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Abstract: Degree program satisfaction is an important but insufficiently researched topic, 
especially considering its potential impact on major switching behavior. Therefore, the purpose 
of this study was to develop a model of degree program satisfaction through verification and 
extension of well-established principles. Built upon expectancy-value theory, disconfirmation 
theory, and the theory of emotion and adaptation as well as the use of preexisting survey data and 
logistic regression, this investigation aimed to conceptualize students as consumers of their 
education. Results revealed that having educational expectations met and receiving a quality 
education have a positive and statistically significant association with a student’s satisfaction with 
their bachelor’s degree program whereas major classification has a non-significant negative 
association. Understanding these results allows researchers and practitioners to feel more 
confident in the knowledge they already possess about student satisfaction and could motivate 
institutions to probe the issue more deeply, possibly begetting new policies or best practices aimed 
at advancing degree program satisfaction and subsequent major persistence. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Approximately 33% of bachelor’s degree-seeking students in the United States change 
their major at least once, with nearly one in 10 switching disciplines multiple times (Leu, 2017). 
Moreover, roughly 28% of American students who originally declare a science, technology, 
engineering, or mathematics (STEM) major withdraw to pursue a non-STEM discipline (Thiry et 
al., 2019). While this number has declined from its previously reported 40% (Seymour & Hewitt, 
1997), there remains an urgent demand for increased STEM talent (National Science Foundation, 
2022; The President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology, 2012). And merely 
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retaining current STEM students is said to be the fastest and most effective way to meet this need 
(The President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology, 2012). 

It has been postulated that dissatisfaction precipitates attrition of this kind (Hearn, 1985; 
Nauta, 2007; Shaw & Barbuti, 2010; The President’s Council of Advisors on Science and 
Technology, 2012), yet little research has been conducted that directly tests factors linked to such 
dissatisfaction let alone monitors for STEM and non-STEM group differences. In light of the 
multifaceted nature of satisfaction (Browne et al., 1998; Hartman & Schmidt, 1995; Oliver, 1980; 
Peterson & Wilson, 1992), there is a need to move beyond cursory knowledge toward precise 
identification of the cognitive processes by which it arises within the context of students’ 
bachelor’s degree programs. Doing so not only adds to the literature on satisfaction, as a precursor 
to retention, but may contribute to an expanded understanding of academic performance, course 
preference, and major decidedness, not to mention postgraduate behavior and career success 
(Hearn, 1985; Milsom & Coughlin, 2015; Morstain, 1977; Nauta, 2007). 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Satisfaction is widely esteemed as an influential factor as far as academic achievement and 
attainment (Bean, 1980; Hearn, 1985; Morstain, 1977; Nauta, 2007; Seymour and Hewitt, 1997; 
Shaw & Barbuti, 2010; Spady, 1970, 1971; The President’s Council of Advisors on Science and 
Technology, 2012; Thiry et al., 2019; Tinto, 1975). Whether students who are dissatisfied struggle 
in their college courses or those who struggle in their college courses are dissatisfied, such students 
are prone to seeking a different discipline (Hearn, 1985; Nauta, 2007; Seymour and Hewitt, 1997; 
Shaw & Barbuti, 2010; The President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology, 2012; 
Thiry et al., 2019). Satisfaction has also been allied with the prevalence of engaging courses, 
support services, and positive interactions with faculty (Bean, 1980; Hearn, 1985; Milson & 
Coughlin, 2015; Seymour and Hewitt, 1997; Spady, 1970, 1971; The President’s Council of 
Advisors on Science and Technology, 2012; Thiry et al., 2019). Given the lengthy duration of 
college, degree program satisfaction is believed to be enriched if students enjoy their time spent in 
the classroom through stimulating coursework, competent faculty who use good teaching 
practices, and so on (Hearn, 1985; Milson & Coughlin, 2015; Seymour and Hewitt, 1997; Shim et 
al., 1991; Thiry et al., 2019). Courses with career applicability are particularly likely to result in 
satisfaction and ensuing major continuance (Bean, 1980; Nauta, 2007; Milson & Coughlin, 2015; 
Shim et al., 1991; Spady, 1970, 1971).  

Likewise, students would like their professors and other university staff to externalize 
compassion and offer assistance when needed, both for their academic success and for any personal 
problems they face (Hearn, 1985; Seymour and Hewitt, 1997; Thiry et al., 2019). Still, the process 
of satisfaction formation as well as its impact on perseverance might not be uniform across STEM 
and non-STEM disciplines (Bean, 1980; Hearn, 1985; Shaw & Barbuti, 2010). That is, students of 
the soft sciences were discovered to prefer stimulating coursework and good teaching practices 
more so than those in the hard sciences who instead were partial to a skilled and well-trained 
faculty (Hearn, 1985). Lastly, degree program congruence, or fit, has been recognized as 
influencing satisfaction (Milson & Coughlin, 2015; Morstain, 1977; Nauta, 2007). Individuals 
whose interests, skills, and goals align with the structure and culture of their chosen field tend to 
exhibit superior satisfaction alongside a better chance of remaining in that field. Which is to say, 
a student’s sense of belonging and overall level of academic and social integration within their 
degree program have been distinguished as vital to satisfaction and retention (Bean, 1980; Milson 
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& Coughlin, 2015; Morstain, 1977; Nauta, 2007; Seymour and Hewitt, 1997; Shim et al., 1991; 
Spady, 1970, 1971; Thiry et al., 2019; Tinto, 1975). 
 
AN ALTERNATIVE APPROACH 

To advocate for an alternative approach, Pate (1993) cataloged the three types of student 
satisfaction that appear most often in the education literature. The first is job type satisfaction, 
which assumes that a student’s role in higher education is analogous to that of an employee in an 
organization and where aspects that make a job satisfying might also make being a student 
satisfying. The second is psychological-wellness type satisfaction, which conceives student 
satisfaction as the product of a healthy sense of self and where various forms of educational 
counseling are often suggested to improve the dissatisfied student’s mental state. The third is 
consumer type satisfaction, which claims that education is a product or service purchased by the 
student and pairs their satisfaction with the meeting or exceeding of their desires therein.  

Though at times controversial in its application to higher education (Browne et al., 1998; 
Hartman & Schmidt, 1995; Szymanski and Henard, 2001), there is widespread support for the 
consumer approach in the domains of marketing and retail, where it is accepted that some set of 
determinants affects the level of satisfaction felt by those who consume a product or service and 
that this level of satisfaction then compels individuals to take certain post-consumptive actions 
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Bagozzi, 1992; Fishbein, 1963, 1967; Gotlieb et al., 1994; Lazarus, 
1991; Oliver, 1980, 1981; Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988; Pate, 1993; Szymanski & Henard, 
2001). Pate (1993) and colleagues have argued that this paradigm, compared to that of job 
satisfaction and psychological-wellness satisfaction, more accurately depicts the dominant 
experience of the undergraduate student. Furthermore, they assert that adopting the consumer 
angle may provide a more systemic understanding of student satisfaction and its consequences  
by considering otherwise isolated factors as an integrated whole. 
 
THE NEED FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

As evidenced by the above-referenced studies as well as countless others not mentioned in 
this paper, job satisfaction and psychological-wellness satisfaction have received considerable 
attention. As to consumer satisfaction, there are those who have observed, with varying levels of 
success, overall college satisfaction from a consumer perspective (Browne et al., 1998; Chadwick 
& Ward, 1987; Hartman & Schmidt, 1995; Pate, 1993) and those who have lent credence to the 
premise of envisioning students as consumers of their selected major (Morstain, 1977; Shim et al., 
1991), but no studies could be located that have empirically examined degree program satisfaction, 
let alone STEM satisfaction, from this standpoint.  

There is thus a need to verify consumer satisfaction as a useful construct in the novel 
context of bachelor’s degree programs, thereby extending the applicability of the consumer 
approach to the problem of attrition. But all too often no standard method is adhered to, and 
disparate measures are merged in uninformed and unsubstantiated ways (Chadwick & Ward, 1987; 
Nauta, 2007). It follows that an investigation of student wants and needs built upon a well-
established, integrative theory might supply this long-awaited insight (Eccles et al., 1983). Such 
awareness allows researchers and practitioners to feel more confident in the knowledge they 
already possess about student satisfaction and could motivate colleges and universities to probe 
the issue more deeply, possibly begetting new policies or best practices aimed at advancing degree 
program satisfaction and subsequent major persistence. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

A unified framework approach was utilized to manage the complexities of consumer type 
satisfaction. This approach comprised expectancy-value theory (Fishbein, 1963, 1967), 
disconfirmation theory (Oliver, 1980, 1981), and the theory of emotion and adaptation (Lazarus, 
1991). The conjunction of these three theories is generally upheld for grasping consumer behavior 
(Gotlieb et al., 1994) and was accordingly deemed suitable for conceptualizing students as 
education consumers. 
 
EXPECTANCY-VALUE THEORY 

We first drew on Fishbein’s (1963, 1967) expectancy-value theory to explain how students 
form attitudes about their bachelor’s degree program. Expectancy-value theory can be stated as 
follows: (a) an individual holds many beliefs regarding an object; (b) attached to each of these 
beliefs is a mediating valuative response; (c) these valuative responses summate; (d) by way of 
this mediation, these summated valuative responses correlate back to the object; and (e) when 
confronted with the object on future occasions, the individual will display this summated valuative 
response (Fishbein, 1963). Simply put, a consumer’s attitude about a product or service is a 
function of their beliefs regarding the product or service, meaning the probability that the product 
or service is affiliated with certain attributes, standards, or goals, and the valuative aspect of those 
beliefs, meaning the importance, worth, or usefulness of those attributes, standards, or goals (Ajzen 
& Fishbein, 1980; Bagozzi, 1992; Fishbein, 1963, 1967; Gotlieb et al., 1994). This outlook does 
not prevent a consumer from concluding that a product or service has some negative attributes and 
demonstrating a favorable attitude toward that product or service (Fishbein, 1967). While each 
discrete belief suggests an attitude, an individual’s actual attitude can only be reliably derived from 
the sum of these discrete beliefs. 
 
DISCONFIRMATION THEORY 

We then drew on Oliver’s (1980, 1981) disconfirmation theory to clarify why exactly 
exposure to their bachelor’s degree program causes students to form an attitudinal response. 
Disconfirmation theory encompasses the dual process of expectancy formation and expectancy 
disconfirmation. Expectations are akin to Fishbein’s (1963, 1967) notion of beliefs, and 
disconfirmation experiences demystify Fishbein’s (1963) notion of object confrontation. In this 
way, positive disconfirmation occurs when outcomes are better than expected, confirmation occurs 
when outcomes are as expected, and negative disconfirmation occurs when outcomes are poorer 
than expected. This better than/worse than heuristic is then the basis from which a consumer’s 
response to a product or service arises, such as an attitude about the quality of that product or 
service (Oliver, 1981; Parasuraman et al., 1988). Specifically, if an attribute exceeds expectations 
then positive disconfirmation occurs and the product or service is likely to be judged favorably, 
leading to higher levels of perceived quality (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Gotlieb et al., 1994; 
Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988). Conversely, if an attribute fails expectations then negative 
disconfirmation occurs and the product or service is likely to be judged unfavorably, leading to 
lower levels of perceived quality. 
 
THEORY OF EMOTION AND ADAPTATION 
 Finally, we drew on Lazarus’s (1991) theory of emotion and adaptation to define how 
students form sentiments regarding their bachelor’s degree program. Notwithstanding its 
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secondary importance to this study’s purpose, this theory also bolsters the assumption that 
dissatisfaction is positively associated with attrition (Hearn, 1985; Nauta, 2007; Shaw & Barbuti, 
2010; The President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology, 2012). The theory of 
emotion and adaptation speculates that appraisal processes lead to emotional responses, which lead 
to action tendencies and coping reactions. Appraisals are analogous to Fishbein’s (1963, 1967) and 
Oliver’s (1980, 1981) notions of attitudes, and emotional responses bridge the gap between 
attitudes and behavior. Building upon this work, Bagozzi (1992) sought to more thoroughly 
illustrate how an attitude about the quality of a product or service translates into action regarding 
that product or service. His proposal of the outcome-desire unit signals that consumers engage in 
activities, such as purchasing a product or using a service, because of their desire to achieve certain 
outcomes. If a consumer’s appraisal of an activity is positive, as in they realize the anticipated 
outcome in relation to the product or service, then desire-outcome fulfillment occurs, which 
engenders a positive emotional response such as satisfaction. A coping reaction, namely 
repurchasing the product, follows to maintain or elevate this positive emotional response (Ajzen 
& Fishbein, 1980; Bagozzi, 1992; Gotlieb et al., 1994; Lazarus, 1991; Szymanski & Henard, 
2001). A similar chain of events typifies outcome-desire conflict, in which a consumer’s appraisal 
is negative. This leads to a negative emotional response such as dissatisfaction and a coping 
reaction that allows the individual to avoid these negative feelings in the future, for instance, a 
decision not to repurchase the product. 

 
METHOD 

 
To test the conceptualization of students as education consumers, we used a cross-sectional 

logistic regression procedure to detect whether expectancy disconfirmation and quality are 
statistically significant predictors of degree program satisfaction and to uncover any potential 
differences in degree program satisfaction across STEM and non-STEM majors. Inquiry was 
guided by the following research question: To what extent is students’ satisfaction with their 
bachelor’s degree program associated with elements of the consumer framework, that is 
expectancy disconfirmation and quality, controlling for their major classification? 
 
MEASURE AND VARIABLES 
 Individual-level data was obtained from the Alumni Survey, discharged by a midsize R2 
university in the Rocky Mountain region of the United States in 2018. The sampled alumni ranged 
from six months to six years removed from college. The use of alumni data was preferred over that 
of current students for a graduate’s ability to reflect on the entirety of their bachelor’s degree 
program. We believe this affords a more inclusive picture of their expectations and accompanying 
disconfirmations, judgments of quality, and degree program satisfaction than would the reflections 
of a student whose education is still in progress. What is more, prior research suggests that the 
viewpoints of alumni are likely to be more stable and trustworthy (Pate, 1993), though time since 
graduation may undoubtedly affect individual perceptions. And while data from later versions of 
the Alumni Survey were available, the 2018 version is the latest version that measured the required 
constructs.  

Recoding details can be found in Table 1. Note that degree program satisfaction was 
operationalized as overall satisfaction with the education received. Though this measure is 
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Table 1 

Variable Recoding 

Variable Variable 
Description 

Survey 
Component 

Original 
Data Type Original Categories Recoded 

Data Type 
Recoded 

Categories 
Recoded 

Interpretation 
Dependent Variable 

SAT degree program 
satisfaction 

“Overall, I am 
satisfied with the 

education I 
received at this 

university.” 

ordinal 

strongly disagree 

two-level 
discrete 

0 not satisfied 
disagree 0 not satisfied 

neither agree 
nor disagree 0 not satisfied 

agree 1 satisfied 
strongly agree 1 satisfied 

Independent Variables 

EXP expectancy 
disconfirmation 

“My studies at this 
university met the 
educational goals I 
had in mind when 

I enrolled.” 

ordinal 

strongly disagree 

ordinal 

1 - 
disagree 2 - 

neither agree 
nor disagree 3 - 

agree 4 - 
strongly agree 5 - 

QUAL quality 

“How would you 
rate the quality of 
education at this 

university?” 

ordinal 

very poor 

ordinal 

1 - 
poor 2 - 
fair 3 - 

good 4 - 
excellent 5 - 

Covariate 

STEM major 
classification 

“What was your 
primary major?” 

two-level 
discrete 

non-STEM two-level 
discrete 

0 - 
STEM 1 - 
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retrospective and not program-specific, it captures alumni reflections on their entire degree 
experience, which is heavily influenced by their primary program of study. Responses may 
therefore reflect experiences across multiple disciplines for students who changed majors, as well 
as their final field, but are still informative for understanding degree program satisfaction. 
Additionally, since each construct was indicated by a single item, the internal consistency of the 
constructs does not apply. As such, reliability coefficients are not reported here. We acknowledge 
incidental threats to construct validity later in this paper. 

 
ANALYSIS 

Data screening was carried out using SPSS to ascertain and deal with missing data and to 
determine if necessary assumptions were met (see Appendix). Logistic regression was then 
conducted using the following model: 

𝑙𝑛 # !!"#
"#!!"#

$ = 	𝛽$ + 𝛽"(𝐸𝑋𝑃) + 𝛽%(𝑄𝑈𝐴𝐿) + 𝛽&(𝑆𝑇𝐸𝑀) + 𝜖  
 
where SAT is the binary satisfaction score of student i, 𝛽$ is the estimated mean log odds of being 
satisfied, 𝛽" is the change in the log odds of being satisfied for every one-category change in 
expectancy disconfirmation,	𝛽% is the change in the log odds of being satisfied for every one-
category change in quality, 𝛽& is the adjusted mean difference in the log odds of being satisfied 
across STEM and non-STEM majors, and 𝜖 is the error. Descriptive statistics can be found in Table 
2. 

 
Table 2 
 
Descriptive Statistics 
 
Variable Minimum Maximum Mean Mode SD 
 SAT 0 1 0.814 1 0.390 
 EXP 1 5 4.099 4 0.972 
QUAL 1 5 4.195 4 0.776 
STEM 0 1 0.249 0 0.433 
Note. n = 628. 

 
RESULTS 

 
Table 3 shows the odds ratio for each variable. The odds of a student being satisfied 

increased 3.798 times for every one-category increase in expectancy disconfirmation. These odds 
were statistically significant at the 0.05 level (p < 0.001). Similarly, the odds of a student being 
satisfied increased 5.972 times for every one-category increase in quality. These odds were also 
statistically significant at the 0.05 level (p < 0.001). Lastly, the odds of a STEM major being 
satisfied were 21.1% less than a non-STEM major. These odds were not statistically significant at 
the 0.05 level (p = 0.457). 
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Table 3 
 
Logistic Regression Results 
 

Variable B SE Wald p Exp(B) 95% CI for Exp(B) 
      Lower Upper 
EXP 1.334 0.176 57.365 < 0.001 3.798 2.689 5.365 
QUAL 1.787 0.244 53.749 < 0.001 5.972 3.704 9.629 
STEM -0.237 0.319 0.552 0.457 0.789 0.422 1.474 
Constant -10.372 1.084 91.543 < 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.000 
Note. n = 628; df = 1; Cox & Snell = 0.361; Nagelkerke = 0.586. 

 
Tables 3 and 4 depict the accuracy of this model. The conservative Cox & Snell R-squared 

value indicates that 36.1% of the variance in degree program satisfaction was accounted for by 
expectancy disconfirmation, quality, and major classification, whereas the liberal Nagelkerke R-
squared value indicates that 58.6% of the variance in degree program satisfaction was accounted 
for by expectancy disconfirmation, quality, and major classification. Anyhow, 90.0% of cases were 
correctly predicted. 
 
Table 4 
 
Classification Table 
 

Observed Predicted 
 SAT Percent Correct 
 0 1  

SAT 
0 66 50 56.9 
1 13 499 97.5 

Overall Percent   90.0 
Note. n = 628; the cut value is 0.500. 

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The purpose of this study was to develop a model of degree program satisfaction through 

verification and extension of well-established principles. Built upon expectancy-value theory 
(Fishbein 1963, 1967), disconfirmation theory (Oliver, 1980, 1981), and the theory of emotion and 
adaptation (Lazarus, 1991) as well as the use of preexisting survey data and logistic regression, 
this investigation aimed to conceptualize students as consumers of their education. Results 
revealed that having educational expectations met and receiving a quality education have a positive 
and statistically significant association with students’ satisfaction with their bachelor’s degree 
program. However, no statistically significant difference in degree program satisfaction was 
observed between STEM and non-STEM majors. 
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INTERPRETATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
Scholars have postulated that the traditional consumer paradigm may not transition well to 

higher education (Browne et al., 1998; Hartman & Schmidt, 1995; Szymanski and Henard, 2001). 
They cite the unfamiliar environment as a hindrance to students’ ability to form expectations let 
alone the comparison standards by which to judge whether their experiences are better than, worse 
than, or in line with their expectations. They also note the long-term nature of higher education as 
a source of passivity as far as students’ continual disconfirmation processing. With such reluctance 
concerning the administration of consumer principles in an education setting, the explanatory 
power of the consumer model is somewhat unexpected. This is expressly so by the statistical 
significance of the consumer variables and the amount of explained variance. Supplementary 
research is surely needed, but it seems that much can be learned through this lens. Thus, we put 
forth the following conceptualization of students as consumers of their education within the 
context of their bachelor’s degree programs, as summarized in Figure 1. 
 
Figure 1 
 
The Conceptualization of Students as Education Consumers 
 

 
 

To aid in the interpretation and application of this conceptual approach, we proffer an 
example. A student begins their bachelor’s degree program with many expectations shaped by 
their characteristics, background, and interests (Bean, 1980; Morstain, 1977; Eccles et al., 1983; 
Pate, 1993; Shim et al., 1991; Spady, 1970, 1971; Tinto, 1975). Expectations are liable to include 
perceptions of required tasks, self-concept of ability, and the likelihood of obtaining support and 
encouragement (Eccles et al., 1983). Attached to each of these expectations is a valuation. 
Logically, the student might ascribe higher value to receiving quick and easy tasks should their 
expectation of assistance go unmet. By way of their daily experiences with coursework, faculty, 
peers, and other aspects of their environment, their expectations are either confirmed or 

 

 
Expectancy-Value Theory 
A student begins their bachelor's degree program 
with various expecations and valuations. 

 

Disconfirmation Theory 
These expectations are either confirmed or 
disconfirmed, leading to an attitude regarding 
the quality of their bachelor's degree program. 

 

Theory of Emotion and Adaptation 
This attitude spurs an emotional response, that 
is their satisaction with their bachelor's degree 
program, and an associated coping reaction. . 
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disconfirmed, and a judgment of quality surfaces. For instance, if the student is unwantedly 
assigned insurmountable tasks and left to fend for themselves, they might judge their bachelor’s 
degree program as low quality. An emotional response such as dissatisfaction instinctively 
surfaces, prompting a coping reaction such as a drop in the intensity of effort expended, poor 
academic performance, and, ultimately, attrition to a different major (Eccles et al., 1983). 

This has downstream implications for the reliable prediction of persistence, in STEM or 
otherwise. With the understanding that satisfaction predates persistence (Hearn, 1985; Nauta, 
2007; Shaw & Barbuti, 2010; The President’s Council of Advisors on Science and Technology, 
2012), it stands to reason that cultivating factors such as expectancy disconfirmation and quality 
would, as a result of bolstering satisfaction, enhance persistence. Granted, major classification did 
not prove to be a significant predictor of degree program satisfaction, in contradiction to common 
hypothesis (Bean, 1980; Browne et al., 1998; Hartman & Schmidt, 1995; Hearn, 1985; Shaw & 
Barbuti, 2010). This indicates that principles of the consumer perspective are not exclusive to 
either STEM or non-STEM students. Rather, what works for one will work for all, at least from 
the present student-as-consumer vantage point. 
 
LIMITATIONS 

Here we cite several limitations. First is the age of the Alumni Survey. Because of this, 
there is a chance that student opinions on the issues covered have since altered. However, 
alignment of the results of this study with the theory underlying it submits that this small lapse is 
not consequential. Second is the distribution of responses to the Alumni Survey. Apart from 
embodying the entire range of feedback options, the distribution of the data is skewed strongly 
negative. This positivity bias may reflect an accurate assessment of expectancy disconfirmation, 
quality, and degree program satisfaction, but it may also be that the extent to which negative and 
neutral viewpoints exist in the larger population was not wholly captured by this dataset. It follows 
that artifacts of the survey methodology and inherent, intrapersonal traits of the surveyed students 
could be at play (Peterson & Wilson, 1992). To this end, any associations are liable to attenuation 
in the sense that the true relationships between the included variables might be underestimated.  

Third is the construct validity of the Alumni Survey. As mentioned previously, each of the 
consumer constructs used in the analysis was indicated by just a single survey item. Hence, we 
cannot be sure that those items fully represent all dimensions of their corresponding construct. 
Fourth is the generalizability of the results. Though this analysis rested on a sample of alumni from 
a midsize R2 university located in the Rocky Mountain region of the United States, these results 
likely apply to students of other institutions offering a comparable range of bachelor’s degree 
programs, irrespective of institutional size, level of research activity, or location. That said, 
generalizability might be limited when it comes to students of special focus institutions and foreign 
institutions because of discrepancies in institutional culture. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Recommendations for research include harnessing complementary and more rigorous 
statistical methods to discern if the theorized path analytic backing for the present 
conceptualization holds in practical contexts. While this study highlighted the significance of 
expectancy disconfirmation and quality to degree program satisfaction, it is not entirely evident 
how these constructs interact. Likewise, a qualitative line of inquiry would do much to illuminate 
the strengths and weaknesses of this conceptual approach. Whether cross-sectional or longitudinal, 
accumulating knowledge of prevailing individual nuances at the intersection of the consumer 
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framework and baccalaureate education would be advantageous to its prospective real-world 
implementation.  

Lastly, fully exploring each of the constructs inherent to the consumer approach through 
the creation and deployment of a more thorough survey could prove fruitful in creating a more 
comprehensive model. Incorporating additional alumni characteristics, such as time since 
graduation, would allow for an examination of how perceptions evolve over the post-graduation 
period, potentially enhancing the stability and explanatory power of the conceptualization. 
Attending to these nuances is particularly important given the conceptual and psychometric 
difficulties that have persisted with regard to satisfaction even within the realms of marketing and 
retail (Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988). As such, it is especially prudent to consider the added 
intricacies of the education industry when attempting the application of consumer principles 
(Browne et al., 1998). The fact is education poses significant challenges exceeding those of 
ordinary products and services thanks to its assorted features, some of which may be satisfactory 
for certain students at certain points in time and some of which may not (Chadwick & Ward, 1987; 
Hartman & Schmidt, 1995). Of particular interest are the aspects of program design and delivery 
essential to student expectations and perceptions of quality. Capturing these details could lend an 
understanding of STEM attrition beyond what this study permits. 
 Recommendations for policy and practice include higher education leaders, faculty, and 
staff becoming versed in the idea of students as consumers of their education and with the factors 
that influence the evolution of their satisfaction with this education, prioritizing the integration of 
its tenets into their bachelor’s degree programs where applicable. As this model demonstrated, 
there exist manipulable variables which strongly impact satisfaction. And since satisfaction can 
contribute to retention (Hearn, 1985; Nauta, 2007; Shaw & Barbuti, 2010; The President’s Council 
of Advisors on Science and Technology, 2012), then striving for a more satisfied student may lead 
to a student who remains in their chosen major. 

Tangible first steps therefore involve working with institutional research personnel to 
ensure that routine data collection activities emphasize both expectancy disconfirmation and 
quality, with particular care taken to operationalize the variables that are most pertinent to the 
institution. Case in point, course and instructor evaluations often already provide a window into 
degree program quality, but with slight modification, could also measure student expectations and 
accompanying disconfirmations. The regularity with which this data is collected at college and 
university campuses would cultivate ample evidence from which to develop more definitive as 
well as individualized avenues for delivering improved student outcomes. Possible avenues for 
improvement that could arise from this data collection consist of program redesign, targeted 
training for faculty and staff, as well as identifying and tailoring interventions for high-risk 
populations, among others. 

CONCLUSION 
 

Degree program satisfaction is an important but insufficiently explored topic, especially 
from a consumer perspective. The present study helps address this gap, delivering insight with 
implications apropos to retention in higher education. Results make clear that leveraging two vital 
components of the consumer framework, meeting students’ educational expectations and 
providing them with a quality education, holds promise. But as the mechanisms by which tertiary 
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institutions attempt to foster degree program satisfaction exemplify room for growth, with purpose 
and intent it can be achieved. 
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