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Abstract: South Korean universities have been facing student shortages to sustain their growth due
to its severe population decline. The Korean government has since introduced policies to attract more
international students to the country. The present study examined the prestige-seeking tendencies
of international students in Korea and their influence on students’ satisfaction levels. The five
dimensions of prestige-seeking behavior were adopted to help explain students’ satisfaction levels.
Research samples were current and former international students in Korea. The findings reveal the
quality of the education did not contribute directly to the students’ overall satisfaction level. Instead,
it was hedonic elements that affected satisfaction. Moreover, status, snob, and bandwagon effects
contributed significantly to the quality and hedonic motives.

Keywords: university development; international students; higher education; prestige consumption;
student satisfaction; Korean education

1. Introduction

Pursuing higher education abroad has been an ever-growing trend in most parts of
the world in the last few decades. In 2019, around 6 million students were studying outside
of their own country [1]. Concurrently, universities and education systems at large looked
into the international market for growth and to supplement other local industries. For
example, South Korea strategically promotes its universities to attract foreign students to
help fulfill the language needs in the international trade sector and to offset the declining
population [2,3].

Typically, the availability of programs, superior quality of education, language learn-
ing opportunity, and the preference of foreign degrees among the local employers are key
determinants of popular destinations for higher education [4–6]. Hence, English-speaking
countries such as the UK, Australia, and the USA are among the top destinations for
prospective students [1,7,8]. Although Korea does not possess some of the attributes typi-
cally considered desirable, such as being an English-speaking nation and having a global
reputation for its higher education, the government still introduced policies to attract more
international students from the early 2000s [9]. Consequently, international students’ en-
rollment continues to climb. One report showed a significant increase from 49,270 students
in 2004 to 153,695 in 2020 [10]. The Korean government targeted international students to
account for 5% of the entire higher education enrollment by 2023. They mobilized funds for
universities to expand English-track programs, easing visa requirements, and enhancing
employment support to help achieve this target [2,3,10].

The plethora of previous studies on students’ motivation to study abroad has found
many factors that were important in the decision-making process. The stated motives
ranged from following friends to pressure from parents and from future career enhancement
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to lifestyle change [4,11–14]. The push-and-pull framework was often seen deployed to
explore students’ decisions to study abroad [5,13]. The push factors looked at what drives
a student to leave their home country for higher education while the pull factors explained
the destination and eventually institute of higher education to enroll [13]. The results
are often dependent on the student’s country of origin and the local higher education
market. In China, a popular push factor was the overly fierce competitiveness of the college
entrance exam [5]. At the same time, Vietnamese students reported the ability to acquire
foreign language skills to be one of the leading reasons to study abroad [13].

One common approach by most previous studies was only focusing on anticipated
benefits of studying abroad [15–17]. More specifically, the focus was placed on tangible
benefits and rational planning such as opportunities to acquire new skills and experiences,
long-term career prospects, and even migration opportunities [18,19]. One of the first
barriers to studying abroad has always been the cost and value prospect [16,20]. While
success is never guaranteed after studying abroad, many students that could afford it still
choose to pay the premium [20–22]. When looking at studying abroad as a premium option
in relation to studying at domestic institutions, there is still a lack of research that explores
this perspective in-depth.

A premium price is traditionally associated with prestige products [23]. More recently,
studies started to apply the concept of prestige to services as well [24–26]. A prestige
product or service usually has the following characteristics. First, they offer comparatively
higher quality products than most of the market [27]. Secondly, they can be harder to find
and purchase by a smaller group of consumers [26]. Third, they tend to elicit novelty and
exclusivity to those who consume them [28]. Lastly, they are usually priced considerably
higher than their non-prestige counterpart [29]. These four characteristics are applicable to
the studying abroad market. Therefore, it gives the opportunity to study the motivation
to study abroad from a different perspective, namely from the symbolic representation of
novelty and prestige.

Although empirical studies have found that prestige and status were often associated
with international students’ motivation and decisions [4,11,12,16,20,22], no studies have
taken the opportunities to comprehensively explore the multi-dimensionality of prestige
consumption in the international higher education context. Hence, the following objectives
were developed to help fulfill the research gap. First, this present research identified the five
dimensions of prestige-consumption behaviors by Vigneron and Johnson (1999) as the most
comprehensive framework to explain the motivations to consume prestige products [26,30].
Secondly, the study also looked to test the impact of prestige-consumption motivation
on the students’ level of satisfaction. Satisfaction has often been used as an indicator for
service providers to gauge their quality against students’ prior expectations [31–33]. Lastly,
the study validated the study model in the Korean higher education context. Korea is not
considered a traditional destination for higher education. Nevertheless, the government’s
ambition made Korea an interesting research context for the study because the findings
may yield valuable insights for other countries and institutions for strategic planning.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Prestige Seeking at Universities

The notion of prestige has always been closely associated with universities. University
rankings were first introduced back in the 1870s to give information about the universities
and their scholars to government officials [34]. Since then, university ranking has become
one of the most important influences for students and their parents in decision making [35].
The impact of ranking meant attending a highly ranked university may elevate one’s social
status among their peers [20,36]. The elevated status may often lead to favorable outcomes
regarding employment and future opportunities [37]. Unsurprisingly, students generally
tend to desire to be a part of the prestige group [38,39]. At the same time, prestigious
institutions are expected to provide high-quality education to students and often produce
highly skilled graduates [31,40]. Studying abroad was also found to help enhance cultural
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and interprofessional competencies that may be more difficult to find when studying
domestically [41]. In sum, universities have always leveraged the level of perceived prestige
as a method to appeal to students, faculty, staff, regulators, and investors [34,36,38,42].
However, a limited attempt has been made to investigate prestige seeking outside of the
ranking context, particularly from a personal and social motivation perspective.

2.2. Studying Abroad in Korea

One of the most critical drivers of a studying abroad destination has been the English
language. Specifically, countries that speak English natively tend to be among the most
popular destinations [43]. Although Korea does not speak English natively, the country
shares one key characteristic with the top destinations, that is, its economy. The leading
countries are the United States of America, the United Kingdom, Australia, France, and
Germany [44]. These destinations are among the world’s leading economies. When it
comes to destinations for studying abroad, the economic level contributes positively to
the destination image that would attract international students [22,45–47]. A positive
destination image for higher education includes a number of attributes, including per-
ceived student benefits (such as employment opportunities, quality of life, and permit
requirements) and tourism attractions (such as sightseeing opportunities, climates, and
accessibility) in addition to the educational attributes (such as program selection, program
quality, and educational environment) [31,46,48–53]. Although most of the attributes of
Korea are comparable to other advanced economies, the underlying symbolic motivations
among international students have never been previously explored.

2.3. Prestige-Seeking Behavior

Prestige products or services are chiefly characterized by scarcity [24,30]. Scarcity
can be due to the rarity of the products in terms of supply or in terms of affordability
when compared to the alternatives [28]. In other words, prestige products tend to be
priced higher than the norm and consequently are being purchased less frequently [26].
Prestige products tend to offer superior quality than non-prestige products but are priced
proportionately higher at the same time [29,54]. In the present study’s context, for an Uzbek
student attending a local university, it can be substantially more affordable than going
abroad, especially to Korea, due to the generally higher living costs. Even though the
underlying product functionalities of higher education are the same.

Prestige-seeking refers to the motivation that drives the purchase of products or con-
sumption of services that are generally perceived to be higher in quality and tend to have a
higher price associated with it [29,55]. The drivers to consume prestige products encompass
a broad range of considerations. One of the most widely accepted frameworks that explain
prestige-seeking motivation has been by Vigneron and Johnson (1999) [26,29]. They intro-
duced the prestige-seeking consumer behavior framework that consists of five dimensions.
These five dimensions are categorized into two types, publicly self-conscious (Veblen, snob,
and bandwagon) and privately self-consciousness (hedonist and perfectionist). All given
dimensions are conceptualized to drive any prestige consumption at the same time [29].

2.3.1. Veblen Effect

The first driver is termed the Veblen effect. The term is named after Thorstein Veblen,
who introduced the concept of conspicuous consumption in his book The Theory of the Leisure
Class in 1988 [28,56]. Conspicuous consumption refers to the notion that consumption
behaviors can indicate people in different social classes [57]. At the same time, some
people are motivated to consume products that ordinary people do not consume. Instead,
only someone belonging to the higher social class would consume them [58]. It is also
assumed those prestige products are often priced higher, and only wealthy people can
afford them [59]. Studying abroad is not affordable for most people in Uzbekistan. Thus,
the ability to go abroad and attend a university may be considered prestigious and grant
the student a higher status than those who did not.
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2.3.2. Snob Effect

Prestige products can also be determined not only by price [28,60]. One may obtain
the prestige status from distinguishing oneself from the common herd [61]. The snob effect
explains consumers’ drive to consume products that may elicit certain notions, such as
being early adopters of technology or someone who is an expert in a particular type of
product [26,29]. For example, a study found that people who frequent Michelin-starred
restaurants are also driven to be considered the foodie in their inner circle and when their
friends and family seek advice on dining out [26]. Therefore, students could be motivated
to study abroad to stand out from the pool of other candidates in the job market.

The present study conceptualized the snob effect following the framework of con-
sumers’ need for uniqueness (CNFU) [62,63]. The CNFU posited that individuals have a
varying degree of motivation to be unique [64]. The pursuits of being different or unique
from the non-prestige group can be divided into three dimensions. The first is creative
choice, which is how one would seek uniqueness from creating a different style for oneself
that can be rare when compared to the rest [63]. The second dimension is unpopular
choice. It refers to how an individual may choose to purchase or consume products that
are considered unpopular among the general public [60,62]. Avoidance of similarity is the
last dimension. This dimension refers to the loss of interest and eventually discontinuing
usage of or patronizing products or services that have become commonplace [26]. In other
words, as long as the chosen product or activity remains rare and unique, he or she is likely
to continue.

2.3.3. Bandwagon Effect

The desire to join a selected group of people can also be another motivation to consume
prestige products [26,29]. The bandwagon effect is the desire to earn prestige status by
having commonalities with a reference group [29]. A reference group refers to a group of
people who share a common attribute desired by an individual [55]. For example, successful
people may have a common trait in that they have studied abroad. Consequently, students
may feel if they also study abroad, they would be considered in the same echelon. Note that
the snob effect and the bandwagon effect are present simultaneously [65]. While the snob
effect drives an individual to distinguish themself from the common herd, the bandwagon
effect drives that individual to follow the reference group [26,28].

The bandwagon effect in this present study was measured using the susceptibility
to interpersonal influence scale (SUSCEP) [66,67]. The SUSCEP scale proposed that the
bandwagon effect or the desire to conform to group norms can be split into two dimensions.
The first is referred to as normative influence. It is the tendency to conform to the members’
expectations in the reference group [68]. On the other hand, informational influence tends
to accept information from others as evidence about reality [69].

2.3.4. Perfectionist Effect

The first of the two private self-consciousness constructs is the perfectionist effect.
Private self-consciousness constructs (also referred to as personal influence) differ from the
public self-consciousness (also referred to as interpersonal influence) in that these motives
are generated within oneself and the consumption attributes (such as superior quality and
emotional benefits) are usually not publicly visible [26].

The perfectionist effect refers to how prestige seekers expect the more expensive
products or services to offer greater quality [29]. At the same time, while the discussions of
luxury consumptions revolve around interpersonal or social influences and other symbolic
values such as materialism, the quality of the products and services is often ignored [26].
On the contrary, the higher quality of prestige or luxury products is expected to be at the
minimum [70]. In the study context, one of the fundamental attributes to studying overseas
is the perceived superior quality of education [43,50]. Although quality of education is
essential in choosing overseas than local universities, measuring its role is still crucial in
the prestige-seeking framework.
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2.3.5. Hedonic Effect

The hedonic effect refers to the tendency for an individual to prefer products that
offer predominantly emotional benefits rather than functional utilities [64,71]. Products
such as arts, music, or collectibles tend to be classified as hedonic products because people
purchase them primarily for pleasure [29]. Premium-priced luxury goods and services
are often thought to be purchased for their added emotional values [26]. Considering that
attending an overseas university costs more than studying locally for Uzbek students in
Korea, those who only look for higher education may not justify the price premium. Thus,
it is assumed a certain level of hedonism is present that motivates them to study abroad.

Furthermore, previous studies have found that personal influence or private self-
consciousness can be influenced by social forces [72–75]. In other words, an individual’s
personal motivation is often shaped by the external environments [61,73,75–77]. Evidence
from previous studies includes how expectations from parents and how the social image
of successful people ultimately influence an individual to pursue education or lifestyle
activities [12,16,22,78]. In the present research, the three interpersonal constructs (Veblen,
snob, and bandwagon) were assumed to impact the two personal motivation constructs
(hedonism and perfectionism). Accordingly, the following hypotheses were developed.

Hypothesis 1a,b. Veblen effect has a positive impact on private self-consciousness (hedonic and
perfectionist effects).

Hypothesis 2a–f. Snob effect (creative choice, unpopular choice, and avoidance of similarity) has a
positive impact on private self-consciousness (hedonic and perfectionist).

Hypothesis 3a–d. Bandwagon effect (normative and informative influences) has a positive impact
on private self-consciousness (hedonic and perfectionist).

2.4. Satisfaction

Student satisfaction is one of the primary factors in the vision of universities [32]. The
holistic construct of satisfaction encompasses not just a simple positive evaluation of the
students but also the results of their prior expectations and perceived quality [33]. Given
that students’ experience at a university entails the process of being under pressure to
learn and be evaluated, satisfied students usually refer to those that feel the amount of
learning and personal growth exceeded the challenge and pressure [79]. In addition, the
holistic experience as a student is also comprised of experiences both inside and outside
of the classroom [31]. Furthermore, international students tend to also consider their
experiences living in the host country where the environment is beyond the control of the
university [40,47,80]. Therefore, the university’s ability to satisfy international students is
difficult to achieve [81,82]. Given that prior expectation is a key component of satisfaction,
empirical evidence supporting the influence of personal motivation on satisfaction is
abundant [32,36,40,82]. Accordingly, hypotheses 4 and 5 were proposed. Additionally, the
illustration of the study variables and the proposed relationships is included in Figure 1.

Hypothesis 4. Perfectionist effect has a positive impact on satisfaction.

Hypothesis 5. Hedonic effect has a positive impact on satisfaction.
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3. Methods
3.1. Measurement Items and Survey Development

The measurement items used in the survey were adapted from previous related studies.
The items used to measure the Veblen effect consisted of five items [83]. The snob effect
construct consisted of three further sub-dimensions. They were creative choice, unpopular
choice, and avoidance of similarity. All three dimensions were measured with four items
each [60]. The bandwagon effect also consisted of two sub-dimensions, namely normative
and informative. They were measured using eight and four items, respectively [66]. Then,
the hedonic effect’s measurement consisted of seven items [84]. The perfectionist effect was
measured using four items [56]. Lastly, satisfaction was measured using five items [85].
The list of all measurement items used can be seen in Appendix A. All the measurement
items used a 5-point Likert-type scale from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree.

The survey also included nine demographic questions. A short cover letter was also
included at the beginning of the survey to inform the participants about the research and
ensure their anonymity of participation. The final version of the survey was subjected to
pre-testing by ten senior academics and professional international student agents for the
comprehensiveness of the survey. The feedback and comments received from the pre-tests
were only on minor language errors and formatting. Thus, a minimal amendment was
made before finalizing the survey.

3.2. Uzbek Students in Korea

Korea started its effort to attract more international students in the early 2000s with
three government campaigns. The three campaigns aimed to attract foreign institutions
to invest and open institutions in Korea, highly qualified faculty, and researchers from
overseas, and international students [2,3]. These policies were accredited in the growth of
international students enrolling in Korea, which reached its peak of 160,165 students in 2019
before the decline due to the COVID-19 pandemic [10,80]. The majority of international
students came from the following five countries in 2019: China (69,287), Vietnam (37,418),
Mongolia (7375), Uzbekistan (7426), and Japan (4359). Interestingly, in 2020, Uzbek students
increased to 9044 and is now the third-largest nationality of international students in
Korea [10]. Given the distance of Uzbekistan to Korea and historical, cultural, religious,
and language differences between the two countries [86–88], the prominent presence of
Uzbek students in Korea is surprising.
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3.3. Sampling and Data Collection

The target research population of this study was international students coming from
the Central Asia region. The image of Korea as a destination to study abroad is generally
homogeneous among the people in the region. Additionally, the economic background,
culture, and social structure are similar among the countries of Central Asia. Thus, the cho-
sen research population should be able to provide a homogeneous evaluation of the survey,
which would ultimately help increase the study’s internal validity. The study implemented
a nonprobability convenience sampling method to recruit research participants. The data
collection was conducted online by distributing the online version of the survey on relevant
social media platform groups containing international students who were either currently
studying or had already completed their programs in Korea. A total of 150 completed
surveys were received during the data collection period between April and June 2021.

3.4. Data Screening

The raw data were subjected to data screening before proceeding to the analysis stage.
IBM SPSS version 23 was used to process the data. This study followed the recommenda-
tion to remove any survey with more than 10% of missing values and that some missing
data should be replaced [89]. However, no cases contained any missing data. Thus, no
cases were removed, and no missing values were replaced. Next, evidence of unengaged
response was examined by calculating the standard deviation for each case. Any cases that
produced a standard deviation less than 0.5 would be thoroughly checked for evidence
of non-engagement [26]. A total of three cases were removed due to the suspicion of
non-engagement. Furthermore, skewness and kurtosis scores were calculated to test for
data normality and to help detect any potential outliers. All the skewness and kurtosis
scores were within the recommended thresholds of the absolute value of 3 [89]. Specifi-
cally, the skewness scores ranged from −1.550 to 0.121, and Kurtosis scores ranged from
−1.509 to 2.199. The remaining 147 cases were retained for further analysis.

3.5. Sample Profiles

All the respondents were either current students or former students in Korea as
international students. Their age ranged between 18 and 40 years old. Most (80%) of the
respondents reported being between 21 and 30 years old. The majority of students were
male (76.2%). Over 70% of the respondents were enrolling or enrolled in a program at the
undergraduate level. The hospitality and tourism management major accounted for 28.6%,
followed by business administration at 25.2%, and computer science at 16.3%. Almost all
respondents came from Uzbekistan, which accounted for 95.9% of the total samples, while
the rest came from Kazakhstan, Russia, and Tajikistan. The full summary of the sample
profiles can be seen in Table 1.

Table 1. Sample profiles.

Variables Category Distribution Valid Percentage

Age (years old)
Below 20 21 14.3

20–30 119 81.0
31–40 7 4.8

Gender
Male 112 76.2

Female 35 23.8

Study Program
Language Program 2 1.4

Undergraduate Degree 104 70.7
Graduate Degree 41 27.9

Major

Hospitality and Tourism 42 28.6
Business Administration 37 25.2

Computer Science 24 16.3
MBA 12 8.2

Others 32 21.8
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Table 1. Cont.

Variables Category Distribution Valid Percentage

Nationality

Uzbekistan 141 95.9
Kazakhstan 3 2.0

Russia 2 1.4
Tajikistan 1 0.7

4. Results
4.1. Factor Analysis

Two sets of factor analyses were performed on the items of the snob effect and the
bandwagon effect. This process allowed for a thorough test for convergence and dis-
criminant validity of the items as well as the ability to reduce irrelevant dimensions and
items [90]. Maximum likelihood extraction with Promax rotation was used to extract the
factors. Among the items measuring the snob effect construct, two factors with eigenvalues
greater than 1 were extracted. All items must produce a factor loading score greater than
0.5 for them to be retained. The results yielded two factors instead of the proposed three.
The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measurement of the sampling adequacy score was 0.760,
which is higher than the recommended 0.60 requirements [91]. Bartlett’s test of sphericity
level was at the p = <0.001 significance level. Communality scores were all above the
minimum threshold of 0.40 [92]. The total variance explained score was 65.161%, thus,
higher than the required 50% [89]. Factor 1, creative choice, retained all four original items.
This factor was explained by 40.468% of the variance. Factor 2, avoidance of similarity,
retained three of the original four. The factor was explained by 24.693% of the variance.
Reliability was also satisfactory. The Cronbach’s alpha scores were 0.874 to 0.867. Both
were greater than the minimum threshold of 0.70 [91]. The results also imply all four items
of the unpopular choice dimensions were removed. A summary of the factor analysis of
the snob effect dimensions is presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Summary of the snob effect’s factor analysis results.

Factors Factor
Loading

Eigen-
Values

Variance
Explained

Cronbach’s
Alpha

Factor 1: Creative choice 3.229 40.468% 0.874
I often learn new skills so that I can
create a personal image that can be

difficult to duplicate.
0.855

I try to find different and unique skills to
learn because I enjoy being original 0.798

I seek to develop my personal
uniqueness by studying something
unique and different than my home

0.767

Choosing something to learn that is
interesting and unusual assists me in

establishing a distinctive image
0.745

Factor 2: Avoidance of similarity 2.011 24.693% 0.867
I try to avoid studying at places that I

know are attended by the
general population

0.879

As a rule, I dislike places to study that
are attended by the general population. 0.850

The more common the places to study
are among the general population, the

less I am interested in attending.
0.737

Total 65.161%
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The 12 items adopted to measure the bandwagon effect were also subjected to factor
analysis with identical settings and recommended thresholds as the snob effect. The KMO
score was 0.874, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity level score was significant at a p = <0.001
level. Consistent with the proposed dimensions, two factors were extracted. They were
explained by 71.989 % of the total variance. Factor 1, normative, was explained by 60.84% of
the variance. Four items from the original eight were retained. Factor 2, informative, is
comprised of three items. Hence, one item was discarded. The factor was explained by
11.15% of the variance. The Cronbach’s alpha scores were 0.933 and 0.843, respectively. A
summary of the bandwagon’s factor analysis results is shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Summary of the bandwagon effect’s factor analysis results.

Factors Factor
Loading Eigen-Values Variance

Explained
Cronbach’s

Alpha

Factor 1: Normative 4.525 60.837% 0.933
I do not choose places to study until I

am sure people in my social group
approve of them

0.918

It is important that people in my
social group like a place

where I study.
0.854

Before selecting to study abroad, I
like to choose places that people in
my social group will approve of.

0.851

I decide to study where people I
know expect me to study 0.828

Factor 2: Informative 1.071 11.151% 0.843
If I have little information about

where to study, I ask people I know
about the study place

0.957

I often discuss with others to help to
choose the best places to study. 0.709

I frequently gather information from
friends or family about where to

study before I decide
0.682

Total 71.989%

4.2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)

The analysis followed Anderson and Gerbing’s (1988) two-step approach to structural
equation modeling (SEM) [93]. The first step, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), focused
on the measurement model to establish model fit, convergence validity, discriminant
validity, and reliability. Maximum likelihood extraction and Promax rotation were used for
this analysis. The measurement model produced excellent model fit results (x2 = 675.529,
df = 405, p < 0.001, x2/df = 1.668, RMSEA = 0.68, CFI = 0.919, IFI = 0.921). All the
constructs produced composite reliability (CR) scores between 0.814 and 0.954, higher than
the minimum threshold of 0.70 [91]. The average variance extracted (AVE) scores generated
by all the constructs were also higher than the required 0.5 thresholds [91]. Furthermore,
no discriminant validity concern was identified. The correlations between all variable pairs
were not higher than the squared root of the AVE. Accordingly, the analysis should progress
to hypotheses testing at the structural model level. A summary of the CFA results can be
seen in Table 4.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 213 10 of 17

Table 4. Summary of confirmatory factor analysis results.

Hd Vb Cr Av Nor Inf Per Sat

Hd 0.781 a

Vb 0.463 b 0.769
Cr 0.591 0.449 0.790
Av 0.036 0.369 0.230 0.824

Nor −0.014 0.396 −0.083 0.538 0.878
Inf 0.254 0.531 0.112 0.467 0.684 0.804
Per 0.764 0.506 0.493 0.054 0.059 0.321 0.772
Sat 0.537 0.488 0.391 0.121 0.286 0.327 0.359 0.897
CR 0.887 0.852 0.869 0.863 0.931 0.845 0.814 0.954

AVE 0.611 0.592 0.624 0.679 0.772 0.647 0.595 0.805
Note 1. Hd = Hedonic, VB = Veblen, Cr = Creative, Av = Avoidance, Nor = Normative, Inf = Informative,
Per = Perfectionist, Sat= Satisfaction. a = Square root of AVEs is along the diagonal. b = Correlations.

4.3. Structural Equation Modeling

The structural model was found to have adequate model fit statistics (x2 = 731.687,
df = 411, x2/df = 1.780, RMSEA = 0.073, CFI = 0.904, IFI = 0.906, TLI = 0.892, NFI = 0.808,
PGFI = 0.633). The final construct, satisfaction, was explained by 31.5% of the variance.
While the hedonic construct was explained by 54.1%, the highest in the study model. The
total impact on satisfaction was also largest by the hedonic construct at 98%. Creative
choice produced the second largest total impact on satisfaction at 33.2%. The results of
hypothesis testing show all proposed relationships were significant except three. Hy-
potheses 3a (normative→ perfectionist, β = 0.089), 3c (normative→ hedonic, β = 0.061)
and 4 (perfectionist→ satisfaction, β = 0.122) were not statistically significant. Table 5
summarizes the SEM results.

Table 5. Summary of structural equation modeling results.

Hypotheses Standardized
Estimate t-Value

H1a: Veblen → Perfectionist 0.112 * 2.506
H1b: Veblen → Hedonic 0.077 * 2.235

H2a: Creative choice → Perfectionist 0.093 *** 3.908
H2b: Avoidance of similarity → Perfectionist 0.085 * −2.572

H2c: Creative choice → Hedonic 0.069 * 5.036
H2d: Avoidance of similarity → Perfectionist 0.085 * −2.572

H3a: Normative → Perfectionist 0.089 −1.140
H3b: Informative → Perfectionist 0.114 ** 2.888
H3c: Normative → Hedonic 0.061 −1.022

H3d: Informative → Hedonic 0.079 ** 2.630
H4: Perfectionist → Satisfaction 0.122 −0.244

H5: Hedonic → Satisfaction 0.180 *** 5.457
*** p = <0.001. ** p = <0.01. * p = <0.05. Total variance explained: R2 of Hedonic = 0.541; R2 of Perfectionist = 0.493;
R2 of Satisfaction = 0.315. Total impact on Satisfaction: Veblen = 0.161; Creative = 0.332; Avoidance = −0.155;
Normative = −0.058; Informative = 0.194; Hedonic = 0.981; Perfectionist = −0.030.

4.4. Indirect-Impact Assessment

This research also examined the indirect effect between the independent and depen-
dent variables to help to further establish the mediating roles among the mediators. The
indirect impact assessment was conducted using the bootstrap method with 2000 experi-
ments at a 95-confidence level. Among the five independent variables, only the indirect
effect from creative choice to satisfaction was significant. Hence, both mediators fully
mediated the independent and dependent variables. The summary of the indirect-impact
assessment is included in Table 6. The proposed conceptual model with SEM results can
also be seen in Figure 2.
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Table 6. Indirect-impact assessment results.

Indirect Effect of On

Satisfaction

Veblen 0.134
Creative 0.292 *

Avoidance −0.150
Normative −0.068

Informative 0.181
* p = <0.05.
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5. Discussion
5.1. General Discussion

The first set of analyses yielded insightful results. Part of the snob effect, namely the
unpopular choice dimension, was excluded due to low loadings. This implies that higher
education decisions are not driven by the urge to choose unpopular choices among the
study samples to stand out from the common herd. Given the importance of education for
a career prospect, recognition and image of the degree should play a crucial role among
recruiters. Hence, degrees that are not recognized by the general public may be perceived as
a disadvantage. The finding is consistent with previous research that people tend to follow
rankings, and the higher the ranking, the more applications institutions receive [34,36,38,42].
At the same time, the samples still exhibited motivation to choose a study destination that
is unique when compared to the known choices. Kazakhstan and Russia have traditionally
been the usual choices for Uzbek students. However, Korea presents a creative choice and
helps the students to avoid similarity with degree holders of the usual destinations. Thus,
degrees from Korea are still perceived as prestigious among Uzbek students while also
offering uniqueness for the recruiters.

In addition to uniqueness, the motivation to be part of the prestige group was also
evident among the research samples. Both normative and informative influences converged
strongly. The results imply that approval among the reference group in terms of education
is prevalent. At the same time, the students valued consultations and recommendations
from people with knowledge and experience, such as education agents or seniors. Given
that previous studies found how agent recommendations influence final decisions, the
findings of this present study are consistent with the empirical evidence [16,47]. However,
normative influence did not consistently predict any of the personal motivations. The
unexpected results might be due to that Korea is still considered an emerging destination
for education. The reference groups among the samples may have conflicting approvals to
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the sample’s internal preferences. Previous research has also found that popular culture
such as music and other mass media are the main driving force in increasing Korea’s image
among the young people abroad [78,86,88]. Thus, such influence may not be the usual
attribute of a destination for education.

Furthermore, the perfectionism construct did not significantly impact satisfaction,
while hedonism provided a strong impact. In addition, the variance strongly explained
both of the personal motivations, suggesting they were equally essential motives to choose
Korea. The findings can be interpreted in two ways. The first is that the samples did
not find the quality of education to be an essential indicator of their satisfaction level.
Alternatively, the samples may feel that Korea’s other attributes contributed to the overall
satisfaction level than just the education quality. Note that the reported satisfaction was
positive, implying that the sample was satisfied, but the contribution to satisfaction was
not necessarily the educational quality.

5.2. Implications

The research yielded meaningful implications to various stakeholder groups. Holisti-
cally, Korea as a destination of higher education still needs to be further developed, and
it would require efforts from multiple groups such as universities, agencies, and the gov-
ernment. Among the students and their families, the advantage of Korea is that it offers
a certain level of uniqueness or novelty. The country can also provide unique learning
opportunities such as the Korean language compared to the usual destinations for Uzbek
students. Korea was able to leverage its entertainment industry for building awareness,
but educational institutions and the ministry still need to enhance the quality of education
further. Lastly, agencies would need to identify the clear strengths of Korea and avoid
comparing it to other traditional destinations due to its emerging status.

Theoretically, the study contributed in several ways. First, the study validated the
five dimensions of prestige-seeking consumer behavior in the overseas higher education
context, which has not been done previously. The study also adopted comprehensive
multi-dimensional scales instead of holistic for a thorough investigation of each prestige
dimension among the five dimensions. As a result, the study was able to understand
the different types of influence more specifically than it could otherwise. The conceptual
framework should also provide a sound fundamental for future research to expand further
and apply in more research contexts.

5.3. Limitations

Limitations of this study include the generalizability of the samples and the scope
of the theoretical framework. The research chose to focus on a group of international
students from Uzbekistan students in Korea. While the narrow focus helps boost the
study’s internal validity, future studies could attempt to expand it by applying the same
theoretical framework to other groups of international students in Korea. Moreover, Korea
is just one of the many non-English speaking countries looking to the global student market
to increase their growth. Therefore, it would be of tremendous benefit to also examine the
notion of prestige in other destinations. Future studies could also look at expanding the
theoretical contributions by incorporating other symbolic drivers of international students.
In addition, an attempt to follow up on the same samples after graduation and the benefits
of international education in their career would be immensely beneficial to both the students
and higher educational institutions.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Measurement items.

Constructs Measurement Items

Veblen

It is important to study at places with other successful people.
Sometimes I would like to know where successful people

obtained their education.
I like to study at the same place as the people I admire.

I like to study at the place where successful people studied.
I often check/ask where successful people studied.

Snob effect
(Creative Choice)

I often learn new skills so that I can create a personal image that
can be difficult to duplicate.

I try to find different and unique skills to learn because I enjoy
being original.

I seek to develop my personal uniqueness by studying something
unique and different than my home country.

Choosing something to learn that is interesting and unusual
assists me in establishing a distinctive image.

Snob effect
(Unpopular Choice)

When it comes to choosing something to learn or places to study, I
have made unusual choices before.

I have chosen unusual skills or places to learn compared to other
people in my social group.

I have chosen different skills and places to learn compared to
other people in my social group.

I enjoy choosing skills and places to learn I know people in my
social group would not accept.

Snob effect
(Avoidance of Similarity)

When the skills and the places where I study become popular
among the general population, I begin to talk about it less.

I try to avoid studying at places that I know are attended by the
general population.

As a rule, I dislike places to study that are attended by the
general population.

The more common the places to study are among the general
population, the less I am interested in attending.

Bandwagon
(Normative)

I do not choose places to study until I am sure people in my social
group approve of them.

It is important that people in my social group like a place
where I study.

Before selecting to study abroad, I like to choose places that
people in my social group will approve of.

I decide to study where people I know expect me to study.
I like to know where I study, makes good impressions on others.
I achieve a sense of belonging by studying at the same places as

others I know.
If I want to be successful, I try to study at the same place where

successful people studied.
I often discuss with others by studying at the same place

they study.
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Table A1. Cont.

Constructs Measurement Items

Bandwagon
(Informational)

When I choose the right place to study, I often explore where
others are studying.

If I have little information about where to study, I ask people I
know about the study place.

I often discuss with others to help to choose the best
places to study.

I frequently gather information from friends or family about
where to study before I decide.

Perfectionist

I prefer to study at a place that offers high-quality education.
I prefer to choose distinguished educational institutes.

I like to be seen as studying at a high-quality educational institute.
When I recommend studying abroad to others, I recommend

places with high-quality education places.

Hedonic

Studying abroad gives me a lot of novelty.
Studying abroad satisfies my sense of curiosity.

Studying abroad gives me new experiences.
I feel like I am exploring new worlds when I study abroad.

I study abroad to meet new people.
I find study abroad to be entertaining.

I get a real “euphoria” from studying abroad.

Satisfaction

I am satisfied with my decision to study at my university.
I truly enjoy studying at my university.

I feel good about my decision to study at my university.
Studying at my university gives me a good experience.

I am sure I made the right choice to study at my university.
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