s reputation and
academic ranking (15.9%), employment prospects
after graduation (12.7%), and the institution’s
prestige (12.2%).

At the same time, security considerations (9.5%)
have a significant influence, reflecting the distinc-
tive conditions of the Ukrainian higher education
market during wartime. Social factors - includ-

Academic Ranking

Employment Prospects

Institutional Prestige of the University

Positive Reviews of the University

Location in a Safer Region of Ukraine
Recommendations from Parents, Relatives, and Friends
Other Factors

Opportunity to Study Tuition-Free

Friends or Acquaintances Study at the University
Tuition Fees

ing recommendations from parents and acquain-
tances, as well as positive reviews of the universi-
ty — also remain important, although they are not
decisive for most applicants. Overall, the results
indicate that rationally coded responses are most
prominent in the choice of a higher education in-
stitution, with applicants focusing primarily on
educational quality and prospects for future pro-
fessional fulfilment.

As with the choice of a higher education institu-
tion, rational considerations related to educational
relevance and future career prospects are prom-
inent in the choice of an educational program
(Figure 5).

The factors receiving the largest shares of responses
are relevant and interesting subjects (15.9%), align-
ment of the educational program with applicants’
abilities and career interests (13.6%), high salary
potential (12.6%), and high demand in the labor

Figure 4. Factors influencing first-year students’ choice of higher education institution in Ukraine,
share of responses, %
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Figure 5. Motives influencing first-year students’ choice of educational programs
in Ukraine, share of responses (%)

market (10.9%). Together, these findings indicate
that applicants place substantial weight on the
practical relevance of the educational program, its
fit with their abilities and interests, and its potential
contribution to future employment and earnings.

At the same time, other considerations also con-
tribute to the choice. The opportunity to study on
a budget accounts for 5.3% of responses, while
positive feedback from others accounts for 7.0%
and low cost for 2.8%. A hybrid format is report-
ed by 3.4% of respondents. These factors indicate
that affordability, external evaluations, and study
arrangements also enter the decision-making pro-
cess, although they receive smaller shares than
the main career- and education-related consider-
ations shown in Figure 5.

Social considerations are present but less prom-
inent in the distribution shown in Figure 5.
Recommendations from relatives and friends ac-
count for 6.3% of responses. This suggests that
applicants’ choice of an educational program is
shaped primarily by educational and career-relat-
ed considerations, while interpersonal recommen-
dations play a secondary role.

To characterize the distribution of model-coded
responses, the results of the a priori classifica-

tion of behavioral indicators were summarized
according to four key aspects of educational
choice: choice of city of study, motivations for
pursuing higher education, choice of higher ed-
ucation institution, and choice of educational
program. This approach allows comparison of
the relative prevalence of the three theoretical
behavioral models across different objects of ed-
ucational choice (see Table 4).

The distribution of model-coded responses
varies depending on the object of educational
choice. The rational model accounts for the larg-
est share of classified responses in the choice of
a higher education institution (54.0%) and an
educational program (49.0%). This pattern is
consistent with the emphasis placed on institu-
tional quality, employment prospects, profes-
sional fulfilment, and future economic benefits
in the corresponding response categories.

The rational model also predominates in the deci-
sion to pursue higher education (48.3%), although
nearly one-third of responses (32.5%) are associ-
ated with the bounded-rationality model. This
points to the significant role of internal motiva-
tions related to self-actualization, personal devel-
opment, and individual values. At the same time,
the social norms model is less pronounced (19.3%),

Table 4. Distribution of responses across the three theoretically defined behavioral models by object

of educational choice (%)

Object of educational choice

Rational model

Bounded-rationality model : Social-norms model

Choice of city of study &+ 34.1 32,8 33,1
48.3 32,5
580 200 280
Choice of educational program 49.0 33,0 18,0
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indicating a relatively limited role for direct so-
cial pressure in shaping motivations for pursuing
higher education.

When choosing a city of study, the classified re-
sponses are distributed almost evenly across
the three behavioral models: the rational model
(34.1%), the bounded-rationality model (32.8%),
and the social-norms model (33.1%). This pattern
indicates that pragmatic considerations, personal
preferences, and social influences are all repre-
sented to a substantial extent among the reported
motives.

Overall, the findings indicate that the relative dis-
tribution of the three theoretically defined behav-
ioral response patterns differs across objects of ed-
ucational choice. Rationally coded responses are
more prevalent when choosing a higher education
institution and educational program, whereas the
distribution for the choice of city is more balanced
across the three models. This pattern reflects the
simultaneous presence of economic, psychologi-
cal, and social considerations in applicants’ re-
ported motives.

Thus, the results indicate that rationally coded re-
sponse categories are particularly prominent in
the choice of an educational program. At the same
time, individual interests and subjective percep-
tions of program content remain visible among
the reported motives, pointing to a combination
of different decision-making considerations.

3.3. Socio-demographic differences
in the distribution of model-
coded responses

To examine the hypotheses concerning socio-de-
mographic differences in the distribution of mod-
el-coded responses, Pearson’s x* test of indepen-
dence was used. The analysis covered four char-
acteristics: entrance exam score, family financial

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 24, Issue 3, 2026

status, the location where respondents completed
their general secondary education, and gender.

The hypothesis tests indicate that sociodemo-
graphic characteristics are not uniformly associat-
ed with model-coded response patterns. Entrance
exam score (x> = 0.13; df = 4; p = 0.998), family
financial status (x> = 1.23; df = 4; p = 0.873), and
the region in which general secondary education
was completed (x> = 5.64; df = 4; p = 0.228) were
not significantly associated with model-coded re-
sponse patterns. Thus, hypotheses H1, H2, and H4
were not supported.

The absence of statistically significant associations
for three of the four hypotheses indicates that the
distribution of model-coded responses did not dif-
fer significantly across groups defined by entrance
exam score, family financial status, and the region in
which respondents completed their secondary edu-
cation. The Discussion section provides a substantive
interpretation of this result, including the possibility
that the classification indicators have limited sensi-
tivity to socio-demographic differences.

At the same time, a statistically significant associa-
tion was found between gender and the distribu-
tion of model-coded responses (x> = 7.75; df = 2;
p = 0.021), supporting Hypothesis H3. The corre-
sponding distribution suggests a somewhat higher
relative representation of bounded-rationality-
coded responses among women and of social-
norms-coded responses among men.

Table 5 summarizes the results of testing all four
hypotheses.

For gender, for which a statistically significant as-
sociation with the model-coded response distribu-
tion was identified, Cramer’s V was additionally
calculated. The resulting value (V = 0.138) indicates
a weak association, suggesting that the observed
gender difference has limited practical magnitude.

Table 5. Results of hypotheses tests on socio-demographic characteristics and model-coded response

patterns
Hypotheses Socio-demographic variable p-value Test result
H1  Competitivescore 13 (df=4 00998 ....Notconfirmed
H2 : (df: 0,873 Not confirmed
H3 e 75(df=2) | ....0021 ... .. Confrmed
H4 Location of secondary education 5,64 (df=4 0,228 Not confirmed
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3.4. Prospective students’
information-seeking behavior
and digital communication
channels in the educational
choice process

An important aspect of educational choice is pro-
spective students’ awareness of future employ-
ment prospects. The results showed that the ma-
jority of respondents (69.6%) took labor market
demand into account when choosing their future
profession. This pattern highlights the significant
role of rational motives in educational decision-
making and indicates that a substantial propor-
tion of applicants are focused on future profes-
sional fulfilment and financial stability.

At the same time, nearly one-third of respon-
dents either did not analyze the labor market sit-
uation (17.5%) or lacked information on where
to obtain it (12.8%). This indicates information
barriers and limited access among some appli-
cants to systematic information on employment
prospects in specific fields of study. The study
also showed that universities’ official digital re-
sources play a key role in the search for infor-
mation about higher education institutions and
academic programs.

The most popular sources of information are offi-
cial higher education institution resources (27.9%),
universities’ Instagram pages (16.4%), faculty and
department websites (14.1%), and universities’ of-
ficial Telegram channels (12.5%). These results
indicate a high level of applicant trust in official
information sources and the growing importance
of digital communication in the educational ser-
vices market.

Alongside official resources, advertising channels
also play a role in shaping educational choices.
The most influential platforms were Instagram
(22.9%) and TikTok (18.9%), which substantially
outpace other digital marketing tools. At the same
time, more than one-fifth of respondents (21.1%)
reported that they did not use advertising sources
when choosing a higher education institution or
educational program, indicating that advertising
plays a supplementary role compared with official
information resources.
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Overall, the findings demonstrate the growing role
of digital communication channels in educational
decision-making. For today’s prospective stu-
dents, official university websites and social media
platforms - primarily Instagram, Telegram, and
TikTok - are particularly important. This under-
scores the need for higher education institutions
to develop multi-channel digital communication
strategies and adapt their information policies
to the ways in which young audiences consume
information.

4. DISCUSSION

This study contributes to the literature on educa-
tional choice by showing the value of consider-
ing behavioral decision-making models along-
side individual choice determinants. While pre-
vious research has extensively documented the
influence of economic, institutional, and social
factors on university choice (Chapman, 1981;
Perna, 2006; Iloh, 2018), the present findings in-
dicate that applicants exposed to similar educa-
tional environments may interpret and priori-
tize these determinants differently depending
on the object of choice. This suggests that edu-
cational choice reflects not only which factors
applicants consider but also how these factors
are weighted and integrated at different stages
of the decision process.

The behavioral classification developed in this
study extends existing determinant-oriented re-
search by distinguishing three decision-making
models- rational, social-norms, and bounded
rationality - and quantitatively characterizing
their distribution across four objects of educa-
tional choice. Rather than challenging estab-
lished theories of educational choice, the clas-
sification complements them by incorporating
insights from Rational Choice Theory and be-
havioral economics (Simon, 1955; Kahneman,
2011; Kahneman & Tversky, 1982; Thaler, 2016).
In doing so, it complements recent research
showing that applicants’ preferences may re-
flect heterogeneous cognitive strategies and
evolve throughout the decision process rather
than representing a single, uniform response
to educational conditions (Poole et al., 2023;
Altenburger et al., 2026).
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The distribution of model-coded responses var-
ied systematically across the objects of choice.
Rationally coded responses represented the larg-
est shares in the choice of a higher education in-
stitution (54.0%) and an educational program
(49.0%), consistent with Human Capital Theory
and Rational Choice Theory, according to which
educational choices may reflect expected institu-
tional quality, program relevance, and labor-mar-
ket returns (Schultz, 1961; Becker, 1993; Breen &
Goldthorpe, 1997). By contrast, the reported mo-
tives for pursuing higher education included a sub-
stantial share of responses related to self-realiza-
tion and personal development, while the choice
of city showed an almost even distribution across
the three theoretical models. This pattern indi-
cates that different types of considerations receive
different relative weights depending on the object
of educational choice, an interpretation consistent
with Simon’s (1955) concept of bounded rational-
ity and Kahneman and Tversky’s (1982) account of
context-dependent preference formation.

With respect to socio-demographic character-
istics, the results only partially support the view,
well established in the economic literature on
educational choice (Paulsen & St. John, 2002;
Perna, 2006; Hoxby & Avery, 2013; Panchyshyn
et al., 2020), that admission score, family income,
and locality of secondary education systemati-
cally shape decision-making. In this study, none
of these three characteristics was significantly as-
sociated with the distribution of model-coded re-
sponses, whereas gender showed a statistically sig-
nificant but weak association (Cramer’s V = 0.138).
A plausible explanation is that the sample consists
exclusively of admitted first-year students, a group
already filtered through the same competitive ad-
mission process, which may reduce variation in
some socio-demographic characteristics. An al-
ternative explanation is that the theoretically de-
rived response classification may have limited sen-
sitivity to socio-demographic differences. These
possibilities qualify the interpretation of the ob-
served associations and highlight the need for fur-
ther research using independently derived classifi-
cation procedures.

Importantly, the primary contribution of this

study does not lie in identifying sociodemograph-
ic predictors of educational choice behavior, but

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(3).2026.43
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rather in developing and applying a theoretically
grounded behavioral classification framework.
The absence of significant associations for most
socio-demographic characteristics therefore does
not diminish the explanatory value of the pro-
posed approach. Instead, it suggests that behavior-
al response patterns may reflect decision-making
mechanisms that operate across different appli-
cant groups and are not strongly conditioned by
traditional socio-demographic characteristics.

An additional, context-specific finding concerns
the role of security considerations in the choice
of a higher education institution (9.5%), reflect-
ing the conditions under which Ukrainian ap-
plicants have made their educational decisions
since 2022. This factor is not addressed in the de-
terminant-based or behavioral literature reviewed
above, which has largely been developed in stable
institutional contexts, and points to security as an
emerging, context-dependent component of ratio-
nal evaluation that warrants further theoretical
attention in educational choice research conduct-
ed in conflict-affected settings.

The findings further confirm the growing impor-
tance of digital information channels in educa-
tional decision-making. Official university web-
sites remained the primary source of information,
while institutional social media accounts and, to
a lesser extent, advertising-oriented platforms
played a complementary role. These results are
consistent with research emphasizing the expan-
sion of digital information environments as a
transformative factor in educational choice (Iloh,
2018; Haas & Terryn, 2019) and with evidence on
the growing influence of institutional branding
and digital communication on applicants’ percep-
tions of higher education institutions (Snadrou
& Haoucha, 2024). In practice, this suggests that
universities should move beyond uniform re-
cruitment campaigns and develop differentiated,
multi-channel communication strategies aligned
with applicants’ information-seeking habits and
the distribution of behavioral response patterns
(Poole et al., 2023).

A further contribution of the study lies in shift-
ing attention from the identification of education-
al choice determinants to the behavioral mecha-
nisms through which these determinants are in-
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terpreted and prioritized. While previous studies
have primarily focused on what influences edu-
cational choice, the proposed framework offers
a complementary perspective by examining how
applicants respond to these influences through al-
ternative decision-making logics.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First,
the sample was drawn from five Ukrainian uni-
versities using purposive, non-probability sam-
pling and is limited to first-year students, which
restricts the generalizability of the findings to the
broader population of applicants and to other na-
tional contexts. Second, the behavioral classifica-
tion is based on a theoretically grounded, a priori
assignment of individual response options to be-
havioral categories rather than on a psychomet-
rically validated or statistically derived typology.
Consequently, the proposed framework should
be interpreted as a conceptual and theory-driven
classification intended to organize and compare
behavioral response patterns, rather than as de-
finitive evidence of distinct respondent-level be-
havioral profiles.

Future studies could evaluate the robustness of
the proposed classification through exploratory
and confirmatory statistical techniques, including
factor analysis, cluster analysis, latent class analy-
sis, or latent profile analysis.

It should also be noted that the aim of this study
is not to produce statistically representative esti-
mates for the population of Ukrainian applicants,
but to apply a theoretically derived behavioral clas-
sification to survey data and examine how its re-
sulting distribution relates to socio-demographic
characteristics. Reliance on purposive rather than
probability samples is well established in behav-
ioral decision-making research, where the focus is
on underlying cognitive mechanisms rather than
population parameters (Kahneman & Tversky,
1982; Simon, 1955). Nevertheless, replication us-
ing probability samples across a broader range of
institutions remains an important direction for
future research.

Overall, the findings suggest that educational
choice is shaped not only by the determinants ap-
plicants consider but also by the behavioral logic
through which these determinants are interpret-
ed, weighted, and prioritized at different stages of
the decision process. By integrating established
theories of educational choice with a behavioral
decision-making perspective, the proposed clas-
sification offers a more nuanced account of ap-
plicant behavior under conditions of uncertainty
and provides higher education institutions with
a basis for developing more differentiated, evi-
dence-informed recruitment and communication
strategies.

CONCLUSIONS

This study aimed to develop a theoretically grounded, a priori classification of behavioral decision-mak-
ing in educational choice among Ukrainian higher education applicants, quantitatively characterize the
distribution of its three decision models (rational, social-norms, and bounded-rationality), and assess
the extent to which socio-demographic characteristics are associated with that distribution.

Unlike determinant-oriented approaches that focus primarily on the factors influencing educational
decisions, the proposed framework contributes to the literature by providing a theoretically grounded
classification of the behavioural logics through which applicants interpret, evaluate, and prioritize these
factors.

The results show that rationally coded responses account for the largest shares when choosing a higher
education institution (54.0%) and educational program (49.0%), whereas the classified responses for the
choice of city are distributed almost evenly across the three models. Of the four socio-demographic
characteristics examined, only gender was significantly, though weakly (Cramer’s V = 0.138), associated
with the model-coded response distribution, while admission score, family income, and locality showed
no statistically significant association. Digital communication channels, particularly official university
websites and social media, emerged as an increasingly important source of information for applicants.
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These findings indicate that educational choice is a multi-stage process in which the relative distribution
of model-coded response patterns varies with the specific object of choice. The proposed classification
thus offers higher education institutions a structured basis for differentiating recruitment and commu-
nication strategies according to the observed distribution of behavioral response patterns. Given the
reliance on a non-probability sample of first-year students at five institutions and an a priori classifica-
tion of behavioral indicators, future research should further evaluate the proposed classification using
independently derived methods such as cluster or latent profile analysis and probability-based samples
across broader institutional and national contexts.

From a managerial perspective, these findings have direct implications for higher education institu-
tions’ recruitment and communication practices. Given that official university websites, faculty pages,
and institutional social media channels remain applicants’ most trusted sources of information, while
advertising-oriented platforms such as Instagram and TikTok play a growing but supplementary role,
higher education institutions should prioritize the accuracy and accessibility of official digital resources
while complementing them with targeted, platform-specific content for prospective students. Moreover,
since nearly one-third of applicants reported limited or no access to information about labor-market
prospects in their chosen field, universities have an opportunity to strengthen career-guidance commu-
nication as part of their recruitment strategy, thereby addressing an information gap that current digital
channels do not fully resolve.
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