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Abstract

This study examines the economic, social, and infrastructural determinants affecting university and major
choices among Albanian high school seniors. The study, utilizing survey data gathered in early 2024 and
evaluated via Covariance-Based Structural Equation Modeling (CB-SEM), demonstrates that economic
factors, including university fees and career opportunities, substantially influence student decisions. Social
effects, such as parental supervision and peer contributions, are also crucial. The study reveals that
infrastructures, including campus facilities and digital resources, serve as a significant mediator between
economic and social determinants and academic preferences. These findings provide an extensive insight into
decision-making tendencies and address a significant gap in studies concerning transitional economies. The
report suggests actionable recommendations for policymakers and university administrators to improve
educational access, match academic programs with labor market demands, and mitigate inequity within
higher education systems.

Keywords: university choice, economic factors, social influence, educational infrastructure, structural equation
modeling, transition economies

1. Introduction
Educational infrastructure plays a critical role in shaping students' academic performance and career

trajectories. Social and economic factors frequently impact the quality and accessibility of facilities like
libraries, labs, and classrooms. Comprehending these elements is essential to guarantee fair access to
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education and promote long-term academic growth in emerging nations like Albania. The political
changes after the gos also changed how graduates were recruited, leading to yearly massification. The
motto was to give everyone the opportunity to enroll in a university. However, massification presented
initial challenges for higher education institutions, necessitating reforms to enhance their
competitiveness in the market. Selecting a higher education institution is a significant and
consequential decision for high school seniors. It is likely to be one of the initial decisions made, possibly
even without significant parental input. Consequently, it is not unexpected that higher education
institutions are eager to comprehend the external factors affecting prospective students' university
selection. (Krezel and Krezel, 2017).

Recent literature identifies several fundamental factors that influence high school seniors’
university selection. These include consultation with family, teachers, and friends; job market demand;
media marketing; learning infrastructure; and the university’s reputation (Hai et al., 2023). Even though
choosing the best alternative is particularly important, research suggests that many students make a
superficial selection. They choose based on diploma prestige or changes in living conditions rather than
on acquiring specific knowledge (Tsoy, 2021). Interestingly, the decision-making process was affected by
the high school attended, but not by the gender or the grade level (Hai et al., 2023). In other words, the
economic-social-infrastructural loop primarily shapes future students' preferences (Jafari & Aliesmaili,
2013). A study of Albanian students done by Manoku (2015), based on factorial analysis of 43 factors,
confirms the international literature. It reduces these to nine main factors: cost of study and living,
teaching quality, university reputation, location, accreditation, students’ personal preference and
talents, faculty facilities, future work market, and school scores. These results are an important element
used by universities and their marketing departments, particularly in the process of offering their
alternative in the higher education market (Gyamfi et al., 2016; Jafari and Aliesmaili, 2013).

Despite the recognized importance of offering students’ appropriate alternatives, higher education
institutions have not reduced the skills mismatch. Graduates still lack the skills needed to meet the ever-
changing labor market. This phenomenon leads to several adverse effects on both firms and workers,
particularly in developing countries with limited resources, as well as in developed countries (Florez and
Gomez, 2024). Recent literature indicates that almost 50% of graduates under age 30 follow career paths
unrelated to their degree. Around 35% accept jobs for which they are overqualified (Cela and Kamberi,
2019). Additionally, there is a clear gender disparity in the level of education and distribution of
disciplines. Female graduates outnumber males even in traditionally male-dominated fields' (OECD,
2020). Nowadays, higher education institutions stress aligning curricula with an evolving job market.
However, they often lack studies on students’ university or major selection patterns to support these
strategies.

In this context, this study seeks to expand the existing literature by examining how economic,
social, and infrastructural factors influence high school seniors in selecting the most suitable
educational pathway. Specifically, the main objective of this work is to answer three research questions.
(1) What is the impact of economic determinants on the quality and availability of educational
infrastructure in Albania? (2) How does infrastructure quality influence academic orientation and field-
of-study choices among high school graduates? (3) In what ways do social considerations affect the
development and prioritization of infrastructure in higher education institutions? We aim to provide a
clear answer to these questions by presenting and testing a comprehensive conceptual model of the
university and field of study selection process for Albanian high school seniors.

This study offers an interesting alternative that enhances our understanding of prospective
students’ selection patterns of study majors and higher education institutions. It is among the first works

! https://www.instat.gov.al/al/statistikat-n%C3%AB-shkolla/arsimi-n%C3%AB-shqip%C3%ABri/
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to examine the complex dynamics between economic, social, and infrastructural factors in the Albanian
educational environment. Research in this field is scarce, with no firm conclusions about these
relationships. From a managerial perspective, this study offers a bridge for managers, government
authorities, and higher education institutions. It links the dynamics among economic, social, and
infrastructural factors to the design of effective interventions. The findings of this study can inform
strategies to enhance the quality of educational infrastructure, prioritize resource allocation, and
support high school seniors in making informed academic choices. Additionally, this research
contributes to the broader literature on higher education development in transitional economies.

This work is structured into six principal sections. Section 2 offers an extensive literature overview
about the economic, social, and infrastructural determinants affecting university and major choices,
referencing global and regional studies while emphasizing the limited study undertaken in Albania and
other transitioning economies. Section 3 delineates the research methodology, encompassing the
conceptual framework, data collection methodologies, sample characteristics, and operationalization of
variables. It also elucidates the utilization of Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) as the analytical
technique. Section 4 presents the measurement model analysis, encompassing evaluations of reliability,
validity, model fit indices, and findings from the structural model, including path coefficients and
explanatory power. Section 5 provides a comprehensive analysis of the empirical results and discusses
their theoretical, managerial, and policy ramifications. Section 6 ultimately concludes the study by
encapsulating the principal ideas, recognizing limits, and suggesting avenues for future research.

2. Literature review

The process of globalization, which gathered steam in recent decades, appears to reshape the nature and
objectives of higher education. It drives the system into a world of continuous change, instability, and
ambiguity (Bukamal and Mirza, 2017; Lami et al., 2023). This effect can be seen in an increased demand
for education as well as the development of the private sector, decentralization, open competition, and
modern managerial strategies in this sector, among others. In this perspective, the higher education
system is adapting to the market-oriented framework, with students playing an integral role (Mitra,
2009). There are several works that aim to investigate the main factors that are decisive in a high school
senior’s selection of major and university in the conditions of an evolving higher education sector.

Recent research identifies several key determinants of high-school seniors’ university selection.
These include university reputation; learning environment and infrastructure (Al Tamimi et al., 2023;
Echchabi et al., 2019; Echchabi & Al-Hajri, 2018; Por et al.,, 2024); academic quality, including staff
qualifications, and alumni outcomes (Echchabi & Al-Hajri, 2018; Por et al., 2024); economic
determinants, such as tuition fees and scholarship availability (Echchabi et al., 2019; Islam & Shoron,
2019); infrastructure, location, and proximity to place of residence (Dube et al., 2022; Islam & Shoron,
2019); social influence through parental, teacher, and peers recommendations (Por et al., 2024); and
post-graduation labor market opportunities (Maniu & Maniu, 2014). The reviewed studies indicate that
cost-related considerations—tuition, scholarships, and employment opportunities—play a primary
role. They are followed by reputation and family guidance (Apaydin & Kapucu, 2017; Gulluce et al., 2016;
Hasan et al., 2023; Najimudinova et al., 2022; Por et al., 2024). Meanwhile, infrastructural factors like
location and facilities play a secondary role in this regard (Gulluce et al., 2016). Only a few studies focus
on Albania, mainly examining career development and entrepreneurship-education factors. These
elements inform models for HEIs to improve marketing strategies and attract talented students (Garo et
al., 2015; Qosja and Druga, 2015; Shyle, 2020). These insights are valuable for higher education
institutions (HEIs) in Albania and beyond in order to enhance their appeal and meet high school
graduates’ expectations in a competitive education environment where academic success depends on
students’ satisfaction (Mihanovi¢ et al., 2016).
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Economic factors are directly related to the university selection process, as prospective students
currently weigh the costs against the perceived benefits, giving tuition fees, scholarships, and financial
aid a central role in their decision-making (Ahmed & Sharif, 2018; Islam & Shoron, 2019). It is obvious
that the cost of education has a direct impact on this process, making financial aid a key determinant of
postsecondary attendance and moderation of enrollment decisions for private HEIs (Harahap et al., 2021;
Shamsudin et al., 2019). Recent research indicates that household income and affordability play a crucial
role in prospective students’ decision-making, though their impact varies across contexts. Affordability
consistently emerged as a key factor (Dube et al., 2022; Islam & Shoron, 2019), but there was debate over
the influence of household income. Some studies found income to be a direct determinant of higher
education participation (Anders, 2012; Benjamin et al., 2011), while others argued it was not a decisive
factor (Ekinci, 2011). Notably, decision-making appears driven mainly by parental education, urban—
rural disparities, and income level. It is less driven by universities’ academic offerings (Anders, 2012).
Dunnett et al. (2012) argued that the introduction of higher tuition fees increases the risk of affecting
inclusiveness in HEISs, as it mostly impacts families that lack experiences of university attendance. Such
social differences affect the way students see the work market and approach the employment
opportunities that consistently emerge as key determinants in this process (Waldman et al., 2018; Wan
et al., 2023). Overall, we conclude that economic factors play a significant but not dominant role in this
process. According to Delavande and Zafar (2014), non-financial factors such as school ideology
generally have a more deterministic influence on choices than income expectations. As a matter of fact,
the financial constraints are mainly a burden for the lower-income candidates, limiting their choices and
pushing them towards the lower part of their preferences (Panigrahi, 2015). Even the current policies
aimed at increasing competition and choices in higher education institutions still keep inequalities in
place because candidates with fewer resources often choose the cheapest options, which limits their
choices (Callender & Melis, 2022).

Social considerations are another dimension of interest in the context of higher education
decisions that need to be investigated to help universities develop targeted marketing and recruitment
strategies. Choosing a university is a complex process that involves multiple social influences, as deciding
on a future career can vary across disciplines and demographics (Hasanloo et al., 2017; Krezel & Krezel,
2017). The role of family, and especially parents, is consistently identified as a primary factor shaping
high school seniors’ decision patterns (Hasan et al., 2023; Johnston, 2010; Por et al., 2024), followed by
the social norms and cultural influences (Srivastava & Dhamija, 2022). Research indicates that the
cultural background and the social class significantly influence university and field of study choices (Jian
et al., 2010). For example, candidates from higher-class families with a considerable parental education
tend to select more prestigious fields of study like law and medicine (Zawistowska, 2009), while
candidates from families with conservative backgrounds, especially males, tend to choose STEM fields
(Grossmann et al., 2015; Osikominu et al., 2020). Similarly, high school graduates of Asian origin tend to
go for science careers under the influence of their family, prestige, and cultural pathways (Ornek, 2015).

The effect of the culture is also seen in the clear difference that is observed between the genders,
with men generally prioritizing science and technology careers, while women prefer humanities and
social sciences (Zawistowska, 2009). Other social factors that contribute to decision-making are peer
influence, teacher recommendations, and career advising (Hasan et al., 2023; Pistolesi, 2022; Srivastava
& Dhamija, 2022). Personal factors and individual motivations are also found to play a certain role in
university choice, especially in the case of disadvantaged candidates who face unique challenges when
applying to prestigious institutions (Jafari & Aliesmaili, 2013; O’Sullivan et al., 2018). For these reasons,
the cultural practices offered in university programs correspond with the heterogeneous social origins
of the students (Thomsen, 2012). The prestige and reputation of HEIs are important factors, though their
influence may vary geographically (Mangan et al., 2010; Wut et al., 2022). However, institutions that offer
campus visits, are transparent about financing options, and market future job prospects are more
successful in recruitment (Hasan et al., 2023; Mangan et al., 2010).
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A critical objective of HEISs is to promote social mobility during a period of systemic change. This
aim is often challenged by inequitable opportunities and outcomes for disadvantaged candidates
(Kwiek, 2014; Stuart, 2014). Even though such institutions have placed more efforts to increase
participation, they have somehow failed, becoming more unrepresentative in the last decades due to
several socioeconomic, geographical, and cultural barriers (Arifin, 2017; Gregg et al., 2013). Some of the
most popular incentives implemented to address this issue are the Teaching Excellence Framework in
the UK, the funding program to promote diversity in higher education in Australia, and the increase of
economic support to low-income students across all countries, among others (Cunninghame, 2017;
Halsall & Caldwell, 2018).

Research shows that infrastructure and academic facilities play a positive role in this process
through high-quality facilities, libraries, labs, and classrooms, as good management of them can
improve learning activity and academic progress (Hanaysha et al., 2023; Zurainan et al., 2021). More
specifically, the libraries are found to be related to academic progress, while experiential teaching
activities are impactful in STEM major selection (Belser et al., 2018; Selicean & Ilea, 2024). Surprisingly,
secondary factors such as campus services and facilities directly affect both candidate choice and
satisfaction. Generally, the higher the institution’s rating, the higher the expectations for meeting
standards (Matzdorf & Greenwood, 2015; Wilkins et al., 2023). Such secondary factors are gaining more
importance than the learning environment itself under the growing preference of students for flexible
learning options, making technological resources and support increasingly important (Bailey et al., 2018;
Valtonen et al., 2021). Other factors that interact with the candidates’ decision-making process regarding
university and major choices are the proximity to campus and transportation accessibility, including
railway access (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2015; Henke, 2017; Zotorvie, 2017). Research associates
distance with lower enrollment probabilities, especially among candidates coming from lower-income
categories (Gibbons & Vignoles, 2009). According to Suhonen (2014), distance is also found to be a major
study selection determinant, as for every 100 km of increased distance, the likelihood of choosing a
certain major is reduced by approximately 15%.

The interrelationship between economic, social, and infrastructural factors has constantly been in
the focus of researchers and stakeholders. Economic factors not only have an impact on the process of a
high school senior’s decision making, but it also constrains one’s social perceptions. Generally speaking,
candidates coming from lower-income families consider higher education as costs and debt rather than
as an investment for their future, perceiving lower pecuniary and non-pecuniary from university
education (Boneva & Rauh, 2017). Such factors can also minimize the access of disadvantaged candidates
to the desired universities impacting negatively their perception over their career development (Marini
etal., 2023; Panigrahi, 2015). Cultural differences have a similar effect on this process, especially for low-
income or minority candidates who generally suffer social integration and lack access in a universities
social capital (Rubin & Wright, 2017; Stuart et al., 2011). Such students, as well as working-class students,
may spend less time in social activities because they must work or manage financial constraints. This
directly affects their academic development and engagement with the university (Brandle & Hauberer,
2014; Jensen & Jetten, 2015; McEwan, 2013; Rubin & Wright, 2017). Geographical proximity can also shape
university choices as candidates are more likely to choose a local university rather than a distant high
status one (Mangan et al., 2010). Even though the online learning is real opportunity to overcame social
background and geographical distance restrictions, still the social origin is a burden to their path
towards graduation (Sdnchez-Gelabert & Elias, 2023).

The summary provided above reveals several limitations of existing research on high school
graduate’s university and major choice. Past models generally rely on economic and statistical
approaches, without providing a rigorous model that explores decision making patterns based in the
psychological principles (Prugsamatz et al., 2004). It is concluded to be important diversifying the
context of the studies beyond the traditional Western countries as the factors influencing choice vary
across cultures (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2015; Kusumawati et al., 2019). For example, in Indonesia
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the traditional factors like cost, reputation, geographical proximity, job market, and family influence are
important during the whole process, meanwhile in Poland the influencing factors vary in its different
stages (Kusumawati et al., 2019; Sojkin et al., 2011). Even though we find employed several advanced
methods like conjoint analysis (Kusumawati et al., 2019) and big data sentiment analysis (Troisi et al.,
2018) to address this issues, still there is a need for more research in order to provide a deep
understanding of such complex decision making process. Research reveals several key factors that
consistently influence such process in developing and transitioning economies like cost, institutional
reputation, job market, parental influence, and geographical proximity (Bekele & Kenea, 2024; Sojkin et
al., 2on). In post-transition countries gender and academic aspirations are more determinant (Miti¢ &
Mojié, 2020). Meanwhile in developing and developed countries the main drivers of this process are
found to be economic, such as return on investment and living cost (Kler et al., 2023). However, as stated
above, such countries are left out of focus of the recent research. As a result, there is a necessity of
developing more comprehensive frameworks tailored to this specific context in order to explore,
understand, and address the specific issues of this process in these economies (El Nemar & Vrontis,
2016). Even in Albania the research landscape is presented limited as most of the existing studies focus
on specific aspects of the process, failing to provide a comprehensive overview. Future research needs to
address these gaps and further explore the complex interplay of economic, social, and infrastructural
factors that affect prospective student decisions in the Albanian context.

In conclusion, it is indicated that globalization has revolutionized the HEIs by increasing
demand, prioritizing private sector, increasing competition, and making students the main
stakeholders. The complex process of major and university selection is mainly influenced by economic
factors, such as tuition and scholarships, social influences, such as parents, peers, and culture,
infrastructure, job market, and academic reputation. The limitation of choices due to financial
constraints reinforces inequality, cultural norms and gender determine major selection, while facilities
and accessibility play a secondary role. The lack of such research in non-Western and transition
economies like Albania indicates that there is a gap in understanding high school graduates’ decision-
making and calls the necessity of building a more comprehensive framework.

Wijesinghe et al. (2023) provide an extended literature review on high school seniors’ university
choice and highlight the main models related to such a complex process. First, the economic model
assumes that the process of deciding between attending a college, university, or another alternative is
done with the premise that a candidate generally aims to increase benefit while reducing the risk
(Jackson, 1982). The drawback of such an approach stands in seeing one’s reasoning and preferences as
the only important factor. Second, the sociological models that associate the objective of attending HEIs
with educational fulfillment and social status (Chapman, 1981). Such models focus on the characteristics
of the candidates, their families, and the college attended, labeling the price, location, and the
availability of programs. Third, the marketing mix model, which is composed of seven components like
the program, site, price, promotion, facilities, people, and process (Kotler & Fox, 1995). This model gives
them five options in the process of HEIs choice, like necessity and motivation, information collection,
options evaluation, decision, and evaluation of the choice. Finally, there is the combined complex
decision model that lists all the main variables that shape the decision-making process (Holdsworth &
Nind, 2006). Among all are cost, geographical distance from home, degree quality, flexibility, course
options, housing, job market, and accommodation availability. Obviously, this last model is more
applicable in our context, as it integrates economic, social, and infrastructural factors, reflecting the
multifaceted nature of high school seniors’ decision-making.

This research aims to fill several gaps. It offers a broad theoretical discussion and a practical
contribution to higher-education development in Albania and similar transitioning economies. First,
while existing research explores university selection in Western economies, the Albanian context of a
post-transition country has not been adequately explored. This work addresses this gap by providing a
deep analysis of economic, social, and infrastructural factors affecting this process. Second, in contrast
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to existing studies that generally emphasize economic and statistical models, this work extends their
framework by including psychological and social dimensions to have a more holistic understanding of
high school seniors’ decision-making patterns. Third, in contrast to existing studies that highlight the
role of tuition fees, reputation, and job prospects as main influences, this work uniquely integrates the
infrastructure factor as a determinant of university selection and academic orientation. Fourth, this work
adds practical value for policymakers and HEI by addressing the issue of skill mismatch, a critical
challenge of the Albanian economy, by investigating how decision-making aligns with labor market
demands. Fifth, this work goes beyond the broad determinants by incorporating gender disparities and
social class effects in our analysis, factors that are unexplored in the Albanian context. Finally, by
analyzing the interrelationship between economic, social, and infrastructural factors, this work equips
university administrators, policymakers, and education marketers with actionable insights on
developing more effective recruitment strategies and infrastructure improvements.

3. Research Methodology
3.1 Data Collection

The data set used in this study was collected via an online survey during the period January-March 2024,
in a moment when Albanian senior high school students must make their final decision regarding the
university or college and major selection. Around 70% of the respondents were females and 30% were
males, enrolled in the final year of public (88%) and private (12%) institutions of secondary education.
Most of the respondents (90%) are enrolled in general high schools, and the rest (10%) are enrolled in
vocational high schools, with a majority of them focused on natural sciences (72%) compared to the
minority of them (28%) that have a background in social sciences. However, the survey ensured a
convenient sampling, including high school seniors across major Albanian cities, such as Tirané (48%),
Durrés (11%), Dibér (9%), Korcé (9%), Vloré (6%), Fier (4%), Gjirokastér (4%), Berat (4%), Lezhé (2%),
Kukés (2%), and Elbasan (1%). The complete summary of the respondent’s profile is provided in Table 1.

Table 1: General characteristics of the sample

Variable Criteria N %
Gender Female 346 | 703
Male 146 | 29.7
Type of secondary education institution Public 433 88.0
Private 59 12.0
Orientation of secondary education institution General 442 | 90.4
Vocational 47 9.6
City Tirané 236 48.0
Durrés 54 1.0

Dibér 43 8.7

Korcé 42 8.5

Vloré 29 5.9

Fier 22 4.5

Gjirokastér 21 4.3

Berat 20 41

Lezhé 10 2.0

Kukés 8 1.6

Elbasan 7 1.4

Profile Natural Sciences | 352 | 715
Social Sciences 140 285

Target country Albania 380 772
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3.2 Measures

Not decided 76 | 15.4
Abroad 31 6.3
None 5 1.0

While the first section was concerned about the profile of the respondents, this section puts into
operation the conceptual model’s variables. The constructs of the conceptual model presented in Figure
1 were found and adapted from the existing literature, which is summarized in Table 2. It gives clear
insights into recent studies in this field, including the location, sample size, methodology, constructs,

and the examined factors.

Figure 1: The proposed conceptual model.

Factors

[ Economic

J

Social
Factors

]1—>[ Infrastructure]

N

2

University and field
of Study Choice

Table 2 : Summary of relevant literature

Study

Apaydin &
Kapucu,
(2017)

Hervas et al.
(2013)

Mungai et
al. (2021)

Nguyen et
al. (2023)
Por et al.
(2024)

Shamsudin
etal. (2019)

Simarmata
etal. (2024)

Locatio
n (size)
Turkey
(1044)

Spain
(2244)

Kenya
(192)

Vietnam

(309)
Cambod
ia (330)

Malaysia
(500)

Indones
ia (474)

Methodology

Covariance-
Based
Structural
Equation
Modeling
(SEM)
Covariance-
Based SEM

SEM,
Confirmatory
Factor Analysis,
SEM
Cross-sectional

survey

Quantitative
survey

SEM

Construct
s
Economic,
Social,
Infrastruct
ure

Social,
Infrastruct
ure

Economic,
Social

Economic,
Social
Economic,
Social,
Infrastruct
ure
Economic,
Social,
Infrastruct
ure

Social
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Factors Examined

Financial opportunities, Cost, Job opportunities,
Students who are already studying at the university,
Acquaintances, high school education, social
activities, Academic reputation, being informed about
the university, Geographical position

Consideration of the university, Perceived utility, social
considerations, Influence of friends, Vocational
aspects, Geographical location, Access grade, Method
of access, Gender

Tuition fees, Employment prospects, financial aid
availability, Income opportunities, Career prospects,
Parental influence, Peer influence, high school
teachers and counsellors, Family

Financial resources, Career opportunities, Influencers,
Interests to pursue passion

School fees, Parental or guardian influence, High
school  teacher recommendations, Colleague
recommendations, University reputation, Learning
environment

Tuition fees, Employment opportunities, Institution
rankings, social media applications, Location,
Institution facilities

School environment, Academic ability, Individual
characteristics, Psychology
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Tuan (2024) = Vietnam = SEM Economic, = Generous scholarships, Supportive employment
Social, policies during studies, High-earning graduates,
Infrastruct = Curriculum aligned with social needs, Adequate
ure classrooms, Well-equipped library
Konstantini = Europe Quantitative Academic, = Study Program Quality, Institution’s Reputation, Fees
dou (2022) (101) cross-sectional Economic or Cost of Living, Job Opportunities, Geographic
survey Factors, Country or City of Studies, Labor Market
Needs, Personal Characteristics, Language of Tuition,
Family and Friends, Counselling and Disability
Support
Skvarciany Latvia Analytical Academic, Program Taught in English, Accreditation, University
etal. (2020) = and hierarchy Economic, Ranking and Reputation, Educational Qualification,
Lithuani | process Geographic = Work Experience f, Scholarship Opportunities,
a(y7) Accommodation Facilities Provided, Facilities on
Campus, Internship Opportunities, Admission Process
Staffolani Italy Conditional Academic, Geographical distance, Tuition fees, University quality,
and Pigini logit model Economic Student ability, Family Background, Previous Fields of
(2012) analysis and Study
quantitative
survey
Sobral Erasmus & Secondary data Academic, Personal Experience, Social Networks, Outside
(2022) program | analysis and Economic, Pressure, Grant Opportunity, University quality,
countrie | ranking Social research opportunities, and sustainability, adventure,
s cultural significance, safety, cost of living, geographic
(223484) location, weather, language, and sustainability.
Olmosetal. = Spain SEM Academic, Quality of the degree, Influence of friends, urban
(2014) (3159) Social universities with a clear offer of degrees
Najimudino = Kyrgyzst | Quantitative Academic, Tuition fees, scholarships, dormitory and nutrition,
vaetal. an survey Economic work opportunities abroad, and career opportunities,
(2022) (7839) quality of education and academic staff, prestige and
reputation, recommendations, infrastructure,
personal characteristics
Hussinetal. = Malaysia = Quantitative Academic, Quality of teaching, institution's reputation, program
(2000) (210) cross-sectional Economic, structure, facilities, availability of courses, tuition fees,
study Social scholarships, financial aid, professional development
opportunities, marketability of degree, job
opportunities, completion time, entry requirements,
part-time studies, campus size and layout, campus
attractiveness, number of students, socialization,
extracurricular activities
Alonderiené = Lithuani = Quantitative Academic, = University reputation, city the university is in,
and a (224) cross-sectional Geographic | infrastructure, social life.
Klimavi¢ien survey , Social
é (2013)

All items were measured using a 1 to 5 numerical rating scale, where 1 represents the lowest evaluation
and 5 the highest one. The structural equation modelling (SEM) method was employed to conduct data
analyses, including measurement model analyses, tests of reliability, validation of the conceptual model
constructs, model fit, and hypothesis testing through structural analysis.

4. Measurement model analysis

4.1 Reliability and Validity
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The analysis of the study’s results indicated that the Cronbach’s « values ranged from 0.779 to 0.872,
meeting the required threshold according to Hair et al. (2013). All constructs demonstrated strong
internal consistency, with o« values generally above 0.80, except for Infrastructure Factors (I), which had
a slightly lower score of 0.779. Nevertheless, this value is still considered acceptable (Heo et al., 2015).
The remaining items significantly contributed to the development of their respective factors, confirming
the reliability of all measurement scales used in the study (Heo et al., 2015).

We examined factor loadings, composite reliability (CR), and average variance extracted (AVE)
to assess convergent validity, adhering to the guidelines of Hair et al. (2013). The CR scores ranged from
0.782 to 0.834, indicating that all constructs met the recommended threshold of 0.6 (Bagozzi and Yi,
1988). Factor loadings ranged between 0.632 and 0.873, all well above the minimum value of 0.6.
Additionally, AVE values ranged from o0.520 to 0.610, exceeding the 0.5 benchmark set by Fornell and
Larcker (1981). As a result, the convergent validity of each construct was confirmed.

Discriminant validity was assessed using the method outlined by Rousselet et al. (2002), which is
considered valid when the square root of each construct’s AVE is greater than the correlations between
the constructs. The study found that this condition was met for every construct in the conceptual model,
ensuring that each item accurately measured its intended factor. Table 3 shows a summary of the indices
of reliability and validity, including all the items for each construct.

Table 3: Summary of all indices of reliability and validity

Items Factor Residual t
loading variance values
A (Academic Preference) o= 0.823 CR= 0.829AVE = 0.520
A1 To what extent will the fact that some public universities offer 0.721 0.479 12.35

dual degrees (in collaboration with foreign universities) influence
your choice of university/faculty?
Az To what extent will the availability of programs conducted in a 0.682 0.534 10.89
foreign language at certain universities in our country influence
your choice of study program?

A3 To what extent will the fact that some private universities offer 0.705 0.502 11.76

internationally recognized degrees influence your choice of higher

education institution?

A4 = How significantly will selecting a university in your city influence 0.755 0.425 13.21
your academic achievements?
As To what extent will the reintroduction of entrance exams at 0.669 0.552 9.98
certain universities influence your choice of study program?
A6 | Should high school academic performance be a decisive factor in 0.698 0.513 10.45
university admissions?
A7 | To what extent will the availability of study scholarships through 0.728 0.470 11.32

the Erasmus+ program at universities in our country influence
your decision to pursue higher education?

E (Economic Determinants) « = 0.872 CR=0.873 AVE = 0.610
E1 To what extent will employment opportunities in your city 0.781 0.390 13.45
influence your decision to pursue higher education?
Ex To what extent will the rising demand for certain professions in 0.769 0.408 12.78
our country influence your choice of university studies?
E3 To what extent will government financial incentives for certain 0.754 0.431 11.92
priority fields influence your choice of university studies?
E4 How significantly will the increasing demand for specific 0.795 0.368 14.01

professions in European Union countries influence your decision
regarding higher education?
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E5 = To what extent will family income influence your selection of your 0.762 0.419 12.10
university study program?
I (Infrastructure Factors) «=o0.779 CR = 0.782 AVE = 0.570
I To what extent will the distance from your place of residence 0.755 0.425 13.12
influence your choice of university studies?
I2 = How important will the study facilities and the libraries offered by 0.742 0.449 12.89
the university be in your choice of studies?
I3 How important will the laboratory facilities offered by the 0.729 0.469 11.56
university be in your choice of studies?
S (Social Considerations) «=0.831 CR=0.834 AVE = 0.530
S1 Do you believe that your parents' profession will influence your 0.728 0.470 12.67
choice of study program at university?
S2  To what extent will media advertising of study programs influence 0.715 0.489 1.89
your choice of university/faculty?
S3 How influential have your teachers been in shaping your 0.738 0.455 12.34
academic profile for university?
S4 = To what extent will your parents or relatives influence your choice 0.751 0.436 13.21
of study program?
S5 = How significantly will the university environment and social circle 0.720 0.482 12.02
influence your decision to pursue higher education?
S6 = To what extent will the social life of the city where the university is 0.711 0.494 1.78
located impact your choice of institution?
S7 How much has the prestige of the university/faculty influenced 0.733 0.462 12.55

your choice of profile (field of study)?
4.2 Model Fit Indices

We used Smart PLS to examine key fit indices and determine the suitability of the Covariance-Based
Structural Equation Modeling (CB-SEM) model. Results are presented in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Hypothesized conceptual model

This type of analysis is widely used as a statistical method for testing theoretical models involving latent
constructs (Xiong et al., 2015). It offers several benefits, particularly in studies that call for thorough
model validation and hypothesis testing (Kline, 2018). CB-SEM is suitable for checking and testing
theories, and it helps to see how well a proposed model, based on earlier theories, matches the actual
data. (Hair et al., 2013; Kline, 2018).

Table 1: Model Fit Indices

Fit Index Value Recommended Interpretation
Threshold
X2 (Chi- 620.215 p>o0.05 Significant, but overall model fit is acceptable based on
square) other indices
RMSEA 0.073 < 0.08 (Acceptable) Acceptable fit
GFI 0.869 > 0.90 (Good) Marginal fit
AGFI 0.839 > 0.90 (Good) Marginal fit
SRMR 0.075 < 0.08 (Good) Acceptable fit
CFI 0.913 > 0.90 (Good) Good fit
TLI 0.902 > 0.90 (Good) Good fit
NFI 0.910 > 0.90 (Good) Good fit

The model demonstrates an acceptable-to-good fit based on most of the indices. The chi-square test
indicates a lack of perfect fit (Deng and Chan, 2016). However, chi-square is highly sensitive to sample
size, so other fit indices should be considered (Mulaik, 2014). While the chi-square test and marginal
GFI/AGFI values indicate potential improvement, the RMSEA, SRMR, CFI, TLI, and NFI suggest that
the model fits the data well (Deng and Chan, 2016; Schubert et al., 2017).
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4.3 Structural model analysis

The analysis of latent variables and their relationships depicted in Figure 2 and Table 5 shows that
economic determinants (retrieved by CB-SEM) have a moderate positive effect on infrastructure factors,
with a path coefficient of 0.436. This indicates a significant relationship where economic conditions
contribute to the development of infrastructure, which is essential for sustainable urban communities
(Brown and Barber, 2012). The questionnaire item E3 has the highest contribution to economic
determinants, while E4 has the lowest (see the figure). In comparison, social considerations have a
weaker positive effect on infrastructure factors, with a path coefficient of 0.259. The item S4 (1.737)
significantly contributes to social considerations, while S5 contributes the least.

Table 2: Path coefficients

Parameter Standard T P

estimates errors values values

Economic determinants -> Infrastructure 0.436 0.065 6.673 0.000
factors

Infrastructure factors -> Academic 0.921 0.141 6.555 0.000

orientation

Social considerations -> Infrastructure 0.259 0.071 3.660 0.000

factors

The model shows that 52.2% of the variance in infrastructure factors is explained by economic
determinants and social considerations. Moreover, infrastructure factors have a strong positive effect on
academic preference, with a path coefficient of 0.921. This finding suggests that improving infrastructure
factors can significantly enhance the academic preferences (Kdrnd et al., 2013). In terms of contributions
to infrastructure factors, I1 has the most significant impact, while I3 contributes the least. A4 makes the
greatest contribution to academic orientation, while A6 has the weakest contribution. Infrastructure
factors explain 37.1% of the variance in academic preference, indicating a strong explanatory relationship
(Kallio, 1995).

Economic determinants and social considerations both have a positive influence on infrastructure
factors, with economic determinants having a stronger effect (0.436) than social considerations (0.259).
Infrastructure factors act as a mediator between the economic and social factors and academic
preference. The impact of infrastructure factors on academic preference is substantial, as reflected by
the strong path coefficient of 0.921.

Academic preference, the ultimate dependent variable in the model, has 37.1% of its variance
explained by infrastructure factors. This result demonstrates a strong explanatory relationship.
Improvements in economic determinants and infrastructure are critical for enhancing academic
preference, and addressing social considerations can further improve infrastructure development, even
though its direct influence is weaker (Duflo, 2001; Levitt et al., 2019). The model's explanation of only
37.1% of the variance in academic preference suggests that other factors not included in the model may
also play a significant role (Malgwi et al., 2005).

The crucial significance that infrastructure factors make in linking social considerations and
economic determinants to academic preference is demonstrated by the CB structural equation
modeling. The findings imply that improving infrastructure and the economy can have a positive impact
on academic choices (Levitt et al., 2019).

4.3.1 Variance Inflation Factor (VIF)
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To check for multicollinearity among independent variables in regression analysis, we calculated the
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) for each independent construct, which helps us understand
multicollinearity in CB-SEM (Thompson et al., 2017). VIF measures the extent to which a regression
coefficient's variance is inflated because of collinearity with other model predictors (Thompson et al.,
2017). The connections between the latent variables—economic determinants (ED), social
considerations (SC), and infrastructure factors (IF)—were considered in this investigation. As seen in
Table 6 all the variables in this CB-SEM appear to be independently contributing to the model since the
VIF value is less than 5, which suggests no significant multicollinearity (Hair et al., 2000). Infrastructure
factors have the highest VIF at 2.09, which is well below the limit of 5, indicating that multicollinearity
is not a problem in this model (Hair et al., 2000). The conclusion that there are no multicollinearity
issues is further supported by the fact that all VIF values are less than 5, with the maximum VIF of 2.09
for Infrastructure factors staying within acceptable ranges (Thompson et al., 2017).

Table 6: Variance Inflation Factor (VIF)

Variable R? VIF
Economic Determinants (ED) | 0.436 = 177
Social Considerations (SC) 0.259 135
Infrastructure Factors (IF) 0.522 | 2.09

The coefficient of determination, or R?, is a statistical measure that ranges from o to 1 and indicates
what percentage of the changes in the dependent variable can be explained by the independent
variables being studied (Laubhan and Fredrickson, 1992). IF has the highest variation explained,
according to the R? values, which show that the variables have a moderate to strong explanatory power
(Barrett, 1974).

5. Discussion and Implications

5.1 Theoretical Implications

The findings emphasize how economic, social, and infrastructure factors interact to influence
prospective students’ choices. They make a substantial contribution to the literature on university and
major selection. Traditional models of higher-education decision-making often highlight a single
viewpoint. They focus on social influences (peer recommendations, parental guidance) or economic
factors (tuition, scholarships) (Quadlin, 2017; Teranishi et al., 2004). Nevertheless, our study indicates
that these elements are not independent but rather interdependent, making the decision-making
process a complex phenomenon.

By incorporating infrastructure factors—which have received little attention in the context of
Albania and other transitioning economies—this study builds on earlier research. We discover that
factors like campus facilities, online resources, and general accessibility have a big influence on how high
school seniors view and select their educational paths, supported also by Muilenburg and Berge (2005)
and Svartdal et al. (2020). This inclusion casts doubt on the widely held belief that social and economic
considerations alone influence such choices. Rather, it proposes a more comprehensive model in which
infrastructure factors are just as important as indicated in Figure 2.

Additionally, in the Table 3 we propose a thorough framework for decision-making that includes
information gathering, options assessment, motivation and necessity, and decision-making. A post-
choice evaluation may be important to conduct after the major selection. This model matches the
complexities of today's education system and reflects how prospective student choices are influenced by
various factors like social, economic, and infrastructure issues (Aina et al., 2022). By doing this, the study
advances our knowledge of how learning environments affect prospective student outcomes, especially
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in contexts of transition where educational systems are changing, followed also by Bond and Bedenlier
(2019).

Comparing our results with earlier studies shows that economic factors (e.g., tuition) are
important. Social influences and infrastructure quality also play a significant role (Aguado et al., 2015;
Kallio, 1995). This dual focus offers a nuanced perspective that can improve theoretical discussions in
this area and enriches the narrative surrounding university selection.

In the end, the research's implications extend beyond scholarly discussions and demand a
reassessment of the theoretical frameworks currently in use for researching university admissions
procedures. A shift to more inclusive models is required. These should integrate psychological, social,
and infrastructure components and reflect the variety of factors shaping students’ decisions (Lee et al.,
2023). The need for educational policies that acknowledge and tackle the complexities of future student
behavior in transitional economies is in line with this development (Johnson et al., 2014).

5.2 Managerial and Policy Implications

Our analysis offers numerous practical insights for policymakers, HEIs, and university administrators
that are in line with prior studies. By comprehending the intricate interactions of economic, social, and
infrastructural elements affecting potential students' choices, stakeholders can formulate more precise
and impactful interventions. These findings are consistent with the conclusions of Batool and Liu (2021)
and El Nemar et al. (2020), who emphasized the importance of addressing multifaceted influences on
such choices.

Our research underscores the necessity of prioritizing expenditures in educational infrastructure,
encompassing physical facilities, digital resources, and accessibility initiatives. This advice aligns with
the findings of Cindy et al. (2022), who emphasized the pivotal importance of infrastructure in
influencing prospective student satisfaction and enrollment choices. Furthermore, routine evaluations
of infrastructure requirements must be performed to guarantee conformity with changing educational
needs, a technique endorsed by Kanwar and Sanjeeva (2022).

This work clearly demonstrated the significant influence of financial issues on prospective
student decision-making. HEIs are urged to establish accessible and effectively advertised financial aid
schemes. This methodology is corroborated by Warburton et al. (2018), who discovered that financial
assistance considerably influences enrollment, and by Wilcox (1991), who underscored the necessity of
outreach to guarantee that minority prospective students are informed of accessible financing
alternatives.

Our research underscores the need for comprehensive career counseling services that align
academic trajectories with labor market requirements. This finding corresponds with the research of
Kinash et al. (2017), who supported similar initiatives to mitigate skills mismatches and improve
graduate employment. Collaborations with local industries for internships and job placements were
deemed advantageous, a perspective supported by Chang and Chu (2009).

The findings indicate that involving families, educators, and community leaders is essential in
facilitating prospective student choices and enhancing the significance of higher education. Maier et
al. (2017) assert that cultivating a supportive community atmosphere helps bolster student confidence.
Blimling and Whitt (1998) similarly demonstrated that outreach initiatives can enhance prospective
students' understanding of program excellence and institutional repute.

We recognize enduring disparities in access to higher education, particularly those influenced by
socioeconomic position, gender, and geographic location. These obstacles must be mitigated through
targeted initiatives. Borgonovi and Marconi (2020) underscored the necessity for legislation addressing
these gaps, while Ferndndez et al. (2023) advocated for mentorship and targeted recruitment programs
to enhance equity and inclusivity.

In conclusion, our findings emphasize the importance of a comprehensive strategy centered on
infrastructure, financial assistance, vocational counseling, social involvement, and equity. By
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employing these tactics, higher education institutions and policymakers in Albania and analogous
transitioning economies can improve prospective student decision-making, satisfaction, and general
engagement in higher education.

6. Conclusions

This study explains the complex interactions between economic, social, and infrastructure factors that
influence Albanian high school seniors' choice of university and major. Important conclusions show
that while social influences—especially peer and parental recommendations—also have a significant
impact on prospective students' decisions, economic factors—such as tuition costs and the demand for
jobs—also play a significant role, as supported earlier by Christensen et al. (1975). Infrastructure factors
also influence decision-making processes, albeit to a lesser extent. These factors include the quality
and condition of campus facilities and the availability of digital resources. The study, similarly to
Crutchfield et al. (2020), emphasizes the restrictions brought about by financial limitations, which
frequently deny lower-income prospective students’ opportunities and exacerbate already-existing
disparities in access to higher education. There are significant ramifications for higher education
institutions and policymakers. Candidates can be empowered to make better decisions by
implementing strategies that improve financial aid programs, upgrade educational infrastructure, and
offer thorough career counseling. Inequalities in university selection can also be lessened by addressing
social disparities through focused interventions. This study highlights the need for more research in
this area and makes a substantial contribution to our understanding of prospective students’ decision-
making in Albania and other transitioning economies. The study highlights the significance of
developing a more supportive and equitable higher education environment by urging more research
and policy changes, which will eventually create an atmosphere where all candidates have the chance
to follow their chosen educational paths.

This study, while offering valuable insights, has a few limitations. The sample may not adequately
reflect Albania's diverse population, potentially overlooking variations impacted by socioeconomic
status, geography, and educational attainment. Furthermore, it predominantly focuses on specific
regions, which may not sufficiently reflect the experiences of students in marginally or rural areas. The
reliance on self-reported data introduces the potential for bias, as replies may align more with socially
desirable norms than with genuine decision-making processes. Critical external elements—such as
economic fluctuations and government regulation remain poorly understood. Focusing mainly on high
school graduates also overlook vocational and non-traditional candidates.

Future research could incorporate other transitional economies to facilitate the comparison of
trends and outcomes in university admissions processes. Longitudinal research will be crucial to assess
how changing economic and infrastructural conditions influence choices over time. It will also reveal
how preferences shift. Future models should integrate behavioral and psychological dimensions to
examine the impact of personal motives and attitudes on decisions regarding higher education. A more
profound analysis of factors that affect university selection requires consideration of the diversity in
demographics, including gender, socioeconomic position, and geographic location. Multidisciplinary
approaches are essential. Combining psychology, economics, and education can yield comprehensive
frameworks for these complex decisions. By exploring these paths, researchers can offer a more refined
comprehension of the determinants affecting university selection and assist in the formulation of
effective higher education policies.
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