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Abstract 

The UK Higher Education market is crowded and as a result, universities work hard to recruit 

and retain students.  Prospective students face an overwhelming array of possibilities in their 

choice not only in what to study, but also in terms of where to study.  Place is an important 

factor in decision making.   

The link between a university and its ‘place’ is inextricable.  As the wider context of a 

university’s service environment, the university is nested within its place.  Yet as an intrinsic 

part of a university identity, place is also nested within the university.  Despite this 

interconnection, the way in which a university portrays its place has not been fully explored.  

Place is acknowledged as a driver of student choice of university.  Student choice of 

university is largely an emotional decision; for students to choose a university, they need to 

feel a sense of belonging to the institution.  The integrated relationship between university 

and place means that place contributes to the atmosphere and overall feel of a university and 

whether or not a student ‘fits in’.  But how place impacts the mood and impression of a 

university, has not been investigated. 

This research is underpinned by an interpretivist philosophy, taking the view that reality is 

subjective.  Through a series of four separate and distinct studies, this research explores the 

decision-making processes of both universities and students to understand how place is 

presented and how it influences student choice of university.  Data for each of the studies was 

collected sequentially and the findings from each study were used to inform the design and 

method of subsequent studies. 

Through qualitative analysis of data, a number of findings were identified.  Firstly, that place 

offers the university a peripheral servicescape in three dimensions: Facilities, Community and 

the Landscape.  Despite the opportunities presented for differentiation by the diverse 

characteristics of UK towns and cities, findings in this study provide evidence of institutional 

isomorphism when it comes to presenting place.  Driven by the common desire to offer the 

prospective student the comfort of a familiar environment alongside the excitement of new 

opportunities, universities convey their locations as homogenous in terms of both form and 

vocabulary.  For the prospective student, place needs to offer a sense of belonging and the 

ability to escape.  As a result, students look for evidence of homophily in the peripheral 

servicescape dimension of community and seek a sense of restoration from the landscape.  
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The significance of the landscape extends beyond student choice of university.  Over time, 

the locational capital offered by place increases and facilitates the development of place 

attachment in students. 

This research makes an original contribution to both theory and practice.  The primary 

theoretical contribution is the creation of a conceptual model of the holistic university 

servicescape, showing three dimensions of place – Facilities, Community and Landscape – as 

a peripheral servicescape around the university’s collective physical, social and digital 

servicescapes.  In providing this, the thesis addresses the call to understand the significance 

of the environment beyond an organisation’s control.  This research contributes to education 

practice through providing a clear set of recommendations to university marketing decision 

makers to enable the university to better manage its relationship with place.  In doing so, the 

university can address its civic responsibilities and enhance its recruitment of undergraduate 

students. 
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1 Chapter One – Introduction 

This thesis explores the presentation of university location, how it influences student choice 

of institution and the relationship that students develop with it.  The initial motivation for this 

research stemmed from the researcher’s professional involvement in university undergraduate 

recruitment and open days, listening to prospective students share their thoughts on various 

universities they had visited and how their views on the location seemed to be 

indistinguishable from their views on the institution.  If they didn’t like the city, they didn’t 

like the university.  This sparked a genuine curiosity to understand more about the 

relationship between a university and its location and why, from a prospective undergraduate 

student point of view, the lack of attraction to a location could outweigh any appeal offered 

by the university itself or a specific course.  An initial literature search highlighted the close, 

long-standing relationship between universities and their host locations, offering plenty of 

discussions on the economic and social capital that a university can provide its location.  

Location was purported to be a key element of a university identity and yet, it proved difficult 

to find any discussion on how location was part of a university identity or what that might 

actually mean from the university’s point of view.  The initial search also suggested that 

location was a factor in undergraduate student choice of university, although the academic 

discussion did not seem to elaborate upon this.  The way in which location influenced 

prospective undergraduate students and what prospective undergraduate students sought from 

a university location, did not appear to be well understood.  There are more than two million 

undergraduate students studying in the UK – more than three times the number of taught 

postgraduate students (HESA, 2022); understanding what drives their choice of institution 

should be of interest to all universities. These were the beginnings of the academic 

motivation for this research.  

This chapter outlines the background and rationale for the research before outlining the 

intention and overarching aim of the thesis.  The structure of the thesis is then presented, 

including establishing the research questions around which the thesis is constructed.  The 

chapter concludes by outlining the contribution the thesis intends to make to both theory and 

practice.  
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1.1 Background and academic rationale for the research 

Within the UK Higher Education sector, competition for students is fierce.  For most UK 

universities, tuition fee income is the single biggest source of income1.  Across the sector, 

tuition fees from undergraduates led to revenues of £20 billion in 2019 (Corver, 2019).  

Recruiting students is big business – “The change and the huge growth of the overall market 

has propelled many individual universities into a world where the scale of their competitive 

revenue would not look out of place amongst the country’s leading companies” (Corver, 

2019, para. 15).  Despite new entrants and mergers, the number of higher education providers 

remains the same.  The past ten years have seen a number of changes to the industry 

dynamics including a decrease in the population of 18 year olds (ONS, 2018), a reduction in 

tuition fees in real terms (Finlayson, 2021), the removal student number controls (Hillman, 

2014), the introduction of the Teaching Excellence Framework in 2016 (OfS, 2021) and 

modifications to the admissions cycle (Hewitt, 2021).  As a consequence, UK universities are 

working harder than ever before to attract and recruit both national and international students; 

to offer something that is both appealing and distinctive.   

For UK universities, being better than the competition has historically been characterised by 

reputation.  Reputation is cited as the primary driver of student choice of institution (e.g. 

Matzdorf & Greenwood, 2015; Schofield, Cotton, Gresty, Kneale, & Winter, 2013) and 

although this is a subjective concept, in the eyes of many stakeholders UK university 

reputation is reflected by its league table position (Ross, 2021).  There are multiple 

recognised league tables for UK universities, each using a different set of weighted measures 

which contributes to the university’s overall ranking (Target Careers, n.d.).  Top positions on 

the league tables each year are dominated by the UK’s elite universities including Oxford, 

Cambridge and St. Andrews2.  Their scores are usually at, or close to, 100% which is several 

percentage points above the institutions that rank outside the top 10.  Further down the league 

tables, the percentage point difference between university rankings is smaller.  For example, 

between universities holding positions 50-70 in the Guardian 2021 league table, there was 

only a 3.8% difference, contrasting with the 19% difference between universities in positions 

                                                 
1 Consolidated data for academic years 2015/16-2019/20 shows 17 out of 165 HEIs where income from grants 

or other sources exceeded income from tuition fees and educational contracts. (https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-

analysis/finances/income) 
2 The Guardian Best University rankings 2021 shows Oxford, St Andrews and Cambridge in positions 1, 2 and 3 

respectively.  The Complete University Guide rankings 2021 shows Cambridge, Oxford and St Andrews in 

positions 1, 2 and 3 respectively.  
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1 and 5 (The Guardian, 2021).  This suggests that for the majority of universities, league table 

rankings do not provide an opportunity for clear differentiation.  Being able to stand out is a 

challenge and this is why many universities have increasingly turned to branding.   

In the broad context of consumer behaviour, it is widely accepted that branding allows the 

consumer to “distinguish one product from another” (Brassington & Pettitt, 2013, p. 215).   

Whether or not branding benefits universities and their stakeholders continues to be debated 

(Chapleo, 2010; Chapleo, 2015; Spry, Foster, Pich, & Peart, 2020), but many institutions 

have invested heavily in building an identity and spend large sums in an attempt to stand out 

and get their marketing messages heard (Carasso, 2019) so that they can maximise student 

recruitment.  US Higher Education institutions are reported to have a promotional marketing 

spend that equates to between $429 and $623 per enrolled student (SimpsonScarborough, 

2019).  Figures for UK universities are not publicly available although various requests made 

under the Freedom of Information Act highlight significant spending.  For example, in 2017-

18, the University of Central Lancashire was reported to have spent £3.4m and Middlesex 

University to have spent £2.6m on marketing activities (Hall & Weale, 2019).  For a UK 

university, increasing the number of students enrolled directly increases university income; 

spending on marketing activity is perceived as a necessary step to increase revenue and 

maintain financial viability. 

Successful branding is predicated on communicating and positioning a clear set of promises 

to the target audience (Fill & Turnbull, 2019).  A highly competitive marketplace like that of 

UK Higher Education simultaneously emphasises the importance of this whilst also making it 

more challenging; the competitive nature of the market means university brands risk 

isomorphism (Rutter, Lettice, & Nadeau, 2016).  Citing Hawley (1968), DiMaggio and 

Powell (1983) define isomorphism as “a constraining process that forces one unit in a 

population to resemble other units that face the same environmental conditions” (p.148).  The 

external pressures faced by universities to secure funding through student recruitment and 

build relationships with stakeholders, encourages normative behaviour and conformity 

(Fumasoli, Barbato, & Turri, 2020) which leads to isomorphism.  A university’s role is to 

serve as a repository and generator of knowledge (Fumasoli et al., 2020) and accompanying 

this, it has a responsibility to equip its students for employment and act as an influential body 

in society (Watson, Hollister, Stroud, & Babcock, 2011).  As a result, “universities 

systematically communicate widely accepted institutional values” (Fumasoli et al., 2020, p. 

318).  “As one institution innovates through a branding initiative to distinguish itself, others 
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will feel pressure to adopt similar innovations to attract students, donations and funding” (Fay 

& Zavattaro, 2016, p. 807).  Although conformity strengthens the legitimacy of a university, 

it deters any attempt at distinctiveness (Fumasoli et al., 2020). 

A key factor for success in a university brand is location (Chapleo, 2008; Chapleo, 2010).  

The reason why location can facilitate success is not clear but location has been shown to 

inform university brand personality (Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014).  Indeed, Rutter et al. 

(2016) suggest that The University of Essex trades on the location’s excitement and nightlife 

portrayed by reality TV show The Only Way Is Essex.  Given the innate uniqueness of 

location, it has been suggested that location could provide a mechanism for universities to 

differentiate (Hardy, 2010) and offer a route to building a clear identity (Rutter et al., 2016) 

which would be welcome in such a competitive environment.   

On a global level, ever since the first universities were established, universities and their host 

locations have enjoyed close relationships and the nature of these have been well documented 

(Bender, 1998).  Universities offer economic, social and educational benefits to their 

locations (Goddard & Vallance, 2013).  In return, location is accepted as an inherent part of a 

university’s brand (Ali-Choudhury, Bennett, & Savani, 2008; Chapleo, 2010; Dholakia & 

Acciardo, 2014).  Turning specifically to the UK, a university usually takes its name from its 

immediate location, either the city or the wider region – for example, University of 

Portsmouth, or University of East Anglia.  Since the university’s physical construction exists 

within the context of the location, the location is inevitably reflected alongside university 

buildings in any visual imagery (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009); it would be difficult for 

the University of Portsmouth, for example, to show a photograph of its buildings without also 

showing the environment of Portsmouth in the background.  But how do universities leverage 

their locations and why should they want to?  The answer to the first question highlights a 

distinct gap in the literature.  It is acknowledged that location is inherent in a university 

brand, but how it is being communicated and positioned has not been well explored.   

The answer to the second question is more complex as it involves three components.  Firstly, 

there is the suggestion that location offers the opportunity for differentiation, as Winter and 

Thompson-Whiteside (2017) state: “It would seem strange to think that this could not be the 

case in the UK where so many towns and cities offer unique architecture, rich civic culture 

and diverse populations” (p. 246).  In a competitive environment, a point of difference is 

important. 
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Secondly, location is acknowledged as forming part of a service environment.  Higher 

Education is a service (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2006).  As such, the service environment, 

or servicescape, is part of the service offering and can provide benefit or value to the 

customer (Akaka & Vargo, 2015).  Once considered to be bounded by the physical 

environment of consumption, an organisation’s servicescape is now acknowledged to have 

expanded to include wider environmental stimuli outside of the organisation’s control 

(Becker & Jaakkola, 2020), such as location and surrounding place (e.g. Pizam & Tasci, 

2019; Sheng, Simpson, & Siguaw, 2017).  The concept of servicescape is grounded in 

Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theory – that stimuli contained within an environment 

can trigger responses in an individual which will ultimately influence their behaviour 

(Mehrabian & Russell, 1974).  Whatever its size or classification, the service environment is 

an important component of the service offering; environmental stimuli will trigger responses 

in the individual and collectively, these responses will determine consumer behaviour.  Even 

though it is acknowledged to form part of the servicescape, the impact of location as part of a 

service environment is not well understood.  What environmental stimuli the university 

location offers and how students respond to these is not known. 

Thirdly, location is acknowledged as being a key factor influencing student choice of 

institution (Briggs, 2006; Fuller & Delorey, 2016; Mehboob, Shah, & Bhutto, 2012; Towers 

& Towers, 2020).  The choice of institution rests heavily upon the “atmosphere” (Pampaloni, 

2010, p. 41) or “feel” (Diamond, Vorley, Roberts, & Jones, 2012, p. 29) of the environment.  

This is as much about the location in which a university is situated, as it is about the campus 

or institutionally owned buildings.  Although it is agreed that location is a factor informing 

choice of university, exactly how and why it influences student decision making and how 

location might contribute to the feel of a place is not understood.  The quantitative nature of 

many studies looking at student choice (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2015; Obermeit, 2012) 

means there is insufficient qualitative information to explain variables such as location.  

Asking large samples of students whether a factor is important does not explain why it is 

important or how it might influence decision making.  This gap in knowledge means that 

universities do not have a clear understanding of the influence of location on student decision 

making.  If an organisation does not fully understand consumer behaviour, then it cannot 

effectively position itself.  In a competitive market such as UK Higher Education where 

student enrolments are directly linked to income, competitive advantage is necessary for 

financial survival. 
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Location information is presented and communicated by universities through various media, 

for example in recruitment marketing materials (Mogaji & Yoon, 2019).  As has already been 

acknowledged, the nature of the location information presented by universities and the 

reasoning behind it has to date, not been considered and “research on the role of universities 

in place branding remains scarce” (Bisani, Daye, & Mortimer, 2020).  Nevertheless, in 

providing location information, universities are engaging in ‘place marketing’- an umbrella 

term used for the marketing of a specific destination, city, region or nation.  In common with 

marketers of consumer products and services who seek to occupy a distinct position in their 

respective markets, the marketers of place are seeking to establish differentiation and 

preference for a given location in the minds of the audience (Hanna & Rowley, 2013).  

Underpinning the concept of positioning, is the need to understand your consumer; the more 

the organisation understands their consumer, the more it can effectively position its offering 

as appealing.  Therefore, in order to present location attractively and competitively, 

universities need to identify and understand the way in which location influences students’ 

decision making.  Understanding consumer behaviour is the antecedent to effective 

positioning (Brassington & Pettitt, 2013).   

In summary, location is an important facet of a university: location is inherent in a 

university’s identity; it provides a wider context for the university service environment which 

can in itself provide value to the consumer; and location is already acknowledged as a driver 

of student choice of institution.  And yet there are knowledge gaps because university 

location is an under researched topic.  Universities provide prospective students with 

information about their locations but very little is understood about what universities present 

and how they position their locations.  Beyond location being a known driver of student 

choice, what prospective students seek from a university location and how the wider 

environmental stimuli of location can influence their decision making has not been well 

explored.  Ensuring prospective students have both sufficient information and the right 

information for decision making is important: “there is general agreement that it is critically 

important that applicants are able to make well informed choices” (Hemsley-Brown & 

Oplatka, 2015, p. 256).  These literature gaps are summarised visually in Figure 1-1 .  To 

address them, it is suggested that a closer look at location from both a university and student 

vantage point is now required.  This thesis aims to meet that requirement.   

Alongside the academic drivers for this research, there is a contemporary impetus because the 

question of location reflects the zeitgeist.  Three of the four studies for this thesis were 
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undertaken prior to 2019 and the global pandemic.  Since starting this research, the effects of 

COVID19 have altered many aspects of life and affected every sector of society.  In terms of 

education, lockdowns and social distancing has meant that remote teaching and learning has 

become a new norm.  In March 2020 with the number of COVID19 cases increasing rapidly,  

the UK was subject to a national lockdown (IfG, 2021), teaching moved to online platforms, 

and many students decided to leave their university accommodation to move back home for 

the remainder of the academic year (Dickinson, 2021).  Many chose to stay at home for the 

following academic year as well (Kerrigan & Foster, 2021).  Since March 2020, the entire 

student experience has changed in a number of ways and for many students, whilst they may 

have been influenced by location to choose their university, their university experience is 

likely to have been very different to how they had imagined it to be.  The students who 

returned home or moved elsewhere for lockdowns, only experienced their university 

locations remotely.  For those who stayed in their university accommodation, the backdrop of 

COVID19 restrictions is likely to have meant interactions with their location would have 

been more limited.  September 2021 saw plenty of students return to campus with renewed 

enthusiasm for face to face learning (Kerrigan & Foster, 2021).  That said, the media reports 

that the continuing backdrop of uncertainty is encouraging more students to live at home 

whilst attending university (Hall & Packham, 2021).  If students are going to be persuaded to 

study at an institution away from home, then universities need to have a strong argument to 

encourage them to do so.  The ability to present a location that appeals and can offer students 

distinctive benefits, gains increased significance. 

The drivers for this research and literature gaps are illustrated in Figure 1-1. 
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Figure 1-1 Visual representation of literature gaps and direction of research 
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1.2 Overarching aim of the thesis and research questions 

Place is a more general concept than location, which is often characterised by a set of 

coordinates.  Although this chapter has so far referred to universities and their specific 

locations, that is their cities or towns, it now refers to the more general concept of universities 

marketing a place.  As discussed on p. 7, in presenting location information, universities are 

acting as place marketers.  Using place marketing theory and the concept of servicescape as 

frames, this thesis examines the role that place plays as part of the university’s service 

environment and explores the way in which universities market place and the decision-

making driving this.  In doing so, greater insight will be provided into how place is being 

used by the university, how universities are behaving as place marketers, and the contribution 

place makes to the wider university servicescape.  Having explored place from the university 

point of view, the thesis will seek to examine place from a student perspective.  Using the 

lens of Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) theory and servicescape, the thesis will explore 

the way in which prospective students respond to location during their decision-making 

journey, how place ultimately influences institution choice and whether their initial 

perceptions of place matter post enrolment.  This will offer a deeper understanding of the way 

in which place can impact upon student decision making and inform choice of university, as 

well as seek to understand if these perceptions are lasting. The overarching aim of this thesis 

is to understand how place is used and presented by UK universities and how prospective 

undergraduate students’ perceptions of place influence both their choice of university and the 

way in which they experience location post enrolment.  This will be achieved by answering 

four distinct research questions: 

• RQ1 - How does place contribute to the university’s peripheral servicescape? 

• RQ2 - How do universities shape prospective students’ perceptions of place? 

• RQ3 - How does place influence prospective students’ perceptions of a university? 

• RQ4 - How do initial perceptions of place affect student relationships with place post 

enrolment? 

1.3 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is presented as eight chapters and structured around four distinct research studies.  

This first introductory chapter outlines the rationale and drivers for the research, along with 

the aim of the thesis and its intended contributions.   
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Chapter Two draws together the literature in the domains of place marketing and 

servicescape, highlighting their interdependencies.  This allows for the formation of a 

conceptual framework of the holistic servicescape depicting the presence of place as a 

peripheral servicescape surrounding the organisation’s owned collective servicescape.  After 

establishing place as an inherent facet of a university, Chapter Two then moves on to explore 

what is already known about place as a driver of university choice.  It concludes by offering 

an outline of the specific context of the UK Higher Education market which is necessary to 

provide a wider setting for understanding decision making both in terms of the prospective 

student, and the university.  Most importantly, Chapter Two highlights current gaps in the 

literature which facilitate the explanation and justification of the four research questions 

addressed by this thesis. 

Both the concept of servicescape and the concept of place are socially constructed.  As a 

result, this thesis is grounded in an interpretivist philosophy, which believes that reality is 

subjective and individuals construct their own interpretation of the world.  Chapter Three 

explains this reasoning in more detail and thus presents the research philosophy underpinning 

this thesis along with the overall methodological approach and ethical considerations that 

have been taken.   

Chapters Four, Five, Six and Seven present the four separate research studies that were 

undertaken to address the distinct research questions posed by the thesis.  Each chapter 

outlines the method for each study including the research design, sampling method and size, 

data collection and analysis, and the data quality checks that were taken to ensure academic 

rigour.  The findings from each study are presented within the respective chapters and 

respond directly to the four research questions.  Moreover, each of these four chapters reflect 

on existing literature in the domain and highlight where the findings from each study support, 

refute or add fresh insight to existing knowledge. 

In keeping with the interpretivist philosophy of the thesis, all four of the studies are 

qualitative in design.  Chapter Four – Study One, is a qualitative content analysis of 105 

university prospectuses that seeks to ascertain how universities portray their locations.  In 

doing so, Study One offers clarity in the role that place plays in the wider university 

servicescape. 
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Chapter Five – Study Two, is an Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis undertaken with 

marketing decision makers to understand the reasoning behind the presentation of location 

information in the prospectus and how location is presented at an open day.   

Chapter Six – Study Three, is a series of in-depth interviews with prospective students to 

explore their experiences of the prospectus, open day visits and to understand how location 

informs their decision making and university choice.    

Chapter Seven – Study Four, is a further Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis 

undertaken with a sample of enrolled students.  This study explores how students’ initial 

perceptions of place inform their ongoing relationship with their university locations.   

Chapter Eight brings together the findings from all four studies to draw overall conclusions.  

In doing so, it is able to articulate the contributions made by this thesis in terms of furthering 

knowledge and implications for practice.  No research is without limitations and so these, 

along with recommendations for future research, are also covered within Chapter Eight. 

Figure 1-2 shows a visual representation of the structure of this thesis.  

1.4 Contribution of the thesis 

The core theoretical contribution of this thesis is in the development of a conceptual model of 

the university servicescape showing the separate dimensions of place that form the 

university’s peripheral servicescape.  It offers insight into how location is used as a marketing 

tool by universities and the role of the university as a place marketer.  In providing a deep 

and rich understanding of the nature of a location’s influence on student decision making the 

thesis offers new insight into the way location influences university choice and how students 

develop place attachment over time.   

This thesis offers significant contributions to practice by enabling university marketing 

decision makers to actively manage their relationship with place.  This provides two key 

advantages: firstly, it facilitates a more sustainable and meaningful relationship between local 

residents and the university; and secondly, understanding how to communicate place so that it 

appeals to students could lead to an improvement in undergraduate student recruitment. 
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1.5 Chapter summary 

Having outlined the rationale for the thesis and provided an overview of the structure and 

contribution of this work, the following chapter presents key literature that informs the 

direction of study. 
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Figure 1-2 Visual representation of the structure of the thesis  
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2 Chapter Two – Literature Review 

This thesis aims to provide an understanding of how place is used and presented by UK 

universities, and how prospective students’ perceptions of place influence both their choice of 

university and the way in which they experience location post enrolment.  In order to achieve 

this, four areas of literature are reviewed: 

• The concept of place and place marketing  

• The concept of servicescape 

• Drivers of student choice of institution 

• The context of the UK Higher Education market 

To understand why and how universities become involved in place marketing activity, it is 

necessary to understand the links between university and place.  Section 2.1 outlines the long-

established relationship between a university and its location and explains how location is an 

inherent aspect of a university brand.   

Although physical geographers argue that location is specific and characterised by a set of 

coordinates (National Geographic, n.d.), place marketers draw upon the environmental 

geographers’ argument that place is a more relative concept and socially constructed.  This 

chapter reviews the concept of place, how place identities are constructed, and how 

universities participate in place branding.  This is covered in section 2.2. 

The chapter then moves forward to consider the specific place of consumption – the 

servicescape.  Higher Education is considered an experience-centric service – a service where 

a distinct customer experience is the basis of the offering (Voss, Roth, & Chase, 2008) – and 

as such, the environment in which that service is delivered is crucial in shaping the 

experience (Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010).  Section 2.3 reviews key literature outlining the 

concept of servicescape and illustrates how the original construct has been developed from 

the basic environment of service assembly into a broader concept that is socially imbued, has 

indistinct boundaries and stretches out into the wider environment, or place, where the 

service is delivered.  In drawing together servicescape and place branding literature, this 

section offers a conceptual framework for the holistic servicescape, which provides a 

structure for the research undertaken for this thesis. 
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In section 2.4 the chapter starts to look specifically at the context of the university.  Taking 

the conceptual framework presented in section 2.3, the specific elements of a university 

servicescape are explained along with discussion of how they are likely to be experienced by 

prospective students. 

Once place is established as a legitimate facet of a university, it is important to explore how 

place is interpreted by prospective students and how it influences their decision making and 

university choice.  It is accepted that the factors influencing student choice of institution are 

complex but it is important to understand both the capacity and extent to which place is an 

influence on initial choice, as well as the ongoing impact place has upon students as they 

continue their studies.  Section 2.5 reviews literature concerned with how place drives student 

choice of institution and how place attachment develops amongst students. 

Finally, contextual idiosyncrasies should be considered in any research and external factors 

play their part in shaping decision making.  Therefore, it is necessary to consider the specific 

context of the UK Higher Education market as this will impact upon both the university in its 

decision making as a place marketer and prospective students in their choice of university.  

An overview of the UK Higher Education market is provided in section 2.6. 

2.1 The relationship between place and the university 

There is nothing new in the assertion that universities have a close, almost intimate 

relationship with the location in which they are situated (Bender, 1998).  The popular press 

often chooses to highlight the darker side of the relationship, drawing upon the stresses that 

can exist between local residents and university students.  For example, as student numbers 

increase, so does the need for student housing.  Many cities in the UK have seen larger 

properties turned into HMOs (House in Multiple Occupation) to accommodate the growing 

numbers of students (Oliver, 2018).  Whilst this undoubtedly offers landlords a generous 

return, it skews house prices which can result in local residents being unable to afford to buy 

property in the area (Denholm, 2015).  Similarly, as property occupation moves away from 

family residences to being dominated by HMOs, the future of local early years and primary 

education is threatened in some areas (Oliver, 2018).  Sharing an environment with a group 

of individuals who often have a different way of life can be a source of friction; the media 

talk of students “disrupting locals’ lives with their exuberant lifestyles, transforming areas [of 

the city] that rush to cater for the tastes of their new young clientele” (Oliver, 2018, para. 2).  
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This has been exacerbated by COVID19 restrictions – many university town residents were 

unhappy to welcome students back to their towns and cities to resume face to face teaching, 

fearing that their traditionally gregarious lifestyle choices would result in a rise in infection 

rates and local lockdowns (Ferguson, 2020; McKie & Bothwell, 2020). 

On the whole, although COVID19 might have agitated relations between university students 

and local residents, the two groups can co-exist harmoniously.  Considered as entities rather 

than groups of individuals, the university’s relationship with its host city is undoubtedly 

beneficial.  Much has been written on the benefits a university can provide to its location 

from a social and economic point of view (Bender, 1998; Goddard & Vallance, 2013; Neary, 

2016).  The University of Lincoln, for example, generates £430m annually for the local 

economy and is credited with transforming the locale into the thriving, diverse city that it has 

become since the University was established in 1996 (Hall, 2021).  Universities can also 

benefit their host cities from an intellectual point of view (Gold, 2006), both in terms of 

attracting global talent to the pool of academic staff (Addie, 2017) and also from sharing 

knowledge within the community (Bisani et al., 2020).   

The knowledge economy, an economy built around ideas and intellectual capital (Waugh, 

2019), is acknowledged as being a key contributor to local development.  Universities are an 

important mechanism for generating and disseminating knowledge and hence are key 

contributors to the knowledge economy (Universities UK, 2021).  Therefore, as well as the 

university being a key stakeholder in its location, the location is also a key stakeholder in the 

university.  The current trend for urban sustainability has led to an emergence of shared 

interests and commonality between the two parties and the development of a model for a 

sustainable city-university relationship (Russo, van den Berg, & Lavanga, 2007).  Both 

Coventry University and the University of Northampton have invested heavily in new 

campus buildings and student accommodation in the last five years (Addie, 2017) which have 

cemented the universities’ roles as key agents in the urban renewal process.  Sustaining an 

interest and investing in the location is a behaviour that is not limited to UK universities.  A 

grant was provided to the University of Sarajevo in 2021 to redevelop buildings within the 

city (Kovacevic, 2021).  Money spent on buildings allows for staff and student facilities to be 

improved, enhances the appearance of the immediate environment, and can communicate 

investment in education.   



18 

 

Although not always equitable, the city-university relationship is reciprocal.  The university 

offers economic, social and cultural developments to its host location and the location 

contributes to a university brand identity (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009; Chapleo, 2010; 

Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014; Khanna, Jacob, & Yadav, 2014; Panda, Pandey, Bennett, & 

Tian, 2018).  This contribution occurs in two ways.  Firstly, it is through university quiddity 

(Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009).  Quiddity refers to the “inherent nature or essence” of the 

institution (Soanes & Stevenson, 2004, p. 1178).  Primarily this is toponymic as most UK 

universities take their name from the either the immediate city or the wider region – for 

example, University of Portsmouth, Southampton University, University of Glasgow, 

University of the West of England.  Beyond this, a university’s quiddity is reflected in its 

physicality (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009).  Even if the built structure of the university 

does not reflect the local architecture, its construction exists within the context of the local 

setting and therefore the two are not easily separated.  The university buildings of Oxford, 

Cambridge and Durham are among some of the most iconic in the world and their distinctive 

architecture makes their host cities instantly recognisable (Pancheva, 2021).  

Location also plays a part in the university covenant – the promises a university infers to its 

student audience (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009; Khanna et al., 2014).  These promises are 

made through city facilities (Furey, Springer, & Parsons, 2014; Moogan, Baron, & 

Bainbridge, 2001), employment prospects and community links (Ali-Choudhury, Bennett, & 

Savani, 2008).  The essence of exactly what constitutes a successful university brand still 

intrigues (Clark, Chapleo, & Suomi, 2019), and some are cynical about the adoption of 

branding practices in Higher Education: “Higher Education is in the sponsored research and 

edutainment business; what colleges and universities offer is just one more thing you shop 

for, one more thing you consume, one more story you tell and are told” (Twitchell, 2004, ch. 

3, p. 9).  But even amongst university branding critics, location is accepted as being 

influential in a university brand (Chapleo, 2010; Dholakia & Acciardo, 2014; Hardy, 2010; 

Veloutsou, Lewis, & Paton, 2004).  Prior to enrolment, Khanna et al. (2014) suggest location 

is the most important element of a university brand for prospective students and it features 

heavily in marketing materials, either through description or visual imagery (Mogaji & Yoon, 

2019).  For example, the University of Brighton uses a night time aerial shot of the iconic 

Brighton Pier on their homepage; similarly, the University of Edinburgh has an aerial shot of 

the city on their homepage.  The cover of Swansea University’s 2022 undergraduate 

prospectus offers a geometric style image of the town and coastline. 
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2.2 The concept of ‘place' and place marketing 

In providing location information in their marketing materials, universities are engaging in 

place marketing activity.  Place marketing offers a way for locations to compete in a crowded 

market.  It allows locations to distinguish themselves and create a sense of attachment with 

potential audiences (Colomb & Kalandides, 2010) and to generate growth (Dinnie, 2004).  

Place marketing has grown as both an area of practice and academic interest since Milton 

Glaser’s iconic I ❤ NY logo and the associated campaign, were credited with rejuvenating 

the fortunes of New York in 1977, which was on the brink of economic collapse (Shank, 

2017).  Cities, towns and regions have increasingly turned to place branding consultancies to 

develop and articulate a distinct identity (Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2013) and the number of 

academic studies looking at place marketing or place branding from neighbourhoods to 

nations continues to grow (Dinnie, 2004; Kumar & Panda, 2019; Lucarelli & Berg, 2011).   

Before discussing the concept of place marketing, it is important to consider the terminology 

of ‘location’ and ‘place’.  Physical geographers argue that location is specific and 

characterised by a set of coordinates whereas place is a more relative term.  Aside from place 

marketing literature, research in other areas of marketing tends to use the terms 

interchangeably.  In this chapter and in the thesis overall, both terms are used.  ‘Place’ is 

discussed as a general concept and ‘location’ is used as a more specific term when referring 

to the geographical location of a university city or town.   

Exactly what place marketing or place branding is and how it is achieved, isn’t widely agreed 

upon.  Articles presenting a review of place marketing literature in the domain (e.g. Gertner, 

2011; Kumar & Panda, 2019; Vuignier, 2017) all raise the concern of a lack of empirical 

evidence and conceptual models, which has resulted in “inadequate theoretical foundations” 

(Kumar & Panda, 2019, p. 255).  A key definitional point for this thesis is the lack of 

conceptual clarity between the terms ‘place branding’ and ‘place marketing’ (Gertner, 2011; 

Kumar & Panda, 2019; Vuignier, 2017).  Kumar and Panda (2019) purport to offer a 

distinction but whilst they highlight the ambiguity and offer a discussion of the terminology, 

they do not give clear definitions.  Vuignier (2017) highlights that branding is a specific 

marketing activity and therefore place marketing could be considered to be a wider set of 

activities than place branding.  However, he continues to suggest the interchangeability of 

terms within the literature is driven only by author preference.  Most recently Pasquinelli and 

Vuignier (2020) suggest that place marketing adopts a functional approach of selling place as 
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a product, whereas place branding offers a more representational approach encompassing 

place identity.  That said, a distinction between the terms is neither widely agreed nor 

adopted and so ‘place marketing’ and ‘place branding’ continue to be used side by side, 

according to author preference.  For the purposes of this thesis, the university will be 

considered as a place marketer, although this chapter draws upon literature referring to both 

place branding and place marketing. 

Place branding strategies are used as a mechanism for staying competitive or to generate 

competitive advantage.  The movement towards branding a place grew from standard 

marketing practices.   As a response to increasing global connectivity and mobility, places are 

now competing with one another on a far bigger scale than they had previously and therefore 

countries, regions and cities have adopted branding techniques to help attract people and 

investment (Dinnie, 2004).  The consensus among strategic brand managers is that a brand 

identity can be created by drawing upon the many elements of a brand (Aaker, 1997).  

Through careful positioning and communication of the brand identity, brand managers can 

help build a positive brand image amongst stakeholders.  It follows that a place brand is an 

identity specifically created to build a positive place image in the minds of stakeholders. 

2.2.1 Place as a stable concept 

Place branding has been a practitioner led domain and was founded on the idea that place can 

be seen as a product, or as something static (Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2013) with identifiable 

features.  Taking this view, the role of the place marketer was to draw upon the multi-faceted 

attributes of cities and towns – such as facilities, heritage, culture and natural resources – to 

allow them to define and distill the nature of that place in order to inform the distinctive place 

identity (Kemp, Childers, & Williams, 2012).  The resulting place identity, or place brand, 

was then carefully positioned and communicated to target audiences via messages and 

imagery.  This purposeful marketing activity allowed the place marketer to actively engage in 

the creation of a positive place brand image (Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2013) and in generating 

expectations of the place (Kemp et al., 2012).  This exemplifies what is referred to in general 

branding terms as the three core brand elements: promises, positioning and performance (Fill 

& Turnbull, 2019). 

This process driven, practitioner-led approach to place branding has been criticised by 

academic researchers as it ignores elements of culture and experience, such as ethos and 

habitus, that give a place meaning (Campelo, 2017).   The notion of creating a place brand 
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from a place identity assumes that the place identity objectively exists and that place branding 

is a process that can be applied to a place by practitioners (Braun, Kavaratsis, & Zenker, 

2013). Academics are critical of this approach and express concern that in deliberately 

creating a clear and attractive place identity, the very distinctiveness that could have provided 

the basis for differentiation becomes suppressed (Medway, Swanson, Delpy Neirotti, 

Pasquinelli & Zenker, 2015) and individual places become commodified (Warnaby & 

Medway, 2013).  As Eisenschitz states, if place marketers increasingly adopt formulaic 

marketing strategies, “then no city will have a unique selling point” (2010, p. 27).  Instead, 

academic researchers argue place branding should be undertaken with a view to engage and 

connect stakeholders, or the people of the place (Salzman, 2016); it should be seeking to 

shape attitudes and differentiate through relevance to people (Boisen, Terlouw, Groote, & 

Couwenberg, 2018). 

Current place branding practice suggests practitioners have embraced this view and learned to 

appreciate that stakeholders are an important element in shaping a place brand (Kavaratzis & 

Hatch, 2013); a key stakeholder group for any place is the residents.  Caught in the aftermath 

of the financial crisis, the Dutch city of Eindhoven was struggling economically and as a 

consequence, struggling with its identity.  In order to rebuild its reputation, it sought to enlist 

the support of the local community and residents in crafting its image (How Eindhoven Uses 

City Branding Strategies for Economic Development and Community Self-Esteem, 2018).  

Using a digital platform, residents were invited to share their ambitions and visions for the 

city.  This resulted in the democratic decision that the city had three key strengths – 

technology, knowledge and design.  These perceived strengths were subsequently turned into 

brand pillars by the local council and used as the foundation for all city marketing activity 

and decision making.  Eindhoven’s identity was co-constructed by the people and the local 

authority.  It is felt that the underpinning support for the city brand amongst the residents was 

a key factor in the subsequent increase in media visibility, visitors to the city and investments 

in local business that the city enjoyed as a result of the rebrand (How Eindhoven Uses City 

Branding Strategies for Economic Development and Community Self-Esteem, 2018). 

Irrespective of whether the place brand itself is co-created, practitioners require a consistent 

approach to place branding.  For practitioners, the objective of place branding is to enhance 

competitiveness and in order to achieve this, a promotional campaign will usually ensue.  

Promotional campaigns require an integrated approach with messaging that reliably conveys 

the brand promise (Fill & Turnbull, 2019).  Without a coherent brand identity, this would not 
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be possible.  This is not to say that a place identity remains unaltered over time.  Practitioners 

understand that successful marketing messages and slogans need to reflect the zeitgeist.  For 

example, back in the 1980s, Glasgow was a city in economic decline that was beleaguered by 

negative associations.  Taking a lesson from the success of the I ❤ NY campaign of the 

1970s, Struthers Advertising created the slogan “Glasgow’s Miles Better”, with the intention 

of changing perceptions about the city not just among the wider public, but more importantly 

amongst residents and other local stakeholders (Williams, 2020).  Within one weekend, over 

25,000 car bumper stickers were distributed to residents which served as a constant visual 

reminder that rather than the traditional dark, dank image that it had acquired, Glasgow 

should be seen as a city of hope and vibrancy, and one where residents should be proud to be 

living (Williams, 2020).  This branding campaign signalled a key change of mood for the city 

– from resigned ambivalence to optimism.   

2.2.2 Place as a social construct 

Unlike the practitioner desire for consistency in place identity, academic researchers argue 

for maintaining the complexity and ambiguity of place.  This is more aligned to the 

environmental geographers’ anthropological view that place does not objectively exist; rather 

it is constructed in the image of the creator (Lichrou, O'Malley, & Patterson, 2014).  This 

more abstract view is driven by three factors.  Firstly, ownership of a place is not easily 

claimed (Fan, 2006), although it often falls to local government or a Destination Management 

Organisation (DMO)3.  A Destination Management Organisation (DMO) is a multiple 

stakeholder group which collectively develops, leads and manages tourism efforts for the area 

(Visit Britain, 2021) although its diverse membership can lead to difficulties.  The conflicting 

interests of the different stakeholder groups can mean reaching a consensus on how place 

should be presented is challenging, meaning compromise is necessary for collaborative 

decision making.  Secondly, the many attributes of a place can be difficult to define and 

control (Hanna & Rowley, 2015; Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2013).  Thirdly, the many target 

audiences for a place can be heterogeneous (Kemp et al., 2012).  Together, these factors 

mean it is hard to articulate, agree, or even to identify exactly what a place is, or is not.  And 

even if that can be achieved, without any official ownership rights there is no clear line of 

authority to show who can objectively state whether the presentation of a place is right or 

                                                 
3 DMO is also used as an abbreviation for a Destination Marketing Organisation, similar to a tourist board. 

However in this thesis, DMO refers to a Destination Management Organisation  
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wrong.  The multiple stakeholders who will be interested in a place’s identity – for example, 

tourists, businesses, residents – all have different criteria for investing and seek different 

benefits.  Therefore, academics talk of a place identity being less distinct and much more 

organically formed.  A more fluid place identity enables place marketers to more readily 

appeal to a wider and more varied audience who seek different benefits (Giovanardi, 

Kavaratzis, & Lichrou, 2018).  And so conceptually, place identity is thought of as being 

constructed differently, depending on the author of the narrative.   

There is some evidence that this academic view of place is being reflected in practice.  In the 

thirty years following the “Glasgow’s Miles Better” campaign, the city adopted a number of 

different tag lines and in 2013, Glasgow unveiled a new slogan – “People Make Glasgow” 

(BBC News, 2013).  This was combined with core values to create slightly different 

messages, such as “People Make Glasgow Creative” and “People Make Glasgow Home”.  

Perceptions of Glasgow had changed considerably in the preceding 30 years and the city had 

grown into a vibrant city that was seen as a retail, arts and entertainment hotspot (Tayburn, 

2015).  The new slogan was created following a crowd sourcing of ideas from multiple 

stakeholders.  Over 1500 people in 42 countries contributed ideas for values that they felt 

were core to the city (BBC News, 2013).  It reflected the sense of pride that the residents and 

stakeholders felt with their city.  In an era where celebrating personal achievement was being 

heralded through social media, it was a conscious decision for Glasgow to put its citizens at 

the heart of its brand (Tayburn, 2015).  This campaign is an example of how the multiple 

identities of a place, held by a heterogeneous group of stakeholders, can be reflected in a 

more fluid place identity that can appeal to a wide audience.  It is important that the 

representation of place reflects both the person telling the story as well as the target audience 

being addressed (Campelo, 2017). 

It is logical that place should be a “relationship-builder” (Giovanardi et al., 2018, p. 129) and 

positioned in a way that will appeal to the stakeholder.  In practical terms though, this can 

create a challenge.  If different representations of place have been created specifically to 

appeal to different audiences, then there is a danger of a lack of consistency in the messages 

being communicated.  This was a lesson learned by the city of Hamburg.  Up until 2004, 

Hamburg’s identity as a German city was vague and confused (Kausch, 2017).  Despite it 

being Germany’s second largest city in terms of population (World Atlas, 2018), Hamburg 

was not well known internationally.  It was felt this was as a result of the brand being created 

in a piecemeal way, with mixed messages through multiple channels to many different 
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stakeholders.  Although this enabled authors to offer different stakeholders a bespoke 

approach, it resulted in a lack of consistency and coherence in terms of both what the city 

could offer and ensuring the city had a clear identity.  As a number of other European cities 

had done (Heeley, 2011), it was decided that a company – Hamburg Marketing GmbH – 

should be set up to own, build and manage the city brand.  It was important for Hamburg 

Marketing to drill down into the essence of Hamburg (Zenker, 2017) and develop a clear, city 

brand identity; “one city, one brand” (Kausch, 2017, para. 5).  This required a narrowing 

down of messages and topics that had previously been used to market the city, as well as a 

rationalisation of the target audiences those messages were being delivered to.  Hamburg 

Marketing refined the city brand to offer a coherent set of messages for key stakeholders 

(Kausch, 2017). 

In this sense, Hamburg Marketing undertook the traditional role of the place marketer, 

choosing a specific narrative to deliberately build a place identity and allowing itself 

responsibility for all external communications related to the city brand.  But as seen with 

Eindhoven and Glasgow where the place identities were co-created, there is increasing 

recognition that place narratives can come from a variety of sources, not just the place 

marketers themselves.  As a range of stakeholders gain direct and indirect experience of a 

place, they will start to construct their own narratives and become not just consumers but also 

producers of place (Lichrou et al., 2014).  Accepting this, place becomes an organic 

phenomenon that is produced and reproduced by individuals (Kalandides, 2011).  Viewed 

through this lens, place might more usefully be thought of as an evolving social construct, as 

lived and assembled by a range of stakeholders (Giovanardi et al., 2018).  As their budget 

reduced over time and city growth started to become visible, Hamburg Marketing discovered 

this for themselves.  An increasing number of large-scale events started to take place within 

the city and individual organisers began to promote these themselves on social media.  

Although having created and nurtured the place identity and previously taken control for city 

brand communications, Hamburg Marketing had to accept a loss of control over ongoing 

communications and to trust the messaging to event organisers (Kausch, 2017).     

The approach taken in Hamburg appears to have been successful – Hamburg was recently 

voted as Germany’s strongest brand (Rokou, 2020) and this is in part, supported by Zenker 

and Beckmann (2013) in the findings of their early empirical research to measure changes in 

perceptions of the Hamburg brand.   
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Whether it is practitioner defined or socially constructed, place needs to have substance and 

these two perspectives – both the practitioner view of place as a stable concept and the 

academic view of place as a social construct – can be drawn together.  Rather than being 

considered as discrete, the two viewpoints should be regarded as being mutually supportive 

of each other (Warnaby & Medway, 2013) and can be used simultaneously by place 

marketers to assemble their place.  Hamburg Marketing acknowledge that going forward, 

they will need to ensure they have the genuine integration of residents’ interests to ensure that 

Hamburg has an identity that has “relevance, authenticity, and, ultimately, credibility” 

(Kausch, 2017, para. 24).  

2.2.3 Forming a place identity 

Practitioners appear to be clear on how to create a place brand identity.  A search on Google 

will list several marketing and creative agencies who claim that “creating a city brand 

identity” can be broken down into a multi-stage process in which one stage is to ascertain the 

city’s strengths and what makes it unique.  The academic research focusses on this part of the 

process but there is a lack of consensus on how to draw together a place brand identity 

(Boisen et al., 2018; Zenker, 2011) as different authors suggest different constituents.  For 

example, Cresswell and Hoskins (2008, p. 394) refer to the “materiality” alongside the “realm 

of meaning”; both Agnew (2011, p. 316) and Warnaby and Medway (2013, p. 348) use a 

three part definition – “location”, “locale” and “sense of place”; and Kalandides (2011, p. 37) 

suggests it includes “materiality, “practices”, “institutions” and “representation”.  Although 

the sub-division differs, it is agreed that a place identity is created from both the tangible, 

physical characteristics of a place alongside the intangible, subjective and experienced 

components (Braun et al., 2013; Hanna & Rowley, 2013; Wheeler, Frost, & Weiler, 2011; 

Zenker, 2011).  The tangible characteristics of place reflect the built environment – such as 

infrastructure, architecture and facilities – as well as secondary data such as demographic 

details and growth rates (Zenker, 2011).  Perhaps because of the subjectivity of the less 

tangible, experienced components of a place brand, literature has focussed more on these 

features and has offered discussion on elements such as residents’ characteristics and 

behaviour (Braun et al., 2013), social capital and communal practices (Aitken & Campelo, 

2011), and local values, cultures and identities (Wheeler et al., 2011).  Connecting the two 

realms, a place identity can be created by drawing from both the objective and tangible raw 

material and also from the less concrete, intangible realm of what the place means and 
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represents to stakeholders (Cresswell & Hoskins, 2008; Hanna & Rowley, 2013).  

Therkelsen, Halkier and Jensen (2010) sum up this idea when they describe the notion of the 

“city of stones” and the “city of words” (p. 140).  A city of stones describes a material place 

defined by the infrastructure and the built environment of a location; whereas the city of 

words is a more conceptual place, created through meaning, stories and narratives.  As is seen 

in the cases of Eindhoven, Glasgow and Hamburg, practitioners and academics can agree that 

it is often seen as prudent or politically important to listen to stakeholders and integrate their 

ideas within a place brand (Hanna & Rowley, 2013).   

Drawing on the sociological theories of Bourdieu (1984), Warren and Dinnie (2018) lean 

towards a more cynical approach to the construction of place.  They discuss how narratives of 

place can be constructed by cultural intermediaries – the “‘taste makers’ who leverage their 

own personal experiences into occupational resources to legitimate certain forms of culture 

over others” (p. 303).  For individuals who take responsibility for place branding and whose 

profile is linked to the stature of a location, there is a tendency to construct the rhetoric to 

portray place in its most positive light.  In their portrayal of place, these individuals are 

constructing not only legitimacy for their work, but also for themselves.  Whether 

intentionally or not, this can lead to a “place myth” (p. 304) – where the narrative 

disseminated does not reflect reality, although this does not necessarily create the issue one 

might assume it could do.  Either the place itself becomes moulded and grows to better reflect 

the amplified narrative portrayed or constant repetition and reinforcement of place messages 

can lead to perception becoming reality (Warren & Dinnie, 2018).  Either way, the work of 

the cultural intermediary can go unnoticed.  

2.2.4 The boundaries of place 

Places are nested concentrically (Lewicka, 2010; Sadeque et al., 2020).  Streets exists within 

neighbourhoods, neighbourhoods exist within districts, districts within towns or cities, and so 

forth.  This suggests that places are discrete and can be bounded.  Some – such as cities or 

towns – might even be seen as a location, which can be pinpointed on a map, although the 

notion of place is not always clearly aligned to geographical or administrative boundaries 

(Warnaby & Medway, 2010).  Warnaby (2009, p. 407) used the term “place fuzziness” to 

describe the often overlapping and fluid boundaries of place; as people and goods have 

become increasingly mobile, the boundaries of place are not only considered fluid but 

permeable.  This means an individual’s view of a place is not formed in isolation, rather it is 



27 

 

shaped by how one place is understood relative to other places (Kalandides, 2011).  Together 

with political and economic initiatives, the mobility of people and capital across place 

boundaries can sometimes give rise to new districts, zones or regions and even toponymic 

changes (Medway & Warnaby, 2014).  This is true when there is either a desire to build on 

positive place associations or alternatively, to move away from negative associations.  Places 

may be connected not just to other place brands but also to corporate and people brands in a 

larger ecosystem (Medway et al., 2015).  Together this larger, more integrated environment 

helps to shape the perception and experience of an individual place (Hanna & Rowley, 2015; 

Sadeque et al., 2020) and can be used to the advantage of the place marketer.  There was 

speculation in the press that the unspoken, secondary agenda of the “Glasgow’s Miles Better” 

campaign was a taunt to Edinburgh (Williams, 2020), as the rivalry between the two cities is 

infamous; Glasgow’s Miles Better (than Edinburgh). 

2.2.5 Place attachment 

Whatever the narrative of place, the place marketer’s objective is to elicit positive emotional 

responses in an individual and to lead individuals to develop a sense of place attachment 

(Insch, 2010) – the “bonding that occurs between individuals and their meaningful 

environments” (Scannell & Gifford, 2010, p. 1).  The concept of place attachment has 

become a topic of interest amongst researchers from multiple disciplines (Lewicka, 2010) and 

its multi-faceted nature means that it has been included within research considering sense of 

place, self-identity, place belonging and place dependence (Scannell & Gifford, 2010).  The 

benefits of place attachment are largely individual and relate to well-being – such as security, 

personal goal attainment, a stable sense of self, and a sense of belonging (Scannell & Gifford, 

2010).  Beyond individual benefits there are consequences which are advantageous for the 

wider environment, although these will vary across different audiences.  For tourists, place 

attachment has been shown to lead to destination loyalty (Stylidis, Woosnam, Ivkov, & Kim, 

2020), whereas place attachment amongst residents can provide the range of benefits that 

would usually be associated with human capital (Insch, 2010) – the knowledge and skills 

individuals contribute to their local areas.  In addition, if residents can form a self-brand 

connection with the constructed place narrative, they will become advocates of that brand 

(Kemp et al., 2012) leading to word of mouth marketing activity, which can be of further 

benefit to the place as a whole. 
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Despite many studies on place attachment, relatively little is known about how place 

attachment develops.  As outlined earlier, place has both a physical and a social element – a 

city of stones along with a city of words.  It is suggested that place attachment linked to the 

physical element of place develops more quickly than place attachment linked to the social 

element of place (Lewicka, 2010).  This is because attachment to an inanimate structure or 

environment does not require the formation of a reciprocal bond and is therefore likely to 

form more quickly than an attachment to people.  As the physical capital of a place is given 

meaning, it is transformed into locational capital.  That locational capital is further 

transformed into social capital when that place offers an individual opportunity for 

integration and community (Temple, 2016).  Individual socio-demographic factors and the 

extent of the ties an individual has with a community, play a part in facilitating place 

attachment and the speed at which this attachment develops (Lewicka, 2010).  Although 

place attachment is known to develop more quickly from physical variables such as buildings 

and facilities, less is known about exactly how meaning is attached to those physical 

variables to allow them to lead to place attachment (Lewicka, 2010). 

2.2.6 Place presented by the university  

As previously discussed (section 2.1), it is difficult to separate a university from its location. 

As part of its quiddity or essence, place is core to a university brand identity (Khanna et al., 

2014) and this stems from more than the university and place simply sharing a name.  Place is 

inherent in a university’s physicality (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009) and so every image or 

view of the university buildings or campus will inevitably offer a taste of the place as well.  

But place is not a stable concept.  Place branding literature suggests place should be viewed 

contextually and is a more fluid concept.  What a place is and even where it is, is determined 

by the author and audience (Lichrou et al., 2014).  The academic view notwithstanding, the 

cases of Glasgow, Eindhoven and Hamburg show that practitioners also understand the 

evolving essence of a place. 

In order to attract students, many universities are investing heavily in building their brand 

(Carasso, 2019).  For example, there was discussion in both popular press and Higher 

Education media of the University of Central Lancashire’s £3.4m marketing spend in 2017-

18 (Hall & Weale, 2019).  The competitive nature of the UK Higher Education market poses 

a challenge for universities.  On the one hand they are under pressure to emphasise their 

similarities with competitors to show that they meet expected standards and can be 
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considered legitimate players (Rutter et al., 2016) and on the other, they must continually 

seek ways to be distinctive and stand out from the competition if they are to be successful in 

student recruitment.  Given the interconnections between university and place, the uniqueness 

offered by place may offer a route to building a distinct university identity and provide an 

additional means for students to differentiate between universities with similar courses 

(Hardy, 2010; Rutter et al., 2016). 

Whilst universities may collaborate with other stakeholders in a DMO to agree a place 

narrative, a university tends to hold an advantageous position within its community which 

means there is less political pressure attached to the university to portray a place brand as 

defined by other stakeholders.  Rather, the university is able to create its own discourse about 

its location.  This has been the case for the University of Warwick which has, historically, 

sought to distance itself from the industrial city of Coventry where it is situated (Morgan, 

2018). 

Arguably, universities should give their location narrative due consideration.  Location is a 

known driver of student choice of institution (e.g. Briggs, 2006; Maringe, 2006; Veloutsou et 

al., 2004).  Perhaps because of this, it is suggested location is the most important element of a 

university brand for students prior to admission (Khanna et al., 2014).  Students are 

influenced by a number of sources when making their decisions about which university to 

attend.  If they perceive a source to be credible, they will take the advice offered (Wong et al., 

2019).  Location information features heavily in the university prospectus (Mogaji & Yoon, 

2019; Rutter et al., 2016) and on the website (Kittle & Ciba, 2001).  Given that location is 

inherent in a university’s brand, it can also be assumed that location will inevitably also 

feature on a university’s core social media sites supporting recruitment activity, such as 

Twitter, YouTube, Facebook and Instagram (Clark, Fine, & Scheuer, 2017).  Universities are 

in an advantageous position – prospective students actively seek information on location and 

as credible sources, universities are able to influence prospective students through the way 

location information is presented.  Yet to date, how universities participate in place branding 

is not well understood (Bisani et al., 2020) and little investigation has been done to explore 

the place narrative created by universities.  This thesis examines how place is presented by 

universities (RQ1) and explores the way in which universities choose to shape prospective 

students’ perceptions on place (RQ2).   
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2.3 The concept of servicescape 

There are a number of parallels between the concepts of ‘place’ and ‘servicescape’.  A 

servicescape is a place and, as with any other place, it can be marketed with the express 

intention of attracting individuals.  In the same way that location can be considered to be a 

specific place identified by its geography, a servicescape is the specific place of service 

consumption.  Although the impact of the service environment on consumers had been long 

acknowledged – Kotler  (1973) drew upon environmental psychology studies to explore the 

concept of atmospherics within a retail setting – Booms and Bitner (1981) originally put 

forward the term servicescape to refer to the physical environment in which a service 

encounter takes place.  Originally referring only to a physical environment, the concept of 

servicescape was expanded (Tombs & McColl-Kennedy, 2003) and the term is now widely 

accepted to encompass a social dimension alongside the original physical dimension.  This 

reflects the two realms of place comprising a place identity – materiality and realm of 

meaning (Cresswell & Hoskins, 2008), which were discussed in section 2.2.3.  Servicescape 

is a Gestalt concept (Pizam & Tasci, 2019), meaning all tangible and social elements are 

observed and perceived as a whole; it is the overall consumption environment that affects the 

value of the service experience both during and after consumption, and impacts future 

behaviours among consumers (Hanks, Line, & Yang, 2017). 

Recent studies have extended the use of servicescape as a concept within the academic library 

(Mei, Aas, & Eide, 2020), animal cafes (Nghiêm-Phú & Phạm-Lê, 2021), short-term holiday 

rentals (Xu & Gursoy, 2021) and in the context of social distancing (Taylor S. , 2020).  

Research has also been published looking at the requirements of the servicescape from 

specific consumers’ viewpoints, such as the vulnerable consumer (Sandberg, Hurmerinta, 

Leino, & Menzfeld, 2021), ageing consumer (Bateson, 2021) and the lone consumer 

(McCamley & Morland, 2021).  Some studies have suggested additional servicescape 

dimensions such as safety (Siguaw, Enping, & Wagner, 2019) and yet these have been 

unsupported by subsequent work (Sandberg, Hurmerinta, Leino, & Menzfeld, 2021).  

Overall, there have been few changes to the conceptual model since Bitner’s (1992) seminal 

work.  At its core, the servicescape is a framework for analysing and exploring the service 

environment and it is built upon the environmental psychology premise that individuals will 

respond to their environments.  The development of the servicescape concept is outlined in 

the following sections.  
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2.3.1 The physical dimension of servicescape 

Bitner (1992) drew on the extant literature at the time to present a conceptual model which 

outlined the servicescape as being defined by three distinct physical areas: 

• ambient conditions - elements which are normally subconscious, such as 

temperature, lighting, background noise, music and scent 

• spatial layout and functionality - the size, style and arrangement of the 

furniture and equipment and the degree to which it facilitates both production 

and consumption 

• signs, symbols and artefacts - the explicit and implicit signs communicating 

instructions, directions or image.   

Bitner’s (1992) conceptual model is shown in Figure 2-1. 

 

Figure 2-1 Bitner’s (1992) conceptual model of servicescape 

 

The concept of servicescape is underpinned by Mehrabian and Russell’s (1974) Stimulus-

Organism-Response (S-O-R) model which explains the mechanism of how individuals – 

‘organisms’ – respond to environmental stimuli.  Bitner (1992) suggested consumers will 

have cognitive, emotional and/or physiological responses to the service environment.  
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Cognitive responses reflect what an individual will think about the environment; emotional 

responses reflect how they feel about the environment; and physiological responses are 

bodily reactions, either made consciously or unconsciously.   

Cognitive responses are drawn from both explicit and implicit environmental cues such as 

décor or furniture design, which can influence an individual’s beliefs about the service 

provider, its people and its offerings (Bitner, 1992) as well as become key inferences of the 

quality of service being provided (Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, 2013; Reimer & Kuehn, 

2005; Zeithaml, Parasuraman, & Berry, 1990).  Drawing on previous design-scape literature, 

Bitner (1992) acknowledged that implicit cues are complex and have the potential to be 

fraught with problems of misinterpretation; customer perceptions do not necessarily reflect 

the organisation’s design intention. 

Emotional responses can be categorised as the degree of pleasure or arousal experienced. 

Pleasure incorporates feelings such as happiness, calm, contentment, whereas arousal 

incorporates feelings such as excitement, wide awake, stimulated (Bitner, 1992).  Research 

undertaken within the retail environment shows positive emotional responses as good 

predictors of ultimate approach behaviours (e.g. Fiore, Yah, & Yoh, 2000; Jacob, Gueguen, 

Boulbry, & Sami, 2009; Morrison, Gan, Dubelaar, & Oppewal, 2011; Vaccaro, Yucetepe, 

Torres-Baumgarten, & Myung-Soo, 2008). 

Physiological responses, such as discomfort or pain, are involuntary and frequently triggered 

by ambient conditions or by spatial layout and function.  However, they can still lead to 

approach/avoidance behaviours (Areni & Kim, 1994; Murray, Finn, Leszczyc, & Di Muro, 

2010; Summers & Hebert, 2001). 

Although Bitner’s original conceptual model presented three categories of response – 

cognitive, emotional and physiological – an individual’s responses cannot always be 

categorised discretely; what may start as a cognitive thought or physiological response can 

lead to an emotional response.  Consumer behaviour tends to regard emotional responses as 

being formed by both cognitive and affective reactions.  Cognitive processing is conscious – 

the result of the brain processing information and making sense of the world – whereas affect 

is the human judgemental system and will be both conscious and subconscious.  Together, the 

cognition and affect lead to emotional responses. “Emotion is the conscious experience of 

affect” (Interaction Design Foundation, 2020, para. 3); a complex process where conscious 

thought combines with psychophysiological responses and cannot be separated. “The two 
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psychological dimensions of affective and cognitive responses are reflected to be experienced 

concurrently and are strongly interrelated” (Sofi, Mir, & Baba, 2020, p. 16).  Whether 

cognitive, emotional and physiological responses are combined or discrete, together they will 

determine the individual’s ultimate behaviour which is categorised as either approach or 

avoidance (Bitner, 1992).  Recognised approach behaviours within the original context of a 

retail setting include longer dwell time, increased spend and attraction to store.  Avoidance 

behaviours are the opposite of approach behaviours. 

Environmental psychologists argue that the way in which individuals experience an 

environment and respond to stimuli is driven by expectations and past experiences (Bakker, 

van der Voodrt, Vink, & de Boon, 2014).  Depending on the nature of stimuli previously 

encountered and exposure to similar environments, each individual will have an expectation 

of an environment.  For the context of this research which considers the university 

environment, individuals are unlikely to have significant previous experience of universities 

and expectations could be constructed upon opinions of others (Wong et al., 2019).  Although 

elements of environmental dimensions might individually lead to positive cognitive, 

emotional and physiological responses, the service environment is experienced holistically 

and therefore it is the sum of responses in the individual that are important.  When combined, 

positive responses to individual stimuli could lead to overall avoidance behaviours if an 

individual is either underwhelmed or overwhelmed (Breazeale & Ponder, 2013).  Although 

the S-O-R model has been criticised for its simplicity and linear format (Donovan & Rossiter, 

1982; Jacoby, 2002; Mari & Poggesi, 2013) it does reflect that consumer behaviour is 

influenced by the holistic environment of the consumption setting rather than responses to 

individual stimuli.   

Recognising that the concept of servicescape was part of a wider literature stream 

encompassing atmospherics, shelf space studies and environmental psychology, Turley and 

Milliman (2000) reviewed 60 empirical studies to consolidate what was known about the 

impact of atmospheric effects upon consumer behaviour.  This resulted in the 

acknowledgement that atmospheric stimuli extend beyond the ambient conditions, 

space/function and signs, symbols and artefacts depicted in Bitner’s conceptual model to 

include “human variables” and the “exterior” environment (Turley & Milliman, 2000, p. 

196). 
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2.3.2 The social dimension of servicescape 

At the time of Turley and Milliman’s (2000) literature review, the discussion on the impact of 

social or human factors within the environment centred only on the effects of social density 

on the space/function physical dimension and whether spaces were overcrowded (Harrell, 

Hutt, & Anderson, 1980) or undercrowded (Foxall & Greenley, 1999).  Developing the 

stream of research further, Tombs and McColl-Kennedy (2003) demonstrated that the social 

servicescape is impacted not just by the volume of actors, but by the interactions between 

them.  The quality of customer to customer interaction and customer to staff interaction, can 

affect perceptions of value and behavioural intention (Ezeh & Harris, 2007; Harris & Ezeh, 

2008; Johnstone, 2012; Nilsson & Ballantyne, 2014; Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011; Tombs & 

McColl-Kennedy, 2003).   

The presence of multiple other individuals in the servicescape can affect consumer 

perceptions of both the environment and the brand (Hanks et al., 2017; Kim & Lee, 2012).  

These findings are grounded in the sociological theory of homophily (McPherson, Smith-

Lovin, & Cook, 2001) – that individuals tend towards homogenous networks and are more 

likely to feel a connection with people who they believe are similar to them in terms of 

behaviour and demographic characteristics.  In terms of servicescape theory, individuals are 

more likely to perceive the service encounter as valuable if the social servicescape conveys 

feelings of similarity (Kim & Lee, 2012).  If similarity is felt, then individuals are more likely 

to interact with other social actors and feel a connection with the service provider (Hanks et 

al., 2017).  For the university, this suggests it is important for prospective students to have the 

opportunity to interact with other prospective or existing students during a visit.  A visit 

without encountering other students could leave a perception that the environment offers no 

value, as there is limited opportunity to experience homophily.  The desire for homophily is 

not limited to similarity with other consumers, individuals have also shown a preference for 

personality traits with front-line employees (Streukens & Andreassen, 2013).  More simply, 

when individuals see other people they perceive to be like them in a service environment, 

they are more inclined to engage with those individuals and feel more positive about their 

service encounter. 

As a result, although a separate stream of literature has developed on the social servicescape, 

the holistic servicescape concept has grown from being just the tangible, physical elements of 

the service environment to being acknowledged as a physical dimension that exists alongside 
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a social dimension.  The construction of the servicescape concept is very similar to the way in 

which the concept of place is constructed.  The accepted physical and social dimensions 

within the servicescape framework reflect the way in which place identity is assembled and 

place narrative is constructed, which is achieved through mixing elements of the physical, 

built environment along with the more subjective, human elements.  Although the addition of 

a social dimension of servicescape expands Bitner’s (1992) framework, the function of the 

servicescape and underlying S-O-R concept is unchanged. Holistically, the servicescape will 

elicit positive or negative responses from the customer which together will lead to 

approach/avoidance behaviour.  What has changed is the recognition that an individual’s 

responses and ultimate behaviours can be provoked not only by the physical stimuli within an 

environment, but also the presence and interaction between social actors within that 

environment. 

2.3.3 Expanding the servicescape concept 

Rosenbaum and Massiah (2011) were among the first to suggest that the servicescape 

incorporated stimuli that are “difficult to measure objectively and managerially 

uncontrollable” (p. 472).  From this, they drew on research beyond services marketing 

literature to develop an expanded servicescape framework depicted by the addition of two 

new dimensions: a socially symbolic dimension and a natural, restorative dimension.  The 

socially symbolic dimension of servicescape is created through the use of signs, symbols and 

artefacts purposefully employed to appeal to “groups of customers with a unique ethnic, sub-

cultural, or marginalized societal status” (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011, p. 478).  The 

restorative dimension of servicescape has the ability to positively stimulate well-being, 

generated through feelings of “being-away”, “fascination” and “compatibility” (Rosenbaum 

& Massiah, 2011, p. 480).  Typically, Rosenbaum and Massiah (2011) suggested that the 

restorative dimension of servicescape would be created by the outside space of the natural 

environment.  There is little empirical support for the existence of both the socially symbolic 

servicescape and the restorative servicescape as deliberately constructed dimensions (Lee & 

Chuang, 2021), although taken into consideration with later work considering the 

servicescape as a wider environment seeking to offer value (Akaka & Vargo, 2015; Nilsson 

& Ballantyne, 2014; Vargo, Wieland, & Akaka, 2015), it could be agreed that whilst they 

might not be created, a socially symbolic dimension and a restorative dimension of 

servicescape could be imbued. 
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2.3.4 Servicescape as a social construct 

Based on the principle that the relationship between an individual and their surrounding is 

reciprocal and interactive, environmental psychologists consider the environment as a 

phenomenological concept (Bakker et al., 2014).  Conceptual studies considering the 

servicescape through the lens of Service Dominant Logic (SDL) concur with this view. 

Rather than considering the concept as the discrete context of service production and 

consumption, the servicescape can be considered more specifically as part of the service 

offering itself, which can provide benefit to the consumer (Akaka & Vargo, 2015; Nilsson & 

Ballantyne, 2014; Vargo et al., 2015).  This shifts the focus away from consumers’ ultimate 

approach/avoidance behaviours as depicted in the original conceptual model (Bitner, 1992) 

and instead, it forces the marketer to consider the way in which consumers interact with, and 

take value from, the overall service environment.  Considered this way, it is inevitable the 

service environment becomes a social construct.  

By its nature, the social dimension of servicescape is socially constructed.  At a basic level, 

social density will fluctuate with the inflow and outflow of people which means that 

individuals will have a different perception of the social dimension of that servicescape 

depending on the volume of traffic at the time of their visit.  In addition, individuals will 

interact with that environment differently in terms of time, space and degree of action 

(Tombs & McColl-Kennedy, 2010).  In doing so, individuals co-create their own social 

environment and shape that environment for others.  The innate human desire for homophily 

leads individuals to seek out service environments where they perceive other similar people 

to be (Kim & Lee, 2012). 

In terms of the physical dimension of servicescape – the ambient conditions, space/function, 

and signs, symbols and artefacts – this can also be considered as socially constructed.  

Although it may have been carefully and thoughtfully designed, the way in which a service 

environment is experienced by consumers will vary.  This is in part due to the inseparability 

of physical and social dimensions.  The presence or absence of individuals will impact upon 

ambient conditions such as temperature, noise and odour, as well as the space and function of 

the environment (Tombs & McColl-Kennedy, 2010).  In addition, experience of an 

environment is individual.  This is illustrated in Rosenbaum and Massiah’s (2011) work that 

posits the existence of the socially symbolic and restorative dimensions of servicescape.  

Where the physical and social dimensions of a servicescape generate sufficient positive 
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responses, creating feelings of belonging and enhanced mood, or respite and calm, then that 

servicescape offers value to the consumer.  In this sense, the servicescape presented would be 

perceived to be socially symbolic and/or restorative.   

2.3.5 How the servicescape can offer a sense of belonging 

The socially symbolic servicescape is presented as a supportive and cohesive environment 

and offers a strong degree of congruence in the signs, symbols and artefacts used.  It is 

designed to draw in specific sub-groups of individuals and offer belonging but equally, it can 

also be an attractive environment for sympathisers of the target audience. 

The linguistic servicescape (Touchstone, Koslow, Shandasani, & D'Alessandro, 2017) pushes 

the idea of social symbolism beyond the physical servicescape.  Touchstone et al. (2017) 

argue that semiotics and written language displayed on signs, symbols and artefacts are not 

enough on their own to offer a sense of belonging; verbal language exchanges within the 

social dimension of servicescape are also important for positive emotional responses.  

Touchstone et al. (2017) refer to these language exchanges as the linguistic servicescape.  It 

is of particular importance for organisations whose customer base extends into minority 

ethnic groups where language can be a barrier to interactions.  In these instances, the lack of a 

linguistic servicescape – that is, insufficient employees who are able to converse in a 

different language and insufficient resources catering for the different language – can lead to 

customers feeling the organisation lacks cultural sensitivity and that they are being 

discriminated against.  This does more than damage the brand by suggesting the organisation 

is not supporting its diverse customer base, it can impact an organisation financially through 

lost sales and customer relationships, as disenfranchised customers are encouraged to take 

their business elsewhere.   

Linked to the idea of a socially symbolic dimension of servicescape that appeals to minority 

groups, the cosmopolitan servicescape (Figueiredo, Larsen, & Bean, 2021) also uses cultural 

and sub-cultural signs, symbols and artefacts.  Unlike Rosenbaum and Massiah’s (2011) 

socially symbolic dimension which offers a cohesive display of a specific culture, the 

elements of the cosmopolitan servicescape are used in a multi-layered and incongruent 

manner, as resources from many different cultures are displayed alongside one another in 

both a material and semiotic way.  Cosmopolitanism is built upon the ideology that everyone 

is equal and there is no prejudice; it is built on a set of sought after social and moral values 

(Brimm, 2018).  The considered juxtaposition of different cultural resources within the 
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service environment creates tension and ambiguity which is deliberately designed to appeal to 

the cosmopolitan individual (Figueiredo et al., 2021) who values diversity and differing 

opinions.  The cosmopolitan servicescape employs the strategic practice of heteroglossia 

(Figueiredo et al., 2021), which stems from the work of Bakhtin, who believed life is dialogic 

and meaning is offered through sharing and exchanging dialogue (Hynes, 2014).  In 

displaying signs, symbols and artefacts from many different cultures and sub-cultures, the 

cosmopolitan servicescape’s primary aim is to facilitate discussion and offer the opportunity 

for individuals to demonstrate their cosmopolitan competence. 

Figueiredo et al. (2021) present the cosmopolitan servicescape as a new concept and indeed 

the deliberate use of such diverse cultural resources incorporating semiotics does move the 

servicescape conversation forward.  However, one might argue that the cosmopolitan 

servicescape is not a new concept, rather it is a complex example of social symbolism and 

therefore a development of the socially symbolic servicescape – a servicescape that has not 

only been deliberately designed to appeal to the cosmopolitan individual but also offers a 

platform for them to demonstrate their level of cosmopolitan competence.   

The socially symbolic, linguistic and cosmopolitan servicescape are all designed to offer the 

consumer a sense of belonging.  The idea that a servicescape can provide feelings of 

belonging draws upon the concept of place attachment – the bond that exists between an 

individual and a place that has special meaning.  When an individual experiences place 

attachment, this will offer feelings of compatibility and belonging.  Acknowledging that the 

service environment can offer value to the consumer as well as the service itself, means that a 

servicescape becomes a very personal and individual experience; value is inferred differently 

by different individuals at different times (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).  Although servicescapes 

are designed with intention, they are continually perceptually deconstructed and 

reconstructed with each individual service encounter.  The value and significance of physical 

and social elements within a servicescape are subject to interpretation as “consumers imbue 

certain locales with evocative and esoteric meanings that are not inherently visible to 

managers” (Rosenbaum, Kelleher, Friman, Kristensson, & Scherer, 2017, p. 282).  One 

specific environment may elicit different cognitive, emotional and/or physiological responses 

from different individuals as they react differently or attribute different meaning and 

significance to physical and social stimuli.  Rosenbaum et al. (2017) explain how consumers 

can obtain value from their holistic experience of a service itself and its associated service 

interactions.  They argue that as consumers exchange more relational resources from a 
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service setting, such as “complimentary products/services from employees” or “friendly 

banter from customers” (p. 282), the service experience becomes more immersive, the 

individual’s sense of attachment deepens and the value offered to them by the servicescape 

becomes greater.  In acknowledging its phenomenological nature, organisations should be 

seeking to understand where and how the servicescape is triggering positive cognitive, 

emotional and/or physiological responses for the consumer, as this will lead to a better 

understanding of how value and belonging are being created. 

2.3.6 The collective servicescape 

The conceptual model of servicescape was originally created to reflect a physical 

consumption setting.  A growth in internet traffic and web transactions forced a recognition 

of the relevance of the virtual consumption setting to understanding consumer behaviour and 

subsequent empirical work shows servicescapes can also exist in an online environment 

(Eroglu, Machleit, & Barr, 2005; Harris & Goode, 2010; Koernig, 2003; Tankovic & 

Benazic, 2018; Tran & Strutton, 2020).  The dimensions of the online servicescape are not 

universally agreed although many studies base their empirical work upon Harris and Goode’s 

(2010) three dimensions of aesthetic appeal, online layout and financial security.  That said, 

the underpinning S-O-R framework remains unchanged.  Just like a physical servicescape, 

the virtual servicescape operates holistically and triggers internal customer responses which 

can offer value and lead to ultimate approach/avoidance behaviours.  

Twenty-first century consumer decision making has multilinear stages reflecting the growing 

preference among both consumers and suppliers for multi or omnichannel experiences 

(Sopadjieva, Dholakia, & Benjamin, 2017) - where service encounters occur not only within 

both digital and physical spaces, but also across the spaces as well.  Recognising the rise in 

organisations interacting with consumers on social media, Bolton et al. (2018) acknowledge 

the presence of the “social realm” – platforms which specifically offer the opportunity for 

interactions amongst actors which can include consumer to consumer interaction as well as 

consumer to organisation.  Advances in artificial intelligence mean that the social presence of 

the organisation may be fulfilled by a robot rather than a human. 

Although a service encounter may take place within one discrete service environment, it is 

equally valid that twenty-first century service encounters may be experienced across multiple 

service environments which could be digital, physical or social (Bolton, et al., 2018).  The 

click and collect method of purchase is a good example of the interaction and blurring across 
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and between channels; goods are ordered online and collected in store.  This more inclusive 

interpretation of the service environment leads to the assertion that the concept of 

servicescape operates at both an individual and a collective level (Akaka & Vargo, 2015; 

Barari & Furrer, 2018; Chandler, 2020; Xue, Liu, Miao, & Chen, 2020).  At an individual 

level, the servicescape refers to the individual physical, digital or social service environment 

such as a store, website or social media platform.  The continuing use to date of the Bitner’s 

(1992) conceptual model to understand the effects of a single service environment (e.g. Lin, 

Gursoy, & Zhang, 2020; Morkunas & Rudiene, 2020; Rosenbaum, Friman, Contreras 

Ramirez, & Otterbring, 2020; Taylor, 2020) supports the ongoing validity that it is still 

appropriate to investigate the impact of one service environment on customer intention and 

behaviour.  However considered together as a collective servicescape, the aggregation of the 

interactions and encounters within the physical, digital and social realms can provide a richer 

understanding of how consumers perceive an organisation’s holistic service environment and 

their overall experience generated through multiple touchpoints.   

Just as an individual servicescape is considered to be socially constructed, so too can the 

collective servicescape.  Its composition will vary between one individual and another 

depending on their experiences, perceptions and expectations.  For example, if a consumer 

has only ever experienced an organisation’s digital service environment such as the website, 

then the collective servicescape may be no larger than that one digital service environment 

experienced.  However, if a consumer has extensive experience of an organisation’s physical 

and digital environments, then the collective servicescape is much larger.  Put simply, the 

extent of the collective servicescape becomes as narrow or as broad as the individual chooses 

to define it and take value from it.  Although there has been less empirical research in this 

area, the idea that a number of connected service environments can collectively impact the 

consumer is supported conceptually by a number of authors (e.g. Aal, Di Pietro, Edvardsson, 

Renzi, & Guglielmetti Mugion, 2016; Akaka & Vargo, 2015; Ballantyne & Nilsson, 2017; 

Becker & Jaakkola, 2020; Bolton et al., 2018; Rosenbaum et al., 2017).   

2.3.7 The peripheral servicescape – the inclusion of place 

Turley and Milliman’s (2000) work raised a question about the distinct extent of the 

servicescape.  Their inclusion of the “surrounding area” as part of the “exterior” of a service 

environment (p. 196), acknowledges that before individuals enter the organisation’s internal 

servicescape, they may have already responded cognitively, emotionally and/or 
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physiologically to the external environment of the service provider.  As a result of 

experiencing the overall location in which the servicescape is situated, individuals may have 

already formed clear perceptions of both the service itself and the service provider 

(Grossbart, Mittelstaedt, Curtis, & Rogers, 1975; Stocchi, Hart, & Haji, 2016; Yüksel, 2013).  

Turley and Milliman (2000) explain that negative responses resulting from interaction with 

stimuli in the external environment can override any potential for positive responses within 

the organisation’s servicescape itself: “If these variables are not managed well, the rest of the 

atmosphere may not matter” (Turley & Milliman, 2000, p. 195).  This is echoed more 

recently by Becker and Jaakkola (2020) who argue that customer experience is affected not 

just by touchpoints within the organisation’s control, but also by stimuli and cues beyond the 

organisation’s control.   

It is suggested that the impact of the external environment goes beyond the immediate 

external setting of the servicescape and extends into both the wider place and the context of 

the organisation (Aal et al., 2016; Akaka & Vargo, 2015; Johnstone, 2012; Pizam & Tasci, 

2019; Sheng, Simpson, & Siguaw, 2017).  In terms of the context of the organisation, 

conceptually it is argued that the socio-historic and cultural environments of an organisation 

can shape an individual’s perceptions of the service environment (Aal et al., 2016; Akaka & 

Vargo, 2015; Pizam & Tasci, 2019) however, at this stage this does not appear to have been 

empirically tested and the socio-historic and cultural context of an organisation extends 

beyond the scope of this thesis.  Whilst the wider context of the organisation is not proven or 

relevant for this thesis, empirical evidence does exist to support the wider influence of place 

on the organisation’s servicescape and given this thesis explores both the presentation of 

place and the influence of place on university choice, it has direct relevance. 

Social perceptions of surrounding place can impact on perceptions of the servicescape in 

terms of the extent to which a servicescape can elicit feelings of belonging (Johnstone, 2012) 

as well as overall satisfaction (Sheng et al., 2017).  Although the research looked at retail 

servicescapes, Johnstone (2012) found that individuals who have a strong sense of place 

attachment to the wider place, tend to experience place identity and place attachment in the 

organisation’s servicescape.  Sheng et al’s (2017) work on nested servicescapes highlighted 

the complexity of the relationship between a servicescape that sits within another larger place 

environment, and that the “image, perceptions, impressions and associations of one 

servicescape are transferred to a contiguous nested servicescape” (Sheng et al., 2017, p. 181).  

This is particularly true of the social dimensions – individuals appreciate social opportunities 
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that are created by the wider place environment and this influences their perceptions of 

satisfaction with the organisation’s servicescape (Siguaw et al., 2019). 

These empirical studies support the involvement of place as an additional consideration 

beyond the immediate service environment; place is an additional level of stimulus that 

surrounds the organisation’s servicescape.  Of particular note for this thesis is the work of 

Siguaw et al., (2019) whose study was undertaken in the context of the nested servicescapes 

of ‘campus and town’ and whose findings “clearly indicated a perceived interaction between 

the two contexts” (p. 136).  The idea that place is an extension of the stimulus offered by the 

servicescape is supported too by place literature, where place is depicted as being nested 

concentrically beginning with lower order places such as building or street, to the higher 

order places such as nation (Lewicka, 2010; Sadeque et al., 2020).  Following this logic, the 

organisation’s servicescape reflects the lower order environment, whilst place can be likened 

to the higher order realm offering the context for the organisation.  Mirroring S-O-R theory 

explaining the ability of the servicescape to trigger cognitive, emotional and physiological 

responses, place literature tells us that individuals will react emotionally to place (Scannell & 

Gifford, 2010), as positive evaluation of place will lead to overall satisfaction with the place 

and more nuanced outcomes such as self-concept or place attachment (Zenker, 2011).  It can 

therefore be accepted that as part of the wider service environment, place also has the same 

ability as the organisation’s own servicescape to impact upon perceptions of value and 

ultimate behaviour.  Although place is accepted as forming part of an organisation’s wider 

servicescape and specifically the ‘town’ forms part of the ‘campus’ servicescape (Siguaw et 

al., 2019), little is understood about how place can impact perceptions of the service 

environment or how individuals might respond to it.  In outlining implications for future 

research, Becker and Jaakola (2020) state that the “lack of insight into touchpoints beyond 

firm control is particularly glaring” (p. 639). 

The key developments of servicescape as a concept are summarised in Table 2-1. 
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Key developments of servicescape as a concept Seminal work Explained in 

section 

Framework for the physical servicescape - comprising 

ambient conditions, space/function, signs, symbols 

and artefacts - as a representation of the service 

environment 

Bitner (1992) 2.3.1 

Addition of a social dimension of servicescape 

acknowledging the interactions between actors can 

also impact responses to the service environment 

Tombs and 

McColl-Kennedy 

(2003) 

2.3.2 

Expansion of the physical and social dimensions of 

servicescape to incorporate a socially symbolic 

dimension and natural restorative dimension 

Rosenbaum and 

Massiah (2011) 

2.3.3 

Reframing of servicescape as a social construct where 

the emphasis is on the value in use rather than 

approach/avoidance behaviour 

Nilsson and 

Ballantyne 

(2014) 

2.3.4 

Development of social symbolism beyond the physical 

servicescape to offer value through belonging 

Touchstone et al. 

(2017) 

Figueiredo et al. 

(2021) 

2.3.5 

Recognition that the servicescape concept exists in a 

virtual as well as a physical setting 

Eroglu et al. 

(2000) 

2.3.6 

The integration of physical, digital and social realms 

into a collective servicescape 

Bolton et al. 

(2018) 

2.3.6 

The expansion of the servicescape to include place and 

the recognition of nested servicescapes, where one 

servicescape can exist within the wider service 

environment of a surroundscape 

Sheng et al. 

(2017) 

2.3.7 

Table 2-1 Key developments of servicescape as a concept 
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2.3.8 Servicescape and place – a conceptual framework 

There are key parallels in the concepts of servicescape and place: both are socially 

constructed with tangible physical and intangible social elements; both are understood 

relative to a wider context; and both can generate emotional responses from the individual.  

This thesis presents a conceptual framework of the organisation’s holistic servicescape, 

created by drawing together the literature on servicescape and place.  The framework shows 

an organisation’s servicescape which firstly acknowledges the presence of place around the 

immediate service environment, and secondly, illustrates how the immediate and peripheral 

service environments work holistically to impact the individual and influence their overall 

perception of the service experience.  The conceptual framework is shown in Figure 2-2 and 

is explained in the following paragraphs.   

An organisation has a number of individual service environments.  Each of these service 

environments have both physical (Bitner, 1992) and social stimuli (Turley & Milliman, 2000) 

or digital representations of physical and social stimuli (Bolton et al., 2018), or to use the 

place marketing terminology – materiality and meaning (Cresswell & Hoskins, 2008).  

Together the individual physical, digital and social service environments are the 

organisation’s collective servicescape which exists within the wider context and peripheral 

servicescape of place (e.g. Aal et al., 2016; Pizam & Tasci, 2019; Sheng et al., 2017).  The 

socially constructed nature of place (e.g. Lichrou et al., 2014) along with its fuzzy boundaries 

(Warnaby, 2009) means that place cannot be outlined objectively and therefore does not have 

a distinct boundary.  Hence, the border of the peripheral servicescape is shown with a dotted 

line.   

Built upon the foundations of S-O-R theory, the physical, digital and social elements of the 

holistic service environment will trigger cognitive, emotional and/or physiological responses.  

This is strengthened by drawing on place marketing literature – positive emotional responses 

to an environment lead to the physical capital of a place transforming into locational capital 

and a sense of place attachment (Lewicka, 2010).  For the conceptual framework of the 

holistic servicescape in Figure 2-2, sufficient positive responses to the holistic environment 

will lead to a perception of value (Nilsson & Ballantyne, 2014) which will ultimately lead to 

approach behaviours.  If value is not created or it is destroyed, avoidance behaviours will 

follow.   
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Figure 2-2 Conceptual framework of the holistic servicescape 
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Considering responses to the holistic entity of the collective servicescape nested within the 

broader, peripheral servicescape of place and its additional stimuli, will provide a rich picture 

of how an individual responds to the overall service environment.  Organisations seek to 

actively manage their servicescapes to offer value and encourage approach behaviours.  

Whether it is hosted in a physical or virtual environment, deliberate thought should have gone 

into the design and build of all three areas of the physical servicescape – ambient conditions, 

space/function, and signs, symbols and artefacts – with the hope that cues are interpreted as 

design intended.  Conscientious organisations will be cognisant of their collective 

servicescape and have considered the integration of the physical, digital and social realms.  

Therefore, the inclusion of place as a peripheral element to the servicescape could create a 

challenge for the organisation.  When presented virtually, the appearance of the place as a 

peripheral servicescape can be staged through careful choice of words and images.  However, 

the reality of the physicality of place presents a risk as it is outside of the organisation’s direct 

control.  Depending on the situation and the interrelationships, the organisation may be able 

to exert a degree of influence over the design and management of its location but ultimately it 

does not have authority to make decisions or changes.  This is a concern for the service 

provider because it is the individual’s aggregation of cognitive, emotional and physiological 

responses from both the organisation’s collective servicescape and its peripheral servicescape 

of place that influence the overall evaluation of the service environment and lead to 

perceptions of value.   

In recognising the influence of place on customer experience and behaviour, the boundary of 

what can be now considered as the organisation’s service environment becomes blurred.  The 

definition of servicescape as a distinct and discrete environment, owned and controlled by the 

organisation, where the service is assembled, and in which the seller and customer interact 

(Booms & Bitner, 1981) is no longer appropriate.  As shown in Figure 2-2, the servicescape 

extends beyond the precise point of exchange and interaction and grows to encompass 

multiple touchpoints from all service environments within the organisation, framed by the 

context of place.  Not only does this cement the relationship between place and servicescape, 

it acknowledges that place should be considered part of the servicescape, and understanding 

the role that place can play in creating value is key.   
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2.4 The Higher Education servicescape 

Although most frequently applied to retail settings, the concept of servicescape is equally 

applicable in a non-retail setting (Veloutsou et al., 2004; Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011).  Its 

relevance to the learning environment was cemented by Mehrabian & Russell’s (1974) 

calling for the application of S-O-R within an educational context and it continues to endure, 

given the growing number of universities considering a more deliberate design of their 

environments to promote better teaching, learning and interaction (Radcliffe, Wilson, Powell, 

& Tibbetts, 2008).  It is therefore accepted the concept of servicescape is pertinent for 

universities although its application to Higher Education is under researched (Theron & 

Pelser, 2017). 

The competitive climate of UK Higher Education drives universities to actively seek 

encounters with prospective students.  Many universities are keenly involved in outreach 

activities within their local communities (Rich, 2012), raising awareness not only of the 

institution but also of Higher Education opportunities in general, to an audience who may be 

several years away from Higher Education themselves.  As individuals start to actively 

consider Higher Education, universities are spending millions of pounds on promotional 

activities designed to maximise student recruitment (Hall & Weale, 2019).  As examples, the 

University of East London spent £1.3m and Anglia Ruskin spent just under £1.19m in 2017-

18 on activities designed to recruit new undergraduate students (Hall & Weale, 2019).  The 

prospectus, whether in traditional print format or digital format, still plays a key role in 

information communication (Mogaji & Yoon, 2019).  As is now common with many 

organisations, universities are turning frequently to social media to interact with prospective 

students (Constantinides & Zinck Stagno, 2011; Knight, 2019).  Together with information 

and communication, universities continue to place a key emphasis on the open day as a 

marketing activity (Hall & Weale, 2019) which is an opportunity for the prospective student 

to directly experience the service environment as they understand more about the service on 

offer.   

Building on the conceptual framework of the holistic servicescape offered in Figure 2-2,  a 

university servicescape consists of a physical, digital and social environment.  The physical 

dimension is formed of the university buildings, facilities and campus; the social dimension is 

created by the presence of and interactions between academics, support staff and students.  

Whilst it may only be at the open day that a prospective student can experience the actual 
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buildings and facilities, the physical dimension of the servicescape can be encountered 

through various digital environments.  For example, the university website will offer a visual 

representation and linguistic portrayal of the physical dimension of the university 

servicescape.  A visit or open day offers the opportunity for interaction in the social 

environment but equally, a direct exchange on social media, a digital environment, could also 

offer a social interaction with the university.  Imagery and text can equally offer some 

representation of the social dimension of the university servicescape.  These multiple yet 

individual servicescapes, existing physically and digitally, come together to form the 

university’s collective servicescape.  Conceptually this collective servicescape – the 

buildings, facilities and campus, along with its staff and students – exists within the context 

of place (Johnstone, 2012; Sheng et al., 2017; Siguaw et al., 2019).  For the university, 

‘place’ refers to its location.  Although this in itself is perhaps not as precise as it might 

appear to be.  Physical geography would consider location to be defined by a set of 

coordinates, but marketing academics have argued the specificity of location has been eroded 

through fluid boundaries and a notion of relativity; the perception of one location is shaped 

by how it is viewed relative to other places (Kalandides, 2011). 

The servicescape is a social construct - the value offered by the university service 

environment will be determined by the individual student.  However, the university has the 

ability to deliberately design its collective servicescape – campus, website and social media 

sites – to shape the way in which it wishes the servicescape to be perceived.  Investment in 

facilities and buildings is a hygiene factor for students (Winter & Chapleo, 2017) and design 

of the physical servicescape is an area of focus for universities.  Over £3.5 billion was spent 

on capital expenditure for estates in 2020 (AUDE, 2020) and the impact the design of the 

learning environment has on students and their learning experience, is acknowledged by both 

educators and designers (Cleveland & Fisher, 2014).  Although the physical servicescape can 

only be experienced at an open day, universities can offer a representation of it in their 

marketing materials.  Historically, university marketing materials have come under criticism 

for presenting misleading information (Bradley, 2013; Bradley, 2018) and imagery 

(Chowdhury, Chowdhury, & Sanders, 2009) with some universities being fined by the 

Advertising Standards Association for making unsubstantiated claims in a bid to boost 

rankings (Busby, 2018).  There is some discussion as to whether students fully appreciate that 

university marketing materials are advertising (Bradley, 2018; Winter & Chapleo, 2017) and 
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whilst the ASA precludes any organisation from advertising false claims, marketing copy and 

imagery often leaves much to the reader’s interpretation.  

While retail servicescapes can be elaborate and diverse and offer plenty of opportunity for 

differentiation, this is not the case for UK universities who are under pressure to emphasise 

their similarities with competitors to show they meet expected standards and can be 

considered legitimate (Rutter et al., 2016).  This means that the perceived value of one 

university servicescape is likely to be similar to the perceived value of another and as such, 

the design of the collective servicescape offers little opportunity for differentiation.   

The wider peripheral servicescape – location – presents both a challenge and an opportunity 

for the university.  The challenge is the lack of control; location sits outside the university.  

However, the innate uniqueness of location offers an opportunity for differentiation (Hardy, 

2010).  This is supported in the university branding literature where as an inherent part of a 

university brand, location is offered as a route to building a distinct identity (Bennett & Ali-

Choudhury, 2009; Chapleo, 2010).  Despite the homogenous nature of the collective 

servicescape offering little opportunity for differentiation and differences in value perception, 

the distinct differences found in the peripheral servicescape of location could offer variety.  

This suggests the perceived value of the peripheral servicescape is likely to be more varied 

between institutions.  The extent of value creation is shaped by personal experience.  

Prospective students are, by the nature of their age, limited in their own experience and tend 

to be geographically unaware (Winter & Chapleo, 2017) so draw upon experience gained 

from other influential sources (Wong, Ng, Lee, & Lam, 2019).  The university is well placed 

to be one of these influential sources, given the multiple opportunities for interaction that 

exist between a university and the prospective student.  Place is an inherent part of a 

university (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009) and in presenting place, the university becomes 

a place marketer and plays a lead role in shaping the image of a place (Popescu, 2012).  This 

allows the university the ability to create its own discourse about place which it can convey in 

marketing materials and digital spaces.  However, to date, little is understood about how this 

location discourse, either in terms of what it includes or the reasoning behind its creation.  

This thesis considers how place contributes to the peripheral university servicescape (RQ1) 

and how universities choose to shape prospective students’ perceptions of place (RQ2). 
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2.5 Place as a factor influencing student choice of institution 

As with all consumer decision making, student choice of university is driven by both rational 

and emotional factors (Angulo, Pergelova, & Rialp, 2010) and place can influence student 

choice in both a rational and emotional way.  Rational influences are those which are 

considered to be more objective and where quantifiable information can be sought to support 

the decision making.  Emotional factors are those which are more subjective or personally 

felt and supporting information is not available, for example whether the institution “fits like 

a glove” (Allen, 2002).  

Although student’s expectations of universities have risen and the decision making leading to 

their ultimate choice of institution is complex and multi-faceted (OfS, 2020), there is a 

consensus that student choice of university is undertaken in three stages (Cabrera & La Nasa, 

2000; McManus, Haddock-Fraser, & Rands, 2017).  The initial decision is whether or not to 

go to university – the predisposition stage.  The second stage – the information search stage – 

involves making a shortlist of universities to investigate further.  The final stage – the choice 

stage – is their selection of a preferred university (Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000).  Arguably, the 

information stage is more detailed and complex than other stages.  It is a phased decision 

stage, comprising the awareness set, consideration set and choice set (Dawes & Brown, 2008) 

which involves gathering information on institutions and then a gradual filtering and 

elimination of alternatives to narrow choices before the final choice is made (Winter & 

Chapleo, 2017).  This thesis looks at the information search stage and seeks to explore the 

way in which place influences the narrowing of choices.   

In reviewing the literature on student choice there are two clear streams within student 

decision making that are underpinned by the concept of place – the influence of location itself 

and an individual’s responses to the environment.  

2.5.1 Place as a determinant of student choice 

Much of the research considering factors influencing student choice of institution is 

quantitative (Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2015; Obermeit, 2012) and this presents a 

challenge to understanding the nature of place as an influence.  Quantitative instruments have 

identified and/or measured location as a determinant of student choice in relation to other 

factors, but this offers very little in the way of understanding how location influences choice.  

In addition, what is meant by location is not necessarily understood in the same way by all 
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respondents or indeed the reader.  This is exacerbated by the idea discussed in place 

marketing literature that location is socially constructed rather than universally interpreted; 

place means different things to different individuals.  This leads to ambiguity around what it 

actually means to state that location influences choice.  Together, these challenges only serve 

to highlight that whilst its impact is acknowledged, the precise influence of place as a driver 

for student decision making has not been well explored. 

Where more insight is given, the influence of place on student choice points to its greater 

impact upon rational decision making.  It is suggested that many UK students choose to 

attend a university that is within two hours travelling time of home (Neumark, 2012; Roach, 

2015) and therefore it is unsurprising that one way in which location influences rational 

decision making is proximity to home (e.g. Briggs, 2006; Stephenson et al., 2016).  Other 

factors of location that point to rational decision making are cost of living (e.g. Callender & 

Jackson, 2008) transport (Blackburn, 2011), safety (Shanka et al., 2006) and nightlife 

(Veloutsou et al., 2004).  However, these studies are all quantitative studies looking to rank 

or to show the significance of variables determining student choice.  Any survey instrument 

can only measure the significance of the variables it includes, anything that is not included 

will not be considered.  When the variables used in an instrument have been based on extant 

literature, it reinforces the influence of at least some of these variables; respondents are 

unable to bring new insight to the debate. 

Whilst much existing research is quantitative, Table 2-2 outlines what is known about the 

nature of location as an influence on student choice.  Many of these variables are ranked post 

choice of institution, where undergraduate students are asked to reflect upon the reasons for 

their choice of university after they have enrolled, rather than consider what is influencing 

them as they are actively making their choice.  This is problematic as asking students to 

retrospectively consider their choice, may introduce confirmation bias.  Only eleven out of 

the 28 articles within the table have surveyed prospective university students – that is, 

students who are actively making their university choices at the time of the survey.  Very few 

studies consider solely the influence of location on student choice and those that have done 

so, used one location as a single case study and asked existing students to retrospectively 

reflect on their choices (Brandt & Pahud de Mortanges, 2011; Insch & Sun, 2013; Lipowski, 

2014).  A single case study approach is inevitably context specific (Stake, 2008); and in 

asking students to consider their choice retrospectively, there is potential for bias in the data 

collection (Silverman, 2011) as participants may not accurately recall their decision making 
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and choices.  In summary, both the research methods and timing of the data collection in 

previous studies limit the validity of the findings in terms of understanding how location 

influences student choice. 

Although the validity of collecting data on choice of university once a student has enrolled 

may be questioned, collecting data from prospective students whilst they are making their 

choices also has drawbacks.  Prospective students are inexperienced and their own 

perceptions of a specific place may be unformed and shaped by others.  If students perceive a 

source to be credible, they will take advice from others on university choice (Wong et al., 

2019) and will look at university materials, third party online sources and interpersonal 

sources (Wilkins & Huisman, 2015) to gather information on universities and their locations 

to help filter the alternatives into a consideration set.  Some students believe it is not 

important for them to do their own research about different universities and are happy to rely 

solely on others for information (Mogaji & Yoon, 2019).  For the researcher investigating the 

drivers of student choice, this is not helpful as it suggests the collected data may not be valid 

because it doesn’t necessarily reflect the view of the respondent themselves. 

On the other hand, if prospective students are not well informed about place it provides an 

opportunity for universities.  As a place brand stakeholder, the university is in a position to be 

the credible source (Wong et al., 2019) and shape students’ perceptions of place.  The 

prospectus is still a key medium for universities and a key source of information for students 

(Mogaji & Yoon, 2019) and messages about location are a dominant feature.  Whilst their 

research was undertaken from a retail servicescape point of view, Breazeale and Ponder 

(2013) found that visual imagery of a servicescape can be just as powerful in eliciting 

responses as the servicescape itself.  From a university’s point of view, this means both 

photographs and text can be useful tools to shape opinion.  It is widely acknowledged that the 

open day – a deliberate opportunity to experience the university and its surrounding 

environment – is a key factor in student decision making (Briggs, 2006; Connor et al., 1999; 

Pampaloni, 2010; Stephenson et al., 2016; Veloutsou, Paton and Lewis, 2005).  Students will 

typically attend an open day if initial investigations have piqued their interest in a university.  

In addition to printed and digital marketing materials, the open day provides the university 

with another opportunity to shape students’ perceptions of place. 
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Facet of location 

driving choice 

Key authors 

Location Briggs (2006); Galotti and Mark (1994); Joseph et al. (2012); Le et al. 

(2019); Maringe (2006); McCarthy et al. (2012); Mehboob et al. 

(2012); Moogan and Baron (2003); Moogan et al. (1999); Price et al. 

(2003) 

Proximity to home Briggs (2006); Callender and Jackson (2008); Dawes and Brown 

(2005); Heathcote et al. (2020); Lipowski (2014); Price et al. (2003); 

Shanka et al. (2006); Simões and Soares (2010); Stephenson et al. 

(2016); Walsh et al. (2015); Yamamoto (2006) 

Attractiveness or 

appeal of the city 

Brandt and Pahud de Mortanges (2011); Heathcote et al. (2020); 

Lipowski (2014); Nicholls (2018); Rughoobur-Seetah (2019); 

Stephenson et al. (2016); Walsh et al. (2015) 

Cost of living Brown et al. (2008); Callender and Jackson (2008); Lipowski (2014); 

Shanka et al. (2006); Veloutsou et al. (2004) 

Transportation Blackburn (2011); Brandt and Pahud de Mortanges (2011); Heathcote 

et al. (2020); Yamamoto (2006) 

Safety Insch and Sun (2013); Shanka et al. (2006); Veloutsou et al. (2004) 

Activities and 

facilities in the city 

Brandt and Pahud de Mortanges (2011); Moogan et al. (1999); 

Veloutsou et al. (2004) 

Sense of community, 

youthful population 

Brandt and Pahud de Mortanges (2011); Insch and Sun (2013) 

Nightlife Brandt and Pahud de Mortanges (2011); Veloutsou et al. (2004) 

Cultural scene Brandt and Pahud de Mortanges (2011); Insch and Sun (2013); 

Lipowski (2014) 

Opportunities for 

employment 

Angulo et al. (2010); Lipowski (2014) 

Cosmopolitan city Moogan et al. (1999) 

Housing Insch and Sun (2013) 

History of the city Brandt and Pahud de Mortanges (2011) 

Climate Nicholls (2018) 

Table 2-2 How location influences student choice 
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2.5.2 Responses to the environment 

Having acknowledged that location is a determinant of student choice and that specific 

elements of location can influence decision making, it is necessary to consider place as part 

of the environment and explore student responses to it.  This is necessary because Higher 

Education is an experience-centric service (Jarvis, 2000), where the experience – the 

interaction between the student and the university – is at the heart of the offering.  The 

premise of experiential marketing is that it facilitates emotional decision making.  Functional 

values are replaced by customer experiences (Schmitt, 1999) and the environment in which 

these values are delivered is central to the customer’s perception of the experience 

(Zomerdijk & Voss, 2010).  Exploring individuals’ responses to the service environment 

helps to understand its impact.  Returning to S-O-R theory, individuals will experience 

cognitive, emotional and/or physiological responses to both the collective university 

servicescape and place as its peripheral servicescape, and these responses will determine the 

value created by the holistic environment. 

Student choice literature readily acknowledges that choice of institution is driven more by 

emotional decision making than it is by rational decision making.  Allen (2002) presents the 

FLAG framework (fits like a glove), a framework explaining how choice is driven by the 

sense that the institution simply feels right; Diamond et al. (2012, p. 29) suggest the “feel” of 

a university is key.  Others have suggested the atmosphere (Moogan, Baron, & Bainbridge, 

2001; Pampaloni, 2010) or the aesthetics (Baker & Brown, 2007; Stephenson et al., 2016) 

experienced at open day influences UK and US student decision making.  Similarly, Briggs 

(2006, p. 713) cites “own perception” amongst the top ten factors for Scottish university 

choice.  Considering location in the wider environment of place, there is a need for students 

to like the city (Walsh, Moorhouse, Dunnett, & Barry, 2015) and for it to be attractive 

(Heathcote, Savage, & Hosseinian-Far, 2020; Lipowski, 2014; Nicholls, 2018).   However as 

with the gap that exists in exploring the nature of the influence of the place, there is a similar 

void in the understanding of the source of the emotional drivers behind student decision 

making.  Whilst they all acknowledge that the look and feel of university and its place is a 

key determinant for prospective students, nobody elaborates on what elicits this feeling or 

what it is about an environment that makes it appealing. 

A sense of belonging and a desire to fit in is key (Chow & Healey, 2008; Diamond et al., 

2012; Winter & Chapleo, 2017).  Drawing on the conceptual existence of the socially 
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symbolic and restorative dimensions of servicescape (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011), the 

value created from the holistic university environment undoubtedly plays a key part in this.  

Although the feeling of belonging is imbued and cannot be created, through the deliberate use 

of language and placement of visual symbolism universities can hope to resonate with 

prospective students and stimulate feelings of compatibility (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011). 

Place attachment can be defined as the “bonding that occurs between individuals and their 

meaningful environments” (Scannell & Gifford, 2010, p. 1).  The concept of place attachment 

offers a further link between servicescape and place.  Based upon S-O-R theory, a 

servicescape will elicit cognitive, emotional and physiological responses in an individual 

which will lead to a perception of value.  This resonates with the idea of place attachment 

which usually develops over time, and stems from a level of emotional involvement 

following a number of positive experiences at a location.  Line et al. (2018) explore this in 

their work linking servicescape to place attachment, showing that there is a direct positive 

relationship between the individual’s level of satisfaction with the servicescape and the level 

of place attachment experienced.  This supports the more recent conceptual work on 

servicescapes (e.g. Nilsson & Ballantyne, 2014) that focusses on the value that can be offered 

by the servicescape rather than an individual’s ultimate approach/avoidance behaviour.  If a 

servicescape elicits sufficient positive responses, it can be assumed that it provides value for 

the individual and the perception of value will eventually manifest as a level of attachment. 

Place attachment is largely linked to the concept of home and being around friends and 

family.  The transition to university often requires students to make new connections as they 

leave behind old friends and family.  As term time residents in a new location, students form 

different relationships with different people and places in their new location.  Their sense of 

place is developed via a community established through a series of micro-encounters (Holton, 

2014).  However, the transition process can be challenging and can create difficulties for new 

students, undermining place identity and ultimately disrupting place attachment (Chow & 

Healey, 2008).  The ability to form place attachment can suppress feelings of homesickness 

(Scopelitti & Tiberio, 2010).  It is suggested that one of the reasons for proximity to home 

being a driver of university choice, is that it offers new students the opportunity for continuity 

of their old lifestyle and in doing do, allows them to re-discover their sense of self in a new 

environment and more quickly develop place attachment (Chow & Healey, 2008).  
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Being able to develop a sense of self in a new location is linked to the human geographers 

concepts of “here” and “there” (Entrikin, 1991) which have been used in consumer behaviour 

research to develop an understanding of the effects of being “home” and “away” (Osman, 

D'Acunto, & Johns, 2019).  Here or home provides familiarity and is “rich with personal, 

social and ideological meaning” which confers the sense of self (Osman et al., 2019, p. 1164).  

By contrast, being there or away means the consumer is among strangers in unfamiliar 

territory.  How consumers interpret and understand away is rooted in their concept of home.  

In the context of students transitioning to university, by forming new relationships with 

people and places students are able to reduce the social distance between themselves and their 

new location, making it feel less away and more like home, and allowing for the development 

of place attachment. 

In summary, place is acknowledged as a key factor in student decision making and ultimate 

choice of institution.  It can influence both rational decision making – the more quantifiable 

aspects of the geographical location such as distance from home, and emotional decision 

making – the feelings that might be triggered by being in an environment that feels right.   

Although it is acknowledged that the university has the opportunity to shape perceptions of 

place among prospective students, this can only impact what and where prospective students 

think a place is.  The nature of how a place might influence decision making and narrow 

choice has not been explored.  This thesis considers how place influences perceptions and 

drives student choice of institution (RQ3).  

2.6 The context of the UK Higher Education market 

The final section of this chapter considers the specific context of the UK Higher Education 

market; this is necessary for two reasons.  Firstly, as the value inferred by individuals from 

both place and servicescape is shaped by their positions in the wider environment, it becomes 

necessary to understand the explicit framework of UK Higher Education.  Secondly, context 

affects choice.  This thesis explores the reasoning behind place related decision making from 

the university’s point of view, as well as the influence of place on decision making and 

university choice from the student’s point of view.  It is therefore necessary to understand the 

UK Higher Education market as its size, structure and nature are exogenous factors that 

influence both student and university decision making. 
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In 2018-19, there were 271 providers of Higher Education courses registered in the UK 

(HESA, 2021) however only 165 are classed as Higher Education Institutions, meaning they 

receive public funding and are recognised bodies with their own degree awarding powers 

(Universities UK, 2021).  Of these, 143 Higher Education Institutions offered undergraduate 

degrees, in more than one subject area in the UK (HESA, 2021).  The vast majority of these 

providers are public funded universities offering a range of undergraduate courses, but the 

figure also includes ‘institutions’, ‘schools’ and ‘colleges.’  Although a small number of 

providers do not use the title of ‘university’, they are all subject to the same regulatory 

control and benefit from the same degree awarding powers hence this thesis refers to all these 

providers as universities. 

2.6.1 The growth and development of university education within the UK 

The UK has a long tradition of teaching and research stretching over hundreds of years, with 

the earliest records of teaching dating back to 1096 at the University of Oxford (University of 

Oxford, n.d.).  UK universities can be classified by date of charter. Founded in the Middle 

Ages, the oldest group of UK universities are known as the ancient universities – University 

of Oxford, University of Cambridge, University of St. Andrews, University of Glasgow, 

University of Aberdeen and University of Edinburgh.  Whilst these institutions now offer a 

diverse range of study programmes, at the time of their inception they specialised in highly 

sought-after skills such as engineering and medicine (Ellett, 2018). 

The nineteenth century saw the establishment of a number of specialist medical colleges and 

mechanical institutes.  Although these provided expert training and many later went on to 

become recognised bodies, it was the industrial revolution that was the catalyst for founding 

further universities.  Reflecting the construction materials of their Victorian era, these 

universities are known as the ‘red brick’ universities and were established in large cities at 

the centre of the industrial revolution – Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester 

and Sheffield (Ellett, 2018).  The period after the First World War was another stimulus for 

education and a second wave of universities were founded in UK cities.  Collectively with the 

red bricks, these institutions are usually referred to as ‘civic universities’, reflecting their 

urban geographical positions within the UK cities that they are named after. 

The 1960s saw another development in university provision.  Universities founded in this era 

are known as ‘plate glass’ universities – again, a reflection on the architectural preferences of 

the time (Ellett, 2018) which was in stark contrast to the building materials of the civic 
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universities.  Reflecting the style of US self-contained campuses, the plate glass universities 

were constructed on designated green field sites, away from nearby cities (The Student 

Room).  Their wider geographical location was also reflected in their name; topographically, 

these universities often take the name of a county or region, e.g. University of Kent, 

University of Warwick.  Potentially, these universities are the least connected to their host 

locations and yet their more rural location brings an expectation from the local community 

for the university to demonstrate leadership within the area that goes beyond academia 

(Bisani et al., 2020). 

As part of the wider educational reforms of the late twentieth century, in 1992, a number of 

polytechnics and colleges were given full degree awarding university status (Education in 

England, 2020).  Although many of these institutions were founded much earlier, in some 

cases pre-dating the first civic universities, their university status was new.  These institutions 

are referred to as ‘new’ universities.  A further tranche of institutions was awarded university 

status after it was decided in 2004 that awarding research degrees was no longer a 

requirement for gaining university status.  This final group of universities are known as 

‘recent’ universities. 

The UK – England, Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland – hosts 165 universities where for 

2021/22, 1.7m students are enrolled on a full-time undergraduate degree; 1.4m of these 

students are UK domiciled (HESA, 2022).  The 165 recognised universities are dispersed 

across the country and many of these are located within cities.  Although most are in 

England, there are multiple universities within all regions of the nation.  Of course, not all 

institutions offer all degrees in all subjects, however depending on their choice of degree 

programme, prospective undergraduate students could choose a university from any of these 

165 recognised institutions. 

2.6.2 Competition within the UK Higher Education market 

Much has been written about the competitive nature of UK Higher Education and how 

universities have increasingly adopted marketing practices to recruit students and remain 

relevant (e.g. Gibbs, 2001; Hemsley-Brown & Oplatka, 2006).  One core driver for 

competition relates to the way Higher Education is funded within the UK.  As part of the 

2012 Higher Education reforms, universities were able to charge both national and 

international students tuition fees per year of study (Belfield, Britton, Dearden, & van der 

Erve, 2017).  Tuition fees are capped at £9250 for UK students until 2025 (Staton, 2022) and 
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are paid directly to the institution via a tuition fee loan from Student Finance England 

(UCAS).  There is no limit on the tuition fees set for international students (OfS, 2020).  

Since tuition fee income makes up the bulk of the income for UK universities and there are 

no upper limits on the amount of students universities can recruit (Universities UK, 2021), 

universities seek to maximise their student recruitment in order to maximise their income. 

Being distinctive is important for universities to successfully attract and recruit students. 

Thirty years ago, the distinction between the polytechnic and the university and its two 

application systems, meant there was a natural point of differentiation point between 

institutions.  With the Further and Higher Education Act, 1992, allowing many former 

polytechnics and colleges to be awarded university status (i.e. the founding of the ‘new’ and 

‘recent’ universities) this point of differentiation was removed, former polytechnics 

rebranded and become universities, and institutions were forced to consider new ways to 

distinguish themselves.  

Within the early stages of the decision-making process, students are known to be influenced 

overall by university reputation (Briggs, 2006; Drayson, Bone, Agombar, & Kemp, 2014) 

and more specifically by league table positions (McManus et al., 2017).  Whilst other factors 

can ultimately influence choice of institution, when a university’s rank worsens in the league 

tables, they do experience a reduction in applications (Broeke, 2015).  There are a number of 

recognised ranking systems and league tables for universities within the UK including those 

provided by The Guardian, Times Higher Education and The Complete University Guide.  

Each league table is based on a variety of different weighted measures which contribute to an 

overall score and ultimately, a ranking (Target Careers).  Although different league tables 

may include the same measures, these are weighted differently according to the publisher’s 

perceptions of importance.  The UK league tables frequently show the same names in the top 

5 places each year (Sharp, 2018).  However, each league table ranks institutions differently 

because they weight criteria differently.  For example, in the 2021 league tables the Complete 

University Guide ranked the University of Strathclyde in joint 30th position (Complete 

University Guide, 2021) whereas The Guardian ranked it in 15th position (The Guardian, 

2021).  Alongside this, league tables will also offer rankings for courses or subjects, as well 

as overall institutional rankings.  The overall institutional ranking can mask both pockets of 

excellence and disappointment within institutions.  Finally, there is a large swathe of 

universities in the middle of any table who are usually only separated by one or two 

percentage points (Sharp, 2018).  In short, students are faced with a bewildering list of 
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choices.  For the student, trying to differentiate between universities and understand which 

might be better is confusing.  For the university, particularly those in the middle of the league 

tables, identifying and successfully communicating a point of preferable difference to 

students, is a real challenge.  Place may offer the key to these problems. 

With over 1.7m undergraduate students studying in UK universities (HESA, 2022) which 

represents 53.4% of young people (GOV.UK, 2022), Higher Education is no longer the 

preserve of the elite.  This has been accompanied by a shift in the focus of Higher Education; 

whereas reputation once rested heavily on academic knowledge and esteem, the focus has 

widened to consider the overall student experience, quality of teaching and employment 

prospects upon graduation (Universities UK, 2018).  Although league tables offer some basis 

for comparison, the desire to convey more general qualities has driven the growth of branding 

amongst universities (Chapleo, 2010).  To be considered to have a valid and legitimate 

offering, universities must show they provide excellence in terms of teaching, employment, 

research and knowledge (Rutter et al., 2016).  And yet the more universities aim to 

demonstrate they can deliver in all aspects, the more the offerings between universities 

converge and for the prospective student, differentiating between institutions becomes more 

difficult.  It is possible that location may offer an opportunity for differentiation between 

universities with similar course offerings (Rutter et al., 2016). 

2.7 Research aims and development of the research questions 

The overarching aim of this thesis is to understand how place is used and presented by UK 

universities and how prospective students’ perceptions of place influence both their choice of 

university and the way in which they experience location post enrolment.  This is driven by 

the context of the UK Higher Education environment alongside a number of gaps in 

knowledge which are drawn together below.   

By synthesising extant literature on servicescape and on place branding, a conceptual 

framework was presented showing place as a peripheral servicescape surrounding the 

organisation’s service environment (Figure 2-2).  Place offers an additional stimulus around 

the physical, digital and social environments of an organisation’s owned and managed 

collective servicescape.  Empirical evidence exists to support the inclusion of place within the 

servicescape (Johnstone, 2012; Sheng et al., 2017; Siguaw et al., 2019) and this is further 
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strengthened through the university branding literature that discusses place as part of a 

university’s quiddity, or its essence (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009).   

It is accepted that universities choose to include location information within marketing 

materials that are directed towards prospective students such as the prospectus (Mogaji & 

Yoon, 2019).  What information universities use to portray their wider service environment 

and how they present location information to prospective students is not understood.  This 

research addresses this gap in Study 1 by considering what tangible, physical aspects of place 

alongside what experienced, social aspects of place are being presented to prospective 

students, and in what manner this information is being presented.  RQ1 asks ‘How does place 

contribute to the university’s peripheral servicescape?’   

Conceptually, place is a fuzzy concept, best understood by its position relative to other 

places.  Place identity is an organic phenomenon that is continually socially deconstructed 

and reconstructed by stakeholders (Kalandides, 2011).  Universities are in a position to create 

their own narrative of place however, the role of the university as a place brander has not 

been investigated (Basani et al., 2020) and the motivations and influences for how 

universities choose to present location information is not understood.  This is a clear gap in 

the literature.  Whereas RQ1 will identify what location information is being presented by 

universities, RQ2 will look at the reasons driving the presentation of location information, 

both in terms of the university’s objectives in presenting place information and the image it 

intends to present to students.  RQ2 asks ‘How do universities shape prospective students’ 

perceptions of place?’ 

This chapter considered how location of university drives choice of institution.  Universities 

explicitly communicate location information to prospective students by way of the 

prospectus, website and through the open day experience.  It is known that prospective 

students’ choices of university are influenced by location (e.g. Stephenson et al., 2006), but it 

is not known how, or in what way, location narrows prospective students’ decision making 

and drives their ultimate choice of institution.  Student choice of university is largely an 

emotional decision, driven by whether or not an institution can elicit feelings of belonging 

(e.g. Diamond et al., 2012).  As the peripheral servicescape surrounding the university’s 

collective servicescape, the university’s location can trigger positive or negative responses 

from prospective students leading to perceptions of value, and ultimately narrowing 

alternatives and driving choice.  There is some understanding of the way in which cognitive 
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responses, and therefore rational decision making, can arise from location information 

however, little is understood about how location impacts upon emotional decision making 

and how a location can feel right.  To address this literature gap, it is necessary to explore two 

areas: i) how cognitive and emotional responses to the university’s peripheral servicescape 

impact prospective students’ perceptions of value; and ii) what is the role of the peripheral 

servicescape in prospective students’ choice of university.  Understanding the impact of both 

cognitive and emotional responses to place can lead to perceptions of value offered by 

location and ultimately how location shapes decision making.  This gap is addressed by RQ3: 

‘How does place influence prospective students’ perceptions of a university?’ 

Finally, although location is known to be influential in student choice of university, how it 

continues to impact students after enrolment is not well understood.  The ultimate objective 

of any place brander is to create a feeling of place attachment between an individual and the 

place.  It is known that there is a direct positive relationship between the individual’s level of 

satisfaction with a servicescape and the level of place attachment that an individual 

experiences with that environment (Line et al., 2018).  Within the context of the university, 

this means universities should be keen to understand not only how their positioning of 

location impacts upon prospective students’ decision-making process but also, how their 

students continue to experience location once they have enrolled.  The transition from home 

to a new location for study presents a challenge for many students and can impede their 

ability to form place attachments (Chow & Healey, 2008) but a gap in knowledge exists in 

understanding whether students’ perceptions of place change over time and how this might 

affect place attachment.  RQ4 addresses these gaps and asks ‘How do initial perceptions of 

place affect student relationships with place post enrolment?’ 

The research questions are exploratory in nature, reflecting the lack of research considering 

location from a university’s perspective and the lack of research to understand how location 

acts as a driver of student choice.  Whilst there have been studies highlighting location as a 

driver of choice of institution, the quantitative nature of most of the studies means there is 

currently insufficient insight exploring how and why location shapes decision making.  

The conceptual framework of the holistic servicescape has been used to provide a visual 

scaffold for the research questions directing this thesis and to show how the research 

questions link together.  This is shown in Figure 2-3. 
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To summarise for clarity, the four research questions derived from the aim of this thesis are 

shown in Table 2-3. 

 

 

Figure 2-3 Visual representation of links between research questions 
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Thesis title 

“The presentation and role of place in prospective student decision making: A case 

study of the UK undergraduate market.” 

Overarching aim 

To understand how place is used and presented by UK universities and how prospective 

students’ perceptions of place influence both their choice of university and the way in 

which they experience location post enrolment. 

Research question Sub questions 

RQ1 - How does place contribute to the 

university’s peripheral servicescape? 

 

RQ1a) What tangible, physical elements of 

place are presented in the university’s 

peripheral servicescape? 

RQ1b) What experienced, social aspects of 

place are presented in the university’s 

peripheral servicescape? 

RQ2 - How do universities shape 

prospective students’ perceptions of place? 

 

RQ2a) What are a university’s objectives in 

presenting place information to prospective 

students? 

RQ2b) What is the intended image of place 

presented to prospective students? 

RQ3 - How does place influence 

prospective students’ perceptions of a 

university  

 

RQ3a) How do cognitive and emotional 

responses to the university’s peripheral 

servicescape impact prospective students’ 

perceptions?  

RQ3b) What is the role of the peripheral 

servicescape in prospective student choice 

of university? 

RQ4 - How do initial perceptions of place 

affect student relationships with place post 

enrolment? 

 

RQ4a) How do perceptions of place change 

through the student’s period of academic 

study? 

RQ4b) How do student perceptions of place 

influence place attachment? 

Table 2-3 Summary of research questions and sub-questions 
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2.8 Chapter summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to review key literature in the domains of place marketing, 

servicescape and student choice of institution, as well as providing the context of the UK 

Higher Education market which impacts upon both university and student decision making.  

In doing this, a number of literature gaps were identified which were used to frame the four 

research questions addressed by this thesis.  The following chapter will discuss the research 

philosophy for this thesis and outline the overall research approach used to address the 

research questions driving the thesis. 
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3 Chapter Three – Methodology 

Chapter Two presented key literature in the domains of place branding and servicescape that 

inform this thesis and in doing so, led to the development of a conceptual framework of the 

holistic servicescape (Figure 2-2) which provides a scaffold for the empirical research. 

Chapter Three details the overarching methodology for the thesis which seeks to explore the 

presentation of place and its role in prospective students’ decision making.  Section 3.1 

outlines the underpinning research philosophy. This is of particular importance as it drives 

the research approach, outlined in 3.2, and research design of the individual studies which are 

explained in chapters 4-7.  Section 3.3 examines the ethical issues associated with the 

research and individual studies. 

Although the empirical work for this thesis was undertaken sequentially so that the findings 

from each study could inform the instrument design and data collection of the subsequent 

studies, each of the studies is individual and discrete.  This is primarily as each was designed 

to address a distinct research question.  As such, it was decided that the research design and 

methods for each study should be separated out from the overall philosophy and approach.  

This allows for the author to ensure that each research question is clearly addressed.  

Chapters 4-7 present the research design, sampling method and size, data collection and 

analysis and the data quality checks for each study in turn.  The findings for each of the 

studies are also presented in their respective chapters and make reference to extant literature, 

offering a context for the analysis and discussion.   

3.1 Research philosophy 

All research is predicated on ontological, epistemological and axiological values. Ontology is 

the study of being and therefore ontological values refer to assumptions that are made about 

the nature of reality (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Epistemology refers to the way in which we 

make sense of the world and what constitutes possible and acceptable knowledge (Willig, 

2009).  Axiology refers to the role of the researcher’s value and ethics and how these 

judgements are incorporated into the research (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Because ontology 

and epistemology are intertwined, it is difficult to separate them conceptually (Crotty, 1998); 

what can be deemed acceptable knowledge is driven by our beliefs in terms of what is reality. 

The epistemology underpinning a study will shape the way in which the research is 
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conducted because the epistemology will drive the research philosophy which shapes the 

research design and method. There are a number of research philosophies and these sit on 

multi-dimensional spectra.  At one end there is objectivism (Crotty, 1998) – that there are 

objective truths in the world that are universally interpreted and can be objectively measured 

and tested.  At the other end there is constructionism (Crotty, 1998) – that there is no 

objective truth there is only meaning, and meaning is constructed differently by different 

individuals.   

Ontologically, this thesis adopts the principle of social constructionism – “reality is 

constructed through social interaction in which social actors create partially shared meanings 

and realities” (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009, p. 137).  Epistemologically, this thesis 

concentrates on the presentation of place by universities and the resulting perceptions and 

interpretations of that place by prospective students.  These give rise to the multiple versions 

of reality, existing because of the perceptions and interactions between the multiple parties 

involved – universities, their locations and prospective students.   

This thesis is grounded in the research philosophy of interpretivism.  Interpretivism is an 

alternative philosophy to the traditional scientific approach to research – positivism – where 

reality objectively exists and can be defined (Lee & Lings, 2011).  Within the interpretivist 

paradigm, the researcher is interested in understanding the differences that exist between 

individuals in their role as social actors (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2020).  Interpretivists 

believe that reality is subjective and is founded on the belief that individuals construct their 

own interpretation of reality and roles of themselves and others, by using personally 

constructed meanings and rules (Lee & Lings, 2011).  Interpretivism seeks to understand 

human behaviour as the understanding of self is defined by one’s understanding of the world 

(Lee & Lings, 2011).  The concepts of both place and servicescape are integral to the thesis. 

Within Chapter Two, it was argued that both servicescape and place are social constructs, 

created by stakeholders based on their own understanding and experiences of the individual 

phenomena as well as the relative positions of those phenomena in society.  It is therefore 

appropriate that an interpretivist philosophy underpins this thesis as the research questions 

seek to understand the presentation, perception, significance and impact of location as the 

peripheral servicescape of a university.  This is considered both from the university’s point of 

view in terms of how location is presented, and also from the prospective student’s point of 

view in terms of how the location is perceived.  The emphasis on the social construction of 
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both servicescape and place is well suited to the interpretivist perspective of the thesis and 

exploratory nature of the research. 

Ultimately, this research is focussed on students’ perceptions and experiences of place and its 

impact upon their decision making.  This emphasis on the student (consumer) experience 

rather than the university (organisation) objective, means it is more appropriate the empirical 

work is anchored in the concept of servicescape which evokes consumer responses and 

reactions (Hightower Jr, Brady, & Baker, 2002), rather than the concept of place identity or 

destination image.  As such, the conceptual framework of the holistic servicescape (Figure 

2-2) and its component parts has been used as a theoretical framework for aspects of the data 

analysis.  

3.2 Research approach 

Consistent with the interpretivist philosophy this research takes an inductive approach (Miles 

et al., 2020).  Inductive research concerns itself either with exploring new phenomena or with 

exploring existing phenomena but from a different perspective (Gabriel, 2013).  This study 

takes the latter approach as it takes the concept of location from the conceptual perspective of 

it forming the university’s peripheral servicescape and seeks to understand how it is being 

presented and positioned by the university.  Subsequently, it then considers how this narrative 

impacts prospective students’ perceptions and behaviours.  This is supported by the intentions 

of inductive research; central to the inductive approach is the desire to explore meaning and 

perceptions (Thomas, 2006).  

The research for this thesis takes the form of a multi-method qualitative study; as Holloway 

(1997, p. 2) says, “the basis of qualitative research lies in the interpretive approach to social 

reality”.  The research questions for this study are concerned with the way in which location 

information is constructed and presented, how this is perceived by prospective students, how 

it shapes perceptions of value and drives behaviours.  This makes it well suited to a 

qualitative research design which looks to explore “behaviour, perspectives and experiences 

of the people they study” (Holloway, 1997, p. 2).   
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3.3 Position of the researcher 

Interpretivists acknowledge that the context of the research cannot be separated from the 

phenomenon being investigated (Lee & Lings, 2011) and the researcher him/herself forms 

part of this context.  Understanding the membership and therefore the position of the 

researcher relative to the group or area being studied is important as “the researcher plays 

such a direct and intimate role in both data collection and analysis” (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009, 

p. 55).  Researchers can either be insiders or outsiders – a member of the group being studied 

or someone who holds no membership and sits outside of the group being studied.  Both have 

their merits.  An insider researcher holds “prior knowledge an understandings of the group” 

being studied (Greene, 2014, p. 2) which can offer an ease of interaction and the ability to 

prompt for specific areas of discussion (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009).  Conversely, an outsider 

researcher approaches their research without existing knowledge of the setting, but this offers 

the opportunity for the researcher to be more detached from their work (Greene, 2014; 

Hellawell, 2006).  However, the position of the researcher is not dichotomous and could be 

more usefully considered as positioned somewhere on a continuum that offers degrees of 

outsiderism  (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Hellawell, 2006).  Being an insider does not have to 

mean being a member of the group being studied; an insider can have detailed knowledge and 

understanding of the group through being part of the wider community.  As a result, the 

researcher can occupy the space in between inside and outside, and be an insider-outsider – 

someone who has an intimate understanding of the group in question but as a non-member, 

has a level of detachment from them (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009; Hellawell, 2006). 

The insider-outsider reflects the position of the researcher who is a marketing academic with 

a responsibility for student recruitment.  As such, the need to effectively position the 

university to appeal to prospective students is understood, as are the processes that are 

undertaken and the challenges faced in achieving this.  The researcher is also a parent of two 

children who are considering university education.  This offers her a level of understanding 

of the decision-making process that prospective students undertake when they are choosing a 

university.  Despite having a clear understanding of the requirements of each of the 

participant groups being researcher, the researcher is not a member of either prospective 

students or university marketing decision makers.  Instead she occupies the middle ground of 

the insider-outsider researcher.  The knowledge of the goals and challenges of both groups 

allowed for a level of empathy to be felt towards participants, which facilitated rapport and 
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trust and the ability to probe into specific areas of discussion whilst collecting data.  At the 

same time, the lack of direct membership of the groups in question afforded a degree of 

distance and the ability to be more critical in data analysis. 

3.4 Ethical considerations 

The research design and data collection for this thesis followed the University of 

Portsmouth’s ethics policy and was approved by the Faculty of Business and Law Ethics 

Committee.  This was especially important for Studies Two, Three and Four which involved 

participants.  Ethical research is underpinned by the principles of autonomy, beneficence, 

non-maleficence and justice (Kolstoe, 2020).  In designing each study, autonomy was 

provided by ensuring each participant gave their informed consent to participate and had the 

right to withdraw at any time.  Participants for each study were provided with an information 

sheet which summarised the study and outlined its purpose.  The information sheet explained 

that participation was voluntary and participants had the right to withdraw at any time.  

Before taking part in the interview, all participants were asked to read and sign an informed 

consent sheet to confirm they had read and understood the purpose of the study and their 

involvement.  They were also given the opportunity to ask questions. 

Beneficence and non-maleficence refer to the obligation of the researcher to ensure the 

welfare of the participant is protected and that they do not harm the participant.  Interviews 

for each study were arranged at a time that was convenient for the participants and 

participants were advised to be in a safe and comfortable environment for the duration of the 

interview.  Both the information sheet and informed consent outlined the participants’ rights 

to confidentiality and anonymity.  Anonymised quotes have been attributed to numbered 

participants in Studies Three and Four, however to further protect the anonymity of 

participants in Study Two, quotes have not been attributed.  

Participants in Study Three were recruited via an email sent to guests who had attended an 

open day event at either Bournemouth University or the University of Portsmouth.  In 

addition to being assured of confidentiality and anonymity, participants were expressly told 

their involvement in the research would have no impact upon any subsequent application they 

may make to any university. 
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Participants in Study Four were interviewed using Zoom. In order to ensure their anonymity 

was maintained they were asked to turn their cameras off so that the recording captured audio 

only, and were asked to remove their name from their screen. 

The principle of justice relates to the fair, equitable and appropriate treatment of participants. 

All participants were treated sensitively and with empathy.  Care was taken to ensure that 

jargon and terminology was avoided in all interviews.  For Studies Three and Four where 

participants were students and there could have been a perception of power imbalance 

between interviewer and participant, time was taken to build rapport with participants to 

encourage them to feel at ease and clear, simple language was used to ensure participants did 

not feel alienated. 

3.5 Chapter summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to outline and justify the interpretivist methodological 

approach adopted for this thesis.  The next four chapters will outline the research method and 

findings for each of the four separate studies. 
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4 Chapter Four – Study One – How does place contribute to the 

university’s peripheral servicescape? 

This chapter outlines the research design, method and findings for Study One which 

addresses RQ1. 

Research question Sub questions 

RQ1 - How does place contribute to the 

university’s peripheral servicescape? 

 

RQ1a) What tangible, physical elements of 

place are presented in the university’s 

peripheral servicescape? 

RQ1b) What experienced, social aspects of 

place are presented in the university’s 

peripheral servicescape? 

4.1 Research design and sample 

The lack of existing research in the domain justifies the need for a qualitative study to 

understand the way in which universities are choosing to present their locations to 

prospective students.  Study One follows a case study approach; in this instance the case is 

the phenomenon of location.  Approaches for case study research have primarily been driven 

by the work of Yin, Stakes and Merriam (Yazan, 2015).  This study is most aligned to the 

work of Merriam (1998) as it is consistent with her epistemological beliefs and her definition 

of the approach as “an intensive, holistic description and analysis of a bounded phenomenon” 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 28), which is characterised as being particularistic, descriptive and 

heuristic.  By that, Merriam (1998, p. 29) refers to the case study as having a specific focus, 

offering a “rich and thick description of the phenomenon under study” and offering new 

insight into the phenomenon under study.  Yin’s positivist stance to a case study approach 

(Yazan, 2015) does not align with the interpretivist nature of this study; Stake’s work focuses 

more on the contexts of the studied phenomenon, which would extend the scope of this thesis 

into considering the location perceptions of more stakeholders beyond the university and 

prospective students. 

Study One is descriptive in nature; it seeks to describe the phenomenon of location and its 

characteristics. Descriptive studies are often used as a “forerunner to exploratory work” as the 

detailed picture that results can guide subsequent exploratory work (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 
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187).  Given limited previous research considering how universities portray their locations, 

this is appropriate. 

This study was organised as a collective case study through a content analysis of university 

prospectuses.  This is aligned with the recognised data collection techniques and analytic 

strategies for case study researchers (Merriam, 1998; Yazan, 2015).  The university 

prospectus remains a key marketing tool for universities (Bradley, 2018) and offers a “chance 

to learn more about the university and the city as well as offering information about specific 

courses on offer” (HE Thinking, 2018).  Many universities offer their prospectus in both print 

format and online downloadable pdf format, although print versions are still more popular 

with students due to the ease of making comparisons between institutions and offerings (HE 

Thinking, 2018).  Print prospectuses were used for this study.  Prospectuses were chosen as 

they are considered a prime tool for communicating to prospective students (Bradley, 2013) 

and are both a significant source of information and a key component of the student decision 

making process (Briggs, 2006; Dawes & Brown, 2008; Ivy, 2008; Moogan & Baron, 2010).  

In addition, prospectuses are a key source of location information (Mogaji & Yoon, 2019).  

The content analysis took the approach of using the prospectus as a ‘resource’ (Prior, 2011), 

focusing on what is in the document.  Unlike other forms of qualitative data collection, 

document analysis presents few ethical considerations (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015).  The 

university prospectus is a publicly available document and so there were no issues with 

unauthorised access to information.   

A purposive sample of 105 prospectuses was taken.  For collective case study research, a 

purposive sample is often used to achieve “balance and variety” (Yazan, 2015, p. 141); this 

stems from the belief that case study researcher is an ‘interpreter’ and therefore looks to 

gather multiple interpretations through research which is then reported back as the 

constructed reality of the investigation.  UK universities can be sub-divided in multiple ways 

including age of institution (classified as ancient, civic, plate glass, new and recent as 

outlined in 2.6.1), whether or not the institution belongs to the Russell Group, a group of 24 

“research-intensive, world-class universities” (The Russell Group, 2017), and whether the 

university is city based or has its own campus outside of the city.  The purposive sample was 

chosen to represent a broad spread of universities in terms of age of institution, Russell Group 

or non-Russell Group, geographical location within the UK and whether they were city, 

campus or multi-campus institutions.  As there are 143 providers offering undergraduate 

degrees in more than one subject area (HESA, 2021), the sample size of 105 is consistent 
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with Krejcie & Morgan’s (1970) recommendation’s to ensure a 5% margin of error in being 

able to generalise findings for the population. 

Using the framework of the holistic servicescape as a guide for the content analysis, the study 

sought to understand how location is presented to: 

• Suggest the physical and social dimensions in the university’s peripheral servicescape  

• Seek a cognitive, emotional or physiological response from the reader 

The study sought to quantify qualitative data, “using frequencies, percentages, averages, or 

other statistical analyses to determine relationships” (Nassaji, 2015, p. 129). This is an 

approach often used in document analysis (Saunders et al., 2009) as it can help to illuminate 

what information and facts are used and the extent of their use (Prior, 2011). 

4.2 Data collection and data analysis 

The first step in the data collection was to identify content being used to describe or refer to 

the location.  As the objective of the content analysis was to ascertain how location was being 

presented, any writing and text referring to a description or discussion of the location and the 

environment outside of the university’s control and ownership was reviewed and coded to 

generate a list of phrases, concepts, ideas and themes contained in the text (Atkinson & 

Coffey, 2011).  This included specific location sections, e.g., ‘About the City’, as well as 

more generic text within the prospectus that made reference to the location, such as 

reflections from current students and alumni or a welcome-style introduction from the Vice 

Chancellor.  The content analysis looked only at text and did not review any use of images 

within the prospectus.  Images were felt to be too subjective to be coded reliably - visual 

content analysis is more commonly used for testing hypotheses to classify content into 

distinct categories (Bell, 2011).  Content pages and index pages were also excluded from the 

content analysis.   

Data was analysed following a process of theoretical thematic analysis, where analysis is 

explicitly driven by existing knowledge in the area of research (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  This 

type of analysis is likely to provide a “more detailed analysis of some aspect of the data” 

rather than a “rich description of the data overall” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84).  Initial 

codes were generated by reviewing the data from a sub sample of 8 prospectuses.  Using the 

conceptual framework of servicescape (Figure 2-2) as a structural guide, these initial codes 



75 

 

were generated deductively based on the physical and social elements of the location and the 

cognitive, emotional and physiological responses being sought.  Additional categories that 

did not fit the original codes were identified inductively in open coding.  The codes were then 

grouped into larger themes which were reviewed and refined across the coding team (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006).  Themes were decided at a semantic level, where no interpretation is sought 

beyond the words that have been written (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Once the themes had been 

decided, a coding sheet was created to facilitate the content analysis for the full sample 

(Saldaña, 2010).  This was tested on a further sample of 5 prospectuses before a de-brief, 

where further refinements of the coding sheet were agreed amongst the coders as necessary.  

Prospectuses were reviewed manually by three coders using a tally system on the agreed 

coding sheet.  

4.3 Data quality 

Reliability and validity are concerns more usually discussed in quantitative research as they 

reflect the ability of the research design and data reporting to reflect reality (validity) and be 

replicated (reliability) (Creswell & Poth, 2018).  Where qualitative research more generally 

stems from an interpretivist philosophy which reflects multiple realities, the requirement for 

validity is a moot point and reliability is challenged simply because “human behaviour is 

never static” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015, ch. 9, p. 18).  Whilst the measures might not be 

appropriate, the intention is that qualitative research should demonstrate as much academic 

rigour as quantitative research. 

Elo et al. (2014) suggest that rigour within qualitative content analysis might be more 

usefully thought of as demonstrating ‘trustworthiness’ and should be considered across each 

phase of the data collection and analysis (Elo, Kääriäinen, Kanste, Utriainen, & Kyngäs, 

2014).  Elo et al.’s (2014) trustworthiness checklist was used to ensure the design, collection 

and analysis of data within study one was trustworthy.  Before any data is collected, Elo et al. 

(2014) highlight the importance of the collection method, sampling strategy and units of 

analysis.  As a text-rich key communication tool aimed at prospective students, the 

prospectus is an apt resource for the collection of descriptive data.  The purposive sample 

ensured the data was representative of the different types and ages of university in the UK.  

The servicescape framework as a starting point for coding, ensured the units of analysis were 

relevant and suitable. 
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During the coding process, codes were generated, reviewed and refined across the coding 

team.  The use of three coders to agree codes and gather data minimised the impact of 

researcher bias.  Once data collection had taken place, ten percent of the sample was 

reviewed for inter-rater reliability and as this was in excess of 90%, the data met the 

necessary threshold for trustworthiness.   

In the data reporting stage, the main question of trustworthiness is whether the data can be 

transferrable to the population as well as other settings (Elo et al., 2014). To address this, 

clear and objective descriptions of the content are provided in the next section. 

4.4 Findings and analysis – How does place contribute to the university’s peripheral 

servicescape (RQ1)? 

4.4.1 Presenting the location 

All prospectuses within the sample referred to and included information about the location 

however this was done to varying degrees ranging from a few lines to several pages.  The 

amount of codes generated from location material within an individual prospectus ranged 

from 1 - where the location was described only as being a ‘dynamic city’ - to 162, with a 

mean average of 68.4.  Location information tended to be found within a specific section, 

although some prospectuses also referred to location within the Vice Chancellor’s 

introduction: 

Being at X University means rubbing shoulders with the local 

community who love the place as I do.  Their warmth and enthusiasm 

is renowned and infectious 

and within students and alumni vignettes: 

X is a great city to be in as a student, because everything I need is so 

accessible, and I always feel safe 

Location information was offered in two ways.  All prospectuses in the sample offered a 

summarised or holistic portrayal of the location.  For example: 

It’s the best of both worlds – a buzzing student community, right on 

the doorstep of a thriving city centre. 
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In addition to this overall description, all prospectuses except one (the ‘dynamic city’) offered 

a more detailed description of different elements of the location.   

Retail therapy: As one of the UK’s top shopping destinations, X 

boasts over two miles of traffic free shopping set in the beautiful 

Victorian and Edwardian arcades and modern purpose-built 

centres… 

Food and drink: The city offers an extensive choice of places to eat 

and drink, whatever your taste or budget – from Pizza Express and 

Wagamama to many smaller, independent eateries…   

This reflects Bitner’s (1992) original work presenting the servicescape as both an 

environment that individuals will respond to holistically, as well as being formed of 

individual components that can elicit cognitive and emotional responses. 

4.4.2 Peripheral servicescape dimensions 

Content analysis of the more detailed descriptions of location resulted in a number of codes 

being created which were then grouped into larger themes.  The codes and themes identified 

are shown in Table 4-1.  These themes were able to be further refined into three core areas of 

location and as such, three dimensions of the peripheral servicescape were identified – 

Facilities, Community and The Landscape.  ‘Facilities’ and ‘Community’ respectively reflect 

the materiality and people elements of a place identity put forward by Kalandides (2011) as 

well as the physical (Bitner, 1992) and social (Turley & Milliman, 2000) dimensions of 

servicescape.  The Landscape is more adequately reflected by the concept of the natural or 

restorative dimension of servicescape (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011). 

Appearing in 99% of prospectuses, ‘Facilities’ was the most frequently presented dimension 

of the peripheral servicescape.  This is at odds with the place branding literature which, 

leaning firmly towards the opinion that place is a social construct (Warnaby and Medway, 

2013), tends to prefer discussion of the more intangible and subjective components of place. 

Perhaps it reflects the growth and variety of urban leisure activities that are now widely 

available across the UK (Deloitte, 2019), that translates to a greater quantity of codes within 

this element. 
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Ninety-five percent of universities chose to include ‘Landscape’ as a dimension of their 

peripheral servicescape.  Drawing upon attention restoration theory which highlights links 

between green, or natural, environmental stimuli and positive well-being (Kaplan, 1995; 

Velarde, Fry, & Tveit, 2007), the aim of the natural servicescape is to provide respite from 

the consumer’s usual environment by creating a sense of fascination and relief (Rosenbaum 

& Massiah, 2011).  The deliberate inclusion of ‘Landscape’ information in such a high 

number of prospectuses suggests that universities may recognise the link between green space 

and improved mental wellbeing (Sarkar, Webster, & Gallacher, 2018).  Although natural 

settings such as the coast or countryside are more frequently rated as providing a greater 

sense of restoration than the built environment (Kaplan, 1995) urban settings have also been 

found to provide restorative qualities (Herzog, Maguire, & Nebel, 2003) which chimes with  

Rosenbaum and Massiah’s (2011) view that the sense of escape offered by an environment 

does not rely on geographical distance, it just has to be sufficiently different for the individual 

to consciously appreciate they have been taken out of their normal environment.     
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Dimension of 

peripheral 

servicescape 

Themes Codes included within theme (listed in order 

of frequency count) 

Facilities 

Arts & Culture Theatre, galleries, arts/culture, museums, arts 

festivals/events, classical music, libraries and 

literary events, ballet/dance, arts cinema, 

fashion and design, worship, arts centres 

Nightlife & Drinking Pubs/bars, clubs, nightlife, student nights, DJs 

Music Live music and rock/pop concerts, music 

festivals, arena 

Light entertainment Cinema, comedy, entertainment, funfairs, 

carnivals 

Eating Restaurants, cafes, coffee shops 

Shopping Shops/shopping and malls, independent shops 

and boutiques, specialist shops and retailers, 

designer shopping 

Food shopping Markets, food shopping, supermarkets, food 

festivals, farmers markets 

Sport Spectating at sporting events, sport, outdoor 

pursuits, participating in sport, water sports, 

unusual sports, extreme sports  

Access to 

Location/Transport 

infrastructure 

Transport links (e.g. motorways, airports, train 

stations, bus stations) 

Public transport within 

location/Getting around 

Public transport, taxis 

Community 

Population information General population figures or student 

population figures 

Cosmopolitan Multi-cultural, cosmopolitan, diverse 

Friendly Student friendly, friendly 

Landscape 

Natural/Green environment Natural landscape (e.g. coast, countryside, 

rivers), urban green space (e.g. parks), 

views/scenery 

Architecture Historical buildings/architecture, architecture, 

modern buildings/ architecture 

Table 4-1 Codes, themes and peripheral servicescape dimensions 
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The ‘Community’ dimension of the peripheral servicescape was represented in 84% of 

prospectuses, although its discussion was much less extensive.  This is likely to be due in part 

to the reduced number of themes within the dimension.  Fifty-eight universities referred to 

their location as being ‘cosmopolitan’ and 38 referred to a ‘friendly’ location.  Forty 

universities offered either a general or student population figure. 

Figure 4-1 shows the percentage of prospectuses that included each theme, with ‘Arts and 

Culture’ being most likely to be represented, and ‘Food Shopping’ least likely to be 

represented.     

With all three dimensions of peripheral servicescape presented in 84% of prospectuses, there 

was a clear similarity in the portrayal of location across universities.  This consistent 

approach might be explained by the need for universities to be seen as legitimate market 

players (Rutter et al., 2016).  In such a highly competitive market place, whilst differentiation 

is important, it is equally important for providers to look similar to others within the market 

so that they convey credibility.  Here, this has been extended beyond the provision of 

education and research, to location. 

Although the presence of the three dimensions of peripheral servicescape was common across 

most prospectuses, a closer inspection highlights variability in the significance of themes 

within the dimensions.  Table 4-2 shows the prominence of the themes – the number of 

mentions or column inches devoted to that theme compared to other themes – within each 

prospectus, with ‘Arts and Culture’ and ‘Sport’ being the most prominent themes.   

Twelve codes were included within ‘Arts and Culture’; these are listed in Table 4-1 in order 

of prominence. ‘Theatre’, ‘Galleries’, a generic mention of ‘Arts/Culture’, ‘Museums’, and 

‘Arts Festivals/Events’ were the most frequently recurring codes and contributed 18.8%, 

18.7%, 17.2%, 13.3% and 10.4% to the overall theme across all prospectuses respectively.  

All other codes contributed less than 6% of the theme.  In terms of prevalence, ‘Theatre’ was 

included in 80% of prospectuses and a more generic mention of ‘Arts/Culture’ was included 

in 74% of prospectuses.  There is some evidence that students rate the cultural scene as 

important when they are choosing a host university city (Brandt & Pahud de Mortanges, 

2011; Insch & Sun, 2013; Lipowski, 2014) although it is unclear exactly what is meant by 

this.  The definition of culture in previous research has been wider than in this study and 

included nightlife and live music (Insch & Sun, 2013) and cinema (Brandt & Pahud de 
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Mortanges, 2011) which have been included within ‘Nightlife and Drinking’ and ‘Light 

Entertainment’ respectively within this study. 

 

Figure 4-1 Percentage of universities including themes in location information 

 

Perhaps the dominance of ‘Arts and Culture’ as a theme could be that prospectus writers are 

aware parents are a secondary audience alongside prospective students (Neumark, 2012) and 

therefore the prospectus needs to appeal to parents as well.  Alternatively, due to the wealth 

of cultural opportunities on offer within the UK, the dominance of ‘Arts and Culture’ could 

simply be explained by the fact that there are 12 codes within ‘Arts and Culture’ which is 

significantly more than in other themes. 
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This latter explanation could also be applied to ‘Sport’ – the second most frequently cited 

theme (see Table 4-2) which was constructed from 7 codes.  As a theme, ‘Sport’ was about 

more than playing or participating.  Overwhelmingly it was ‘Spectating’ at a sporting event 

that contributed 27.8% of the overall theme; ‘Outdoor Pursuits’ such as walking or hiking 

contributed 18.7%, a more generic ‘Sport’ contributed 18.2% followed by ‘Participating 

in/Playing Sport’ at 16% and ‘Watersports’ at 10%.   

There has been some work considering the link between provided facilities and student 

choice (Matzdorf & Greenwood, 2015; Price, Matzdorf, Smith, & Agahi, 2003) which 

highlights how students can be influenced in their choice of university by the institutionally 

provided sporting facilities on offer.   

Peripheral 

servicescape 

dimension 

Theme Total number 

of mentions 

across all 

prospectuses 

Mean 

average 

number of 

mentions  

Standard 

deviation 

Median 

Facilities 

 

Arts & Culture 915 8.71 6.47 8 

Sport 589 5.61 5.36 5 

Nightlife & Drinking 427 4.07 3.12 4 

Shopping 426 4.06 3.16 3 

Eating 292 2.78 2.13 2 

Music 272 2.59 2.30 2 

Light entertainment 218 2.08 1.64 2 

Access to 

location/Transport 

infrastructure 

198 1.89 2.22 1 

Public transport 

within location/ 

Getting around 

59 

 

0.56 0.91 0 

Food Shopping 42 0.4 0.70 0 

Landscape 

Natural/Green 

environment 

454 4.32 3.87 3 

Architecture 384 3.66 3.23 3 

Community 

Cosmopolitan 106 1.01 1.39 1 

Friendly 84 0.80 1.35 0 

Population 

information 

56 0.53 0.79 0 

Table 4-2 Prominence of themes within prospectuses 

 

Although proximity to home is well known to be a key driver in student choice of university 

(eg Briggs 2006; Heathcote et al., 2020; Stephenson et al., 2016), ‘Access to 

location/Transport infrastructure’, which highlights rail, road and air links to the location, 

was not a prominent theme within the location information.  The mean number of mentions 
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was 1.89 - making it the 10th most prominent theme - and it was included in only 63% of 

prospectuses. 

By contrast, ‘Nightlife’ – a known influence upon student decision making (Gogarty, 2016; 

Insch & Sun, 2013; Veloutsou et al., 2004) – was the 4th most prominent theme and 

mentioned in 90% of prospectuses.   

4.4.3 The extent of location 

Political, social and economic diversity across the UK means that not all towns and cities 

offer the same entertainment, leisure and cultural facilities.  History and architectural heritage 

mean that aesthetically, UK towns and cities look quite different.  That said, it is 

acknowledged that universities are keen to be seen as providing similar and comparable 

offerings (Rutter et al., 2016) and so in order to achieve this, the location described by the 

university prospectus sometimes extended outside the immediate geographical proximity.  In 

a number of instances, the location discussed reflected the university’s wider county or region 

of the UK and in some instances, neighbouring towns or cities were included within the 

location presented.   E.g. 

For a retail and leisure experience on a grander scale, take a short 

bus ride out of the city centre to X, the second largest shopping centre 

in the UK 

The location many universities chose to present embraced the concept of place fuzziness 

(Warnaby, 2009) – the idea that the confines of place can be perceived in a fluid manner. 

This could be seen in two of the three dimensions of peripheral servicescape: Landscape and 

Facilities.  The most significant incidence of place fuzziness was in the expansion of the 

Landscape dimension of the peripheral servicescape.  Just over 17% of mentions of the 

‘Natural/Green environment’ and 7% of mentions of ‘Architecture’ related to the Landscape 

of the area beyond the specific geographic location of the university.  Although some 

facilities were borrowed from beyond the immediate vicinity, this was to a much lesser 

extent.  Table 4-3 highlights all themes taken from the wider area. 
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Peripheral 

servicescape 

dimension 

Theme Total 

number of 

mentions 

across all 

prospectuses 

Number of 

times theme 

is ‘borrowed’ 

from wider 

location 

% of 

mentions 

which are 

‘borrowed’ 

from wider 

location 

Landscape 
Natural/Green environment 454 78 17.18% 

Architecture 384 27 7.03% 

Facilities 

 

Shopping 426 20 4.69% 

Music 272 9 3.31% 

Light Entertainment 218 7 3.21% 

Nightlife & Drinking 427 10 2.34% 

Arts & Culture 915 3 0.32% 
Table 4-3 Themes taken from a wider geographical area 

4.4.4 Seeking cognitive and emotional responses 

As well as exploring what aspects of location were presented, this study sought to understand 

how location was presented in order to elicit a response from the reader.  Returning to 

Bitner’s (1992) conceptual model, servicescapes can trigger cognitive, emotional and 

physiological responses.  It would be very difficult to trigger a physiological reaction through 

text and therefore as was assumed, the content analysis did not uncover any intention to 

trigger a physiological response.  However, it did identify attempts to create either cognitive 

or emotional responses from the reader.  In line with the original conceptual model of 

servicescape (Bitner, 1992), a cognitive response was assumed to be sought where the reader 

was intended to think or logically reason something about the location; an emotional response 

was assumed to be sought where there was an attempt to elicit feelings of pleasure or arousal 

from the reader. 

Cognitive responses 

In outlining facilities as a dimension of the peripheral servicescape, six types of cognitive 

response were identified.  These were: 

1) Cost effective – that the location offers specific facilities cost effectively e.g. ‘Food 

events during the year also bring new culinary adventures to the city at affordable 

prices’  

2) Something for everyone – there are different types of the facility on offer to suit all 

tastes e.g. ‘Pizza to Atlantic lobster – the choice is yours’ 

3) Lots of choice – there are a number of different facilities to choose between e.g. ‘… 

not to mention a calendar packed with all day events and festivals’ 
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4) Prestige – the location is well known for a particular type of facility e.g. ‘X is a 

legendary music venue’ 

5) Mainstream offerings ‘You’ll find ... high street favourites’ or ‘Catch big names on 

international tour at the X arena’ 

6) Independent offerings ‘… and exclusive boutiques and vintage stores’ or ‘X is a great 

place to see alternative acts in an intimate space’ 

 

Table 4-4 highlights how cognitive responses are sought across the key themes.  Some types 

of cognitive response were not valid across all themes – e.g. the provision of ‘mainstream’ 

and ‘independent’ offerings are less appropriate within ‘Arts and Culture’ and not at all 

relevant to ‘Architecture’ or the ‘Natural/Green environment’.    

 Number of times cognitive response is sought  

Theme Cost 

effective 

Something 

for 

everyone 

Lots to 

choose 

from 

Prestige Mainstream  Independent Total 

cognitive 

responses 

sought 

within 

theme 

Shopping 13 36 33 25 74 67 24.75% 

Eating 29 62 26 15 11 9 15.17% 

Music 1 32 16 21 51 17 13.77% 

Arts & 

Culture 

0 27 42 55 0 0 12.38% 

Nightlife & 

Drinking 

7 51 26 15 0 10 10.88% 

Light 

entertainment 

4 6 12 13 36 6 7.68% 

Sport 0 29 0 41 0 0 6.99% 

Architecture 0 0 0 32 0 0 3.19% 

Food 

Shopping 

4 5 1 3 16 2 3.09% 

Natural/Green 

environment 

0 0 0 21 0 0 2.10% 

Total 58 248 156 241 188 111  

Total 

cognitive 

responses 

sought across 

themes 

5.79% 24.75% 15.57% 24.05% 18.76% 11.08%  

Table 4-4 Themes where cognitive responses are sought 

 

Although there is significant research highlighting students’ concerns about both cost of 

living and cost of education itself (Diamond et al., 2012; Foskett, Roberts, & Maringe, 2006; 

Lipowski, 2014; Price, Matzdorf, Smith, & Agahi, 2003), ‘Cost Effective’ was the least 
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frequently sought cognitive response.  The most frequent cognitive responses sought were 

‘something for everyone’ and ‘prestige’.  In presenting a location that can offer ‘something 

for everyone’, the university achieves two aims: i) it can appeal to a broad and diverse 

audience which given the competitive nature of the market would seem to be a pragmatic 

approach; and ii) it can hint to prospective students that the location not only offers the 

comfort of the familiar, but also offers opportunities to broaden horizons and try something 

new.  A similar effect is achieved by drawing attention to mainstream and independent 

offerings; the location caters for those who are comfortable and reassured by the familiar 

standard mainstream options, but it also provides independent offerings for those who prefer 

more originality. 

In terms of highlighting ‘prestige’, there are some parallels that can be drawn between this 

and work considering the use of Aaker’s (1997) brand personalities in Higher Education. 

Rutter et al. (2016, p. 31) talk of universities seeking to convey the brand personality trait of 

competence by being “at the forefront” of something.  Perhaps, in outlining a reputation for 

shopping or sport, for example, the university is aiming to imply the location’s competence in 

that area.     

Whilst ‘prestige’ and ‘something for everyone’ are the most sought cognitive responses, 

‘Shopping’ is the theme where a cognitive response is most likely to be sought.  This might 

seem surprising, given the life changing experience university is supposed to be.  Perhaps it 

could be a conscious decision to ensure a wide appeal as shopping is a universal attraction.  

Shopping is now classed as a leisure activity in its own right and is one of the prime 

motivators for tourists choosing a travel destination (United Nations World Tourism 

Organisation, 2014).  In choosing to highlight ‘Shopping’ universities are again, allowing 

themselves to appeal to a very broad audience. 

Emotional responses 

Emotional responses to location descriptions were sought through choice of language.  In 

keeping with Donovan and Rossiter’s (1982) work, the language can broadly be categorised 

as either creating a state of pleasure or arousal.  Arousal words were more frequently used 

than pleasure words (61% and 39% respectively) and there was slightly more variety in the 

choice of arousal words used.  This suggests that the location is being presented to excite and 

stimulate the reader.  Going to university is often considered a life changing experience 
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(Diamond et al., 2012) and so perhaps it is more fitting to create a sense of excitement than it 

is to instil a sense of pleasure and calm.  

Forty-eight different arousal words were used compared to 40 different pleasure words.  The 

words most likely to be used were beautiful (counted 39 times); vibrant (count=26); thriving 

(count=25); lively (count=14); rich (count=14); relax/relaxing (count=13); fantastic 

(count=10). Whilst many other words were also used, their frequency count was less than 10.   

Table 4-5 shows the frequency of emotional reactions sought across the key themes.  Almost 

a third of the emotional language was used to describe and outline the ‘Natural/Green 

environment’.  Unlike all other themes, the language used here was designed to create 

feelings of pleasure.  Whilst ‘beautiful’ was the most frequent choice of adjective, a number 

of words evoking a sense of calm and relaxation were used – relaxing, laid back, chilled out, 

tranquil, peaceful, calm (overall count=25).  This links well with the literature outlining the 

escapism benefits of the natural dimension of servicescape (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011) 

and prospective students’ desire to have some green space to provide respite from their 

studies (Brandt & Pahud de Mortanges, 2011). 

Theme Number of ‘Arousal’ 

words used to 

describe theme  

Number of 

‘Pleasure’ words 

used to describe 

theme 

Total % 

emotional 

responses 

sought within 

theme 

Natural/Green 

environment 

38 77 32.49% 

Nightlife & Drinking 56 17 20.62% 

Architecture 25 16 11.58% 

Arts & Culture 37 1 10.73% 

Shopping 18 13 8.76% 

Eating 15 13 7.91% 

Music 22 1 6.50% 

Light entertainment 3 0 0.84% 

Sport 1 1 0.56% 

Food shopping 0 0 0 

Total % emotional 

responses sought across 

themes 

60.73% 39.27%  

Table 4-5 Themes where emotional responses are sought 

 

Interestingly, 20% of the emotional language was used to portray ‘Nightlife and Drinking’ 

opportunities within the location.  Although unlike the language used to evoke a response to 
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the landscape, three times as many arousal words were used compared to pleasure words.  

Nightlife was most frequently described as vibrant (count=14) or lively (count=10).   

4.4.5 Summarising place 

As well as presenting detailed descriptions of the dimensions of peripheral servicescape, all 

universities provided a holistic view of their locations.  As Bitner (1992, p. 65) herself said, 

“environmental psychologists contend that people respond to their environments holistically”, 

meaning that whilst discrete stimuli might be noted by the individual, it is the way in which 

these individual stimuli are perceived together that will influence the individual’s eventual 

behaviour.  In summarising their locations, universities tended to convey three types of 

information – ‘context’, ‘facilities’ and ‘prestige’ – as well as offer a description of the 

overall atmosphere of the location.  

Context 

As discussed in Chapter Two, place is a relative concept and places are understood by their 

positions relative to other places (Kalandides, 2011).  Many universities aimed to provide 

some context for their location, this was done through three themes: geography, size and 

celebrity.  Geographic context was offered though proximity to a major city or other well-

known part of the UK, with proximity to London being the most popular reference point.  

Aside from domestic students, the UK Higher Education market remains very attractive to 

international students (Jubb, 2017) who are likely to understand a university’s location in the 

context of its distance from London.   

Although size is a relative concept, almost two fifths of prospectuses attempted to convey the 

size of their location using obvious language such as ‘big’ or ‘large’ to convey a big city, 

compared with more subtle language such as ‘compact’ or ‘market town’ to convey a smaller 

location.  Some universities offered a ‘best of both’ theme for their location size, with 

comments such as ‘small enough to get to know quickly, but big enough never to be boring’.   

Further context about the location was provided by outlining the celebrity or renown of their 

location through quirky facts, for example: ‘home to many famous food brands’, ‘birthplace 

of Admiral Lord Nelson’, or ‘location for the famous TV series’. 
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Facilities 

Almost half of all prospectuses (47.6%) chose to summarise the facilities their location could 

offer and this was achieved either by highlighting diversity or volume of facilities.  Those 

universities that chose to highlight the diverse appeal of their location tended to do so through 

an explicit declaration the location could offer ‘something for everyone’.  This was a 

summary phrase used in 30% of prospectuses.  The alternative approach was to show that the 

location offered a multitude of opportunities; ‘lots to do’ was also presented by 30% of 

prospectuses. 

Prestige 

Location prestige was a characteristic many universities were keen to convey.  In total, 63% 

of universities attempted to show their location as being the best.  This was achieved in one 

of three ways.  Thirty five percent of prospectuses explicitly claimed they had been voted 

‘best city’ in a poll - there are no less than 37 ‘best cities’ in the UK.  For example: ‘number 1 

for student social life’ or ‘ranked as the third best city in the world.  A prestigious location 

was also conveyed through detailing third party accolades or recognition awarded to the 

location such as being ‘the 7th happiest place in Britain’, or ‘the UK’s greenest city’, or 

‘voted the 4th curry capital of the world’.  For universities not in receipt of an official award 

or ranking, prestige was conveyed by making an unsubstantiated claim, such as ‘one of the 

world’s greatest cities’ or ‘widely recognised as an outstanding place to live’.  The 

competitive nature of the Higher Education market is undoubtedly a key driver in a 

university’s desire to assert its importance and superiority.  However, when almost two thirds 

of the market are attempting to take the same stance, the opportunity to achieve 

differentiation in this way is diminished. 

Full data outlining how locations were summarised is detailed in Table 4-6. 

The overall atmosphere - evoking an emotional or cognitive response 

The construction of an overall location atmosphere was done through attempting to evoke 

either an emotional or a cognitive response.  As with the emotional language used to describe 

the peripheral servicescape themes, emotional responses to the location as a whole were 

sought by using either pleasure or arousal words.  As before, arousal words were used far 

more frequently than pleasure words – 75% of prospectuses aimed to evoke an emotional 

response to the overall location using arousal words, compared to 44% who used pleasure 
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words.  The words most frequently used to describe the location as a whole were ‘vibrant’ 

(count=47), ‘exciting’ (count=23) and ‘beautiful’ (count=23). 

Theme Number of 

prospectuses 

presenting 

theme (N=105) 

Codes Number of 

prospectuses 

presenting code 

(N=105) 

Geographical 

context 

77 Proximity to 

London 

50 

  Proximity to other 

city or UK area 

64 

Size 51 Big 20 

  Small 21 

  Best of both - size 18 

Celebrity 46 Quirky facts 46 

Facilities 50 Something for 

everyone 

32 

  Lots to do 31 

Prestige 51 Best city 37 

  Awards 30 

  Claims 18 

Table 4-6 Number of prospectuses presenting location summary themes 
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Figure 4-2 Percentage of prospectuses seeking cognitive response about location overall 

 

Cognitive responses to the overall location were sought through descriptions such as 

‘innovative’, ‘modern’, and ‘environmentally friendly’.  Being ‘cost effective’, ‘safe’ and 

‘easy to get around’ were prominent themes.  The prominence of these themes is shown in 

Figure 4-2.  There is evidence that students perceive safety to be an important driver of 

choice of university (Insch & Sun, 2013; Price, Matzdorf, Smith, & Agahi, 2003; Siguaw, 
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Enping, & Wagner, 2019), and cost of living (Lipowski, 2014; Maringe, 2006) and transport 

links (Heathcote et al., 2020; Insch & Sun, 2013; Veloutsou et al., 2004) are also influential.  

However, there is little to suggest that any of the other themes identified in the content 

analysis are known drivers of student choice of institution.  Perhaps their inclusion is more of 

a reflection on the assumptions that universities have made about the interests and concerns 

of millennials. 

Just over half the prospectuses referred to ‘economic growth and development’ or 

‘employment opportunities’ within their locations.  With 8 out of 10 students working part-

time to help fund their studies (The Complete University Guide, 2017) and career prospects 

being a known driver for students to attend Higher Education (Balloo, Pauli, & Worrell, 

2015; Byrne & Flood, 2005; Kember, Ho, & Hong, 2010), providing this information could 

be intended to strengthen the idea that attending the institution is a wise financial choice.   

The phrase ‘best of both’ was one that was used by more than a quarter of universities, 

perhaps as a reflection to offer appeal to a broad audience.  As well as being used with 

reference to size of the location, ‘best of both’ was used in describing landscape – offering 

the benefits of both urban and countryside living, and in describing architecture – offering the 

benefits of an ancient city with modern facilities.   

4.5 Study One – summary analysis – How does place contribute to the university’s 

peripheral servicescape? 

As a key stakeholder in its location, a university carries out place marketing when it presents 

place.  Drawing on the tangible physical characteristics and the more intangible experienced 

elements of place identity (e.g. Braun et al., 2013) which reflect both the physical dimension 

(Bitner, 1992) and social dimension  (Turley & Milliman, 2000) of servicescape, universities 

present place as comprising three dimensions – Facilities, Community and The Landscape.  

This finding enables the conceptual framework of the holistic servicescape presented as 

Figure 2-2 in Chapter Two to be developed to show the peripheral servicescape as having 

three dimensions.  This adapted model, applied to the context of the university, is shown here 

as Figure 4-3.  
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Figure 4-3 The three dimensions of the peripheral servicescape  

 

Despite the rich variety in the age and geographical position of the UK’s universities, there is 

a clear consistency of approach in how location is presented to prospective students; more 

than 90% of universities present their location as offering arts and culture, a natural or green 

environment, and nightlife opportunities.  The presentation of a comparable offering might in 

part be explained by the desire for legitimacy – the need to be considered to be sufficiently 

similar to competitors and meet the expected standards required by the market (Rutter et al., 

2016).  This is reinforced by the adoption of fuzzy place boundaries (Warnaby, 2009).  By 

broadening their locations, universities are able to offer students a more varied experience 

than what might be available to them within the immediate geographical vicinity.  This is 

most commonly seen within the dimension of landscape, where more than 17% of 

descriptions of the natural/green environment refer to the wider region.  Forty one percent of 

the UK’s universities are campus based (Taylor, 2020) meaning 59% are reliant on their 

location to offer students a restorative green environment.  As non-campus universities are 

usually city-based universities, it is not surprising that universities are reaching out further 

into place to draw upon a natural environment.  Finally, universities present their peripheral 

servicescapes in a way to evoke either a cognitive or emotional response.  On the whole, 

cognitive responses are more frequently sought and most likely reflect the university’s desire 

to appeal to a broad and undifferentiated audience. There is some evidence that presenting an 

affective place image is important to generating positive word of mouth (Strandberg, Styvén, 



94 

 

& Hultman, 2020).  Emotional responses are overwhelmingly sought in two areas: i) the 

natural environment and ii) nightlife and drinking.  The natural environment is often 

presented in a way that evokes pleasure, supporting the idea that universities present this 

theme for its restorative qualities.  By contrast, nightlife and drinking is usually presented to 

evoke feelings of arousal, which suggests universities want to present their locations as an 

opportunity for excitement. 
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5 Chapter Five – Study Two – How do universities shape prospective 

students’ perceptions of place? 

This chapter outlines the research design, method and findings for Study Two which 

addresses RQ2. 

Research question Sub questions 

RQ2 - How do universities shape 

prospective students’ perceptions of place? 

 

RQ2a) What are a university’s objectives in 

presenting place information to prospective 

students? 

RQ2b) What is the intended image of place 

presented to prospective students? 

5.1 Research design and sample 

The purpose of Study Two was to explore the decision making leading to the presentation of 

location information to prospective students.  This was achieved through a phenomenological 

study.  Phenomenology is a branch of interpretivist research (Gephart Jr, 2017) which 

concerns itself with lived experiences (King, Horrocks, & Brooks, 2018).  In line with the 

qualitative approach, data was gathered through face to face, semi-structured interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews are the “exemplary” method for interpretative phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) because of the way in which they facilitate a guided exploration of the 

interviewee’s experience and place importance on “gathering very detailed descriptions of 

particular phenomena as they are experienced” (King et al., 2018, ch.11, p. 21).  

Phenomenological studies are concerned with both what is experienced – noema – and how 

that is experienced – noesis (King et al., 2018). Applied to this study, it was important to 

understand both what the location was perceived to be, as well as how and in what way it was 

perceived. 

Study One used prospectuses as the basis for understanding how universities present their 

location.  To consider the decision making behind the presentation of location information, it 

was therefore necessary to talk to the individuals responsible for compiling the information 

and writing the copy.  An initial focus group held with members of CASE (Council for 

Advancement and Support of Education) UK Universities Marketing Forum – “a voluntary 

association of university directors of UK marketing and recruitment from the HE sector” (UK 
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Universities Marketing Forum, 2017) highlighted that prospectus information is commonly 

compiled and presented as a collective effort within UK university marketing departments.  

Typical individuals involved would include recruitment managers and copywriters and the 

publication would be overseen by the Head of the marketing function. 

The study participants were a sample of 15 university marketing decision makers, self-

selected from members of the CASE UK Universities Marketing Forum (UMF).  Members 

were contacted by an email introducing the research and calling for volunteers.  This was 

followed up by a verbal invitation offered during a presentation given by the researcher at a 

CASE UK UMF meeting.  Participation was agreed and confirmed via email. 

All participants were actively involved in the production of their university’s prospectus and 

the sample included copywriters, recruitment managers and marketing directors from across 

the age range of institutions and from both Russell Group and non-Russell Group 

universities.   The sample size exceeded the recommended sample size for IPA of 6-10 

participants (King et al., 2018) but it was felt this larger sample better reflected the 

heterogeneity of UK universities. 

To comply with ethical guidelines, all participants were provided with an information sheet 

outlining the study and its objectives, and all completed an informed consent form prior to 

being interviewed, outlining the right to anonymity and confidentiality and the right to 

withdraw at any time.  In order to protect the participants’ anonymity, the job titles of the 

participants and universities represented have been deliberately omitted from this study.  An 

overview of participants can be seen in Table 5-1. 
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Participant 

Number 

Age of university Russell/Non-Russell Group 

Participant 1 Ancient  Russell Group 

Participant 2 Ancient  Russell Group 

Participant 3 Civic Russell Group 

Participant 4 Civic Non-Russell Group 

Participant 5 Civic Non-Russell Group 

Participant 6 Civic Non-Russell Group 

Participant 7 Plate Glass (1960s)  Russell Group 

Participant 8 Plate Glass Non-Russell Group 

Participant 9 Plate Glass Non-Russell Group 

Participant 10 Plate Glass  Non-Russell Group 

Participant 11 New (post 1992) Non-Russell Group 

Participant 12 New Non-Russell Group 

Participant 13 New Non-Russell Group 

Participant 14 New Non-Russell Group 

Participant 15 Recent (post 2001) Non-Russell Group 

Table 5-1 Participants in Study Two 

5.2 Data collection and data analysis 

The starting point for the interview with each participant was the university’s specific 

location information as presented in their prospectus.  This can be conceived as both a 

“written description” (King et al., 2018, ch. 11, p. 21) which is a technique used to maximise 

the depth of description offered by the participant, and also using the document as a “topic” 

(Prior, 2011, p. 93), whereby it becomes the basis for an exploratory conversation.  

As the intention of the interviews was to explore the decision making behind the presentation 

of the location information in the prospectus, the key topics covered were: 

• Objectives in presenting location information  

• Decisions behind including/excluding location information 

• Use of language/tone of voice 

• How location is presented at an open day 

• How location contributes to the university’s identity 
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Probes and prompts were formulated during the interview, driven by the high-level findings 

of the content analysis from Study One which had already been completed when these 

interviews took place.  Where necessary, imaginative variation was used to ensure the 

necessary depth of information was retrieved in terms of both the noematic and noetic focus.  

Imaginary variation is a process used in phenomenological interviews to “imaginatively alter 

aspects of the phenomenon” in order for the interviewer to better understand which are the 

essential aspects of the phenomenon that are essential to the participants experience of it 

(King et al., 2018, ch. 11, p. 22).  The interviews lasted up to 70 minutes and were all audio 

recorded and transcribed. 

There is no single method prescribed for outlining the process of data analysis in IPA, rather 

the focus of IPA is the analysis of data itself (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2012).  Different 

authors outline different steps but it is agreed it is an “iterative and inductive cycle” (Smith et 

al., 2012, p. 79) and that across methods, there are a number of common stages designed to 

encourage the researcher to engage and reflect upon the participants’ account of their 

experience.  Data analysis for this study adopted those stages. 

Each interview transcript was initially analysed individually.  Through repeated reading of 

the transcript the researcher aimed to familiarise herself with the case and immerse herself in 

the participant’s world so that initial coding could take place.  Coding took place at three 

levels: specific descriptions, use of language and at a higher conceptual level.  Specific 

descriptions refer to analysis at a basic level, or “face value” (Smith et al., 2012) and 

highlight the participants thoughts, responses and experiences.  Use of language refers to how 

participants chose to express themselves; for example whether they talked in first person or 

third person, and how fluent and familiar they appeared to be with the way in which their 

institution conveyed location.  A higher conceptual level of analysis refers to considering the 

overarching points being made and experiences being discussed.  From these codes, themes 

were developed.  In turn, themes were grouped together to create super-ordinate themes.  

Once super-ordinate themes had been developed from each case, they were reviewed 

holistically to understand patterns across all cases and allow for the deeper analysis required 

to offer the thick description that characterizes IPA (Smith et al., 2012). 

Whilst IPA looks to highlight the lived experience of the participant, the result of the analysis 

is the researcher’s interpretation of the participant’s experience. This is referred to as the 
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“double hermeneutic” (Smith et al., 2012, p. 35) – the end result is the researcher’s 

interpretation of the participant’s interpretation.  

5.3 Data quality 

As outlined earlier in Chapter Four section 4.3, qualitative researchers argue that validity and 

reliability are not appropriate measures of data quality in qualitative research.  To review the 

quality of IPA, Smith (2012) suggests Yardley’s (2000) four principles for assessing the 

quality of qualitative research are most appropriate – sensitivity to context, commitment and 

rigour, transparency and coherence, and impact and importance (Yardley (2000) as cited by 

Smith et al., 2012) – which were all demonstrated in this study. 

Sensitivity to context was established during the interview itself, by recognizing each 

participant as an expert and striving to build rapport and empathy, and within the analysis by 

considering the lens of servicescape thereby ensuring the findings help support the 

overarching aims of the thesis as well as addressing the research question.  Commitment and 

rigour was demonstrated through the larger than usual sample size and thorough analysis. 

Transparency and coherence and impact and importance can only be demonstrated in the 

findings of the study.  These are outlined in the next section. 

5.4 Findings and analysis – How do universities shape prospective students’ 

perceptions of place (RQ2)? 

The key findings from the content analysis undertaken in Study One – the three dimensions 

of the peripheral servicescape, the adoption of place fuzziness, and the language choices 

evoking cognitive and emotional responses – were used to direct and probe participants to 

explore the decision making behind presenting their location information.  Eleven of the 

participants had worked at more than one university and so in their responses, drew upon the 

experiences at all universities where they had worked. 

For marketing decision makers, the purpose of including location information within the 

prospectus is multi-faceted.  The findings from this study are presented at the idiographic 

level due to the large sample size and the recurrence of the superordinate themes across the 

whole sample. Individual themes were present in more than half of the sample.  The themes 

and superordinate themes identified are presented in Table 5-2 and discussed in turn.  
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Superordinate theme Contextualising place 

Themes Geographic location 

 Size  

 Trading on/challenging perceptions 

 Providing an overview or ‘feel’ 

Superordinate theme Something for everyone 

Themes Diversity and inclusivity 

 Target audience 

 Dimensions of peripheral servicescape 

Superordinate theme Excitement yet familiarity 

Themes Authenticity 

 Authorship 

 Language choices 

Table 5-2 Themes and superordinate themes from Study Two 

5.4.1 Contextualising the Place 

Geographical location 

From the marketing decision maker’s point of view, one of the key functions of including 

location information within the prospectus is to convey the university’s geographical location 

to those unfamiliar with the area or region.  There are some parallels that can be drawn here 

with Kalandides (2011) and the need to understand place relative to other places. 

Unsurprisingly, use of a city name in the title of the university was felt to be overwhelmingly 

positive in conveying the geographical location, and there was some discussion of 

universities that had changed their name to incorporate a city within the title in line with the 

toponymic (place name) changes outlined by Medway and Warnaby (2014).  Additionally, 

the advantages of being a university including the name of a city with a successful football 

team were not overlooked: 

If the city is in the premier league ... it does give you international 

coverage on a huge scale because the name of the city is being 

marketed for you worldwide...so its constantly reinforcing the 

message of [location] and the fact that its vibrant and it’s got a great 

team ... 
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Participants talked of raising the profile of the area beyond the immediate vicinity and how it 

is important to talk about the wider region, particularly for the international market.  This is 

more often the case with universities situated in distinctive areas of the UK, such as Wales 

and Scotland.  Study One found that the landscape dimension of the peripheral servicescape 

was most likely to be borrowed from the wider region, which supports this finding; landscape 

and architecture is more likely to be distinctive than facilities or community.  Conversely, 

participants felt that where the university name includes a region or county name in their title, 

this does little to aid prospective students and parents in understanding the geographical 

location: 

We were previously called University of XX ... well we dispensed with 

that name as nobody actually knows where XX [UK region] is. 

Size 

For smaller cities or towns and universities not including a city name, there was also a desire 

to raise the profile and highlight the existence of the location, or as one participant put it, to 

'put the city on the map'.  This is supported by the findings from Study One which showed 

university prospectuses conveying the context of their location through offering such 

information as proximity to major cities, size or celebrity - something the city or town is 

famous for, such as being home to ‘Wales’ tallest building’ or ‘birthplace of Charles 

Dickens’. 

Study One highlighted that the mention of specific brand names within the location is not 

uncommon and Study Two participants explained that as well as offering prospective 

students the reassurance they will find familiarity, it enables the size of the city to be 

conveyed: 

If you have a Harvey Nics and an Apple [store] you are saying 

something about the size of the city  

Challenging and trading on perceptions 

Whilst providing some context of location is important, in line with Medway and Warnaby 

(2014), there is often a greater desire to 'shift perceptions' and this was discussed in the 

majority of interviews.   
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There was still a sense that [location] was too far away, it was remote 

and nothing really happened there, it was like the criminal 

underbelly.... so, there is a huge amount of perception shifting that 

we’ve had to do.  If you ask local people about [location] they will 

understand that it just isn’t that kind of place, but outside and further 

afield there’s a sense that it’s not very nice.  

Participants explained how reverse messaging can be achieved through ‘harnessing core 

messages’ about their location and in particular ‘buying into the halo effect’ created by large 

city hosted events, such as The Commonwealth Games or the Americas Cup or a music 

festival, but participants were also keen to stress it can be achieved by challenging 

perceptions, highlighting the ‘sorts of things you might not expect to find’.  This goes part 

way to explaining the desire to express prestige, found in Study One (see Table 4-6) 

But not all perceptions of location are negative.  Some perceptions, whilst they may be 

clichéd, are positive and where that is the case, marketing decision makers are keen to ‘make 

the most of the obvious points’ and to use this to their advantage: 

I guess we are kind of trading on everyone's perceptions of what it 

[county] means. 

So, you’ve got lovely shots of the Highlands, bagpipe playing, hairy 

cows, the lovely islands with their coloured houses...... 

Providing an overview or ‘feel’ 

Despite academic literature suggesting that the prospectus is influential tool in decision 

making (eg Briggs, 2006; Dawes & Brown, 2002; Mogaji & Yoon, 2019), participants 

suggested that prospective students only ‘flick through’ the prospectus and that it is used as 

an initial filter only. Its role is to ‘get people to campus’.  That said, little consideration is 

given to location information provided during a university visit or open day.  All participants 

said that an overview of location information was included in a university central talk and 

some participants talked of offering city tours.  Where these are provided, the consensus was 

that it is to ensure they ‘show the city in its best light’.  However, all participants whose 

university offered tours said the tours are unscripted, leaving the tour guide to choose what to 

point out and how to explain the location.  As with the prospectus, the key driver for the tours 

was still very much to provide a ‘feel’ for the location.  For those participants who didn’t 
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offer tours during open day, the reason cited was time constraints and that during a central 

address, visitors would be simply ‘encouraged to visit the better areas of the city’. 

Returning to the presentation of location in the prospectus, participants also felt confident that 

students were ‘savvy’; they accept the prospectus is a marketing tool and therefore ‘take what 

is said with a pinch of salt’.  This was interesting.  At one level it suggests that participants 

would not want too much time and energy spent on deciding the prospectus content, however 

all participants expressed frustration about the lack of time they had to prepare the document.  

‘Year on year amends’ were the most common way for the prospectus to be approached but 

some expressed a desire to be able to ‘start with a blank sheet of paper’ if they had the time.  

Developing the idea that the prospectus is only one tool to influence student choice, 

participants spoke of the desire to ensure it could ‘provide a feel’ of the place.   

What we broadly know is that people want to feel they’ll fit in. So, 

what you are trying to do is … not isolate or alienate people. 

This is echoed by the findings in Study One, showing that all universities provided a holistic 

view of their locations and aimed to convey the overall atmosphere of place. 

5.4.2 Offering something for everyone 

Diversity and inclusion 

With the growth in international student numbers and widening participation students, there 

is undoubtedly a need for many universities to be inclusive.  Interestingly there was some 

discussion about conveying diversity through specific imagery rather than language content 

although the wide variety of facilities outlined in the prospectus also goes some way to 

representing this and can appeal to the diverse student mix they are trying to attract. 

Target audience 

None of the participants said copy was written with a particular type of student in mind, they 

were simply targeting ‘young people’ of the typical undergraduate age, and acknowledged 

that students were diverse in their tastes.  Four participants reflected upon a growing desire to 

better understand their typical student to enable them to write more specifically for that 

audience, but had yet to take action.  Two participants felt that their typical student was a ‘bit 

edgier’ or a ‘bit quirkier’ yet didn’t feel that necessarily altered the way in which they 

presented location and therefore the opportunity to build on self-place brand concepts as 
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described by Kemp et al. (2012) is not being taken.  Participants were aware that the 

prospectus had a secondary audience – parents – who are a known influence when it comes to 

university choice (Dawes & Brown, 2002; Wong et al., 2019) and suggested that the desire to 

promote the arts and cultural scene in the prospectus was aimed perhaps more at parents than 

it was at prospective students.  Similarly, participants suggested promoting the location as a 

sensible choice through highlighting its safety, transport links or cost of living, was aimed at 

parents rather than prospective students. 

Peripheral servicescape dimensions 

The decision on what should be included within the location content is decided by reviewing 

what has been written in the previous year and making necessary amendments to keep the 

copy ‘up to date’ and ‘lively and interesting’.  New content is included where appropriate, 

such as major city events or sports team news, and facts and figures from new third-party 

reports are included – e.g. ‘Britain’s favourite city’ or ‘Most cost-effective student city in UK’ 

– underpinned by a desire for credibility.  In general, participants talked less freely about how 

or why the themes constituting the three peripheral servicescape dimensions were included, 

suggesting they were less familiar with the content.    

Findings from Study One showed that the top three themes most likely to be presented in a 

prospectus were: arts and culture, the natural or green environment, and nightlife and 

drinking.  Participants in Study Two suggested that culture was included for the benefit of 

parents and prospective international students rather than prospective UK students. In terms 

of the inclusion of the natural environment, participants talked about the need to show 

‘picturesque images’ but did not elaborate on its written presentation beyond recognising that 

it was ‘important to convey the green space’ they could offer. 

The discussions about nightlife and a social scene were more fruitful.  Whilst this theme was 

the third most likely to be presented in a prospectus, all participants were in firm agreement 

that they deliberately aim to keep suggestions of nightlife low key.  Part of this stems from 

cultural sensitivities surrounding alcohol as well as an awareness that overemphasis of this 

facet of location is unlikely to appeal to parents.  That said, some description or outline of 

nightlife (including pubs, clubs and bars) appears in 90% of prospectuses.  This anomaly may 

be because there is a quiet acknowledgement that some sort of nightlife is expected by many 

undergraduates which again, links to the ideas of conformity and legitimacy as discussed by 

Rutter et al. (2016).  To omit nightlife from the prospectus all together would suggest that the 
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university was unable to provide an equitable offering to competitors and therefore its 

legitimacy is undermined.  

All participants explained they are careful not to show any imagery of alcohol or nightclubs 

and so this may explain the perception that drinking is something they actively choose not to 

highlight.  As one participant said:   

We certainly don’t want to be talking about nights out and drink 

etcetera and we’re careful with our images 

and yet when discussing the location more generally, the same participant later commented 

that it was important to: 

convey a fun-loving, infectious, friendly and energetic social scene 

Findings from Study One showed that 58% of all uses of vibrant and 71% of all uses of lively 

were made in relation to nightlife.  Although it is not discussed as much as other facilities 

offered within the location, nightlife is certainly portrayed to arouse excitement.  The 

narrative around nightlife is not clear in either the prospectus nor amongst participants.   

5.4.3 Excitement yet familiarity 

Authenticity 

All participants spoke very positively about their locations and conveyed a genuine passion 

for their towns and cities and the desire for authenticity was a key discussion point. 

Developing the idea that location information can trade on positive perceptions, it was 

acknowledged that certain cities can make authenticity easier for some university locations to 

achieve than others.  

[Location] is quite sprawling so there is no heart or personality to it 

… you’re having to find something authentic to say about it … 

whereas if your city has a personality, it’s easier to convey… it’s so 

alive. 

For a number of participants their universities were very much in a period of transition where 

there was an increasing focus on honing the identity and refining the brand of the university 

itself.  There was a clear feeling that the location does inform part of that identity, but this 

was to differing extents and no participant was able to clearly explain in what way location 
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shapes their university identity.  Typically, it was suggested that the location is a 'distinctive 

proposition that informs our brand’.  In most cases participants talked of creating synergies 

between the location and the university by assembling a place offer (Warnaby & Medway, 

2013) – taking positive attributes of the location and fitting these to the university identity, or 

being able to ‘embody the spirit of a location’.  In many cases these positive attributes were 

centred on the landscape dimension of the peripheral servicescape, such as being on the coast 

or being in a large city and drawing on key material attributes.   In the case of one university 

with an obvious seaside location, the participant outlined his frustration that there seemed to 

be a conscious desire from the university executives that the brand should not focus on 

location and instead should focus on ‘much more substantial’ attributes.  He felt this decision 

was driven by a concern that the association of the seaside location was too frivolous and 

would detract from the expertise and knowledge within the institution. 

Authorship 

Whilst only one participant worked for a university that formed part of a city Destination 

Management Organisation, most participants talked of informal links with their towns/cities 

and relationships that had been created between individuals within the university marketing 

team and their civic counterparts, recognising that the place brand consists of sub-brands such 

as the university which can also shape perceptions of place (Hanna & Rowley, 2013).  Whilst 

these relationships often facilitated some involvement with city brand managers on specific 

projects, all participants explained that the decisions behind what to include within the 

location information was very much down to the university itself, rather than any formal 

agreement or direction by city brand managers or local tourism officials.   

The writing of the copy itself tends to be done in house by the university marketing team who 

‘have the knowledge, expertise and practise’ at putting good copy together.  Acknowledging 

that the prime audience for the prospectus is the 18-24-year-old, some participants explained 

how the copy is written by a young author whose style of writing can more readily appeal to 

the key audience.  One participant talked of Lonely Planet as a third-party being involved in 

putting together location content.  This was driven by a desire for authenticity and objectivity.   

Whilst the university takes responsibility for writing and collating copy itself, the growing 

trend for student generated content was a strong theme or was under consideration and a 

number of universities are recognising that place narratives can come from other sources.  

Driven by both their experience of and attachment to place (Lichrou et al., 2014), universities 
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are enabling current students or alumni to become not just consumers, but producers of place 

as they reflect upon their experiences of the location.  Where students are not generating 

content themselves, they are still influencing the way in which location is presented and some 

participants talked of including aspects of the location that students have talked about on 

social media to steer the content and direction of the location information.  In this way 

universities appear to be moving away from imposing a view of location to one of curating 

the views of stakeholders. 

Language choices 

The content analysis highlighted the frequent use of descriptive writing to create a city of 

words (Therkelsen et al., 2010).  For all but one participant, there was a strong desire to use 

the location information in the prospectus to ‘convey a lifestyle’.  Most participants explained 

that their universities had tone of voice guidelines and that copy is written in language that is 

both understood by, and appeals to prospective students but will also sit comfortably with 

their parents.  Prospectuses in general are written in a deliberate ‘magazine style’, using 

alumni success stories and student voices to create an authentic and friendly feel; the location 

elements are no exception.  Interestingly, the one participant who did not concur with this, 

explained that the university had previously adopted this approach but were now moving 

towards content that was more ‘matter of fact’.  This could be seen as a step back towards the 

static view of place and a conscious decision not to encourage place attachment (Kemp et al., 

2012). 

There was a very strong belief amongst all participants that in coming to university, students 

seek the excitement of a new experience.  Therefore, it was a conscious decision from all 

participants to try to convey the sense of adventure in their outline of location.  Building on 

this, the theme of seeking to convey a dynamic and positive location personality was strong 

and participants explicitly talked of needing to build an emotional connection with the reader.  

This finding is consistent with the self-place brand concept whereby consumers may choose 

to connect with those place brands that best enable them to create and express their own 

desired identity (Kemp et al., 2012).  The extensive use of arousal words highlighted in Study 

One reinforces the desire for an emotional bond.   Yet none of the participants said the choice 

of words used was intentional; it was more a desire to create good copy rather than a 

deliberate choice of specific words to elicit a certain reaction.   
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Whilst conveying excitement is important, participants acknowledged that also being able to 

offer a comforting and familiar environment is key for the many prospective students who are 

leaving home for the first time.  ‘Students need to feel as though they will fit in’ and so 

communicating a sense of belonging is equally as important as generating 

excitement.  Through outlining a range of facilities that are likely to have already been 

experienced in the prospective student’s home town - cinema, coffee shops and shopping 

opportunities – and incorporating some familiar brand names – Odeon, Starbucks, H&M – 

participants discussed how they aim to offer continuity and familiarity.  

It’s all about building an emotional response and a sense of belonging 

so that when somebody comes to a decision, what we hope we’ve 

established in their mind... is that [university location] just feels right 

... I could get along here.  What we’re trying to do is convince people 

that we’re a wise choice.... we’re a sensible choice. 

The specific notion of the wise choice was mentioned explicitly by a few participants but was 

implied by many more.  This appears to further underline the need to meet a minimum set of 

standards in order to gain legitimacy in the ideas of the student audience as discussed by 

Rutter et al. (2016).  Many participants spoke at length about choice of university being an 

emotional decision but some talked of there also needing to be a rational basis for that 

decision.  This is supported by the cognitive responses sought in Study One, as outlined in 

Figure 4-2, highlighting aspects of location such as transport links, safety or cost 

effectiveness. 

5.5 Study Two – summary analysis – How do universities shape prospective students’ 

perceptions of place? 

Place branding literature suggests that location is not a fixed or stable product (Hanna & 

Rowley, 2015; Kavaratzis & Hatch, 2013) or indeed always clearly aligned to geographical 

boundaries.  Instead the concept of location is fluid and can mean different things to different 

stakeholders.  Universities have embraced this view, albeit unconsciously – marketing 

decision makers are happy to assemble their own place offer rather than rely on city brand 

managers or a Destination Management Organisation to direct them.  Yet the way in which 

location is portrayed is not deliberately thought through.  Whilst there is a desire for location 

to be portrayed in a way that will both stimulate and comfort, there is little discussion within 
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universities about exactly what will be presented or how to define the place offer.  Instead, 

marketing decision makers look to provide a high-level overview of location, seeing that the 

role of the prospectus is to ‘put our best foot forward’ and ‘give a flavour of the place’, rather 

than present ‘the truth in all its guises’.   

The overview that universities aim to provide is that their location can offer both the comfort 

and reassurance of the familiar along with the excitement of new opportunities.  For students, 

location is presented as offering a combination of familiarity and excitement, achieved 

through summary comments such as ‘something for everyone’ and ‘lots to choose from’, as 

well as extensive use of both pleasure words and arousal words particularly around the theme 

of nightlife.  For parents, the inclusion of arts and culture facilities and mentions of cost 

effectiveness, provide the effect of offering reassurance and that the location is a wise, 

sensible choice.  Embodying the spirit of place fuzziness (Warnaby, 2009) universities are 

happy to construct this offering both from the immediate vicinity and beyond.  Consistent 

with the view of Kalandides (2011), place can be understood in relation to others, so for 

example in the case of the campus university that might be situated in a small town, the 

nearby larger city is called upon to offer the familiar mix of shopping, entertainment and 

culture.  As part of the peripheral servicescape, familiarity and excitement can be conveyed 

through facilities – recognised brand names help to reassure, whilst showcasing a wealth of 

different things to do can generate new and exciting possibilities.  Excitement is also 

conveyed through the choice of language used in the prospectus.  Although not deliberate, the 

use of arousal words in preference to pleasure words is stark and encourages an emotional 

response in the form of excitement from the reader.  Of particular interest is the university’s 

paradoxical approach to presenting nightlife.  Whilst universities may profess a desire not to 

draw attention to the nightlife opportunities, for something that is supposed to be low key 

more arousal words are used to describe it than any other category of physical facility. 

The compact nature of the UK means that nowhere is particularly far from the coast or 

countryside, which can offer the benefits of a restorative environment or green space.  While 

the place branding literature suggests that place boundaries are permeable allowing for the 

flow of people and brands, (Warnaby & Medway, 2010), a university’s rationale for widening 

the location stems from a desire to be able to comprehensively present these two elements of 

the peripheral servicescape – facilities and landscape.  
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Prospective students are a diverse audience and marketing decision makers lack 

understanding of who their typical student is.  Location elements of the prospectus are written 

with no specific target market in mind beyond young people and their parents.  This is driven 

by market conditions – UK universities are in direct competition with one another and are 

therefore understandably reticent to narrow their appeal and give their competitors an 

advantage and the importance of appearing legitimate (Rutter et al., 2016), universities must 

be able to show within the prospectus that their location is at least as good as the competition. 

If the role of the prospectus is simply to ‘put your best foot forward’ and to encourage 

prospective students to take the next step in their decision making – a visit to the university – 

then it might be assumed that more nuance is offered to the way that location is presented at 

an open day.  However, this is not the case – the absence of direction characterising location 

narrative in the prospectus continues.  Whilst visitors are welcomed to the location and 

encouraged to explore either on their own or through a university tour, there is no clear 

guidance or communication from the university in terms of what visitors should be 

experiencing or the narrative that should be imbued.  Without clear direction, universities are 

communicating a generic view of location and are suppressing any distinctiveness that might 

have provided the basis for differentiation (Medway et al., 2015). 
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6 Chapter Six – Study Three – How does place influence prospective 

students’ perceptions of a university? 

This chapter outlines the research design, method and findings for Study Three which 

addresses RQ3. 

Research question Sub questions 

RQ3 - How does place influence 

prospective students’ perceptions of a 

university  

 

RQ3a) How do cognitive and emotional 

responses to the university’s peripheral 

servicescape impact prospective students’ 

perceptions?  

RQ3b) What is the role of the peripheral 

servicescape in prospective student choice 

of university? 

6.1 Research design and sample 

The intention of Study Three was to understand prospective students’ perceptions of location 

and the impact of location upon decision making and as such, was an exploratory study. 

Qualitative data was gathered from semi-structured individual interviews with prospective 

students.  Individual interviews were chosen as the research instrument since the objective 

was to create a picture of the participants’ true feelings (Chisnall, 1992), thereby providing a 

deeper understanding of the perception and impact of location.  The researcher felt that 

participants would feel more able to discuss their feelings honestly in a 1:1 setting.  For 

practical purposes – to remove the need for the researcher to travel – the interviews were 

conducted by telephone rather than face to face.  Telephone interviews can be less expensive 

and less time consuming to conduct than face to face interviews and despite potential 

concerns about reduced response rates, do not have any significant drawbacks (Crano & 

Brewer, 2002).     

As it was important to understand how perceptions impacted upon decision making, 

prospective students attending university open days, rather than existing students, were the 

population for this research.  A self-selected sample of 24 participants were recruited from 

the Business School open day guest lists from two south coast universities although in order 

to ensure trustworthiness of the data gathered, the interviews explored participants’ 
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reflections and experiences at all open days they had attended, not just the open day where 

they were recruited.   The call for participants was made via email.  Self-selection was 

important to ensure that participants were comfortable and willing to discuss their open day 

experiences.  To ensure the experience and resulting perceptions were fresh in their minds, 

telephone interviews were conducted with participants within a week of their attendance at an 

open day.   

The sample size of 24 was considered appropriate for an exploratory study and exceeds those 

previously used within qualitative studies researching student choice (Obermeit, 2012), such 

as Baker and Brown (2007) – 13 participants; Brown et al. (2009) – 22 students; and Moogan 

et al. (1999) – 19 students.  With qualitative research, there is “a point of diminishing return” 

(Mason, 2010, p. 1) to sample size as the data becomes saturated and even if further 

interviews are conducted, new information is not forthcoming.  Whilst the concept of data 

saturation is purported, advice on actual sample sizes is not widespread (Guest, Bunce, & 

Johnson, 2006).  In this study, data saturation in terms of “thematic exhaustion – new 

information presents little or no change to the code book” (Guest et al., 2006, p. 65) was 

reached after 18 interviews.  Therefore, the sample size is felt to be robust and offers 

indicative results that are representative (Miles et al., 2020).    

Whilst the sample size was considered appropriate, it is acknowledged that there may be 

limitations arising from the sample frame and participant selection method.  Although 

participants were asked to discuss all their open day experiences, participants were recruited 

at Portsmouth and Bournemouth universities. It is possible that these two universities – both 

non-Russell Group post-92 institutions situated on the south coast – attract a reasonably 

homogenous group of students.  Had the sample been selected from a wider range of 

university open days, including Russell Group universities and older institutions, the sample 

may have been more heterogeneous in nature. 

Participants were self-selected.  When participants self-select, there is likely to be a self-

selection bias in the data collected – the “respondents' propensity for participating in the 

study is correlated with the substantive topic the researchers are trying to study” (Olsen, 

2008, p. 810).  In this study, this translates to those who self-select having more positive or 

negative impressions about the universities where they were recruited, than those who choose 

not to take part.  This was one of the reasons behind asking participants to talk about all their 

open day experiences.  Whilst self-selectors may have had stronger feelings about the open 
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day from which they were recruited than those who did not self-select, it can be assumed that 

overall perceptions and responses regarding other open days attended are no less typical of 

other guests at those open days. 

Although many of the participants were under 18, the nature of the interview questions was 

not sensitive.  Participants’ eventual choice of university was felt to be a more significant 

decision than whether or not to take part in the study and so it was agreed participants could 

provide their own informed consent.  Informed consent emails outlined the objectives and 

nature of the research, the right to anonymity and confidentiality and the right to withdraw at 

any time.  The informed consent email also explained that the decision to participate or not 

would not have any effect on any university application.    

An overview of participants is provided in Table 6-1. 

6.2 Data collection and data analysis 

In order to ensure that the discussion questions generated the level of detail required, a 

previous pilot exercise was conducted.  Whilst pilot studies are seldom discussed, they can be 

useful exercises to enable interview technique and discussion questions to be refined 

(Sampson, 2004).  The pilot concluded that participants were better able to articulate their 

thoughts on the university location if they were first given opportunity to talk through their 

overall experiences and feelings from the open days they attended.  As a result, the interviews 

began as unstructured interviews to build rapport and allow participants to start to recall their 

feelings and thoughts about their open day experiences.  For interviews to be successful, a 

good rapport between interviewer and participant is necessary (Silverman, 2011).  Once the 

participants were at ease and talking freely, the interviews took a semi-structured approach to 

guide the discussion on to their specific thoughts and feelings about the location.  In order to 

ensure the participants felt comfortable, the interview questions were deliberately broad and 

rather than using academic concepts or terminology, familiar language was used.  For 

example, ‘Tell me about your open day at X.  What did you see?  How did that make you 

feel?  What did you think about that?’  It was important to ask participants to articulate how 

they had ‘felt’ and what they had ‘thought’ in response to their open day experiences as this 

provided insight into their emotional and cognitive responses. 
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Participant Gender Number of Open Days attended 

1 M 3 

2 M 3 

3 M 7 

4 F 9 

5 F 5 

6 M 3 

7 M 6 

8 M 6 

9 M 2 

10 M 3 

11 F 3 

12 M 6 

13 M 6 

14 M 5 

15 M 1 

16 M 1 

17 F 5 

18 M 6 

19 F 3 

20 F 6 

21 M 3 

22 F 3 

23 M 5 

24 F 4 

Total Open Days attended 104 

Table 6-1 Participants in Study Three 

 

The particular topics explored during the interview were as follows: 

• Expectations of the university location based on material viewed prior to visit 

• Impressions of the location experienced during the open day 

• Cognitive and emotional responses to the location 
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• Overall drivers for decision making  

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. 

Data was analysed using thematic analysis.  Thematic analysis is a flexible tool, capable of 

being used across a number of paradigms and can provide a detailed account of data (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006).  Essentially it identifies, analyses and reports patterns, or themes, in data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Themes can be identified in one of two ways, they can either be top-

down – theoretical, or bottom-up – inductive (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  Unlike the inductive 

approach to thematic analysis, whereby the data is coded without reference to any pre-

existing framework, this study took a theoretical approach to thematic analysis whereby data 

was analysed using structural framework of the holistic servicescape model.  Understanding 

how the servicescape triggered responses, created value and led to ultimate behaviours in 

participants was the overall objective of the data analysis. 

A thematic analysis of the verbatim transcriptions was undertaken at a semantic level, where 

themes were identified from the responses that participants provided rather than looking for 

any underlying assumptions (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  The first step undertaken within 

thematic analysis is to generate initial codes (Miles et al., 2020).  Having created initial 

codes, the next step in the thematic analysis is to identify themes by looking at data gathered 

across all interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and then to review and refine these themes.  

Some themes will be collapsed as they fall comfortably within other defined themes, others 

will need to be expanded to produce two or more separate and distinct themes.   Refining the 

themes is complete once the researcher is comfortable that each theme is discrete and that the 

data within each theme can “cohere together meaningfully” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 91).    

6.3 Data quality 

Guest, MacQueen and Namey (2014) outline a number of ways to enhance rigour, 

transparency and credibility in qualitative research design and data collection and analysis 

and highlight the need for qualitative research to be “sound, defensible and well-grounded” 

above all (Dey, 1993, p. 228 as cited by Guest et al., 2014).  They argue that the transparency 

of the research process itself is important for being able to argue that the findings and 

interpretation of these are credible and trustworthy (Guest et al., 2014).  The use of two 

researchers in the design, collection and analysis of data in this study helped to reduce 

researcher bias and to ensure consistency of process and analysis. The conceptual framework 
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of the holistic servicescape (Figure 2-2) developed by the findings from Study One detailing 

the dimensions of the peripheral servicescape (Figure 4-3) informed both the interview guide 

and data analysis.  Through the use of iterative revisions to the coding process, greater 

intercoder reliability was facilitated. 

6.4 Findings and analysis – How does place influence prospective students’ 

perceptions of a university and how does it drive choice of university (RQ3)? 

Consistent with much of the extant literature on student choice (Allen, 2002; Briggs, 2006; 

Pampaloni, 2010), a number of respondents made comment that a specific university ‘just 

feels right’.  The use of probing in interviews and the mapping of comments to the conceptual 

framework of the peripheral servicescape during analysis, highlighted key themes 

contributing to this state. 

6.4.1 Location as a driver for shortlisting universities 

In line with extant literature reviewing the university choice process (e.g. Dawes & Brown, 

2008), amongst all participants there was acknowledgement that university selection is a 

multi-layered process that begins with compiling a shortlist of universities to visit, and ends 

with reflection on the different institutions and a comparison of the overall offerings.  The 

initial consideration set is created based on course offering but also on location.  Many 

participants talked of not wanting to be ‘too far’ from home and yet many were surprisingly 

geographically unaware and were unfamiliar with where many of the UK universities they 

were visiting were actually situated.  For example, one participant thought the University of 

Portsmouth was in Essex; another had ruled out Leicester because they didn’t want to be on 

the coast; a further participant ruled out Brighton because it was ‘full of old people’.   

As well as lacking in knowledge of UK geography, prospective students’ perceptions of UK 

cities are often formed based on assumptions and memories.  For example, participants 

consideration set of universities included universities where participants had positive 

recollections of the location from a visit in the past, or had made positive assumptions about 

the location – ‘it’s bound to be nice because it’s by the sea’.  Where prospective students 

consider a source to be credible, they will take advice from others on university choice 

(Wong et al., 2019) and this was evident in Study Three.  Veloutsou et al., (2005, p. 281) 

refer to these advisors as “significant others” and they include friends, family and teachers.  
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Significant others are trusted parties; people who are sufficiently close to the decision maker 

to be able to share their opinion and for it to be heard.  Data from Study Three showed that 

where friends, family or teachers commented a location was a ‘nice place’, it was felt to be a 

sufficient reason to move a university into the consideration set.  Although research by 

Stephenson et al. (2016) found that friends and family who were alumni of an institution had 

a strong influence on prospective students, the findings from Study Three show that even if 

friends and family are not alumni, their views can be powerful.  This was especially so if they 

had negative views.  Friends and family’s negative feelings about a location were good 

reasons not to move a university from the awareness set into the consideration set: 

My mum said it was the second roughest city in the UK. (Participant 

10) 

Whether their preconceptions were valid or not is irrelevant; if there were sufficient negative 

preconceptions about a location, the university didn’t make it into the consideration set. 

Alongside individual perspectives on geographical location and personal recommendation 

from either friends or family, participants also agreed that the university website and 

prospectus form a key part of the evaluation process by shaping initial impressions of a 

university and its location.  More specifically, in line with Breazeale and Ponder (2013) who 

found that visual imagery of an environment can be just as powerful in eliciting a response as 

the actual environment, participants stated it was the location imagery used on the university 

website or prospectus that played a part in their shortlisting.  For the cases of lesser known 

locations, when the images used generated sufficient interest for the participant, this resulted 

in a university being moved to the consideration set with the intention to later visit the 

institution.   

In the context of the conceptual framework of the holistic servicescape (Figure 2-2), these 

findings suggest that at this initial stage of forming a consideration set of universities, 

perceptions of value tend to be based only on minimal information - the imagery used in 

university marketing materials, a personal opinion or opinion of a significant other.  If there 

is no perception of value, then the prospective student will demonstrate avoidance behaviour; 

that university will not make it into their consideration set and instead, will be rejected. 

Whilst participants generally agreed they looked at images as part of their initial shortlisting, 

the written descriptions of location carried less weight.  As Participant 14 said: 
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It was a lot of waffle and not much needed to be said.  

This links to Briggs and Wilson (2007) who found that prospectuses “had too much 

information – little of which is relevant” (Briggs & Wilson, 2007, p. 64).  Various authors 

have cited the prospectus as being a key tool facilitating decision making (e.g. Dawes, 2002; 

Diamond et al., 2012; Mogaji & Yoon, 2019) however the findings for Study Three suggest 

the prospectus offers more of a subtle influence within the first stages of decision making 

only.  When asked about their reflections and decision making following a university visit, 

none of the participants said they returned to the prospectus information to aid their 

decisions. 

Whilst they make good use of website and prospectus material, participants readily accepted 

that the images portrayed are ones which illustrate the best facets of the university.  Some 

participants were more cynical in their appraisal of images, stating that photographs do not 

necessarily convey the reality: 

Pictures on a website or in a prospectus can be a bit misleading... you 

can’t get a sense of scale from website pictures. (Participant 2) 

You don’t put a picture on that shows your flaws... the pictures make 

you look as attractive as you can. (Participant 10) 

Participant 3 talked eloquently of ‘websites giving false impressions’, and he therefore 

‘stopped looking at websites other than for course content’, and was focused on ‘getting the 

feel of the place on open days.’ 

That said, both the website and prospectus can be powerful image creating tools for 

universities and through description and photographic images, they portray the peripheral 

servicescape – Facilities, Community and Landscape.  All participants reviewed either or 

both the prospectus and website in preparation for an open day visit and in the vast majority 

of cases, looking through university produced material was the only preparation the 

participants undertook prior to an open day.  Some participants talked about informally 

discussing open day visits with friends, thus linking with the commonly held view that 

friends and family can be a key influence in decision making amongst students of any 

nationality (Briggs & Wilson, 2007; Cabrera & La Nasa, 2000; Dawes & Brown, 2008; 

Wong et al., 2019) and a small number of participants also looked at independent sources of 

information such as The Student Room.    
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6.4.2 The need to experience the location 

Whilst university produced marketing material such as the prospectus is used as a preliminary 

filter, it is accepted that it is not a substitute for personal experience of an institution.  

Supporting previous research on student choice (Briggs, 2006; Connor et al., 1999; 

Pampaloni, 2010; Stephenson et al., 2016; Veloutsou et al., 2005), participants agreed the 

open day is a key factor in decision making:  

You will never get a better impression than when you actually see it 

properly. (Participant 13) 

Many explained that an open day, or visit, allows the first impressions gleaned from the web 

and prospectus to be followed up by personal experience: 

What you see on paper doesn’t necessarily convey the atmosphere. (Participant 

17) 

Once there, it becomes more real. (Participant 14) 

Interestingly, although participants agreed that a visit was important to confirm or refute first 

impressions, their open day visits tended to offer confirmation bias.  Between them, 

participants made 104 open day visits. With the exception of one negative experience of a 

location, participants spoke positively about their visits, explaining that the real experience 

supported their first impressions.   

Ultimately, approach or avoidance behaviour – in this case either rejecting or proceeding with 

a university following a visit – is triggered by perceptions of value built upon cognitive, 

emotional and physiological responses.  Participants made no mention of physiological 

responses.  Whilst both cognitive and emotional responses were triggered by the university 

owned servicescape, in terms of the peripheral servicescape – the location – participants 

talked more about the emotional responses they felt as a result of experiencing the location.   

6.4.3 Emotional responses triggered by the peripheral servicescape 

Landscape offers pleasure and restorative qualities 

Participants talked positively about the location offering somewhere to escape to and these 

elicited feelings of pleasure.  Rosenbaum and Massiah (2012) highlight three key stimuli that 

provide a natural, restorative environment and these are “being away, fascination and 
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compatibility” (p. 480).  Of these, the provision of a being away stimulus – the ability to offer 

a sense of escape from “day after day concerns” (Rosenbaum and Massiah, 2012, p. 480) was 

seen as a huge draw and triggered a positive emotional response from participants.  

Participants highlighted the natural/green environment within the landscape dimension of the 

peripheral servicescape as being ideal for creating the feeling of being away – grassy areas, 

trees, parks, playing fields, seaside locations: 

It’s nice to know I can sit on the grass and chill out a little bit. (Participant 17) 

 

It’s not too far from the seaside – if you ever had a bad day you could just go and 

take a walk. (Participant 12) 

 

Going down to the seaside is a nice little break.  It’s relaxing; the air was 

fresher; it’s not such a rush as it is up here [home city]. (Participant 7) 

Although it was the natural environment that was more frequently discussed as offering a 

restorative environment, there was some mention of a restorative environment also being 

provided by architecture: 

The university buildings are completely different to the city buildings 

so it’s easy to separate the learning environment and the social 

environment.  It’s easier to relax when the environments are so 

distinct. (Participant 14) 

Irrespective of the way in which it was provided, the need for the landscape to offer a 

restorative environment was important and its absence was seen as a negative factor and led 

to avoidance behaviour – participants rejecting the university from their consideration set 

because the location couldn’t offer restoration: 

It felt like you were never going to really get away from the university 

because of its dominant presence within the town. (Participant 8) 

 

I need to feel as though I am not cooped up. (Participant 20) 
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Linking in with the desire to have relief from a study environment, sports facilities were 

singled out among some participants as being noteworthy, with the presence of good sports 

facilities in the location engendering a positive impression and subsequent approach 

behaviour. 

Community offers reassurance and a sense of belonging 

When specifically asked for the key reasons for choosing one university above another, the 

need for a feeling of belonging was cited by all participants.  Although Study Three 

specifically looked at the role of the peripheral servicescape in decision making, participants 

sometimes talked more widely about their impressions of the overall holistic servicescape – 

the collective servicescape of the university surrounded by its peripheral servicescape of the 

location.  The importance of university staff as a social element within the collective 

university servicescape, and their significance upon approach/avoidance behaviours cannot 

be underestimated.  All participants talked about the overriding importance of the course talk.  

Additionally, many talked openly about how their impressions of a university were coloured 

by their interactions with staff: 

If the impression from the lecturers was better, I would choose X. I 

absolutely loved it. (Participant 12) 

I couldn’t even understand what this lady was saying.  This is 

supposed to be giving me the best impression… if this is what it is like 

on Open Day, what on earth would it be like on a normal day? 

(Participant 4) 

The staff were happy, chatty and passionate.  It made it so much 

easier to fall in love with the place. (Participant 14) 

Participants recognised that once they started studying at their chosen university, they would 

be living in the wider environment and mixing more broadly with others living in the 

location.  As a result, social interactions within the peripheral servicescape were also 

influential and in their visit, participants sought to ensure that there was a positive social 

atmosphere or ‘buzz’ in the location: 

We go and find some students.  Not the ones who are wearing the badges because 

they are supposed to say nice things... then you get a proper insight not just the 

selling vibe.  Honesty is important. (Participant 7) 
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It was if the town had all prepared for that day. Everyone seemed very positive – 

happy and relaxed. (Participant 13)  

The desire for interactions and a ‘buzz’, suggests that participants sought some sense of 

arousal from the community element of the peripheral servicescape, although the more 

dominant theme was the need for compatibility and reassurance that participants sought from 

the community.  This offered a sense of belonging and perhaps hinted at their ability to be 

able to develop place attachment: 

You need to feel comfortable where you are.  I need to feel as though I 

fit in. (Participant 5) 

More specifically for many participants, the sense of belonging was recognised after a 

conscious decision to make comparisons between themselves and other students, actively 

considering whether they ‘could get along with’ existing students living in that location.  

I am looking around to see if people are like me.  If you hear someone say they 

don’t like it [the university] and they aren’t like you, then that is a good thing.  It 

is a conscious decision to see if I fit in. (Participant 4) 

 

You need to see how students are behaving... whether you see yourself as that 

kind of person and you want to be around people like that.  (Participant 9) 

 

You see the students walking around and they don’t seem all sluggish... they look 

like people who are similar to me. (Participant 15) 

The theme of self-reference and compatibility emerged very strongly with all except two 

participants saying they needed to ‘be comfortable’, ‘fit in’ or ‘see myself there’.  This is 

supported by Self Identity Theory (SIT) which shows that individuals categorise themselves 

in specific social groups as a way of differentiating themselves from others who they do not 

wish to be associated with (Sadeque et al. 2020).  In identifying with place, SIT suggests a 

need for distinctiveness in the individual becomes fulfilled and in doing so, a sense of 

belonging is created. 
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6.4.4 Cognitive responses triggered by the peripheral servicescape 

If the peripheral servicescape triggered any kind of cognitive response, it was through the 

facilities.  Compared to the landscape and community, participants mentioned facilities 

infrequently.  When they did, it was with an expectation that the location would offer leisure 

opportunities as well as the close proximity of amenities being able to satisfy their living 

needs: 

I liked that there were lots of places to explore. (Participant 8) 

I know I will need extra things to do. (Participant 14) 

I need to know there are things I can do; I can go out and get food. 

(Participant 17) 

6.4.5 Recognising the impact of location 

Overall, most participants felt that looking around the location was an important element of a 

visit, although this was often a later realisation with some participants reporting that in the 

first open days they attended, they did not think it was necessary to explore the location.   For 

the majority that did choose to specifically explore the location, this is likely to be a reflection 

on their desire to feel a sense of belonging and the appreciation that this required them to 

experience location first hand: 

I wanted to see the city in the flesh.  I needed to go and experience it. 

(Participant 13) 

I wish I had looked around the city with other open days. (Participant 

17) 

I think I have taken in more information on the surroundings and what 

the city is like rather than the accommodation... The city and the town 

is more important for me than the accommodation at the moment. 

(Participant 8) 
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6.5 Study Three – summary analysis – How does place influence prospective students’ 

perceptions of a university? 

Prospective students are geographically unaware and easily influenced by significant others’ 

opinions about university locations.  If a friend, family member or teacher has a negative 

perception of a location, then there is a perception that the location offers no value and this 

leads to avoidance behaviour; a university in that location will not make it on to a shortlist of 

institutions to visit.  Although positive experiences from friends and family are a known 

influence to prospective students (Stephenson et al., 2016), this study suggests that negative 

opinions as well as limited personal experience, are even more influential.  The strength of 

this influence may be in response to the overwhelming range of choices that many 

prospective students face.  With 143 UK providers offering undergraduate degrees in more 

than one subject area (HESA, 2021), it would be challenging to visit all locations and so 

some way of compiling a shortlist is required.  Being swayed by others is one way to achieve 

this.   

Assuming there are no significant negative preconceptions of a university or its location, 

websites and prospectuses can create a significantly positive impression to encourage 

approach behaviour through attendance at an open day.  This is particularly true of the 

imagery that is used.  Prospective students recognise that the prospectus is a marketing tool 

and will want to use photographs that show the best side of a university and its location, 

despite this, the prospectus can still be a key influence in the initial stages of decision 

making.  That said, once the prospective student visits the university, any imagery and 

written impressions provided by university marketing materials – such as the website and 

prospectus – loses its significance.  The prospectus is only a key influence in the early stages 

of decision making.  This is a nuanced development on previous research (e.g. Dawes & 

Brown, 2002; Mogaji & Yoon, 2019). 

The influence of representations of the service environment in print, digital and social form, 

alongside the influence of the physical service environment experienced at open day, 

supports the conceptual framework of the holistic servicescape presented as Figure 2-2 in 

Chapter Two.  For many consumers, service encounters now take place across multiple 

channels and so the conceptual framework presented in Chapter Two shows an organisation’s 

collective servicescape as comprising physical, digital and social environments.  The 
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experiences of the prospective students participating in Study Three suggests this is equally 

valid for the context of a university. 

This study supports existing research highlighting the importance of an open day or 

university visit to decision making (e.g. Stephenson et al., 2016).  Interactions with university 

teaching staff are an important determinant in prospective students’ decision making; if they 

do not have a positive experience with teaching staff during a visit, then this will lead to 

avoidance behaviour.  

A visit also provides prospective students with the opportunity to experience the location.  

This is necessary because students need to gauge whether they fit in and this cannot be 

achieved unless they are physically in the location.   This has particular relevance for the 

community and landscape dimensions of the peripheral servicescape.  The need for self-

reference and compatibility with the community emerges as extremely important in 

prospective students’ decision-making process.  Prospective students seek homophilic 

environments where they can clearly feel they are amongst others who are like them.  

Compatibility offers a sense of belonging which is necessary for individuals to form place 

attachment (Scannell & Gifford, 2010).  If students can develop place attachment then it will 

positively enhance their well-being and their overall satisfaction with their environment (Line 

et al., 2018).  Findings from Study Three suggest that if a location does not offer a sense of 

compatibility, this will lead to avoidance behaviour and the prospective student removing the 

university from their shortlist. 

The landscape dimension of the peripheral servicescape plays a key role in decision making.  

Prospective students need the location to provide a sense of escape and restoration.  This is 

most often achieved through the natural or green environment – such as a park, green space 

or a beach – but it can also be provided through distinctive architecture.  Being able to seek 

respite from the challenges and intensity of their studies is important and this study indicates 

that the presence or absence of the landscape dimension will lead to a perception of value and 

trigger approach/avoidance behaviours.   
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7 Chapter Seven – Study Four – How do initial perceptions of place affect 

student relationships with place post-enrolment? 

This chapter outlines the research design, method and findings for Study Four which 

addresses RQ4. 

Research question Sub questions 

RQ4 - How do initial perceptions of place 

affect student relationships with place post 

enrolment? 

 

RQ4a) How do perceptions of place change 

through the student’s period of academic 

study? 

RQ4b) How do student perceptions of place 

influence place attachment? 

7.1 Research design and sample 

Study Four sought to explore whether students’ perceptions of place remain consistent or 

change over time, and how this might impact upon their place attachment.  In line with the 

interpretivist nature of this thesis, Study Four was another phenomenological study where 

data was gathered through face to face, semi-structured interviews.  As this study sought to 

explore students’ experiences of living in their university locations, the phenomenological 

concern of lived experiences (King et al., 2018) was felt to be apt.  The phenomenological 

interviews allowed the researcher explore students’ noematic focus of what place is, as well 

as their noetic focus of how they feel about place, resulting in a rich understanding of the 

phenomenon of place as it is experienced by students post enrolment.  The population for this 

study was full time UK university students who had been living away from home in their 

university locations and had been enrolled on their university course for at least a year.  

These inclusion factors were necessary to ensure that participants had sufficient experience of 

their university location. 

To ensure social distancing and for practical purposes, interviews were conducted and 

recorded on Zoom. This allowed for partial transcription by adding captions which were 

manually corrected by the researcher. 

In line with the suggested sample size for interpretivist phenomenological analysis (IPA), the 

self-selected sample for the study was 8 students (King et al., 2018).  Participants were 
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recruited using a snowball method starting with students from the researcher’s existing 

networks. A snowball method can be a useful technique when it is more challenging for the 

researcher to identify members of the population (Saunders et al., 2009).  

To comply with ethical guidelines, all participants were provided with an information sheet 

outlining the study and its objectives, and all completed an informed consent form prior to 

being interviewed, outlining the right to anonymity and confidentiality and the right to 

withdraw at any time.  An overview of participants can be seen in Table 7-1. 

Participant Gender  Year of study Duration of course 

1 M 2 3 

2 F 3 3 

3 F 3 4 

4 M 4 4 

5 M 4 4 

6 F 1 4 

7 F 1 3 

8 F 2 3 

Table 7-1 Participants in Study Four 

7.2 Data collection and data analysis 

The purpose of the interviews was to understand each participant’s relationships with their 

university location.  In order to allow participants to feel at ease and to talk freely, the 

interviews began by asking participants to talk about the village, town or city in which they 

had grown up.  As well as helping to build necessary rapport (Silverman, 2011) this enabled 

the interviewer to encourage the participants to reflect on different aspects of a location – 

both the built and social elements – as well as consider their level of place attachment to a 

very familiar place, before considering their university location. 

As is appropriate for IPA, the interviews were semi-structured (King et al., 2018) and the key 

topics covered were: 

• How the participant was currently interacting with their location 

• The impact of location and location information on choice of institution 

• The extent of the location 
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• Comparisons to between home location and university location 

All interviews were completed on Zoom which allowed for recording and automatic 

transcription. As was the case for Study Two, there is no agreed process of data analysis for 

IPA (Smith et al., 2012).  In this instance, the initial process was to review each interview 

transcript individually which provided two benefits.  Automatic transcriptions are usually 

only 70% accurate (Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) about video captioning, 2019) so 

this allowed for manual correction as well as familiarisation with each case.  Codes were 

generated within each case which were then developed into themes.  These themes were then 

grouped into superordinate themes (Smith et al., 2012).  Once superordinate themes had been 

developed, all cases were reviewed to understand the recurrent themes across the sample 

(Smith et al., 2012).  The resulting analysis offered the double hermeneutic that is associated 

with IPA – the researcher’s interpretation of the participants’ interpretations (Smith et al., 

2012). 

7.3 Data quality 

As with Study Two, Yardley’s four principles – sensitivity to context, commitment and 

rigour, transparency and coherence, impact and importance (Yardley (2000) as cited by Smith 

et al., 2012) – were used as the benchmark for reviewing the quality of this IPA study.  By 

recognising each participant as an individual and treating them with empathy, sensitivity to 

context was established during the interviews themselves.  Commitment and rigour were 

demonstrated through the appropriate sample size and analysis.  Transparency and coherence 

and impact and importance can only be demonstrated in the findings of the study which are 

outlined in the following section. 

7.4 Findings and analysis – How do initial perceptions of place affect student 

relationships with place post-enrolment (RQ4)? 

For the most part, the findings for this study are presented at the idiographic level.  This is, in 

part, due to the slightly larger sample size however the superordinate themes identified were 

recurrent across the whole sample and so idiographic level findings are more appropriate.  

The themes and superordinate themes identified are presented in Table 7-2 and discussed in 

turn. 
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 Participant  

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

8 Present 

in over 

half? 

Living away from home as a rite of passage – superordinate theme 

Location choice a 

gut feel 

X X X X X X X X Y 

Sought own 

location 

information 

X X X X X  X  Y 

Confirmation bias 

 

X X X X X  X  Y 

University didn’t 

provide 

information 

 X X X X  X X Y 

Home location as a 

benchmark for 

university location 

size and facilities  

X X  X X X X X Y 

Seek the safety net 

of home 

X   X X  X   

University location providing excitement and spontaneity – superordinate 

theme 

Sense of 

excitement and 

discovery 

X X  X X  X  Y 

Walking distance 

 

X X X X X X X X Y 

Mention of 

physical facilities 

X X X X X X X X Y 

The changing shape and relationship with location – superordinate theme 

Reflection of 

difficulties in first 

year 

X X X X X X X X Y 

Feelings of home 

and place 

attachment 

X X X X X X X X Y 

Discovery of green 

space/restorative 

space 

X X X X X X X  Y 

Growth of location 

boundaries 

X X X X X X X X Y 

Time to move on – superordinate theme 

Desire to move on 

after study 

 X X X X X X X Y 

Table 7-2 Themes and superordinate themes from Study Four 
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7.4.1 Reflecting on university choice and living away from home as a rite of passage   

In reflecting on their choice of university location, all participants inferred their transition to 

university was a rite of passage, a coming of age.  The choice of where to go to university 

was very much presented as their sole decision, the first major decision they had made for 

themselves.  Participant one mentioned discussing his decision with a parent but there was a 

notable absence of any mention of parental involvement in decision making from the other 

participants.  Similarly, there was no mention of any involvement of teachers, friends and 

family in decision making.  This is contrast to extant literature on student choice (e.g. Wong 

et al., 2019) and also to findings from Study Three which suggest positive and negative 

thoughts from other individuals can influence the composition of a prospective student’s 

consideration set of universities.  The inference was that the decision of which university to 

attend was the participant’s decision alone and marked the start of a new chapter in their 

lives. Participant 3 referred to their choice as marking ‘a new start’. 

Reflecting the literature (e.g. Heathcote et al., 2020; Rughoobur-Seetah, 2019) all participants 

felt that location was an important factor in university choice but despite significant probing, 

when thinking back to their choice of university, six participants said they did not remember 

their university providing any information at all about the location.  This is surprising, given 

Studies One and Two found a proliferation of location information contained in the university 

prospectus.  The two that did recall some information being provided, spoke about this 

information reflecting safety and accessibility, two of the overall themes identified from 

Study One as seeking a cognitive response.  This is in contrast with the findings from Study 

Three where participants said they had been influenced by location information in university 

marketing materials such as the prospectus and website.  Given that all participants said they 

had visited their university for an open day, it is unlikely that they did not hear any 

information about the university’s location. As shown by the findings from Study Two, 

universities are keen to present and sometimes showcase elements of their location during an 

open day.  What is of interest is that participants were unable to recall any information or 

location message, or perhaps did not want to feel they had been influenced in any way by the 

university itself.  Bradley (2018) expresses concern that students do not fully appreciate that 

university prospectuses are marketing materials but based on this study, his concern is 

unfounded as students do not recall the messages conveyed anyway.  All participants said 

they preferred to gather their own information about the location and described their response 

to visiting the location as a gut feel or ‘vibe’ rather than a conscious decision-making process: 
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Definitely more of a gut feel - I've always been more of a vibe kind of 

person than a checklist. (Participant 6) 

I don’t know how to explain it, it just gave me a good vibe. 

(Participant 2)  

In addition to visiting the location, six participants sought further location information from 

personal contacts or through a web search.  Although most participants could not recall any 

university information about the location, those that sought location information from 

elsewhere agreed that third party information was more credible than information provided 

by the university.  Again, this challenges Bradley’s (2018) suggestion that students are misled 

by universities, or at least specifically suggests students are not misled in terms of location 

information provided by universities.   Participants talked about the additional information 

supporting their decision making rather than influencing it.  This is in contrast to literature 

which suggests that prospective students are influenced by others with more experience 

(Wong et al., 2019).  The desire to seek additional information appeared to be driven by 

confirmation bias, strengthening the notion that participants felt their university choice was 

very much their decision. 

People told me what I already knew. (Participant 5) 

I don't think they showed anything that would make me not want to 

go… nothing that put me off [university location]. And then I just 

thought, I have to go. (Participant 7) 

With the exception of Participant 3, who had spent the previous two years at boarding school 

as their parents were living overseas, the choice of university location for all participants was 

driven by comparisons to home.  Compared to the other participants, Participant 3 was an 

outlier as their experiences prior to attending university were quite different.  Their parents 

had moved overseas and they had attended a boarding school.  Grandparents lived nearby and 

the grandparents’ home was where Participant 3 spent most of their holiday time.  All other 

participants had attended a non-residential school or college and had lived with one or more 

parents during their two years of A level/BTEC study. 

Many participants referred to their home locations as being small.  This reference to size was 

made in relation to physical facilities rather than geographic area – a small home town tended 

to mean a requirement to have a car to access facilities.  Leaving home to go to university 
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was seen as an opportunity to live somewhere that offered more facilities. All participants 

referred to the importance of being in a university location where the physical facilities of 

supermarkets or food shops and cafes are in the nearby vicinity. It is interesting to contrast 

this to the findings of Study One, which showed that food shopping was the least frequently 

mentioned theme in university prospectuses within the facilities dimension of the peripheral 

servicescape.  Other nearby valued facilities mentioned by participants in Study Four were 

independent shops, sports facilities and pubs and clubs.  No mention was made of arts related 

or cultural facilities which Study One found were the most likely theme to be mentioned in 

university prospectuses. 

Participants explained that during their choice process, a key consideration for a university 

location was that it needed to be big enough to have enough going on and yet not be so big 

that it felt overwhelming:  

One place that I was interested in going to was X and I think I ruled 

that out because I didn't feel like there was enough going on …  the 

nightlife wasn't good enough … it just wasn't as big a place.  I looked 

at Y too. I loved that as well, but I just thought it was too far away and 

maybe a bit too busy for me. Sort of like overwhelming. Far from 

home and kind of yeah, just a bit overwhelming, so I thought 

[university location] was a good in between. (Participant 7) 

Although there was a desire for things to do, four participants talked specifically about the 

need to be close enough and yet far enough away from home.  This links to findings from 

Study Two, where university marketing decision makers talked of a desire to both excite and 

reassure.  Participants in Study Four expressed a desire to be far enough away from home that 

they felt they had moved away and yet they saw the proximity of home as a safety net; the 

ability for them to easily get back home was important.  

I wanted to get a little bit further away but know that I was able to go 

home if I needed to. (Participant 5) 

I wanted somewhere sort of relatively close to home, if possible, 

because I mean you never quite know how you’re going to do at 

university … so I wanted the ability to sort of go home if I needed to, 

rather than go to [different location] which is hours and hours away. 

(Participant 1)  
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Interestingly the actual travel time from home was immaterial – it was the perception of 

proximity that was important.  

I did think about journey time … but the idea was that it had to look 

close [on a map] so I could get home relatively quickly. (Participant 1) 

Although the four participants felt it was important to be close to home in theory, none of 

them expressed a pressing requirement to actually need to return home unexpectedly.  The 

data for this study was collected at a time when university education had been disrupted by 

COVID19 and along with the majority of the student population, all participants had 

experienced extended periods of remote learning rather than classroom teaching.  Whilst far 

from ideal, this provided participants with a level of flexibility that many took advantage of 

and chose to return home more often than they would have done under more normal 

circumstances.  It is possible that the more frequent visits home negated any need for an 

unexpected return home. 

Home was seen as a place of emotional stability, safety and comfort. It was often seen as a 

place where old friends live and more importantly where parents live.  Even Participant 3 

who spent two years prior to university at boarding school, viewed their parents’ house as 

“home”.  This was significant for all participants who all referred to the different experience 

of living as a student in their university location compared to returning back home to live 

with their parents.  

 [Returning home] forces you back into this younger mindset and you 

sort of forget I’m older now, I’m at uni … you feel like a kid again. 

(Participant 8) 

As discussed earlier, all participants viewed their decision to go to university as the start of a 

new journey and saw this as a key milestone in their journey to adulthood and personal 

development.  Returning back to their home environment with their parents served to 

highlight how much they had matured: 

I think when I came home for Christmas and back into the home 

environment I'd left, I guess it kind of highlighted the difference, you 

know. Not that I was no longer part of the family unit because 

obviously I still was, but I sort of felt those differences. Like not 

necessarily choosing my own meal plan or do my own shopping or 
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things like that, which I had been accustomed to. And then realizing 

how much I’ve changed and it sounds so cheesy, but grown in that 

time I was away. So then when I went back I thought - No, I do 

actually enjoy shopping myself and coming up with my own meals and 

that kind of thing. (Participant 6) 

7.4.2 University location needs to provide a different type of experience  

All participants inferred an emotional connection with their home locations and talked about 

it as somewhere that provided comfort and familiarity.  It was a location that they knew their 

way around.  In contrast, most participants talked specifically about their university locations 

offering a sense of excitement and the opportunity for discovery – one of the desired 

objectives in presenting location information that was explained by the participants in Study 

Two: 

I mean it’s like a big place, and there’s a big shopping centre… and 

nights out…and you know, there are all sorts of little places that you 

can still discover. (Participant 1) 

I definitely wanted to live in a big city to get the excitement of living in 

a big city and having lots to do (Participant 4) 

On a day where I've got nothing to do … I could … walk out and still 

find lots to do. I just feel like they have more going on as in as in like 

they have more opportunities … maybe like a street food festival or a 

protest to see… there's just more going on that changes sort of weekly 

or monthly, whereas I feel like [at home location] not a lot happens 

like that…  it stays the same all the time. (Participant 7) 

 

Linked to participants’ reflections that their home location was small, meaning there was a 

need to travel to access some facilities, a prominent theme frequently mentioned by all 

participants was the fact that their university location provided them with the ability to walk 

everywhere and be able to access all key facilities on foot:  

You can walk everywhere. Like anywhere I’d ever need is about a 10 

minute walk away which is perfect. The shops… lots of pubs…  
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everyone you know lives within five minutes of each other, it’s really 

great. (Participant 2) 

The best thing about [university location] is that you can walk 

everywhere, there’s no need to have a car. I mean I do have a car, but 

I don’t actually need one. (Participant 5) 

Being able to walk everywhere was seen as offering flexibility and spontaneity; the ability 

for participants to be in control and take charge of their own decision making.  This seems 

connected with the idea that going away to university marks the start of personal 

development and maturity, and the ability to take control of their own lives and make their 

own decisions.  This newly found level of autonomy was in contrast to living back with their 

parents at home where participants felt there was less flexibility and they were less able to 

be spontaneous and make their own decisions.  Often this lack of spontaneity was 

commented upon in respect of the requirement to either ask for lifts or to ask to borrow the 

car, which meant needing to have to plan to go to places: 

There are things I can’t stand – like the transport. I can’t drive yet 

either so I have to get mum to drive me places which is a bit of a pain, 

or I have to get the bus which takes hours to get anywhere. 

(Participant 2) 

7.4.3 The changing shape and relationship with university location – from excitement to 

confidence and contentment and a wider view of place 

All participants reflected on adjusting to university life and living away from home in their 

first year.  Although Participant 4 referred to the first year feeling ‘like a little holiday’, other 

participants recalled more challenging aspects resulting from what they felt to be the slightly 

disorientating and artificial environment of living in university halls as well as adjusting to a 

new way of living: 

Where I'm living now [in halls], it's not much of a home, it is just like 

my little bedroom. And the kitchen isn't very nice at all. (Participant 7) 

In my first year when I was living in student halls that didn't feel like 

home to me - it felt a bit like I wasn't anywhere. (Participant 3) 
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I mean everyone has a bit of a crash in that first Christmas semester 

of uni moving away from home for the first-time stuff … I don't 

know… I think it’s just a bit of homesickness, a bit of coping on your 

own… you know the weather gets worse and makes you feel gross I 

guess. (Participant 6) 

 

Moving out of first year accommodation and choosing to share a house with specific friends, 

marked another key milestone in participants’ personal journeys.  There was an 

acknowledgement that the first year was spent living with new people that you ‘wouldn’t 

necessarily choose to live with’ (Participant 2).  As students moved into their second year of 

study, choosing a house to rent with friends was a key step in developing place attachment 

with the university location.  The active process of choosing a shared house and choosing 

who to live with, provided participants with a feeling of control and contentment.  Combined 

with the domesticity associated with living in a house – cooking, cleaning, shopping – this 

was the first time that participants started to feel that their university location was a “home”: 

 

… whereas now I’m in a house and I got to choose my housemates …  

[university location] definitely does feel more like a home than before. 

(Participant 7) 

 

Findings from Study Three highlighted the initial draw of a restorative landscape as s 

determinant of choice of institution.  Study Four showed the ongoing influence of the 

landscape.  As time in their university locations increased, most participants talked about the 

discovery of green space they had not initially appreciated was there.  For most participants 

the green space was still accessible within walking distance.  

I love going to the beach if I’ve got to clear my head. I’ll take my book 

and read or I love to listen to music by myself or with friends. 

(Participant 5) 

The parks near me are definitely important now that its summer. We 

go to the park or Queens Square, which is right next to our 

accommodation and just sit because as a student, you don't have a 

garden or anything. It's a really nice place to just go and sit for the 

day or the afternoon. I really appreciate that. If I was in a city where 
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they didn't have that, I'm not sure what I would do most of the time. 

It’s just nice to unwind. We just pick a spot and then our friends come 

and go. We've got people reading or sunbathing, just listening to 

music or something, so yeah… it’s what you get from chilling out in 

the open air. (Participant 7) 

There’s also a place called X Park here – it’s a massive park which I 

had no idea about before I came to uni. And now I’m here, we’re 

down there every weekend taking a picnic to the park. (Participant 2) 

This green space offered a restorative environment (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011), 

somewhere that provides respite from study and the ability for place to support their 

wellbeing, suggests that participants had formed a level of place attachment with the physical 

green space (Lewicka, 2010; Scannell & Gifford, 2010). 

If I go to the beach it’s … just as therapy. I go on my own. (Participant 

4)  

My mental health is so much better when I can get outdoors. 

(Participant 6) 

Interestingly, some participants talked about the process of simply walking in the location as 

offering them a restorative environment: 

I often go for walks into town… just to clear my head. There’s a 

relaxed atmosphere. (Participant 1) 

Walking gives me time to myself. I know I’m not having to really do 

anything, I’m just walking somewhere. (Participant 2) 

Precisely how place attachment is formed is not well known (Lewicka, 2010).  Data from 

Study Three suggests that for students, place attachment is initially formed through an 

emotional bond made with the landscape.  Findings from Study Four show that place 

attachment is strengthened and developed through discovery and interaction with the 

restorative environment.  Participants presented it as being a very personal sense and most 

often achieved without social interaction. Even when participants talked of others being 

present, there was little or no mention of interaction. 
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We just kind of pick a spot and then friends come and go. We've got 

people reading or sunbathing… just listening to music… 

(Participant 7) 

The length of time participants had been living in their university locations varied between a 

year and four years.  However, a recurrent theme across all interviews was that as time went 

on, participants actively grew their knowledge of their locations.  This was in part due to the 

growing confidence of individuals, but also reflects a growing network and circle of friends 

who can introduce new experiences and places and even offer transport.  

When we came back for a second year, we sort of started experiencing 

a lot more and going to smaller places. (Participant 1) 

She happened to have her own car and I didn't. And one day she just 

said “hey, I found this spot that's about an hour's drive away, shall we 

go?” And then it sort of became a habit from there. (Participant 6) 

Developing knowledge of place through others is supported by Kemp et al. (2012) who found 

that residents who have strong place attachment will become advocates of a place.  Students 

who have discovered parts of the university location that they have formed an attachment to 

will enthuse about this to others. 

As knowledge of location grows, so does the extent of place.  Participants talked about the 

boundary of their location as containing ‘everything that I need’.  As time in the location 

increased, participants discover more and reflected that the number of connections they had 

made with their environment had developed and increased; what they needed from the 

location and what they were actively using - places visited and returned to – had expanded. 

These growing connections meant that their boundaries of place had expanded. 

With this growing knowledge and extent of location, comes a feeling of place attachment and 

the location starting to feel like home.  

I know my way around … I have that sense of familiarity that almost 

makes me feel like a local.  (Participant 6) 

Although all participants expressed a comfort with their location and reflected that it felt like 

home, they all stopped short of referring to it as home.  Home was very much still viewed as 

the location of their parents. 
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7.4.4 Time to move on 

The feeling of comfort and yet conscious decision not to be rooted to the location, is summed 

up well by the final theme – that whilst participants experience feelings of place attachment to 

their university location, there is an acknowledgement that their relationship with place is 

transitory.  All participants were asked if they would stay on in their university location after 

their studies. Participant One was the only participant who contemplated staying on in the 

location after their studies had finished, although this was discussed in a way that seemed 

more like a realisation as a result of the interview rather than a conscious decision that had 

been made prior to the interview: 

Interviewer: So, can you see yourself staying in [university location] 

after your degree is finished? 

Participant 1: Er… probably actually… It’s quite an easy commute 

from [university location] into London… And I do quite like the 

town… I guess I have friends here… Yes, I guess I could see myself 

doing that. 

All other participants were able to answer this question quickly and confidently.  The 

university location was viewed simply as a chapter in their lives; there was no desire to stay 

on after their studies.  This was driven by feelings of having discovered everything: 

I would have seen everything by then and done everything so why not 

go somewhere new? (Participant 7) 

I feel like I have ticked most of the boxes now. (Participant 5) 

And a feeling that the location is associated with the challenges of study: 

 I would be walking past all these places that I don’t want to be 

constantly reminded of at all. (Participant 4) 

However, this doesn’t diminish the importance of the place attachment that develops.  Even 

though students may no longer choose to live in their university locations, they still feel 

positively about the place. 
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7.5 Study Four – summary analysis – How do initial perceptions of place affect 

student relationships with place post-enrolment? 

Choice of university and therefore choice of university location marks the start of a very 

personal journey.  It is the first key decision students make and therefore they are keen to 

justify it and in contrast to findings from Study Three, Study Four found students own 

university choice as their sole decision and explain that whilst their thoughts or gut feeling 

has been reinforced or confirmed, they have not been influenced by anyone or anything. 

None of the participants expressed regret or that hindsight could have led to a different choice 

of location.  The significance of owning the decision reflects the start of place attachment to 

their university location; “the relative significance an individual derives from a place then, 

will govern the extent to which they are attached to it” (Chow & Healey, 2008, p. 371).  As 

meaning is inferred to the location, locational capital develops.  This facilitates the 

development of place attachment develops which strengthens over the duration of the 

student’s degree, reflecting the nature of the developing relationship between student and 

place. 

This study found that students’ relationships with their university location changes over time. 

Initially they seek opportunities for excitement and discovery.  The ability to walk 

everywhere offers students a new-found spontaneity and their location stimulates arousal.  As 

time progresses, although location still elicits an emotional response, this moves from arousal 

to pleasure as students start to feel a sense of belonging and contentment.  The process of 

choosing a shared house and housemates marks another key milestone in terms of personal 

decision making and growth and increases feelings of place attachment.  Added to this, the 

reliance on the location, particularly in terms of green space, to provide a restorative 

environment and respite from study means that the location stimulates pleasure and 

contentment.  This further strengthens the sense of place attachment.  These findings support 

the work of Casais & Poço (2021), who discuss how emotional components of a city brand 

enhance feelings of place attachment. 

This study suggests it is not just the relationship with location that changes over time.  The 

geographical extent of location and perception of what is place, grows over the course of a 

students’ degree.  The boundaries of place are marked by the facilities and environments that 

the student frequents - anywhere that a student has discovered and returned to – is deemed to 

be within place.  But although students clearly form attachments to their university location 
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and feel comfortable in the environment, they stop short of referring to it as home.  Home is 

the place where their parents live. Students don’t consider putting down roots in their 

university location, they see it more as a stop on their journey through life.  Although 

students feel positively towards their university location, they view it as somewhere that has 

met their needs as a student but acknowledge that their needs are likely to change as they 

continue through different stages of their life.  In addition, students harness the confidence 

that has developed from discovering a new place and use this as a springboard to move on to 

new locations. 

Although students might choose to move on, the development of place attachment is still of 

value.  Where students form a self-brand connection with a place, they are likely to become 

advocates of that place (Kemp et al., 2012) which can lead to positive word of mouth 

communications (Stylidis et al., 2017).  Temporary residents have been found to function as 

destination advocates in the same way as permanent residents (Kesgin, Murthy, & Pohland, 

2019).  Given that Study Three found that prospective students are influenced by others’ 

opinions of a university location, increasing the number of advocates for a place should be 

considered by universities as a positive step.  
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8 Chapter Eight – Overall Discussion and Conclusions 

Having outlined the context and drivers for this research in Chapter One, Chapter Two 

offered a critical review of the literature on the concepts of place and servicescape.  

Combining key elements from these two literature streams, a conceptual framework of the 

holistic servicescape was presented, outlining place as a peripheral servicescape that shapes 

an individual’s perceptions of value of the overall service environment.  Chapter Three 

presents the underpinning research philosophy and approach for the studies in this thesis. 

Chapters Four, Five, Six and Seven detail the research methods, design and findings for four 

separate studies, each addressing distinct research questions.  This chapter draws those 

findings together, addresses the theoretical and practical contributions made by this thesis and 

concludes with limitations of this research alongside recommendations for future research.  

This thesis explored how universities present place and the intentions driving this, alongside 

understanding how those presentations of place impact upon student choice of university, and 

how those initial perceptions of place shape a student’s ongoing relationship with their 

university location. The conclusions are explored in the sections 8.1-8.3 but in summary, 

despite their varied geographical positions, universities are conveying their locations in a 

very similar manner comprising three elements – Facilities, Community and Landscape.  A 

significant amount of information describing the Facilities is included in many prospectuses 

and it is generally presented in a way that highlights the variety and extent of the offering.  In 

contrast, the Landscape information is presented in a way that evokes feeling of calm and 

pleasure.  The similarity across the sector in the way locations are presented is clear, but this 

is as a result of seeking good copy rather than a deliberate decision to affect specific 

responses from the reader.  That said, the prospectus is not as influential on decision making 

as it was once thought; at the start of their decision-making journey, prospective students are 

influenced more by those close to them who they perceive as credible sources. The open day 

is a more powerful instrument in decision making as prospective students seek to feel a sense 

of belonging and an opportunity for respite and restoration.  Choosing a university marks the 

beginning of place attachment for a student, which evolves and strengthens over the duration 

of study; the landscape is a key component in establishing and developing place attachment.  

Although students may not remain in their university location once their studies have 

finished, the place attachment that has been developed is still a valuable resource for the 

university.  As with permanent residents, temporary residents can be place brand advocates.  
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The more advocates for a place, the more potential credible sources there are to influence 

future generations of prospective students. 

8.1 The servicescape for the university  

Place is an evolving concept and the meaning of place to the university and to students is 

more complex than a geographical location.  Synthesising findings from Study One and 

Study Three, a conceptual model of the holistic servicescape for the university has been 

created (Figure 8-1) showing the component parts of the university servicescape and how the 

servicescape influences student choice of institution.  

Study Three provides empirical evidence to support the existence of the digital, social and 

physical realms within the university service environment (Bolton et al., 2018).  Prior to an 

open day visit when a prospective student can experience the physical service environment, 

service encounters between a university and prospective student take place across digital and 

social media channels.   

Study One offers further evidence to support the inclusion of location as part of an 

organisation’s service environment (e.g. Aal et al., 2016; Pizam & Tasci, 2019; Sheng et al., 

2017) and for universities to include location as part of their service environment (Siguaw et 

al., 2019).  More importantly, Study One develops our understanding of servicescape and the 

wider service environment by demonstrating that the university peripheral servicescape is 

presented in three distinct dimensions – Facilities, Community and Landscape.   

The border of the university peripheral servicescape is fuzzy, reflecting not only that places 

have fluid boundaries and are understood relative to other places (Kalandides, 2011), but also 

a university’s need to be seen as legitimate (Rutter et al., 2016).  To be comparable to other 

institutions, it is important for a university to ensure they can offer all three dimensions of the 

peripheral servicescape.  Study One found that universities deliberately extend place as 

geographically widely as is necessary to be able to include landscape.   

The conceptual model in Figure 8-1 shows how the holistic servicescape influences decision 

making.  This deepens understanding of individuals emotional responses to place (e.g. 

Scannell & Gifford, 2010).  For the holistic university servicescape to offer value to the 

prospective student, it needs to trigger positive emotional responses.  Study Three has shown 

that value is created if the holistic university servicescape offers a sufficiently positive 
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emotional response to lead to a sense of compatibility, restoration and belonging.  The 

peripheral servicescape plays an important role in determining this.  A community offering 

homophily and high-quality interactions develops a sense of compatibility; a landscape 

providing the opportunity for distraction and escape offers restoration.  Together, 

compatibility and restoration generate the feeling of belonging and the locational capital 

offered by place is transformed into social capital.  When this occurs, a sense of place 

attachment to the university location is achieved and the resulting behaviour is that the 

university remains in the prospective student’s choice set.  If there is no sense of 

compatibility, restoration or belonging, then the university will be removed from the 

prospective student’s choice set.   
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Figure 8-1 The holistic servicescape of the university and its effects 

 

8.2 Isomorphism in the peripheral servicescape 

Findings from Study Two suggest that university marketing decision makers are not 

influenced by Destination Management Organisations in how they portray location and 

instead, universities enjoy autonomy in being able to create their own narrative of location.  

As a result, universities have moved beyond being “facilitators in place branding” (Bisani et 

al., 2021, p.) and are acting as cultural intermediaries.  Academic research discussing cultural 

intermediation across sectors has focussed on the occupations of individual intermediaries 
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(Hadley, 2021) although there has been less research in the domain of place branding 

(Warren, Dilmperi, & Dinnie, 2021).  Considering the university as a cultural intermediary 

within the realm of place branding, is therefore a novel contribution. 

Cultural intermediaries “use their taste-making proclivities to collect, curate and amplify 

information that portrays a place … in its most positive light” (Warren & Dinnie, 2018, p. 

312).  As such, the university has an opportunity to present place in a way that offers 

differentiation and can provide competitive advantage.  However, findings from Studies One 

and Two show remarkable similarity across universities and a consensus to portray a location 

offering a combination of comforting familiarity along with the excitement of potential new 

experiences.   

In her analysis of prospectuses, Knight (2020) found that the marketisation of courses and 

institutions had led to homogenisation of all prospectus content: “…the marketisation that 

was observed across all the prospectuses has been developed further into a commodification 

of the degree as a product that can be purchased and therefore must be described” (p. 12).   

Findings from Study One illustrate that the way in which location information is presented to 

prospective students is an example of the isomorphic qualities within the UK Higher 

Education sector.  There is a homogenisation of both form and vocabulary used to present 

place.  The homogenisation of form occurs not only because of the common desire to present 

a location that offers both familiarity and excitement, but also because universities lack an 

understanding of who their typical student is and so location messages are inevitably generic.  

In Study Two, university marketing decision makers maintained that the language choices 

within the prospectus stemmed from a desire to write in a way that appeals to the prospective 

student market but nevertheless, there is a homogenisation of vocabulary.  This is likely to be 

driven by the need for legitimacy and the normative pressure to adopt “the sayings of the 

tribe” (Baker & Brown, 2007, p. 380). 

In order to fully realise the potential that the position of cultural intermediary offers, 

universities need to leverage the collective cultural and social capital of members of the 

marketing team, students and alumni, and present a more distinctive picture of place.  

8.3 The impact of location during the decision-making journey and post-enrolment 

Findings from Studies Three and Four concluded that depending on where they are in their 

university journey, prospective students experience the peripheral servicescape differently.  
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At the start of their decision-making journey, when they are narrowing their consideration set 

and making a shortlist of universities to visit, prospective students make no distinction 

between the dimensions of facilities, community and landscape.  Instead they respond 

holistically to the peripheral servicescape based on the overall value they take from it.  This 

perception of value is based on limited information.  Although personal experience can be a 

factor, perceptions of place are strongly influenced by other stakeholders, such as family, 

friends and teachers. The response to these stakeholders can have a powerful impact on 

decision making, particularly where opinions are negative.  This develops understanding of 

the impact of credible sources (Wong et al., 2019) and offers a more nuanced view, 

suggesting that prospective students are more influenced by credible sources when they have 

negative opinions rather than positive opinions.  A negative impression of the location is 

sufficient to trigger avoidance behaviour and ensure a university is removed from the 

individual’s consideration set or shortlist.  If the prospective student has no preconceived 

ideas about location, then the prospectus can influence them at this stage but Study Three 

suggests that the volume of information currently provided by many prospectuses is 

unnecessary.  Providing the location imagery can generate sufficient interest, this can lead to 

a perception of value and the approach behaviour of arranging a visit to the university. 

At the point of a university visit, the impact of the location is more well defined.  Prospective 

students seek positive emotional responses to community and landscape.  If feelings of 

pleasure arise from the landscape, in particular the natural environment, then this will lead to 

feelings of being away (Rosenbaum & Massiah, 2011) and the landscape becomes a 

restorative environment.  In terms of community, prospective students seek self-reference.  

Positive emotional responses lead to feelings of compatibility (see Figure 8-1).  The 

locational capital offered by the landscape and community is transformed into social capital, 

as place begins to offer opportunity for integration and community (Temple, 2016) and place 

attachment starts to develop.  Study Two suggests universities are currently overlooking the 

impact of a positive emotional response to the peripheral servicescape, as there is little 

attempt to actively present a location narrative during an open day.  There is an opportunity 

for universities to positively impact student decision making by actively highlighting the 

restorative aspects of the location during an open day or visit. 

Once students have enrolled at their choice of university and are engaged with their studies, 

their relationship with the peripheral servicescape changes again.   Among the prospective 

students in Study Three there was little discussion of value obtained from the facilities 
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offered by the peripheral servicescape. These served more as a hygiene factor and only 

reflected prospective students’ requirements to be able to access shops and cafes.  However, 

once enrolled, Study Four found the dimension of facilities offers value to enrolled students.  

The ability for a student to walk everywhere and the opportunity to discover new and exciting 

things triggers an emotional response and strengthens place attachment. 

Place attachment deepens over the duration of study.  As students become more autonomous 

in terms of their living arrangements and develop a sense of confidence and comfort with 

their location, they discover new opportunities and places to visit, particularly within the 

dimension of landscape.  Students find compatibility and comfort stemming from their 

personal interactions with green space and the feelings of restoration that this offers them.  

These findings add insight to the debate surrounding the development of place attachment.  

To date, how place attachment develops with physical variables in a location has not been 

well understood (Lewicka, 2010).  This thesis suggests that for prospective students, place 

attachment initially develops when the physical variable of landscape offers restorative 

benefits, and continues to grow as the student develops their interaction with green space. 

Place attachment grows over the duration of the student’s time at university and the ability to 

develop a sense of self in the university location, means any feelings of being “away” rather 

than “home” (Osman et al., 2019) are diminished.   Despite this, the university location is 

usually considered as a transitory location.  That said, students can still be effective advocates 

of place even if they choose to move on (Kesgin et al., 2019). 

8.4 Theoretical contributions of the thesis 

The core theoretical contribution of this thesis lies in the development of a conceptual model 

of the holistic university servicescape, detailing Facilities, Community and Landscape as the 

three dimensions of place creating the peripheral servicescape.  Previous studies have 

acknowledged place as part of the service environment (e.g. Sheng et al., 2017; Siguaw et al., 

2019) and this research develops existing knowledge by providing more detailed 

understanding of the contribution place makes to the servicescape.  The identification of the 

three peripheral servicescape dimensions opens up the discussion in respect of stimuli 

affecting the customer experience that are outside of an organisation’s control.  As stated by 

Becker and Jaakkola (2020, p. 639) the “lack of insight into touchpoints beyond the firm’s 

control is particularly glaring”.   
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As well as extending the concept of servicescape, the interpretivist approach taken by this 

research has provided a rich understanding of how the servicescape impacts consumer 

decision making for complex services.  In the context of university choice, this research 

provides clarity on the elements of location that impact emotional decision making and 

expands upon previous studies that have highlighted the need for students to simply like a 

city (e.g. Walsh et al., 2015) or find it attractive (e.g. Heathcote et al., 2020).  This research 

demonstrates that perceptions of the peripheral servicescape formed prior to experiencing the 

service first hand can be unexpectedly powerful.  Negative perceptions of a peripheral 

servicescape will lead to a university being removed from a prospective student’s choice set.  

Providing perceptions of the peripheral servicescape are sufficiently positive at the point of a 

university visit, the importance of self-reference within the community is identified alongside 

the ongoing importance of the landscape.  This thesis suggests a more complex picture than 

has previously been suggested in the literature and highlights the limited role of the 

prospectus in decision making after a university visit.   

The second theoretical contribution of this thesis lies in the conceptualisation of the 

university as a cultural intermediary, thus addressing a gap in the literature with regards to the 

way in which universities are involved in place branding (Bisani et al., 2021).  The cultural 

intermediary is usually considered to be an individual (Bourdieu, 1984) and within the 

context of place branding, previous studies have identified individual marketing professionals 

as being cultural intermediaries (Warren & Dinnie, 2018).  Smith Maguire and Matthews 

(2012) present cultural intermediaries as achieving three tasks: i) framing goods; ii) having a 

claim to authority; and iii) influencing others.  As place marketers whose location is inherent 

in their identity (Bennett & Ali-Choudhury, 2009) and who are a credible source (Wong et 

al., 2019) aiming to leverage location to positively impact student recruitment, universities do 

perform the role of a cultural intermediary, even if they do not fully realise the potential the 

role offers. 

The final theoretical contribution of this thesis rests in its deepening the knowledge of how 

place attachment develops in students over the duration of their studies.  Previous research 

has highlighted a lack of understanding in how meaning is attached to the tangible elements 

of location to facilitate place attachment (Lewicka, 2010).  This thesis highlights the enduring 

influence of the landscape in offering restorative qualities, not only in the student decision 

making journey, but in the ongoing relationships that students have with their university 

location after enrolment.   
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8.5 Contributions to practice 

This thesis highlights the duality of the relationship universities have with their location.  

From a theoretical point of view, there is a strong relationship between university and place.  

However, from a practical point of view, this research has shown that the relationship 

between the two is inherently weakened through benign neglect.  The findings of this 

research offer some practical advice to university marketing managers that offer active 

opportunities for improvement and would enable them to better manage their relationship 

with place.  In doing so, this could increase appeal to prospective students by potentially 

making the university environment more attractive, leading to an improvement in 

undergraduate student recruitment. 

8.5.1 The need for a clear and consistent location narrative  

None of the participants in Study Two were able to offer a clear synopsis of their locations.  

A competitive market place and lack of information about applicants mean that universities 

lack the desire and insight to define a distinct target audience and offer them a distinctive 

narrative of location.  Instead, the focus for the prospectus is on well written copy designed to 

offer broad appeal and suggest a location will be comfortingly familiar and yet offer 

opportunities for excitement.  Beyond the prospectus, little thought is given to the 

presentation of place – those attending an open day or visiting a university are largely left to 

discover the location themselves and there is no institution approach to the presentation of 

place. 

This generic approach perpetuates not just the homogeneity of location but institutional 

isomorphism as a whole.  Whilst it is not damaging for the university, the lack of a clear 

location narrative is a missed opportunity.  Universities are in the fortuitous position where 

they are able to craft their own presentation of place and can behave as cultural 

intermediaries, yet this does not appear to be something that has occurred to university 

marketing decision makers.  University marketing managers should seize the opportunity to 

define a clear vision of how they want to portray their location to prospective students.  The 

essence of this should then drive the location information offered to prospective students 

within the digital environment and through the prospectus, and in more detail at an open day.   

This research concluded there was no consistent approach to highlighting or showcasing 

location at an open day and that students may decide to explore location on their own during 
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a visit but this may be less likely during visits that occur early in their decision-making 

calendar.  Universities should take a more directive approach to location at open days.  A 

more thought-through and consistent approach would facilitate universities considering the 

way in which location contributes to their identity and their student offering. 

8.5.2 Appealing to local residents 

Universities should use their positions as cultural intermediaries to shape a narrative of 

location that would appeal to residents and local stakeholders.  Better still, universities could 

work with their host locations to co-create an authentic representation of place.  Cultural 

intermediaries have a need to continually “negotiate their position of legitimacy” (Warren et 

al., 2021, p. 11).  If universities were to portray their locations in a genuine and honest way 

that resonates with local residents, this could help to dissolve any tensions with locals and 

offer the foundations of a more sustainable relationship going forward.  This fits well with the 

civic university agenda (THE Campus, 2021) in which universities seek to fulfil their 

responsibilities as major employers and generators of knowledge to engage with their local 

communities and facilitate change and growth.  Post pandemic, this is more important than 

ever as local economies require economic and social growth. 

Within the context of location being an influence in student decision making, community is a 

key driver during a visit or open day.  The desire among prospective students for homophily 

extends beyond the campus and out into the local community and social interactions with 

local residents can impact decision making as much as social interactions with other students 

and staff.  A cohesive local environment where local residents and students are aligned in 

their thoughts and ideals about the university, would be a positive development for all parties 

concerned and could help to foster place attachment for all.  Emotional bonding is a key 

antecedent to place attachment and is just as important for residents as it is for other 

stakeholders (Casais & Poço, 2021). 

8.5.3 Highlighting the landscape 

This research established that prospective students’ core objective in visiting a university is to 

ascertain whether or not they feel a sense of belonging.  Although there is a requirement for 

positive encounters with teaching staff, feelings of belonging also require positive emotional 

responses from the peripheral servicescape.  Prospective students need to feel a sense of 
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compatibility with the wider community and require the landscape to offer a restorative 

environment.   

From a university’s point of view, open day events are generally a concern only for those 

staff and students directly involved in them.  However, Study Three showed that prospective 

students look for compatibility within the wider community of the peripheral servicescape.  If 

universities looked to make the general student population aware of open day events and 

encourage their involvement, this could increase the appeal of the community for prospective 

students as it is likely to increase feelings of homophily.  Open days should draw prospective 

students’ attention to the green space available nearby along with any distinctive architecture 

of the immediate environment, as this thesis highlighted the desire for prospective students to 

feel connected to a restorative landscape.  Existing students could be encouraged or 

incentivised to post on social media during an open day following a theme such as ‘hidden 

gems’, to share details of little-known favourite green spaces.  This could have multiple 

benefits for prospective students as well as the existing student body.  For prospective 

students it highlights an active and communicative community and the restorative landscape.  

For existing students, it broadens their knowledge of location and increases locational capital.   

This research highlighted the ongoing influence of the landscape in facilitating place 

attachment amongst enrolled students. 

8.5.4 Prospectus content 

This thesis highlighted that the prospectus is only influential at the start of the decision-

making journey, where prospective students only need to feel that a location has the potential 

to add value.  Many students look only at the imagery provided, rather than pay attention to 

the written descriptions.  This suggests the volume of information about the peripheral 

servicescape currently offered in a prospectus is unnecessary.  Distilling the essence of the 

place is more important than providing detailed description.  Much of the prospectus location 

information centres around the facilities dimension of the peripheral servicescape; findings 

from this research suggest this is not important for prospective students as they move 

universities into their consideration set and choice set.  The way in which the prospectus is 

prepared in many institutions – year on year amends – does not encourage information to be 

cut out, and marketing decision makers suggested a hint of apathy when they reflected that 

the prospectus’s role was to ‘put their best foot forward’.  Providing the place narrative is 

agreed and the essence of location is conveyed in the prospectus, the volume of information 
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provided about facilities could be reduced.  The marketing decision makers interviewed for 

Study Two were all keen to point out that for reasons of cultural sensitivity and ensuring 

appropriate behaviour is portrayed, they do not promote a drinking culture in their 

prospectus.  Whilst this may be true in terms of photographic imagery, the extensive written 

descriptions around nightlife in the prospectus are at odds with this view.  Nightlife would be 

one obvious area to reduce the volume of information. 

8.6 Limitations of this research 

With the exception of Study One, the research undertaken for this thesis was of an 

exploratory, qualitative nature and therefore the findings were not designed to provide a 

definitive answer as to how prospective students engage with place.  Instead, the research set 

out to explore the thoughts and feelings about university location through the eyes of both the 

university, and the students.  Study Three specifically sought to understand how location 

impacts upon university choice decision making.  The sample used was a self-selected sample 

of prospective students recruited from the open days of two post-1992 universities.  Had the 

sample been recruited from a wider age-range of universities, it is possible that the responses 

may have been quite different.  

The content analysis that formed the basis of this study analysed and coded the written 

descriptions of location within the prospectus.  Both the marketing decision makers who were 

the participants in Study Two and the prospective students who were the participants in Study 

Three, spoke about the use and influence of more visual sources of information both 

photographs within the prospectus itself as well as imagery used on the university website 

and social media platforms.  Had this thesis also considered the way in which imagery is 

selected, a more rounded understanding of the influence of place upon decision making may 

have been concluded. 

When gathering data for this thesis it was important to understand how interactions with 

location led to negative responses and avoidance behaviour.  For this reason, prospective 

students were deliberately chosen to be the participants for Study Three so that they could 

discuss how their interactions with place had led to them rejecting a university from their 

shortlist.  Participants in Study Four were continuing students who at the time of the 

interview, had remained enrolled in their course for the duration of their study.  Interviewing 

students who had chosen to transfer to an alternative institution after a period of study may 
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provide greater insight into negative responses triggered by interactions with place.  That 

said, being able to identify students who fit this criterion would be more challenging. 

Finally, the data collected for the final study in this thesis required students to reflect on a 

period where the UK was under COVID19 restrictions.  Although at the point at which the 

data was gathered, the UK had reached step 3 of the roadmap (Cabinet Office, 2021), 

participants’ reflections included the period where restrictions were in place, many leisure 

facilities were not open and people were unable to meet indoors.  As a result, outside spaces 

were one of the few resources left available to people.  This may have affected participants’ 

responses and the findings may reflect an increased reliance on outside spaces that may not 

necessarily be reflected in more typical circumstances. 

8.7 Directions for future research  

This research set out to explore the presentation of place and its role in decision making for 

UK undergraduates.  The obvious opportunities for future research would be to explore both 

the UK postgraduate student population and the international undergraduate population 

choosing to study in the UK to understand whether level of study or domicile impacts on 

students’ responses to place and the value inferred from it.   Further insight could also be 

achieved through exploring perceptions of place with specific student groups such as mature 

students, to understand if the dimensions of peripheral servicescape are equally relevant to 

the wider student body. 

The role of parents and other credible sources in student choice of university is an interesting 

debate.  This thesis has highlighted the personal emotional responses that can be triggered by 

place through dimensions of the peripheral servicescape; exploring the dimensions of the 

peripheral servicescape and their effects on parents and other key influencers could help to 

better understand the influence of credible sources on choice of institution.  

The primary focus for Studies One and Two was the written presentation of place within the 

prospectus, which was found to be a further example of institutional isomorphism.  A natural 

progression from the prospectus would be to look at the way in which universities choose to 

present place on social media channels and whether this too is undifferentiated, or whether 

the shorter, more frequent nature of posts leads to opportunities for offering more distinction.  

This thesis chose not to consider visual imagery portraying place.  Reviewing the choice of 
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photography used to present place and the way in which this is perceived by a student 

audience, is another natural avenue to consider. 

A key theme emerging from this research is the importance of the landscape, particularly the 

natural environment for providing students with restoration.  Further exploration of this 

theme would be of interest.  Quantitative studies considering whether time spent in a 

restorative element of location is positively correlated with students’ mental health or 

academic achievement would be of interest to those concerned with student wellbeing.  They 

could also provide some justification for universities to offer a focus on the landscape in their 

presentation of place. 

The participants for Studies Three and Four were discrete samples.  Undertaking a 

longitudinal study whereby the same participants are asked to reflect on both the influence of 

place and their relationship with place, would be of value to understanding the evolving 

nature of place attachment amongst students.  

Study Four found that place attachment strengthens over the duration of a student’s course.  

Although students are unlikely to stay in their locations after graduation, the place attachment 

that has developed is a potential asset for universities as alumni can be affective place 

advocates.  Further research to explore how place advocacy amongst alumni impacts 

prospective students as well as other stakeholders is likely to be a topic of interest, 

particularly to university marketing decision makers. 

This thesis offers a conceptual model of the university servicescape, detailing three 

dimensions of place – facilities, community and landscape – as a peripheral servicescape.  

Further empirical work exploring the composition of place as a peripheral servicescape is 

required to understand whether the model is transferrable to other complex, high involvement 

services. 

8.8 Conclusion 

The topic for this thesis reflects the aligning of personal interests and work responsibilities.  

The concept of servicescape and Stimulus-Organism-Response – the way in which 

individuals can be affected by an environment and the resultant impact this can have on 

behaviour – has been a topic of intrigue for a number of years.  My current role as the 

Learning and Teaching Lead in the Faculty of Business and Law, along with my previous 
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role as an undergraduate Course Director, means that I have been involved in recruitment 

activities for a number of years.  Talking and listening to open day guests, I have heard many 

times how university choices have been swayed by reactions to the location.  Through a new 

conceptual model of the holistic servicescape, this thesis offers a perspective on the effects of 

customer experience stimuli residing outside of the organisation’s control.  The studies in this 

thesis have offered me the opportunity to understand more about why this is and in writing 

them up, allows a further opportunity to offer insight to others.   

This thesis explores the role of place for UK undergraduates.  This demographic group is 

classified as Gen Z and are considered true digital natives, who spend more time online per 

day than any other generation (Statista, 2020).  This research offers an alternative focus and 

considers the way in which students physically interact with place, rather than the virtual 

interactions that characterise a large proportion of their lives.  It is hoped the findings will be 

of primary interest to those working as marketing decision makers in Higher Education.  The 

series of recommendations for practice offer suggestions for how universities can work to 

embrace their civic responsibilities, recognising exactly what place can offer and how this 

might be leveraged not just for their own advantage, but for the benefit of all stakeholder 

groups.  
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9 Appendices  

9.1 Appendix A – Ethical approval for Study Two 
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9.2 Appendix B – Ethical Approval for Study Three 

 

  



159 

 

9.3 Appendix C – Ethical Approval for Study Four 
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9.4 Appendix D – UPR16 Research Ethics Review Checklist 
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