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Abstract  
The spread of COVID-19 has significantly impacted the travel, hospitality, and events sectors. 
Knowledge of educational tourists' motivations and behaviors in the wake of a pandemic is 
crucial for reshaping higher education as the world slowly enters an endemic transit phase. 
There is a significant paucity of understanding regarding the variables that encourage 
international students to select a destination for educational tourism and their sentiments 
toward it. This research aims to use a modified version of the Stimulus-Organism-Response 
(S-O-R) model to create a preliminary analysis reliability measurement scale for studying the 
relationships between educational tourism motivation, destination image, and destination 
selection behavior. Thirty international students from two universities answered the 
questionnaire. The respondents were selected at random to answer the survey questions. 
The reliability of the scale was determined using Cronbach's alpha statistical analysis. The 
results showed that the extended S-O-R model's core components reliably shaped 
educational tourists' actions. The study also discusses potential research avenues. 
Keywords: Stimulus-Organism-Response Model, Higher Education, Educational Tourist, 
Motivations, Behaviors   
 
Introduction  

COVID-19's massive and profound impact has posed economic, social, and health 
challenges as a result of its cumulative effects, including unprecedented initiatives taken by 
governments to contain its spread, such as border closures, travel restrictions, and lockdown, 
resulting in the closure of tourism, hospitality, and events-related industries (United Nations, 
2020). Higher education institutions rely heavily on international students from other 
countries to participate in physical classes and on-campus activities and would welcome the 
gradual reopening of national borders. With that notion, the government would create travel 
laws based on the risk categories of countries and regulate immigration protocols accordingly. 
As a way forward, the Ministry of Higher Education in Malaysia has specified and enforced 
thirteen entry processes for international students returning to campus as part of the 
Movement Procedures for International Students. This project includes essential information 
about entering Malaysia: types of international students who can go there; the types of 
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international students' dependents who can go there; the tests and quarantine that 
international students must go through when they arrive in Malaysia; a flowchart for students 
with a valid student pass to enter Malaysia; a flowchart for new students and students whose 
student pass has expired to enter Malaysia; and the procedures for entering Malaysia 
(Education Malaysia Global Services, 2022). 
 
           In line with that notion, the prompt response taken by policymakers and backed by 
higher education institutions demonstrates that tourism-related companies require 
substantial assistance to offset the consequences of COVID-19 and to uphold recovery. 
Moreover, the tourism sector can encourage educational investment and facilitate worker 
mobility through cross-border agreements on qualifications, standards, and certifications, as 
recommended by the UNWTO Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): Tourism in 2023 
Agenda. Some considerations were made that educational tourism is the leading industry in 
the global tourism industry due to its ability to attract millions of international tourists, 
indirectly contributing billions of dollars to the host country (UNESCO, 2021). Modern 
technologies and facilities have also given rise to opportunities for cross-border mobility for 
higher education, both in public universities and private institutions (Abdullateef & Biodun, 
2014). They added that it is undeniable that universities with a competitive advantage will 
attract more international students enrolled at the particular institution. Despite this, the 
tourism sector has shown little interest in educational tourism, as reflected by the lack of 
studies and available data (Le, 2020; Rahman et al., 2021) and yet to be experimentally 
investigated (Tu & Zhang, 2020). Thus, the study aims to construct a preliminary analysis of 
educational tourism motivations, destination image, and destination selection behavior using 
an extended Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) model. 
 
Literature Review  
Educational Tourism 

Some scholars have pointed out that it is critical to understand how the host country 
selection process works and the factors influencing international students' decisions to study 
in Malaysia (Mun et al., 2018; Ojo et al., 2016). Educational tourism activities primarily 
emphasize the significance of students' basic needs, which include physiology, psycho-
physics, emotional expressions, social change, self-actualization, intellectual development, 
and the exploration and development of creative potential (Dembovska et al., 2016; Lam & 
Ariffin, 2019). This understanding also serves as a foundation for future research into 
motivations, destination images, and behavior in educational tourism research in an 
expanded S-O-R model. Malaysia's government has been preparing to become a global hub 
for higher education for tertiary students since 2014. (Bernama, 2019). However, the 
educational tourism sector not only generates revenue for higher education institutions; it is 
also gradually establishing itself as a desirable export mechanism as a result of the economic 
benefits to the country, as (Ojo and Yusof, 2019b). Understanding educational tourist 
motivations and behaviors are considered essential managerial practice in attracting 
international students and promoting Malaysia as the region's preferred educational tourism 
hub. The Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) aims to raise tertiary enrolment rates for 
higher education from 48% to 70%, putting Malaysia on par with ASEAN countries. Table 1 
shows the projected enrollment for the Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) from 2012 to 
2025. 
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Table 1 
MOHE’s 2012-2025 Projected Enrolment 

Institution 
 
Projection  

 
Private 
Institutions 
 

Public 
Universities 

TVET 
Institutions 

Other Ministry 
Institutions 

2012 
36% tertiary 
enrolment.  
(1.4M students 
with 48% higher 
education)  

455,000 545,000 248,000 172,000 

Annual Growth  5.1% 2.6% 7.8% 1.4% 

2025 
The projected 
level of 53% 
tertiary 
enrolment.  
(2.5M students 
with 70% higher 
education) 

867,000 764,000 656,000 205,000 

Source: MOHE (2015) 
 
Environment as Dimension of Stimuli (S) 

One particular destination is regarded as one of the most critical aspects of the overall 
product since it creates an environment where the actual product or service is purchased or 
consumed (Kotler & Keller, 2011). Moreover, the authors stated that the ambiance of a 
location is more significant than the product itself in a purchasing decision. Considering the 
educational tourism sector as one of the service industries, the aspect of the destination 
termed atmospherics by Kotler and Keller (2011), which has proven to be an effective 
marketing strategy, is taken into account. To align with the S-O-R model, Mehrabian and 
Russell (1974) conceptualized environmental stimulation as the information rate of an 
environment, which can be applied to a wide range of physical and social environments. 
Hence, motivations will be treated as stimuli in this study setting.  

Numerous definitions of motivation have been proposed in psychology, and Yousaf et 
al (2018) stated that tourism research had shifted its focus to motivations. Crompton (1979) 
and Heckhausen (1980) claimed that motivation is a psychological phenomenon that 
originates in a person's inner self, whereas push and pull elements are socio-psychological. 
This statement is supported by Pandita et al (2021), which defined motivation as an 
individual's uncertainty caused by psychological factors. However, due to extensive research 
on tourist motivations, push factors are regarded as intrinsic motivations, whereas pull factors 
are considered extrinsic motivations (Jiang, 2019). Intrinsic motivation refers to completing a 
task (Hashiguchi et al., 2021) and occurs when an individual works hard to achieve their own 
unique life goals (Legault, 2016). According to Negm (2018), among the intrinsic motivations 
that push students to study abroad are the desire to escape, rest and relaxation, adventure, 
prestige, and social interaction. On the other hand, extrinsic motivation refers to external 
stimuli such as social recognition and economic achievement (Hashigushi et al., 2021), as well 
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as the desire to receive external reinforcements or rewards from others (Legault, 2016). 
Among extrinsic motivations are those related to the educational system of the host country; 
culture; environmental features; and travel-related costs (Alipour et al., 2020; Ojo & Raja 
Yusof, 2015), which have been applied in this study setting. 
 
Destination Image as Dimension of Organism (O)  

The definition of destination image was provided by numerous studies from various 
disciplines, as destination image is multidisciplinary and has been embraced in multiple 
sectors, such as social and environmental psychology, consumer behavior, marketing, and 
sociology. For instance, Baloglu and McClearly (1999) found that the characteristics of a 
person shape the formation of destination images by individuals. In a recent study, Kaur et al. 
(2016) defined "destination image" as the current perception and view tourists have of a 
destination, considering that a destination is subject to change and is perceived differently 
over time. Based on the discussion, "destination image," in this study, refers to an interactive 
set of personal normative beliefs, perceptions, expectations, ideas, impressions, and feelings 
towards Malaysia by international students derived from their affective and cognitive 
evaluation. In this study, the affective image represents educational tourists’ feelings and 
emotions. Emotions are feelings that develop due to interpersonal interactions (Hosany et al., 
2020). In light of differing interpretations of emotion, several taxonomies have been 
developed to classify diverse emotional experiences (Mehrabian & Russell, 1974; Izard, 1977). 
Pleasure and arousal are the latter variables (Kaur et al., 2016). 
 
On the other hand, according to Hong (2004), a cognitive image refers to an interrelated set 
of beliefs, knowledge, attitudes, and understanding of individuals towards a destination. The 
cognitive image includes attractiveness, the characteristics of locals, value for money, and 
gastronomy (Hong, 2004). Therefore, this study explores the affective and cognitive 
components as mediators between motivation and behavioral response to understand how 
educational tourists view Malaysia as a preferred educational tourism destination. 
 
Destination Selection Behavior as Dimension of Response (R) 

Most research on destination selection has concentrated on visitors' motivations, 
psychological variables, marketing, business-related benefit, and tourism management. Only 
a few researchers have begun examining tourists' behavior (Tang et al., 2020). This finding is 
consistent with Liu and Yan's (2020) statement that research on destination selection 
behavior over time remains deficient. Behavioral intention is an individual's estimated 
likelihood of engaging in a particular behavior in the future (Schiffman & Kanuk, 2007). They 
added that the value of behavioral intention had been known for a long time because it helps 
businesses predict how customers will act and build effective marketing strategies.  

In tourism, behavioral intention is vital to achieving sustainable tourism, especially for 
an established tourist destination (Soonsan & Sukahbot, 2019). The authors studied that 
predictors of tourists' intention to revisit may differ from those used in conventional 
marketing due to tourists' touring new destinations. However, tourists will return if they are 
highly delighted with the destination. Thus, referral intention is frequently employed to 
quantify destination loyalty at the operational level (Mun et al., 2018). This study examines 
destination selection behavior using word-of-mouth (WoM) and electronic word-of-mouth 
(eWoM) recommendations as responses. Westbrook (1987) defined word-of-mouth as 
informal interactions between consumers about the ownership, use, and features of specific 
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products or services and their sellers or providers. Tourists who have visited a destination will 
likely act as free WoM advertising agents in the future by informally communicating with 
peers and possibly bringing potential consumers to a product or service (Cuesta-Valino et al., 
2022; Litvin et al., 2008). The researcher sees those arguments above as potential in 
education tourism. Chaves et al (2020) cited that travel motivation is one of the most effective 
methods for deciphering tourist demands, behavior, and decision-making processes.  
 
Methodology  

The current study was cross-sectional. A non-probability sampling method was 
administered to select the respondents for the study. Additionally, because the researcher 
knows the sample size, non-probability sampling is faster and more cost-effective than 
probability sampling, as supported by (Hair et al., 2020). The researcher considered several 
criteria when deciding on the appropriate sample technique for this study, particularly the 
existence of responders due to the recent pandemic outbreak. The researcher used the 
purposive sampling method in this study because the questionnaire is only available to 
international students who have enrolled and traveled to the country. Purposive sampling is 
also significantly more cost-effective, takes less time, and is relatively simple to implement 
(Hair et al., 2020; Taherdoost, 2017).  
 
Educational tourists' attitudes, feelings, and behaviors were assessed in English. The scale 
includes 42 items that are scored on a five-Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree), 2 
(agree), 3 (neutral), 4 (agree), and 5 (strongly agree). The negatively worded statements were 
reverse coded. The Research Ethics Committee (REC) of Universiti Teknologi MARA approved 
the protocols for the study. The questionnaires were distributed to international students 
enrolled in public universities and private higher institutions in Selangor, and 30 respondents 
were selected to elicit their experiences and perceptions of the study's remarkable variables. 
The participants were approached during their free time, and their participation was 
voluntary. The respondents completed the survey booklet in 7–10 minutes. 
 
Results and Discussions  

Conroy (2018) suggested that pilot testing requires a minimum of 30 respondents to 
assess the scale’s reliability using Cronbach’s alpha. The questionnaires were distributed for 
one month, from March 15 to April 15, 2022. A face-to-face data collection was conducted in 
strategic locations, including UiTM Selangor and Management & Science University, Shah 
Alam. The data was analyzed using the Statistic Package for Social Science (SPSS) Version 27 
for frequency, percentage, and mean.  

Based on the demographic analysis, more than half of the respondents were male 
(60%), and the remaining 40% were female. For the country of origin, most of the respondents 
originated from Southeast Asian countries, with 80% (n = 24) respondents, and only 20% (n = 
6) of the respondents were from non-south-east Asian countries. Regarding their level of 
study, about 70% (n =21) of respondents are undergoing their studies at the undergraduate 
level, and the second highest is 23.3% (n =7) at the postgraduate level, and only 6.7% (n =2) 
of respondents are currently doing their diploma in this country. Lastly, in terms of the status 
of the university, 63.3% (n = 19) of respondents are from private higher institutions, and 
36.7% (n = 11) of them are from public universities.  

Analysis of the reliability was conducted using Cronbach’s alpha. Table 2 presents the 
value of more than 0.7 on the reliability of measures for all the study variables. 
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Table 2 
Instrument Reliability Analysis 

Variable Number of items Cronbach Alpha Value 

Intrinsic Motivations 10 0.879 
Extrinsic Motivations 16 0.970 
Emotions 6 0.980 
Cognitive Image 4 0.970 
Word of Mouth 6 0.969 

(n=30) 
 
As shown in Table 2, the reliability analysis for all variables used in the study showed that a 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient greater than 0.70 is considered appropriate for the final survey 
as the instrument has reached a robust scale (Hair et al., 2020; Pallant, 2013). Additionally, it 
shows that the motivation facets of educational tourists have a good attachment to the 
destination image and selection behavior.  
  

Furthermore, the results in Table 3 below showed mean scores for each attribute in the 
component dimensions: motivation facets (intrinsic and extrinsic motivations), destination 
image (emotion and cognitive image), and destination selection behavior (word-of-mouth). 
These attributes gauge the behavior and measure interest in selecting Malaysia as the 
preferred educational tourism hub. The result showed that the level of attributes was rated 
between "strongly disagree" and "strongly agree," with the overall mean value ranging from 
4.43 to 4.68. In addition, the questionnaire reliability analysis using Cronbach's Alpha scale 
has been able to indicate reliability ranges of 0.879 to 0.980, which equates to very high 
reliability. These are linked with an overall mean value of each dimension's attributes. It 
shows that each component's dimensions are important in measuring motivations, 
destination image, and behavior in an educational tourism context.  

It can be concluded that the attributes in each component dimension were important 
enough for the respondents to rate their value towards Malaysia as an educational tourism 
destination. Hence, this preliminary study has proven that the attributes and dimensions can 
be used to examine educational tourist motivation facets, destination image, and destination 
selection behavior in an extended S-O-R model. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



International Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences 

Vol. 1 2 , No. 10, 2022, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2022 HRMARS 

2205 

Table 3 
Mean Score of Attributes 

Dimensions Items Means Cronbach 
Alpha Value 

Intrinsic Motivation My desire to catch up with global 
economic development. 

4.60 .879 

My desire to develop self-competencies. 4.90 

My desire to contribute to foreign 
trained-skilled labour. 

4.63 

My desire is to increase income in my 
country. 

4.80 

It was essential for me to achieve a 
higher level of education. 

4.86 

It was important to get an international 
impression in my area of study. 

4.76 

It creates future work possibilities in my 
country. 

4.83 

Advice from family motivates me to 
study abroad. 

4.43 

Advice from teachers motivates me to 
study abroad. 

4.36 

Recommendations from other students 
motivate me to study abroad. 

4.63 

Extrinsic Motivation Malaysia offers an opportunity to 
improve language skills. 

4.16 .970 

Malaysia offers an opportunity to make 
international connections. 

4.60 

Malaysia offers an opportunity to 
improve communication skills. 

4.43 

Malaysia offers an opportunity for cross-
cultural competencies. 

4.60 

Malaysia has a comfortable climate. 4.43 

Malaysia provides advanced public 
infrastructure. 

4.50 

Malaysia’s geographical similarity to my 
home country. 

4.40 

Malaysia has a safe environment. 4.43 

Malaysia offers affordable travel-related 
costs. 

4.73 

Malaysia offers an affordable cost of 
living. 

4.66 

Malaysia offers affordable tuition fees. 4.43 

Immigration procedures in Malaysia are 
easy to follow. 

4.63 
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Malaysia offers international students 
the opportunity to work part-time 
during their studies. 

4.33 

The quality of education in Malaysia 
motivates me to study in the country. 

4.53 

The availability of the desired program 
in Malaysia motivates me to study in the 
country. 

4.53 

The perception that foreign graduates 
are believed to be better trained 
motivates me to study in Malaysia. 

4.46 

Emotion My visit to Malaysia was pleasant. 4.50 .980 

My visit to Malaysia was enjoyable. 4.63 

My visit to Malaysia was fulfilling, 4.50 

My visit to Malaysia was stimulating. 4.50 

My visit to Malaysia was relaxing. 4.60 

My visit to Malaysia was exciting. 4.53 

Cognitive Image Malaysia’s residents are friendly. 4.43 .970 

Malaysia’s residents are easy engage in 
conversation. 

4.43 

Malaysia’s residents have a good civic 
sense. 

4.40 

Malaysia provides a good quality of life. 4.46 

Word of Mouth I will recommend my friends to travel to 
Malaysia. 

4.50 .969 

I will share my knowledge about 
Malaysia with my friends. 

4.60 

I will recommend Malaysia as an 
educational tourism destination if my 
friends plan to study abroad. 

4.53 

I will share information about Malaysia 
on social media to help them choose 
educational tourism destinations. 

4.43 

I will share my experience studying in 
Malaysia on social media. 

4.63 

Going online is the easiest way to share 
my study experience in Malaysia. 

4.63 

 
Conclusion 

The present study examined the reliability of three measures: motivation facets, 
destination image (i.e., emotion and cognitive image), and destination selection behavior 
(WoM). At a preliminary stage, this study attempted to assess the educational tourist 
behavior in each dimension and the continuity of previous similar studies. The initial study 
successfully applied the S-O-R model, forming the educational tourist behavior framework. 
As a result, the analysis revealed that the dimensions of each component in motivation facets, 
destination image, and destination selection behavior are important to developing a 
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preferred educational tourism destination. The finding is in line with Jeong et al. (2020) that 
the S-O-R model is among the most suitable frameworks to study the behaviors of tourists by 
considering the intangible products and services of tourism.  
 

The preliminary study findings also support MOHE's strategy in promoting Malaysia as 
an educational tourism destination. The strategies include modern and progressive, world-
class and quality education; strategic location; fun learning and dynamic lifestyles; affordable 
cost of living; multicultural and quality living experiences; safe and peaceful; and English being 
widely spoken (EMGS, 2022). With a considerable gap in the recent statistical data on the 
enrolment of international students compared to before the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, 
this study proposes a student-driven and outcome-based paradigm of educational tourism. 
The limitations of this study include the small sample size and the selection of respondents 
only from public universities and private higher institutions in the state of Selangor, Malaysia. 
Therefore, future analysis will be reported using a larger and more diverse sample. Notably, 
international students from many different countries live in Malaysia. This trend indicates 
that research data needs to be collected from other districts to understand their motivations, 
expectations of the destination, and behaviors. Therefore, it is recommended that 
policymakers, marketers, and higher education service providers should consider the 
outcome of the study to keep on eyeing the current trends in educational tourist motivations 
and behavior. 
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