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DEVELOPING A CONCEPTUAL MODEL OF A 
MARKETING MECHANISM FOR ATTRACTING 
APPLICANTS

Umarov Shuhrat Bahodir o‘g‘li 
Independent Researcher

Abstract. Conceptual models in higher education marketing are commonly proposed and illustrated rather than subjected 
to explicit empirical testing. This article develops the Applicant Attraction Model, formulates three claims derived from the 
model, and reports the results of testing each claim using panel data from twenty institutions. The model conceptualises 
applicant attraction as a sequence of filters in which enrolment is expressed as the product of an exposure rate, a screen-
ing rate, and a verification rate.

The first claim—that the composition of these rates is multiplicative—is an accounting identity and is therefore presented 
as a structural property of the model rather than as an empirical finding. The second claim—that each driver acts primarily 
on a specific block—is not supported in its original three-block specification. Across the three blocks, every driver records 
a specificity index between 0.374 and 0.503, compared with a no-specificity floor of 0.333. When the model is simplified 
to two blocks—exposure and conversion—specificity emerges for the information-related drivers only: the verifiable claim 
share reaches 0.956 and evidence distance reaches 0.950, relative to a no-specificity floor of 0.500, whereas promotional 
expenditure, tuition, and programme breadth remain between 0.540 and 0.648. The empirical test therefore supports a 
more parsimonious two-block representation for the information-related drivers rather than the original three-block spec-
ification.

The third claim—that the model can localise the binding constraint—is supported by the observed panel patterns. Expo-
sure is identified as the binding constraint in sixteen institutions and verification in four. Raising the binding rate to the 
panel median produces estimated gains ranging from zero to 172.7 per cent across institutions and an aggregate sec-
tor-level gain of 8.4 per cent without additional capacity.

When compared with a single reduced-form equation, the Applicant Attraction Model provides a lower in-sample fit (R² = 
0.969 versus R² = 0.996) but yields institution-specific diagnostic implications. By contrast, applying the largest coefficient 
from the reduced-form specification as a decision rule would imply the same recommended action for all twenty institu-
tions. The comparison illustrates the distinction between maximising statistical fit and using a conceptual model to identify 
institution-specific constraints and corresponding areas for intervention.

Keywords: conceptual model; applicant attraction; higher education marketing; marketing mechanism; block specificity; 
binding constraint; explanatory modelling; Uzbekistan.

Annotatsiya. Oliy ta’lim marketingiga oid konseptual modellar, odatda, taklif etiladi va tasvirlab beriladi, biroq ular aniq 
empirik sinovdan kamroq o‘tkaziladi. Ushbu maqolada Abituriyentlarni jalb qilish modeli (Applicant Attraction Model) ishlab 
chiqilib, undan kelib chiqadigan uchta ilmiy da’vo shakllantiriladi hamda ularning har biri yigirmata oliy ta’lim muassasasi-
dan iborat panel ma’lumotlari asosida sinovdan o‘tkaziladi. Model abituriyentlarni jalb qilish jarayonini ketma-ket filtrlardan 
iborat jarayon sifatida konseptuallashtiradi, bunda talabalikka qabul qilinish ekspozitsiya darajasi, saralash darajasi va 
verifikatsiya darajasining ko‘paytmasi sifatida ifodalanadi.

Birinchi da’vo — ushbu ko‘rsatkichlar kompozitsiyasining multiplikativ xususiyatga ega ekanligi — hisob-kitob ayniyati 
hisoblanadi va shu sababli empirik natija sifatida emas, balki modelning tarkibiy xususiyati sifatida taqdim etiladi. Ikkinchi 
da’vo — har bir omil asosan muayyan blokka ta’sir qilishi — dastlabki uch blokli spetsifikatsiyada tasdiqlanmadi. Uchta 
blok bo‘yicha barcha omillarning spetsifiklik indeksi 0,374 dan 0,503 gacha bo‘lib, spetsifiklik mavjud bo‘lmagan holat 
uchun bazaviy chegara 0,333 ni tashkil etadi. Model ikki blokka — ekspozitsiya va konversiyaga — soddalashtirilganda, 
spetsifiklik faqat axborot bilan bog‘liq omillarda namoyon bo‘ladi: tekshirilishi mumkin bo‘lgan da’volar ulushi (verifiable 
claim share) 0,956 ga, dalillar masofasi (evidence distance) esa 0,950 ga yetadi, spetsifiklik mavjud bo‘lmagan holat 
uchun bazaviy chegara 0,500 ni tashkil etadi. Shu bilan birga, reklama xarajatlari, ta’lim to‘lovi va ta’lim dasturlarining ken-
gligi bo‘yicha ushbu ko‘rsatkichlar 0,540–0,648 oralig‘ida qoladi. Shunday qilib, empirik sinov axborot bilan bog‘liq omillar 
uchun dastlabki uch blokli spetsifikatsiyaga nisbatan parsimonikroq ikki blokli tuzilmani qo‘llab-quvvatlaydi.

Uchinchi da’vo — model cheklovchi omilning joylashuvini aniqlay olishi — panel ma’lumotlarida kuzatilgan natijalar bilan 
tasdiqlanadi. Ekspozitsiya o‘n oltita oliy ta’lim muassasasida, verifikatsiya esa to‘rtta muassasada cheklovchi omil sifatida 
aniqlangan. Cheklovchi ko‘rsatkichni panel medianasi darajasigacha oshirish oliy ta’lim muassasalari kesimida noldan 
172,7 foizgacha bo‘lgan hisoblangan o‘sishni hamda qo‘shimcha quvvat talab qilmagan holda sektor miqyosida jami 8,4 
foizlik o‘sishni ta’minlashi mumkin.
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Yagona keltirilgan shakldagi (reduced-form) tenglama bilan taqqoslanganda, Abituriyentlarni jalb qilish modeli tanlanma 
ichida nisbatan pastroq moslik darajasini namoyon etadi (R² = 0,969 ga nisbatan R² = 0,996), biroq oliy ta’lim muas-
sasasiga xos diagnostik xulosalarni shakllantirish imkonini beradi. Aksincha, keltirilgan shakldagi modelning eng katta 
koeffitsiyentini qaror qabul qilish qoidasi sifatida qo‘llash barcha yigirmata oliy ta’lim muassasasi uchun bir xil tavsiya etil-
adigan harakatni nazarda tutadi. Ushbu taqqoslash statistik moslikni maksimal darajaga yetkazish bilan konseptual model 
yordamida muassasaga xos cheklovlar va ularga mos ta’sir yo‘nalishlarini aniqlash o‘rtasidagi farqni ko‘rsatadi.

Kalit so‘zlar: konseptual model; abituriyentlarni jalb qilish; oliy ta’lim marketingi; marketing mexanizmi; blok spetsifikligi; 
cheklovchi omil; tushuntiruvchi modellashtirish; O‘zbekiston.

Аннотация. Концептуальные модели в маркетинге высшего образования, как правило, предлагаются и 
иллюстрируются, однако реже подвергаются непосредственной эмпирической проверке. В данной статье 
разрабатывается модель привлечения абитуриентов (Applicant Attraction Model), формулируются три вытекающих 
из неё научных положения и представлены результаты проверки каждого из них на основе панельных 
данных двадцати высших учебных заведений. Модель концептуализирует привлечение абитуриентов как 
последовательность фильтров, в которой зачисление выражается как произведение уровня охвата, уровня 
отбора и уровня верификации.

Первое положение — о мультипликативном характере композиции указанных показателей — представляет собой 
расчётное тождество и поэтому рассматривается не как эмпирический результат, а как структурное свойство 
модели. Второе положение — о том, что каждый фактор преимущественно воздействует на определённый 
блок, — не получило подтверждения в первоначальной трёхблочной спецификации. По трём блокам индекс 
специфичности каждого фактора находится в диапазоне от 0,374 до 0,503 при базовом уровне отсутствия 
специфичности, равном 0,333. При упрощении модели до двух блоков — охвата и конверсии — специфичность 
проявляется только для факторов, связанных с информацией: доля верифицируемых утверждений (verifiable 
claim share) достигает 0,956, а дистанция доказательности (evidence distance) — 0,950 при базовом уровне 
отсутствия специфичности 0,500. В то же время показатели рекламных расходов, стоимости обучения и широты 
образовательных программ остаются в диапазоне 0,540–0,648. Таким образом, результаты эмпирической проверки 
поддерживают более парсимоничное двухблочное представление для факторов, связанных с информацией, по 
сравнению с первоначальной трёхблочной спецификацией.

Третье положение — о способности модели локализовать ограничивающий фактор — подтверждается 
наблюдаемыми закономерностями панельных данных. Охват определяется как ограничивающий фактор 
в шестнадцати высших учебных заведениях, а верификация — в четырёх. Повышение ограничивающего 
показателя до медианного уровня по панели обеспечивает расчётный прирост от нуля до 172,7% в разрезе 
отдельных учреждений и совокупный прирост на уровне сектора в размере 8,4% без необходимости увеличения 
дополнительных мощностей.

По сравнению с единым уравнением приведённой формы (reduced-form equation) модель привлечения 
абитуриентов демонстрирует более низкую степень соответствия данным внутри выборки (R² = 0,969 против R² 
= 0,996), однако позволяет получать диагностические выводы, специфичные для отдельных высших учебных 
заведений. В отличие от этого, использование наибольшего коэффициента модели приведённой формы в качестве 
правила принятия решения предполагало бы одно и то же рекомендуемое действие для всех двадцати высших 
учебных заведений. Данное сопоставление демонстрирует различие между максимизацией статистического 
соответствия и использованием концептуальной модели для выявления специфичных для конкретных учреждений 
ограничений и соответствующих направлений воздействия.

Ключевые слова: концептуальная модель; привлечение абитуриентов; маркетинг высшего образования; 
маркетинговый механизм; специфичность блока; ограничивающий фактор; объяснительное моделирование; 
Узбекистан.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
Conceptual models are frequently proposed in higher education marketing, but they are less often 

subjected to explicit empirical testing. A common approach is to present a conceptual structure, illustrate its 
components and relationships with an empirical or practical example, and discuss the extent to which the model 
represents the phenomenon under investigation. Although such approaches can provide useful conceptual 
insights, models that are not formulated in empirically testable terms offer limited opportunities to evaluate 
which of their proposed relationships are supported by observed data and which may require revision.

This article develops and empirically evaluates the Applicant Attraction Model, which conceptualises 
applicant attraction as a sequence of three filters. An institution must first become known to potential 
applicants, represented by the exposure block. It must then remain within the applicant’s set of seriously 
considered alternatives after the initial narrowing process, represented by the screening block. Finally, an offer 
must be converted into enrolment, represented by the verification block. Because each block operates on the 
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applicants who have passed through the preceding block, enrolment is represented as the product of the three 
corresponding rates rather than their sum.

The model generates three claims of different methodological status, and distinguishing among them 
is central to the analytical framework of the article. The compositional claim—that the three rates combine 
multiplicatively—follows directly from the definition of a sequential filtering process and therefore constitutes an 
accounting identity rather than an empirical finding. The behavioural claim—that each driver acts primarily on a 
specific block rather than equally across the entire attraction process—is substantive and empirically testable. 
The diagnostic claim—that the model can identify the block that constitutes the binding constraint for a particular 
institution—concerns the model’s potential use in generating institution-specific diagnostic implications.

The empirical analysis shows that the behavioural claim is not supported in its original three-block 
specification. Simplifying the model from three blocks to two recovers block specificity for some drivers but not 
for others, thereby providing an empirical basis for revising the original conceptual structure. The analysis also 
provides support for the model’s ability to localise the binding constraint at the institutional level. In addition, 
a single reduced-form equation achieves a higher in-sample fit for enrolment than the conceptual model. This 
difference does not necessarily imply that the two approaches serve the same analytical purpose. Section 4.5 
examines this distinction in relation to the established difference between explanatory and predictive modelling.

The article makes three principal contributions. First, it develops an Applicant Attraction Model whose 
principal substantive propositions are specified in empirically testable terms, allowing the original structure to be 
evaluated and revised in response to the observed evidence. Second, it introduces the block specificity index, 
which measures the extent to which the estimated influence of a driver is concentrated within a particular stage 
of the applicant attraction process and provides an explicit criterion for evaluating the proposed block structure. 
Third, it demonstrates the distinction between statistical fit and institution-specific diagnostic usefulness: 
although the conceptual model achieves a lower in-sample fit than the reduced-form specification, it generates 
differentiated diagnoses across the twenty institutions, whereas applying the dominant relationship from the 
reduced-form specification as a decision rule would imply a common action across the sample.

L I T E R A T U R E  R E V I E W
MacInnis developed a framework for conceptual contributions in marketing, distinguishing among 

identifying, delineating, integrating, and differentiating as distinct forms of conceptual thinking [10]. Yadav 
documented the declining presence of conceptual articles in the field and argued that conceptual work had 
increasingly come to be treated as preliminary to empirical research rather than as a substantive contribution 
in its own right [19].

The position adopted in the present study is more specific. A conceptual model can provide additional 
analytical value when it generates insights into the structure or mechanism underlying an observed relationship 
that would not be obtained from a reduced-form regression using the same data. One way of evaluating this 
contribution is to estimate both approaches and compare the types of conclusions and diagnostic implications 
that each supports.

Shmueli’s distinction between explanatory and predictive modelling provides the conceptual basis for 
this comparison [15]. A model developed primarily for explanation need not provide the strongest predictive 
performance, while a model with superior predictive performance need not identify the mechanisms through 
which an intervention may operate. The comparison presented in Section 4.5 applies this distinction to the 
Applicant Attraction Model and the reduced-form specification.

The hierarchy-of-effects tradition conceptualises communication outcomes as a sequence progressing 
from awareness towards behavioural response, including purchase [9]. In the context of higher education 
choice, related sequential structures are reflected in Chapman’s model of student college choice and Hossler 
and Gallagher’s three-phase framework of predisposition, search, and choice [2, 8], while Perna’s conceptual 
model situates higher education choice within broader social, economic, and institutional contexts [13].

The consideration-set literature provides a framework for examining the intermediate stage of this process. 
Hauser and Wernerfelt conceptualised consideration-set formation as a cost–benefit process [5], Roberts and 
Lattin modelled the composition of consideration sets [14], and Shocker, Ben-Akiva, Boccara, and Nedungadi 
examined the associated conceptual and measurement issues [16]. In the present model, the screening block 
represents this consideration-set stage as an institution-level pass rate: among applicants who are aware of 
an institution, it captures the proportion for whom that institution remains within the set of alternatives seriously 
considered.

The final block is specified in terms of verification rather than persuasion because higher education services 
involve substantial informational uncertainty prior to enrolment. Nelson distinguished between search and 
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experience attributes [12], while Darby and Karni extended this framework by introducing credence attributes, 
whose quality may be difficult for consumers to evaluate even after consumption [3]. These distinctions provide 
a useful framework for understanding why prospective applicants may seek evidence that supports institutional 
claims before making a final enrolment decision.

In this context, the verification block captures the extent to which applicants can assess the credibility of 
information relevant to their final decision. Spence’s signalling framework further provides a theoretical basis for 
considering how observable and credible signals can convey information when underlying quality is not directly 
observable [17]. Applied to higher education communication, this perspective suggests that the effectiveness 
of an institutional claim may depend not only on its content but also on the extent to which applicants can verify 
or otherwise evaluate the evidence supporting it.

The diagnostic claim draws on the theory of constraints, according to which the performance of a system 
can be limited by a binding constraint, making the identification of that constraint important for directing 
improvement efforts [4]. Applied to a sequential filter chain, this logic suggests that the potential effect of an 
intervention depends on the stage at which the relevant constraint occurs.

In the Applicant Attraction Model, this principle provides the conceptual basis for identifying an institution-
specific binding block. Rather than assuming that the same intervention is appropriate for every institution, 
the model evaluates which stage of the attraction process represents the most restrictive point relative to the 
observed rates. The empirical implementation of this diagnostic principle is examined in Section 4.

The analysis in Section 4.3 interprets the empirical performance of the middle block partly through the 
problem of selection between sequential stages. Heckman’s treatment of selection bias provides the relevant 
methodological foundation [6]. In the present setting, an institution-level consideration rate is calculated only 
among applicants who are already aware of the institution. Consequently, the population entering the screening 
stage is selected through the preceding exposure stage.

If awareness is systematically associated with institutional attributes that also influence consideration, the 
observed relationship between a driver and the consideration rate may partly reflect this prior selection. This 
provides a potential explanation for why the original three-block specification may not produce the degree 
of block specificity implied by the behavioural claim and motivates the subsequent examination of a more 
parsimonious block structure.

The higher education marketing literature includes both conceptual models of applicant and student 
choice and empirical studies estimating relationships between institutional or marketing attributes and 
observed outcomes [7, 11]. However, comparatively limited attention appears to have been given to designs 
that formulate the distinct empirical claims of a conceptual marketing mechanism separately, specify criteria by 
which those claims can be evaluated, and then use the resulting evidence to determine whether the original 
conceptual structure should be retained or revised.

The present study addresses this intersection by distinguishing among the compositional, behavioural, 
and diagnostic claims of the Applicant Attraction Model and subjecting the empirically testable claims to 
separate evaluation. This structure allows the model to be revised in response to the observed evidence rather 
than treating empirical analysis solely as an illustration of a predetermined conceptual framework. The model 
revision examined in Section 4.4 follows directly from this approach.

R E S E A R C H  M E T H O D O L O G Y
The Applicant Attraction Model conceptualises enrolment at an institution as the outcome of a sequence 

of rates applied to an initial pool of school leavers. The model distinguishes three principal conceptual 
blocks—exposure, screening, and verification—while the transition from consideration to an offer additionally 
incorporates the application rate and the offer rate.

The exposure rate is defined as the proportion of the initial pool that can name the institution as a possible 
destination. The screening rate is the proportion of those aware of the institution who examine it seriously 
enough to compare it with other alternatives. The application rate is the proportion of those considering the 
institution who submit an application. The offer rate is the proportion of applicants who receive an offer; within 
the model, this is treated primarily as a capacity-related parameter rather than a marketing driver. Finally, the 
verification rate is the proportion of offer holders who subsequently enrol.

Accordingly, the sequential structure can be expressed as:
Enrolment = Initial Pool × Exposure Rate × Screening Rate × Application Rate × Offer Rate × Verification 

Rate.
Because each rate is conditional on progression through the preceding stage, the relationship is 

multiplicative rather than additive. This multiplicative structure is an accounting identity implied by the 
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construction of the sequential process and is therefore treated as a structural property of the model rather than 
as an empirical finding.

Table 1 summarises the conceptual blocks, the corresponding rates, and the drivers hypothesised to 
operate primarily within each block (Table 1).

Table 1
Blocks of the Applicant Attraction Model, Corresponding Rates, and Hypothesised Drivers1

Block Rate Hypothesised drivers

Exposure Share of the pool aware of the 
institution Promotional spending

Screening Share of the aware who consider it Programme breadth, location, tuition

Verification Share of offer holders who enrol Verifiable claim share, evidence 
distance

Capacity Share of applicants receiving an offer Not a marketing parameter, held fixed

The compositional claim states that enrolment equals the initial pool multiplied by the successive rates 
in the applicant attraction process. This relationship follows directly from the definition of a sequential filtering 
process and therefore holds by construction. It is stated explicitly to distinguish an accounting identity implied 
by the structure of the model from an empirical proposition requiring statistical evaluation.

The behavioural claim states that each driver is associated primarily with the rate corresponding to its 
hypothesised block rather than being distributed equally across the different blocks. Unlike the compositional 
claim, this is a substantive and empirically testable proposition. It is evaluated in Section 4.4 using the block 
specificity index defined below.

The diagnostic claim states that the model can identify, for each institution, the block whose observed rate 
is furthest from the specified attainable frontier and can thereby distinguish institution-specific areas with the 
greatest potential for improvement. The empirical implications of this claim are evaluated in Section 4.6.

For each driver, a separate equation is estimated for each stage rate. The dependent stage rate is 
expressed in logit form, while institutional scale is included as a control variable in each equation. The block 
specificity index is defined as the largest absolute t statistic across the relevant stages divided by the sum of 
the absolute t statistics across those stages:

The lower bound of the index depends on the number of blocks being compared. With three blocks, equal 
absolute t statistics across all three stages produce an index of 0.333; with two blocks, equal absolute t statistics 
produce an index of 0.500. As the statistical association of a driver becomes increasingly concentrated in a 
single block relative to the others, the index approaches 1.000.

Reporting the relevant no-specificity benchmark alongside the observed index is therefore important for 
interpretation. For example, an index of 0.48 may appear to indicate moderate concentration when considered 
in isolation, but in a three-block comparison it lies relatively close to the equal-contribution benchmark of 
0.333. The index should consequently be interpreted relative to its block-specific benchmark rather than as an 
absolute measure independent of the number of stages being compared.

The Applicant Attraction Model is compared with a single reduced-form equation in which log enrolment 
is regressed jointly on all included drivers. Two dimensions are examined. The first is in-sample fit, measured 
by R² calculated against observed log enrolment. The second is diagnostic differentiation, measured by 
the number of distinct institution-specific recommendations generated by each approach across the twenty 
institutions.

For the Applicant Attraction Model, enrolment is reconstructed using the fitted values from the block 
equations rather than the observed stage rates. The comparison is therefore made between fitted outcomes 
generated by the two modelling approaches rather than between a fitted prediction from one approach and an 
accounting identity constructed from observed rates.

This design allows the statistical fit of the two approaches to be compared while separately examining 
whether the block structure provides differentiated diagnostic implications across institutions.

All equations are estimated by ordinary least squares using observations from twenty institutions. Group 
comparisons are conducted using the Welch statistic [18]. Given the small number of institutional observations, 
the corresponding limitations of statistical inference are recognised throughout the analysis [1]. Accordingly, 
statistical results are interpreted together with their magnitude and substantive pattern rather than on the basis 
of statistical significance alone. No causal interpretation is assigned to the estimated relationships.

1	  Author’s development
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A N A LY S I S  A N D  R E S U LT S
Table 2 reports the mechanism for each institution.

Table 2
The attraction chain, twenty institutions2

Institution Aware Consider Apply Applications Offers Offer rate Yield Enrolments
U01 62.0% 70.0% 60.0% 26,040 7,000 26.9% 66.0% 4,620
U02 55.0% 65.0% 52.0% 18,590 5,200 28.0% 78.0% 4,056
U03 48.0% 62.0% 51.0% 15,178 4,400 29.0% 72.0% 3,168
U04 34.0% 72.0% 40.0% 9,792 1,900 19.4% 91.0% 1,729
U05 40.0% 48.0% 45.0% 8,640 2,300 26.6% 58.0% 1,334
U06 42.0% 68.0% 43.0% 12,281 3,100 25.2% 89.0% 2,759
U07 38.0% 56.0% 48.0% 10,214 2,900 28.4% 69.0% 2,001
U08 36.0% 61.0% 43.0% 9,443 3,400 36.0% 66.0% 2,244
U09 26.0% 70.0% 31.0% 5,642 1,200 21.3% 95.0% 1,140
U10 33.0% 52.0% 40.0% 6,864 2,600 37.9% 60.0% 1,560
U11 29.0% 45.0% 38.0% 4,959 1,500 30.2% 64.0% 960
U12 31.0% 48.0% 36.0% 5,357 2,200 41.1% 55.0% 1,210
U13 22.0% 58.0% 24.0% 3,062 900 29.4% 81.0% 729
U14 28.0% 44.0% 34.0% 4,189 1,800 43.0% 58.0% 1,044
U15 24.0% 42.0% 28.0% 2,822 1,000 35.4% 49.0% 490
U16 21.0% 56.0% 28.0% 3,293 1,400 42.5% 69.0% 966
U17 18.0% 50.0% 23.0% 2,070 800 38.6% 72.0% 576
U18 16.0% 41.0% 26.0% 1,706 700 41.0% 53.0% 371
U19 13.0% 38.0% 24.0% 1,186 600 50.6% 44.0% 264
U20 11.0% 36.0% 20.0% 792 400 50.5% 48.0% 192

The sector records a total of 152,119 applications and 31,413 enrolments from an initial pool of 100,000 
school leavers. The fact that the number of applications exceeds the size of the initial pool reflects the possibility 
that an individual applicant may submit applications to more than one institution. Accordingly, the rates are 
calculated at the institution level and are not mutually exclusive across institutions.

The compositional claim holds by construction and is therefore not interpreted as an empirical finding. Its 
analytical value lies instead in the decomposition provided by the sequential structure, which forms the basis 
for the subsequent analysis. A relatively low level of enrolment at a particular institution may be associated 
with a low exposure rate, a low screening or consideration rate, a low verification rate, or a binding capacity 
constraint. Distinguishing among these components is important because each represents a different stage of 
the applicant attraction process and may therefore imply a different diagnostic interpretation.

Table 3 reports the estimated equations for the three blocks of the Applicant Attraction Model.

Table 3
Estimated Block Equations (n = 20)3

Block Dependent 
variable Driver Coefficient t R²

B1 Exposure logit awareness log promotional 
spend 0.644 (0.047) 13.68 0.912

B2 Screening logit consideration log programme 
breadth 0.420 (0.166) 2.53 0.529

located in a major 
city -0.178 (0.379) -0.47

2	  Author’s development
3	  Author’s development
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log tuition 0.448 (0.265) 1.69

B3 Verification logit yield verifiable claim 
share 0.045 (0.003) 13.99 0.916

B3 with control logit yield verifiable claim 
share 0.047 (0.004) 12.00 0.920

log promotional 
spend -0.070 (0.071) -0.99

Standard errors in parentheses. The first and third blocks behave as the model specifies. Promotional 
spending explains 91.2 per cent of the variation in awareness at an elasticity of 0.644 with a t statistic of 13.68. 
Verifiable claim share explains 91.6 per cent of the variation in yield, and it survives the addition of promotional 
spending, which contributes minus 0.070 with a t statistic of minus 0.99. Money buys awareness and does not 
buy take-up (Figure 1).

Figure 1. The model as estimated4

The implication for the Applicant Attraction Model is specific to the empirical identification of the screening 
block rather than to its conceptual role. The screening stage remains conceptually relevant to the sequential 
attraction process, but the institution-level data used in the present analysis provide limited information for 
isolating its hypothesised drivers from selection occurring at the preceding exposure stage. More direct 
identification of this process would require applicant-level information on the composition of consideration sets 
and on the institutions known to and considered by individual applicants. Such data would require a different 
measurement instrument rather than merely an alternative specification of the same institution-level data.

Table 4 reports the block specificity index for the original three-block specification and the revised two-
block specification.

Table 4
Block Specificity Index by Driver5

Driver Three blocks Two blocks Acts on, two-block 
version

Verifiable claim share 0.483 0.956 Conversion only
Evidence distance 0.487 0.950 Conversion only

Located in a major city 0.503 0.681 Exposure only
Log tuition 0.475 0.648 Both

Log programme breadth 0.453 0.641 Both
Log promotional spend 0.374 0.540 Both

No-specificity floor 0.333 0.500

4	  Author’s development
5	  Author’s development
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Figure 2 compares the block specificity index for the individual drivers under the original three-block 
specification and the revised two-block specification. In the three-block model, the observed specificity 
indices remain relatively close to the no-specificity benchmark of 0.333. The index is 0.374 for log promotional 
expenditure, 0.453 for log programme breadth, 0.475 for log tuition, and 0.503 for location in a major city. 
These results provide limited evidence that the effects of these drivers are concentrated within the individual 
blocks to which they were originally assigned.

When the model is simplified to two blocks, the no-specificity benchmark increases to 0.500. The 
specificity indices for log promotional expenditure, log programme breadth, and log tuition increase to 0.540, 
0.641, and 0.648, respectively. Location in a major city reaches 0.681. Although these values indicate greater 
concentration than in the three-block specification, the degree of specificity remains heterogeneous across the 
drivers (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Block specificity by driver in the three-block and two-block versions, with the floor for each6

Under the original three-block specification, the behavioural claim receives limited empirical support. 
Across the six drivers, the block specificity index ranges from 0.374 to 0.503, compared with the no-specificity 
benchmark of 0.333. Thus, none of the six drivers exhibits strong concentration within a single block. These 
results do not support the original proposition that individual drivers are clearly stage-specific—for example, 
that promotional expenditure is concentrated primarily in the exposure block, tuition in the screening block, and 
verifiable information in the verification block.

Simplifying the model to two blocks changes the pattern for some drivers but not for others. When the 
screening and verification stages are combined into a single conversion block, the model consists of exposure 
followed by conversion. Under this specification, the block specificity index for verifiable claim share increases 
to 0.956 and that for evidence distance to 0.950, relative to a no-specificity benchmark of 0.500. These two 
information-related drivers therefore exhibit a high degree of concentration in the conversion block. Their t 
statistics are 23.18 and −13.39, respectively, for conversion, compared with 1.08 and −0.70 for exposure. 
Location in a major city reaches a specificity index of 0.681, with its estimated association more strongly 
concentrated in the exposure block. By contrast, tuition, programme breadth, and promotional expenditure have 
specificity indices ranging from 0.540 to 0.648, indicating that their estimated associations remain distributed 
across both blocks rather than being strongly concentrated within a single stage.

The revision of the model is therefore based on the results of the empirical test rather than on an a priori 
preference for a simpler structure. The evidence provides stronger support for a two-block representation 
in which the information-related drivers—verifiable claim share and evidence distance—are clearly stage-
specific, while the resource-related drivers exhibit substantially less block specificity. The revised specification 
is more parsimonious and makes a narrower behavioural claim than the original three-block model. This 
revision illustrates the value of specifying conceptual propositions in empirically testable terms: when the 
original proposition is not supported as specified, the model can be modified in accordance with the observed 
evidence rather than retained unchanged.

6	  Author’s development
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Table 5 presents the resulting comparison between the original three-block specification and the revised 
two-block specification.

Table 5
The model against a reduced form7

Reduced form Applicant Attraction Model

Specification log enrolments on all drivers enrolments reconstructed from fitted 
block equations

R² against observed log enrolments 0.996 0.969
Adjusted R² 0.995

Largest significant coefficient log programme breadth, 0.758 (t = 
7.94)

Distinct recommendations across 
twenty institutions one two blocks, twenty magnitudes

The reduced-form specification provides a substantially higher in-sample fit than the Applicant Attraction 
Model. Its R² is 0.996, compared with 0.969 for the conceptual model. It achieves this fit without imposing 
the sequential block structure of the Applicant Attraction Model and without requiring the separate estimation 
of relationships across the individual blocks. In terms of statistical fit alone, therefore, the reduced-form 
specification describes the observed variation in log enrolments more closely within the sample.

The two approaches differ, however, in the type of diagnostic information they provide. In the reduced-
form specification, the largest statistically significant coefficient is associated with programme breadth, with 
an estimated coefficient of 0.758. If the magnitude of the largest statistically significant coefficient were used 
as the basis for identifying a priority area for intervention, the same variable—programme breadth—would be 
selected for all twenty institutions. The reduced-form equation therefore does not, under this decision rule, 
differentiate the recommended priority according to the institution-specific stage at which the attraction process 
is most constrained.

The Applicant Attraction Model serves a different analytical purpose. Rather than identifying a single 
relationship from the pooled institutional data and applying it uniformly across institutions, the model decomposes 
the attraction process into sequential stages and identifies the stage that is most restrictive for each institution 
relative to the specified benchmark. It therefore generates institution-specific diagnostic implications, which are 
examined through the binding-constraint analysis reported in Table 6.

The comparison should not be interpreted as demonstrating the general superiority of one modelling 
approach over the other. The reduced-form specification provides the stronger in-sample statistical fit, whereas 
the conceptual model provides a structured decomposition intended to localise institution-specific constraints. 
The results therefore illustrate a distinction between statistical fit and diagnostic differentiation: a model with a 
lower in-sample R² may still provide information about the location of a constraint that is not directly represented 
by a single reduced-form equation.

Table 6 reports the binding block identified for each institution and the corresponding counterfactual 
change.

Table 6
Binding block and the effect of raising it to the panel median8

Institution Exposure 
ratio

Screening 
ratio

Verification 
ratio

Binding 
block

Enrolments 
now After Change

U20 0.18 0.50 0.51 Exposure 192 524 +172.7%
U19 0.21 0.53 0.46 Exposure 264 609 +130.8%
U18 0.26 0.57 0.56 Exposure 371 696 +87.5%
U17 0.29 0.69 0.76 Exposure 576 960 +66.7%
U16 0.34 0.78 0.73 Exposure 966 1,380 +42.9%
U13 0.35 0.81 0.85 Exposure 729 994 +36.4%
U15 0.39 0.58 0.52 Exposure 490 613 +25.0%

7	  Author’s development
8	  Author’s development
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U09 0.42 0.97 1.00 Exposure 1,140 1,315 +15.4%
U05 0.65 0.67 0.61 Verification 1,334 1,518 +13.8%
U14 0.45 0.61 0.61 Exposure 1,044 1,119 +7.1%
U11 0.47 0.63 0.67 Exposure 960 993 +3.4%

Ten others Exposure or 
Verification none

Sector 31,413 34,067 +8.4%

Ratios are each stage rate divided by the panel maximum for that stage. Institutions showing no change 
already hold their binding rate at or above the panel median (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Stage rates as ratios of the panel best, with the binding block ringed9

Exposure binds in sixteen of the twenty institutions and verification in four. The four exceptions are the 
large institutions whose awareness is already near the panel maximum, so for them the constraint has moved 
downstream to what they can prove (Figure 4).

9	  Author’s development
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Figure 4. Estimated gain from acting on the diagnosed binding block, by institution10

The Applicant Attraction Model identifies different binding constraints across the twenty institutions. 
Exposure is identified as the binding block in sixteen institutions, while verification is identified as binding in 
four. In the counterfactual exercise, the rate associated with the binding block is raised to the corresponding 
panel median while the remaining rates are held constant.

The estimated changes in enrolment vary substantially across institutions. Raising the binding rate to 
the panel median produces no estimated increase for nine institutions, an increase of 3.4 per cent for one 
institution, and a maximum increase of 172.7 per cent for another. Aggregated across the twenty institutions, 
the counterfactual implies an 8.4 per cent increase in sector-level enrolment without an increase in the 
capacity parameter. By contrast, applying the largest statistically significant coefficient from the reduced-form 
specification as a common decision rule would identify the same priority variable for all twenty institutions.

These results provide support for the diagnostic role of the model within the present analytical framework. 
The model differentiates institutions according to the stage at which their attraction process is most 
constrained, even though the revised model is more parsimonious than the original three-block specification. 
The components of the original model that receive limited empirical support are themselves informative about 
the level of structural differentiation that can be identified using the available institution-level data.

The compositional claim is an accounting identity and therefore does not constitute empirical evidence in 
support of the model. Its role is instead to define explicitly the sequential structure on which the subsequent 
behavioural and diagnostic analyses are based.

The behavioural claim receives limited support in the original three-block specification and substantially 
stronger support for particular drivers after the model is simplified to two blocks. The pattern is systematic. 
The information-related drivers—verifiable claim share and evidence distance—are strongly concentrated 
in the conversion block, with specificity indices of 0.956 and 0.950, respectively. By contrast, the resource- 
and position-related drivers—promotional expenditure, tuition, and programme breadth—remain less stage-
specific, with estimated associations distributed across both blocks. Controlling for institutional scale reduces 
the potential influence of size differences, but the observed cross-block relationships remain.

The diagnostic claim receives support from the institution-specific patterns generated by the model. 
Whereas the reduced-form specification provides the stronger in-sample statistical fit, the Applicant Attraction 
Model distinguishes between exposure and verification constraints across institutions. The two approaches 
therefore provide different types of information: the reduced-form equation describes the observed variation in 
enrolment more closely within the sample, while the conceptual model provides a structured basis for identifying 
institution-specific constraints.

An important limitation of the counterfactual analysis should nevertheless be made explicit. The exercise in 

10	  Author’s development
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this section assumes that the rate of the binding stage can be raised to the panel median while the other rates 
remain unchanged. However, the block-specificity results in Section 4.4 indicate that three of the six drivers 
are associated with more than one block. An intervention intended primarily to affect exposure—for example, 
an increase in promotional expenditure—may therefore also be associated with changes in conversion. The 
counterfactual isolates the potential contribution of the binding rate under a ceteris paribus assumption and 
should not be interpreted as a causal estimate of the effect of a specific intervention.

Accordingly, the institution-level percentages are most appropriately interpreted as diagnostic 
counterfactuals indicating the relative scope for improvement under the model’s assumptions, rather than as 
forecasts of the gains that would necessarily result from particular interventions. The identification of the lowest 
relative stage rate provides a basis for prioritising further investigation, while the magnitude of any realised 
effect would depend on how a specific intervention influences multiple stages of the attraction process.

C O N C L U S I O N  A N D  R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S
This article developed and empirically evaluated the Applicant Attraction Model, which represents applicant 

attraction as a sequential process linking exposure, screening, application, capacity-related offer formation, 
and verification. Enrolment is expressed as the product of the successive rates in this process. Three claims—
the compositional, behavioural, and diagnostic claims—were evaluated using data from twenty institutions.

The compositional claim is an accounting identity that follows from the sequential construction of the 
model and therefore does not constitute empirical evidence in support of the model. Its purpose is to define the 
structure through which the subsequent behavioural and diagnostic propositions are examined.

The exposure and verification blocks exhibit strong statistical relationships with their hypothesised 
information. Promotional expenditure is associated with variation in awareness, with an estimated elasticity 
of 0.644, a t statistic of 13.68, and R² = 0.912. Verifiable claim share is positively associated with yield, with 
an estimated coefficient of 0.045, a t statistic of 13.99, and R² = 0.916. This relationship remains strong 
when promotional expenditure is added to the specification, while promotional expenditure has an estimated 
coefficient of −0.070 with a t statistic of −0.99 in that equation.

The screening block provides substantially weaker and less consistent empirical results. Its equation has 
R² = 0.529, and the estimated coefficients of its hypothesised drivers do not display a consistent pattern in 
the expected directions. In particular, tuition has a positive estimated coefficient, contrary to its hypothesised 
direction as a screening variable. This pattern is consistent with selection between sequential stages: institution-
level consideration rates are calculated among applicants who are already aware of an institution. The available 
data, however, do not independently establish selection as the causal source of the coefficient pattern.

The behavioural claim therefore receives limited support in its original three-block specification. Across the 
six drivers, the block specificity index ranges from 0.374 to 0.503, compared with a no-specificity benchmark 
of 0.333. When the model is simplified to two blocks, verifiable claim share reaches a specificity index of 0.956 
and evidence distance reaches 0.950, relative to a benchmark of 0.500. Promotional expenditure, tuition, and 
programme breadth remain between 0.540 and 0.648. These results provide stronger support for a two-block 
representation in which the information-related drivers are highly stage-specific, while the resource-related 
drivers exhibit substantially less block specificity.

The reduced-form specification provides a higher in-sample fit than the Applicant Attraction Model, with R² 
= 0.996 compared with R² = 0.969. This comparison indicates that the conceptual model should not be regarded 
as superior on the basis of statistical fit. Its contribution instead lies in the structured decomposition of the 
applicant attraction process and the institution-specific diagnostic information generated by that decomposition.

The diagnostic analysis identifies exposure as the binding block in sixteen institutions and verification in 
four. Raising the binding rate to the corresponding panel median while holding the remaining rates constant 
produces counterfactual changes ranging from zero to 172.7 per cent across institutions and an aggregate 
sector-level increase of 8.4 per cent without increasing the capacity parameter. By contrast, applying the 
largest statistically significant coefficient from the reduced-form specification as a common decision rule would 
identify the same priority variable for all twenty institutions.

Taken together, the findings support a more parsimonious version of the Applicant Attraction Model than 
originally proposed. The empirical evidence does not support strong stage specificity for all drivers in the 
three-block structure, but it provides substantially clearer differentiation for the information-related drivers in 
the revised two-block specification. At the same time, the model provides an institution-specific framework for 
identifying where constraints are concentrated. The results therefore illustrate the value of treating a conceptual 
model as an empirically revisable structure rather than as a framework to be retained unchanged irrespective 
of the evidence.
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