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ABSTRACT

This study investigated the key factors influencing Malaysia’s perceived competitiveness in attracting international students, focusing on international students’ satisfaction, cultural diversity, perceived quality, safety and security, and affordability. A quantitative research approach was applied in the present study through a structured questionnaire that was distributed to 150 international students in different countries who study at private universities in Malaysia. Stratified sampling was used to ensure representation across different nationalities, academic programs, and levels of study. SEM was used to analyze the data in order to test the relationship between the hypotheses. The findings revealed that international students’ satisfaction, cultural diversity, safety and security, perceived quality, and affordability were significant positive effects on perceived competitiveness. These results highlight the importance of enhancing student satisfaction, maintaining a safe environment, and offering affordable education to boost Malaysia's global standing in higher education. The study provides both theoretical contributions to international education literature and practical implications for university administrators and policymakers. The study highlights drawbacks and suggestions for future research.
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1. INTRODUCTION

During the era of globalization, the importance of higher education has been regarded as a key area expected to boost national growth, global standing, and economic conditions. The Malaysian higher education system has developed steadily and impressively over the last several decades. In just the past decade, the system has achieved notable increases in student enrolment, improved its global standing in important areas like research publications, patents, and institutional quality, and emerged as a leading choice for international students. In 2012, Malaysia achieved a gross enrolment rate of 48% in higher education. This indicates a 70% rise in enrolment over the past ten years to achieve 1.2 million learners in public and private higher learning institutions, including public universities, polytechnics, community colleges, private universities, private university colleges, and private colleges (Ministry of Education, 2015). Thus, the Ministry's primary goal is to establish a higher education framework that stands alongside the top educational systems globally and allows Malaysia to vie in the international market. The MEB (HE) leverages the accomplishments of the system so far and suggests significant alterations in the operations of the Ministry and system to achieve this objective. However, despite these strengths, perceived competitiveness has been a major challenging factor for Malaysia in international higher education. The competition is also compounded by the fact that the expectations of international students, varying with regard to academic quality, student satisfaction, employability, and international recognition, are becoming more and more prominent (Ahmad et al., 2022; Amzat et al., 2023). All these key challenges pose an implementing alternative that can possibly help to advance the perceived competitiveness of Malaysia in the global sector of higher education. The term perceived competitiveness may be regarded as the perception and also the evaluation of a subject related to the level of competitiveness present within a given situation or within a specific environment (Porter, 1980; Auh & Menguc, 2005; Jaworski & Kohli, 1993). Education is one of the factors that most countries are very interested in because of its importance as the determinant of national and economic competitiveness (Sanga & Wangdra, 2023).

The satisfaction of the students has been explained as an emotional component or the state of mind of the student on the side of the student following the overall positive evaluation of education as well as the experiences related to education (Amin et al., 2017; Weerasinghe & Fernando, 2017). Therefore, the satisfaction of students is one of the secrets of the higher education sector. On the contrary, when the satisfaction scores are low, students begin passing their negative feedback on education blogs and social media, making it difficult to attract students to study in Malaysia. Cultural diversity is a general term that involves the use of human culture. Every culture consists of sets of beliefs, values, customs, behavior, and artifacts (Ponomareva et al., 2022). Education quality is the level to which a system of education has achieved in giving learners relevant knowledge, skills, attitudes and values that will enable them to contribute to society as well as gain personal development. Quality measures everything and quality is also a teller that one has attained educational objectives and is commonly referred to as educational quality (Arcaro, 2024; Mohzana et al., 2024; Said et al., 2024). Perceived quality of education refers to the personal assessment of students of the value and excellence of an education they attain and this is based on expectations, their personal experiences and comparison of other education systems or institutions (Tung & Chang, 2009; Dursun et al., 2014). The quality of teaching, obsolete curriculum or the lack of academic support is also experienced by international students. It is probably because of this that students will report to their fellow students, and develop an obstacle to studying higher in Malaysia. This is a direct drawback to the aspiration of Malaysia to establish a good academic reputation across the globe.

Merriam-Webster (2023), security means the quality or state of being secure; such as (a): freedom from danger: safety; (b): freedom from fear or anxiety; (c): freedom from the prospect of being laid off (job security). Safety can be referred to as an act of attaining a place in a set-point by a given set of people or the state. Safety is linked to dynamic changes in society which are conditioned on a specified situation in a country. Safety also implies necessitating peace and the prospects of development, as well as the absence of threat to the entity (Ciekanowski et al., 2016). Necessary safety as established is the safety of a particular nation, yet the security of society at large is what can be considered an alternative to being viewed as a certain specific person, and therefore is a contributing factor as well (Wysokińska-Senkus, 2020). Inefficient safety and security may result in a possible dislocation of potential international students and further damage the competitiveness of Malaysia in the international education market. The concept of affordability is the extent to which individuals and groups can purchase products, services or experiences through financial effort (Kotler and Keller, 2016; Stone, 2006). Affordability to study abroad can be understood as the ability of students to perceive and, in reality, pay to study abroad for their direct costs (tuition fees, liability fees etc.) and indirect costs (housing, food, travel and cost of living expenses). Cost is still another leading factor that determines which destination international students will desire to visit. The rising cost of education and living costs in Malaysia might, however, be a factor and obstacle to most foreign students. It has also been asserted in previous studies that competitiveness in multiple disciplines is closely linked with the presence of effective recruitment strategies (Ariff, 2004; Hanaysha et al., 2011; Arokiasamy et al., 2012; Atta & Zainuddin, 2019). In contrast to that, affordable costs are stuck in the way of more effective data-driven recruitment policies. In this regard, this research attempts to answer whether the systems of international student recruitment affect the global perceived competitiveness of Malaysia in higher education.

The purpose of this study is to examine how key strategies including international students’ satisfaction, cultural diversity, perception of quality of education, safety and security, and affordability impact Malaysia’s ability to attract and retain international students. The study contributes: (1). The study offers theoretical insights by integrating these variables into a comprehensive framework (2). Its findings offer practical guidance for policymakers and institutions to improve recruitment strategies and strengthen Malaysia’s position as a preferred destination for international students.


2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND RESEARCH HYPOTHESES

2.1 International Students’ Satisfaction and Perceived Competitiveness 

According to research, external factors of image and academic setting, among other things, affected international students' ratings of perceived value and their satisfaction in private universities in Malaysia (Chong et al., 2024). This is because there was awareness of satisfaction with international students in most of their host institutions and a study done in China revealed the fact that the individual and environmental differences in satisfaction differed between the undergraduate and graduate students (Zhao & Ma, 2024). Among the HEI competitiveness determinants, one can isolate such aspects as digitalization or international rating, and the export policy (Ebzeeva & Gishkaeva, 2023). Competition has both merits and drawbacks in the education of higher learning, and it influences the institutions, academics, and students (Hart & Rodgers, 2023). A competitive edge should be achieved through the key of different customer experience and student satisfaction in HEIs (Govender & David, 2023).

Due to its effect on student retention and the international reputation of an institution, international student satisfaction is one of the competitive elements in global higher education. These factors majorly influencing international student satisfaction include the quality of education services, socio-cultural adjustment, and accommodation services (Yılmaz & Temizkan, 2022; Asare-Nuamah, 2017). When students do not feel satisfied, they may tend not to stay in a school, whereas loyal students will promote the school through positive word-of-mouth, thus building up the name of the institution and, of course, the competitiveness of the institution (Chong, 2015; Ammigan & Jones, 2018). In higher education institutions, service quality and student satisfaction are considered vital factors for the development of student loyalty and, in various climates, gain importance for the retention of study students and recruitment (Del Río-Rama et al., 2021). Retaining satisfied students can lead to positive word-of-mouth, build strong alumni networks, and increase international student enrolment; all of which contribute positively toward a nation's international standing as a competitive and attractive destination for study. Hence, in the context of Malaysia, enhancing student satisfaction through quality services, learning experiences, adequate academic support, and culturally shaped materials is essential in preserving and advancing its position as a favorable destination for study. From the literature and research objectives, this study has formed the following hypothesis:

H1: There has an effect between international students’ satisfaction and perceived competitiveness.

2.2 Cultural Diversity and Perceived Competitiveness 

The level of cultural diversity within a company is very important when it comes to shaping up the corporate boards and teams of a company, which has a positive influence or effect on the firm's performance along with their competitiveness, particularly in companies in a very competitive industry (Dodd et al., 2023). Cultural diversity among the boards will enhance critical thinking and innovativeness, leading to better performance and innovations, especially in companies where predation is enhanced. Cultural diversity in the workplace promotes performance in firms because they promote creativity and innovation that could equally increase challenges, necessitating input to support strategic management (Morris, 2023). In the case of multinational corporations, there is the organizational chance or opportunity to work out wholesome and enlisted strategies on leadership, organizational culture and team that may grant competitive advantages to the international scenario on the basis of cultural diversity (Yunxia, 2024).  Cultural intelligence in the workplace is mentioned, particularly, with regard to the heterogeneous society in Malaysia, because cross-cultural cooperation in the workplace may be a source of competitive recovery (Yusof et al., 2024). The education sector has also paid attention to climate change education as part of ethnicity, since there is a need to have global competence in multi-ethnic students (Aziz & Abdullah, 2024). Academic competitiveness is believed to be stronger when trait competitiveness and fear of failure, in addition to overall self-efficacy, exist across cultures (Weissman et al., 2022). In the local higher education facilities, cultural diversity also enhances international learning experiences, as well as tolerance, cross-cultural interactions, and international thinking. The concept of cultural diversity is a critical element to a globally competitive as well as inclusive higher education industry. As a nation that encourages and believes in cultural diversity, Malaysia is a country that still adds a reputation to its international education destination facility and thus makes an even greater contribution to global competitiveness. Based upon literature reviews, a hypothesis is made:

H2: There has an effect between cultural diversity and perceived competitiveness.

2.3 Perceived Quality of Education and Perceived Competitiveness  

The perception of the quality of higher education is influenced by many factors, among which can be mentioned the inefficiencies of government, educational inequality, and financial entity stability (Scott & Guan, 2022). The perception of service quality in higher education differs greatly by the year of study, which demonstrates the need to focus attention on the age factor when assessing the needs of students (Fuchs et al., 2022). Various research shows that there exists a high relationship between perceived quality of education and competitiveness. In their share, Jácome & Chión (2022) have the purpose of comparing the possible influence of faculty psychological empowerment and autonomy on sustainable quality education. Perceived quality of education is an interpretation of the academic quality, reputation, teaching capacity and the educational programs offered by higher education institutions by the students (Chen & Zimitat, 2006). The perception of academic quality also influences the decision on the chosen study destination of international students in the global educational field significantly. Some of the factors that shape the perception of students concerning the quality of academic institutions include the accreditation status of the institutions, knowledge level, research and ranking of institutes all over the globe and the employability of the graduates (Soutar & Turner, 2002). The notion of competitiveness pertaining to education is observed whenever there is relative superiority in comparison to the competitors, and it can be contrasted with both the resource-based approach and the results-based approach, which may either be an indicator of institutional or academic excellence (Vasil'ev, 2019). Organizations like Indonesia are preoccupied with giving access to and enhancing the educational process, including educational industry connections and government connections with industry and higher education, to support human capital building as well as competitiveness (Indrawati & Kuncoro, 2021). More broadly, based on the scenario relating to international education, learners are prone to choose educational destinations that they deem to have what is considered a high-quality education. The high degree of quality perception does not only enhance student satisfaction but also puts Malaysia in a higher global ranking as a competitive and reliable destination in the international higher education market. In the study, the following hypothesis is proposed:

H3: There has an effect between perceived quality of education and perceived competitiveness.

2.4 Safety and Security and Perceived Competitiveness 

One of the most important soft infrastructure elements is provided by safety and security, which also contribute to the perception of destination competitiveness (Chan et al., 2023). Among the key factors which influence the destination of the study by the international students, is safety and security. Concerns with sustainability might include the safety and security associated with a given service as they constitute the quality and competitive nature thereof (Wahyudi & Hamzah, 2024). Safety and security are other key factors critical in the selection of a study destination for international students. In research, safety with regard to personal safety, low crime, political stability and sufficient and viable health infrastructure is noted as a factor of importance that will influence the study choice of students (Marginson, 2014; Smith & Khawaja, 2011). An environment that is safe or secure reduces the level of anxiety and stress and students are able to give concentration on their studies, and they are also able to participate in campus life (Wilkins et al., 2012). This safe and secure environment provides an advantage to businesses and places since it shows constancy towards a successful, secure economy. It is possible to create significant competitive advantages by installing sufficient security technologies to promote the safety and well-being of the students by securing all assets, information, and processes. In this move, sustainability and competitiveness in the market can be achieved (Tsankova, 2024). The aspect of safety plays an important role in competitiveness and the destinations seem to be in the nature of preferred or favored and safe ones (Xu et al., 2024). Competitiveness in the long-term lies around the promotion of critical thinking, creativity and innovation on the basis of strategic symbiosis between the education, science and business spheres (Krushkov & Zayakova-Krushkova, 2024). On the whole, this competitiveness is irrespective of all protection levels in the form of safety and security frames involving physical, technical or information technology security systems. A safe and secure school environment facilitates the physical health of students and encourages an environment conducive to both academic achievement and personal growth. Regarding Malaysia, to instill trust and confidence in international students as well as their families, safety and security must be provided at a satisfactory level. In the given study, the following hypothesis is put forward:

H4: There has an effect between safety and security and perceived competitiveness.

2.5 Affordability and Perceived Competitiveness

The research paper gives an insight into the multifaceted relationship between affordability, competitiveness, and higher education outcomes. The affordability and competitiveness of higher education work in tandem with funding and quality. Educational institutions can use activity-based costing (ABC) as one of the methods of enhancing competitiveness. The favorable factors that contribute to the implementation of ABC are proper data transmission, organizational design, and the control position of the accounting department over the administration (Sorros et al., 2021). The findings of the research indicate a close connection between higher education competitiveness and per-student funding in relation to the indicators of socio-economic development of the state (Hryhorash et al., 2022). Nevertheless, financial matters also influence a significant number of students in the selection of institutions and course topics, especially those who are the worst off being confined to cost-minimizing behaviors which restrains them (Callender & Melis, 2022).

The contribution of the state to global competitiveness is pegged on the additional funding and strategic policy of the institutions that support the operations of institutions of higher learning in the fierce global market. Tuition fees, the cost of living and the entire expense of studying abroad in a foreign land contribute extensively to the decision-making processes of an international student, and this is one of the many important roles played by financial resources. As more people seek to move to higher learning facilities that have a greater comparative ranking, the current emerging developments in international education have emphasized that education costs have been increasing to a level that is highly influencing the decision-making process of students as well as their families. Students and their parents value a trade-off between the provision of good educational institutions and financial constraints in the process of benefiting the global cost of education that is increasing (Maringe & Carter, 2007). International students consider nearly every part of the world as it is regarded as an important part in their selection of places to study. Here, affordability implies both tuition fees and living costs. Guided by this, the fact that the global education market is competitive and involves internationally mobile students implies that students will get the best of the quality of education and at competitive prices. This therefore means in this light that Malaysia can offer quality education as subsidized quality education and the cost of living here is cheap compared to the western destinations. This cost benefit is useful in making Malaysia competitive as a whole in the world market for higher education. It was on the basis of the literature that the study hypothesized the following:

H5: There has an effect between affordability and perceived competitiveness.

A summary of all the hypotheses is exhibited in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model
Source: Authors

3. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In this research, quantitative research was employed to investigate the aspects of international student recruitment and the perceived competitiveness of Malaysia in the global higher education arena. The sampling frame was the official records and enrolment statistics of Education Malaysia Global Services (EMGS) and the Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) Malaysia, which is the list of the international students currently studying in the Malaysian higher education institutions (HEIs). Information gathering was carried out using a structured questionnaire survey which was published and distributed online through Google Form to ensure a convenient option for the respondents. A total of 150 international students in private universities located in Selangor, Malaysia were sampled in the survey. The research also made use of stratified sampling, which helped in having a reflection of the various categories of students. One way is stratified sampling, which enables the researcher to choose respondents of various and multiple demographics and institutions. The latter issue enhanced the reliability and generalizability of the study. The statistical tool used in the analysis of the collected data included SmartPLS, a statistical tool that uses Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM). The statistical tool is an appropriate tool to analyse and examine the data regarding exploratory studies and is also a favourable method for analysing and examining complex relations between latent variables. The measurement model (validity and reliability of constructs) of the model was tested with the help of SmartPLS, and the structural model was evaluated by testing hypotheses.

The sample size that was administered was 200 questionnaires that were given to international students who study at the private universities in Selangor, Malaysia. Of these, 180 were recalled. Nevertheless, 30 questionnaires were identified to be incomplete and were excluded during the analysis. The resulting sample was therefore a sample of 150 valid responses which gave an effective response rate of 75%.


3.1 Measures 
Items used to measure from previous research done by the researcher were observed and modified to fit the situation of the study. The Lickert scale of 1-5, based on the Lickert scale with 1 (strongly disagree) and 5 (strongly agree), was applied. In this study, five indicators of satisfaction were adapted from Dotson & Allenby (2010); Alemu & Cordier (2017).  Four measures of perceived quality were developed by Petrick (2002); Shanahan et al. (2019); four measures of cultural diversity by Sawir et al. (2008); Dahl (2006); and four measures of safety and security developed by Ghazi et al. (2002); Bodycott (2009). Four measures of affordability were developed by Bodycott (2009); Soutar & Turner (2002).  These five items of the perceived competitiveness according to Chen (2007); Sommet et al. (2019).

4. RESULTS

Convergent validity and accepted reliability of all constructs are reported by the Composite Reliability (CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) results of all the constructs. According to Hair et al. (2021) and Fornell and Larcker (1981), CR values should exceed 0.70 and the AVE values should show more values than 0.50, which asserts that a construct measures consistently and explains an adequate amount of variance with its measures. As indicated in the findings of this paper, all the CR values ranged between 0.876 and 0.912, implying that they felt stronger in internal consistency than the required minimum. In the same way, the AVE values fell between 0.588 and 0.718 and indicated that the constructs accounted for over 50 percent of the observed variance and also the fact supported the convergent validity of the constructs. Hence, the findings demonstrated that the measurement model was reliable and valid in measuring the determinants of international student satisfaction and perceived competitiveness in the field of higher learning in Malaysia.


Table 1: Validity and Reliability Test

	Variables 
	Composite Reliability
	Average Variance Extracted (AVE)

	International students’ Satisfaction 
	0.876
	0.588

	Cultural Diversity 
	0.910
	0.718

	Perceived Quality 
	0.909
	0.715

	Safety and Security
	0.898
	0.689

	Affordability 
	0.902
	0.698

	Perceived Competitiveness 
	0.912
	0.676





The adjusted values of the R-square and Q- square of the structural model imply that there is a high level of explanatory power and predictive power of the model. The R-square value of competitiveness is recorded as 0.710, and this implies that 71 percent of the variance in the perceived competitiveness could be determined by the independent variable, which was moderate to a tremendous extent of the explanatory value as reported by Hair et al. (2022). The Q-square adjusted of 0.671 is higher than the lowest score of 0, indicating high predictive relevance. Thus, the findings have shown that the model could be of interest to someone in real practice who wishes to determine the perceived competitiveness of the higher education sector in Malaysia in terms of international student recruitment. 


Table 2: R2 and Q2 Test

	Variable
	R-square 
	
	Q-square adjusted 

	Perceived Competitiveness
	0.710 
	
	0.671 




The hypothesis testing revealed that there exist positive significant relationships between international students' satisfaction, safety and security, and affordability and perceived competitiveness. In details, the international students satisfaction (t = 2.550, p = 0.011), cultural diversity (t = 2.680, p = 0.046), perceived quality (t = 2.916, p = 0.006), safety and security (t = 4.254, p = 0.000), and affordability (t = 3.005, p = 0.003) are all above the necessity threshold of T > 1.96 and P < 0.05 to test statistically significance, suggesting that these constructs are vital elements to grow the competitiveness of Malaysia's higher education system.


Table 3: Hypotheses Testing

	Hypotheses
	Relationships
	Original sample 
	Sample mean 
	STDV 
	T statistics
	P values
	Decision

	H1
	International students’ Satisfaction -> Perceived Competitiveness
	0.255 
	0.259 
	0.100 
	2.550 
	0.011 
	Supported

	H2
	Cultural Diversity -> Perceived Competitiveness 
	0.271 
	0.070 
	0.065 
	2.680 
	0.046 
	Supported

	H3
	Perceived Quality -> Perceived Competitiveness 
	0.104 
	0.095 
	0.114 
	2.916 
	0.006 
	Supported

	H4
	Safety and Security -> Perceived Competitiveness
	0.377 
	0.375 
	0.089 
	4.254 
	0.000 
	Supported

	H5
	Affordability -> Perceived Competitiveness 
	0.299 
	0.309 
	0.099 
	3.005 
	0.003 
	Supported




5.  DISCUSSION 

The findings of this research suggest that there are several vital determining factors for the perceived competitiveness of Malaysian higher education institutions for international students. The satisfaction of international students has a positive significant effect on perceived competitiveness (β= 0.255, p = 0.011), which is in line with earlier research that student satisfaction is a salient feature toward institutional reputation as well as globally-appealing (Tubulingane & Baporikar, 2020; Hanaysha et al., 2011; Bauk & Jusufranic, 2014). The satisfaction of the students with the academic experience and the social experience of the students also increases the likelihood of this individual being referred to their institution by other students and, therefore, this also works better towards the competitiveness of their institution internationally. The perceived quality exerted a strong influence on perceived competitiveness (β= 0.104, p = 0.006), which demonstrated the importance of the preservation of academic quality, the quality of qualified staff and the credibility of institutions. This qualifies old data which have revealed that perceived quality is largely the determinant when making the choice of study destination for international students (Soutar & Turner, 2002; Pantelic et al., 2014). Other key predictor of competitiveness was safety and security (β = 0.377, p < 0.001), meaning that international students seek to make a rational and informed choice of the country to visit, taking into consideration first the safety and stability of the environment. However, this finding was examined by Costea et al. (2017) and Salakhova et al. (2024), who argue that other factors may override safety concerns in students' decision-making processes. With personal safety as an inherently serious issue that affects students studying abroad and the hosts, OECD (2020) observes that a country or area that is considered safer to a larger extent than not, would generate additional international enrolment. Also, price affordability created a strong positive correlation to competitiveness (β = 0.299, p = 0.003). This would be agreeing with three studies that have already determined effective costs, identifying the home realization of fees or study costs and out-of-home costs, to be potential predictors in the decision of the international students, specifically, including the international students in the middle-income-earning and lower-income-earning countries (Maringe & Carter, 2007; Wilkins & Huisman, 2011). These findings in general reveal that improvements and advertising of a Malaysian university can be enhanced to enhance its competitive edge in the foreign country by facilitating student satisfaction, and academic factors such as quality, safety and affordability are areas that directly affect the dimensions of the decision of the student to pursue his or her academic life in the foreign country. 

6. THEORETICAL AND PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS

The study contributes to the academic literature by extending theoretical understanding of the factors shaping international student decision-making, particularly in relation to perceived national competitiveness. It integrates concepts from student mobility theories, destination choice models, and marketing strategies in higher education. In particular, it establishes that international student satisfaction, safety and security, and affordability play a large role in improving the beliefs of competitiveness by far, far relative to other theories that concentrate on student-focused surroundings and environment in international education streaming. There are also challenges given to the assumptions made on the question of the direct effects of cultural diversity, which can be more mediating or more contextual rather than directly caused. This leaves room for future studies to study their indirect effects or interactions between them and other constructs. Practically, the findings offer actionable insights for educational institutions and government agencies in Malaysia. By understanding what drives perceived competitiveness, stakeholders can tailor recruitment policies, improve services, and refine strategic messaging to attract a diverse international student body more effectively. The overwhelming effect of satisfaction, safety, and affordability require an investment in services orientated on students, secured campus space, and education models minimizing costs. To attract and maintain international students, institutions must place high importance on the delivery of high-quality support and standards, physical and emotional safety and financial gains.

6. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE STUDY

The study has several limitations that scholars should be aware of despite its huge findings. The data collection process used in the study was limited to a sample population of Malaysians. The study was conducted as self-reported research where international students gave their opinion. The cross-sectional research design only records the perception at one point of time without looking at the effect of these perceptions with regard to time or long-term outcomes. With longitudinal study, it is possible to monitor how perceptions among students evolve as they grow and at the same time unveil the role, they would play in determining future competitive positions. Comparison of different countries or institutions would be a research method capable of making a researcher develop a better understanding of the contexts. The qualitative data collection methods, such as interviews or focus groups, should be used to get detailed student experience data in future studies. Studies involving additional variables like institutional reputation, electronic infrastructure and post-graduation opportunities will result in improved understanding of elements of competitiveness in relation to international higher education.

CONCLUSION

The study examined fundamental factors influencing the perceived competitiveness of the Malaysian higher education system in attracting foreign students by undertaking a study on student satisfaction in conjunction with cultural diversity, quality perception, safety and security, and affordability. It was proved in the study that satisfaction, perceived quality, cultural diversity, and safety and affordability were associated with increasing the level of perceived competitiveness. This study proves that the safest and comfortable learning environment at affordable prices is the most significant element in the attraction of international students. Based on its results, the study constructs conceptual frameworks on the issue of higher education competitiveness and provides practical guidelines for institutions and policymakers interested in improving the position of Malaysia in the international education sector. Future study will be able to further perfect the approach to international student recruitment and retention based on the limitations that are presented in the study. 
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Appendix
Survey Questions
Kindly place a tick mark (✓) on the number from 1 to 5 that most accurately reflects the degree to indicate your level of satisfaction (Strongly Agree = 5, Agree = 4, Neutral= 3, dissatisfaction (Disagree = 2, Strongly disagree = 1) with each of the following statements


	No.
	Students’ Satisfaction 
	Scale

	1
	I enjoy student life in Malaysia.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	Library resources meet my needs.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3
	I would recommend others to study here.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4
	Lecturers communicate clearly.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	5
	Campus facilities meet my expectations.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	No.
	Cultural Diversity 
	Scale

	1
	Cultural diversity makes studying in Malaysia enjoyable.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	I learn from other cultures while studying here.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3
	I can share my culture with others.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4
	Cultural diversity has enriched my academic experience.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	No.
	Perceived Quality of Education 
	Scale

	1
	I am satisfied with the quality of education.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	Course materials are clear and useful.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3
	The teaching methods are effective.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4
	I receive good academic guidance.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	No.
	Safety and Security 
	Scale

	1
	I feel safe living in Malaysia.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	I feel safe in public and private transports in Malaysia.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3
	I feel secure in public places.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4
	I feel safe in healthcare facilities.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5



	No.
	Affordability (Tuition Fees and Lifestyle costs)
	Scale

	1
	Malaysian universities offer affordable tuition fees.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	The cost of living is affordable.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3
	There are flexible payment options for international students.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4
	Food and basic needs are affordable.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5




	No.
	Perceived Competitiveness 
	Scale

	1
	Malaysia is a good place for international students compared to other countries.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	2
	Malaysia’s location is ideal for study in Asia.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	3
	My university provides good support for international students.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	4
	The visa process is simple and fast.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	5
	Universities in Malaysia have global recognition.
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
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