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ABSTRACT

	Tuition costs are a key factor in how universities compete and how students make choices, especially for private universities that rely on tuition for funding. Although tuition details are easy to find online, there has been little research on how this information is presented on specific tuition and financial aid webpages, rather than across whole university websites. This study uses a qualitative comparative document analysis to examine the English-language tuition and financial aid webpages of six private universities ranked 200–500 in the QS World University Rankings 2026, as well as those of one private university in Northern Mindanao, Philippines. Using Framing Theory and Signaling Theory, the study identifies seven dominant tuition frames: investment, accessibility, scholarship emphasis, prestige justification, transparency, employability outcomes, and calls to action. The global benchmark universities often combined investment, prestige, and employability messages with clear cost information, presenting tuition as a value tied to rankings, career prospects, and quality. In comparison, the Philippine university focused on transparency and accessibility but did not emphasize prestige, investment, or employability as much as it did on tuition details, which could limit its competitiveness and global profile. The results show that tuition webpages act as strategic communication tools, not just places for administrative information. Philippine universities aiming to boost their international reputation and rankings should consider adding more prestige signals, outcome data, and value-focused messages to their tuition pages while remaining transparent.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Higher education has become more international and competitive, with universities shaped by global rankings, student mobility, and reputation (Arfan et al., 2025; Ilhami et al., 2025). Ranking systems like QS, Times Higher Education, and the Academic Ranking of World Universities have a strong impact on how institutions are seen worldwide (Badiuzzaman, 2025). In tuition-based systems, university websites are often the main source for prospective students to check costs, credibility, and value, making these sites crucial for recruitment and decision-making (Davis et al., 2019; Ng, 2023).
Although research has looked at higher education branding, digital communication, and the impact of rankings, there has been little focus on how tuition is presented on university websites. Studies show that university websites and online channels are key for sharing value propositions and shaping reputation in a crowded market (Ghorbanzadeh, 2023; Xiao et al., 2023). Other research highlights that interactive, well-designed websites and online promotion are now essential for attracting students and showing institutional quality (Ghorbanzadeh, 2023; Sharma, 2025). Tuition details are often seen as just administrative information, but they can also be a strategic part of how universities present themselves, as shown by studies on the quality, ease of use, and clarity of tuition webpages (Davis et al., 2019). There is still little comparative research on how tuition is communicated on websites, especially between globally ranked universities and private universities in the Philippines, even though tuition-fee research is growing worldwide but is still mostly focused on Western countries (Arfan et al., 2025).
This study fills this gap by looking at how tuition is communicated using Framing Theory and Signaling Theory. Framing Theory shows how communicators highlight certain aspects to shape how people interpret information (Entman, 1993). On tuition webpages, framing can affect whether students see cost as an expense, an investment, or an opportunity, connecting to wider discussions about affordability, access, and return on investment in higher education (Arfan et al., 2025; Davis et al., 2019). Signaling Theory explains how organizations use visible cues to show quality when it is not directly observable (Spence, 1973). Things like rankings, outcome indicators, scholarship information, and clear presentation can act as signals that influence how people view a university’s legitimacy and the expected benefits of higher education, especially when students do not have full information about quality and outcomes (Davis et al., 2019; Ehrmantraut et al., 2020).
To study these issues, six private universities from the QS World University Rankings 2026 (200–500 band) were chosen to ensure international visibility and comparability, as rankings are important for global differentiation (Badiuzzaman, 2025). Only private universities were included to focus on tuition-dependent funding, which is especially relevant in market-driven higher education systems and private sectors (Asian Development Bank, 2012; Arfan et al., 2025). One university was selected from each global region to provide geographic variety, following calls to expand tuition and access research beyond Western samples (Arfan et al., 2025). All universities had English-language tuition webpages that were publicly available and suitable for qualitative analysis, reflecting the use of English in international recruitment and online communication (Marinoni & Pina Cardona, 2024).
These universities make up the global benchmark group. For local comparison, a private university in Northern Mindanao, Philippines, was chosen because of its relevance and publicly available tuition information, highlighting the importance of private, tuition-dependent schools in Philippine higher education (Asian Development Bank, 2012). Including this case allows for a comparison between global tuition communication patterns and practices in the Philippines, answering calls for more regionally focused studies on internationalization and marketization in Asia (Marinoni & Pina Cardona, 2024).
While there is growing research on higher education branding, digital marketing, and global rankings (Ghorbanzadeh, 2023; Hazelkorn, 2018; Xiao et al., 2023), few studies have looked closely at tuition webpages as strategic communication tools shaped by framing and signaling. Previous research has looked at how colleges and universities share information about costs and financial aid on their websites. For instance, Davis et al. (2019) studied how clearly universities present tuition and cost details, while Perna, Wright-Kim, and Jiang (2019) explored how colleges use online platforms to explain ways students can pay for college, including net price and financial aid. Other studies on reputation management show that universities use online communication to build credibility in a competitive environment (Christensen & Gornitzka, 2017). Still, there is little research on how tuition information on specific webpages is framed and used to signal a school’s value and competitive position. There is also a lack of comparative studies between globally ranked private universities and private institutions in the Philippines, especially in tuition-dependent systems (Arfan et al., 2025). This study aims to fill that gap by analyzing tuition and financial aid webpages as strategic communication platforms, using Framing Theory and Signaling Theory in a cross-national comparison.
The goal of this study is to analyze how globally ranked private universities present and signal tuition information on their official websites, and to compare these patterns with those found at a Philippine private university. By using framing and signaling perspectives, the study shows that tuition communication is a key part of how universities position themselves online, especially as online information and cost transparency play a bigger role in student choices and university competitiveness (Davis et al., 2019; Ng, 2023).
This study is guided by the following research questions:
RQ1: How do globally ranked private universities present and communicate tuition information on their official tuition and financial aid webpages?
RQ2: How does a Philippine private university’s approach to presenting tuition compare with that of globally-ranked private institutions?
RQ3: What communication strategies can be seen in the similarities and differences between these approaches?

2. METHODOLOGY

2.1 Research Design

This study used a qualitative comparative document analysis to look at how top-ranked private universities framed tuition and financial aid information on their official websites. It also compared these patterns with those of a private university in Northern Mindanao, Philippines. Since the research used institutional webpages as the main data source, document analysis was a suitable method for studying organizational texts and communication artifacts (Bowen, 2009).
The study used a descriptive and interpretive approach, focusing on how tuition and financial aid information is presented, not on tuition amounts, financial results, or enrollment numbers.
The sample included private universities ranked in the 200–500 range of the QS World University Rankings 2026. Six private universities made up the global benchmark group, and one private university in Northern Mindanao served as the local comparison to see how its framing matched or differed from global patterns.
The study used both Framing Theory and Signaling Theory. Framing Theory suggests that communicators highlight certain parts of reality to shape how people understand information. Here, it helped create coding categories. Signaling Theory was used to interpret the strategic meaning behind how tuition is presented.
The unit of analysis was the content on university webpages related to tuition, financial aid, and cost information.

2.2 Sampling Frame and Selection Criteria

The sampling frame included private universities ranked between 200 and 500 in the QS World University Rankings 2026. The QS World University Rankings, published each year by Quacquarelli Symonds (QS), assess universities worldwide using indicators like academic reputation, employer reputation, research impact (citations per faculty), faculty-to-student ratio, and internationalization metrics (QS, 2026). These rankings are commonly used to measure global institutional visibility and competitive standing (Hazelkorn, 2018).
The 2026 edition of the QS World University Rankings was chosen to keep the cases consistent. The 200–500 ranking range was selected to focus on internationally competitive universities and to avoid highly prestigious outliers that could create differences in resources and tuition communication practices.

2.2.1 Inclusion Criteria

Global universities were selected if they met all of these criteria:
1. They had to be private institutions that rely on tuition for funding.
2. They needed to appear in the QS World University Rankings 2026, ranked between 200 and 500.
3. They had to provide tuition and financial aid information in English that was publicly available.
4. They needed to have well-organized and centralized tuition webpages that could be analyzed.
5. They had to be located in one of the global regions identified in Section 2.2.3.
6. Only one institution per region was included to ensure a wide geographic spread.
For the local comparison, a private university in Northern Mindanao, Philippines, was chosen because it was relevant, private, and had publicly available tuition information.

2.2.2 Exclusion Criteria

Institutions were excluded if they met any of the following conditions:
1. They were mainly public institutions with tuition supported by the state.
2. They were not ranked between 200 and 500 in the QS World University Rankings 2026.
3. They did not offer tuition and financial aid information in English.
4. They kept tuition details behind password-protected or student-only websites.
5. They did not have well-organized and central tuition webpages that could be used for systematic document analysis.
The exclusion of ultra-elite institutions was intended to reduce structural distortions associated with endowment-driven financial models, which may significantly influence tuition-framing strategies.

2.2.3 Regional Framework and Justification

Countries were grouped using the United Nations Geoscheme for statistical classification (United Nations Statistics Division, 2023). The study covered Northern America, Latin America and the Caribbean, Western Europe, Eastern Asia, South-Eastern Asia, and Northern Africa.
The regions were chosen to show differences between established and emerging higher education markets. The study included mature tuition-driven systems, such as North America and Western Europe, as well as fast-growing and competitive systems in Asia and other areas. Today, global higher education is shaped more and more by cross-border competition, internationalization, and reputation (Marginson, 2022).
Regional diversity was used to make the sample more varied, but it was not analyzed as a separate variable.

2.2.4 Rationale for One University per Region

One global university was selected from each region for the following reasons:
1. This approach avoided geographic clustering, which could have biased the analysis toward one region’s tuition model.
2. It also reduced the risk of overrepresenting similar funding structures or communication strategies from the same region.
3. This method increased both cross-national and cross-regional diversity in the global benchmark group.
4. It allowed for deeper qualitative analysis while keeping the study manageable for a single researcher.
The aim was to build a geographically diverse global benchmark group, rather than to compare universities within the same region.

2.3 Final Selection of Universities

Using the inclusion and exclusion criteria described earlier, six private universities were chosen for the global benchmark group. The selection covered different geographic regions according to the United Nations geoscheme and kept to the QS World University Rankings 2026 (200–500 band). Table 1 shows the final group of institutions used in the analysis.

Table 1. Global Universities Selected for Tuition Framing Analysis

	University
	Region (UN Geoscheme)
	QS Ranking Band

	Northeastern University (USA)
	Northern America
	~375

	Tecnológico de Monterrey (Mexico)
	Latin America & Caribbean
	~190–200

	University of Navarra (Spain)
	Western Europe
	~260

	American University in Cairo (Egypt)
	Northern Africa
	~380

	Sunway University (Malaysia)
	South-Eastern Asia
	~410

	Sogang University (South Korea)
	Eastern Asia
	~500



These institutions collectively constitute the global benchmark group against which the Philippine case was comparatively analyzed.

2.4 Data Sources

The study used only publicly available tuition-related webpages collected between January and February 2026. These included official tuition fee pages, financial aid and scholarship pages, cost-of-attendance disclosures, and admissions-related cost statements from institutional websites.
To ensure consistency, only institutional-level webpages about tuition and financial aid were included. Program-specific microsites, marketing blog posts, and unofficial third-party materials were excluded. All webpage content was accessed and saved during the data collection period to maintain consistency.
The analysis included only text that directly discussed tuition communication.

2.5 Analytical Framework

This study used both Framing Theory and Signaling Theory to examine how tuition is communicated in higher education.
Framing Theory was the main approach used in this analysis. It suggests that communicators highlight certain parts of reality to influence how people understand information (Entman, 1993; de Vreese, 2012). In this study, Framing Theory helped identify how tuition was presented, such as focusing on investment, accessibility, prestige, or outcomes.
Signaling Theory added to this framework by explaining the strategic purpose of these frames. In markets where information is uneven, organizations send signals to show their quality, legitimacy, and position in the market (Connelly et al., 2011; Spence, 2002). As a result, tuition framing was seen as both a way to create meaning and as a signal from institutions in a competitive higher education setting.
Framing Theory was used to develop categories and guide coding, while Signaling Theory helped interpret the strategic meaning of the patterns found.

2.6 Development of Coding Categories

A directed qualitative content analysis was used to create coding categories (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Schreier, 2012).
At first, a deductive framework using Framing Theory was built to find possible tuition-related frames such as investment, accessibility, prestige, and outcomes.
Next, tuition webpages were reviewed several times to spot recurring rhetorical patterns across different institutions.
The categories were then adjusted based on how often they appeared and how clear they were. Themes found in more than one institution were kept to make sure cases could be compared (Krippendorff, 2018).
The final seven framing categories are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Tuition Framing Coding Framework

	Category
	Operational Definition
	Illustrative Indicators

	Investment Frame
	Tuition presented as long-term gain or return rather than immediate cost.
	“Invest in your future,” ROI language, long-term career value, earnings potential

	Accessibility/Affordability Frame
	Tuition framed as financially manageable or supported.
	Installment plans, affordability claims, flexible payment options, financial assistance references

	Scholarship Emphasis Frame
	Prominent highlighting of scholarships and financial aid opportunities.
	Scholarship banners, percentage of students receiving aid, merit-based awards, coverage percentages

	Prestige/Quality Justification Frame
	Tuition justified through institutional reputation or academic excellence.
	QS ranking mentions, accreditation claims, “world-class education,” faculty excellence statements

	Transparency Frame
	Clear and structured disclosure of tuition costs.
	Fee breakdown tables, cost calculators, itemized charges, “no hidden fees” statements

	Outcome/Employability Frame
	Tuition linked explicitly to employment outcomes or career success.
	Graduate employment rates, industry partnerships, salary statistics, internship pathways

	Call-to-Action Frame
	Recruitment-oriented prompts embedded within tuition communication.
	“Apply now,” “Secure your place,” deadline emphasis, early enrollment incentives



2.7 Assessment of Frame Presence and Strength

The presence and relative strength of each framing category were evaluated using qualitative pattern intensity rather than numerical frequency counts. A frame was identified as present when explicit textual or structural indicators corresponded with the operational definition provided in Table 2. Frame strength (categorized as strong, moderate, or limited) was determined by the following criteria: repetition across multiple sections of the tuition webpages, prominence within the webpage layout (such as headline placement, banners, or proximity to tuition figures), and integration with supporting signals including rankings, employability data, or calls to action. Strong frames appeared consistently and received rhetorical emphasis; moderate frames were clearly identifiable but less prominently integrated; limited frames appeared minimally or only indirectly. This interpretive approach is consistent with qualitative comparative document analysis methodologies that emphasize thematic salience over quantitative measurement (Schreier, 2012; Krippendorff, 2018).

2.8 Data Analysis Procedure

The data analysis was done in three stages.
First, each institution was analyzed on its own. Tuition-related webpages were coded using specific framing categories.
Second, the six global universities were compared with one another. The analysis focused on finding recurring themes and the strength of certain frames.
Third, the study compared the Philippine university to the global group to see where they were similar or different. Alignment meant they used similar framing strategies and emphasis. Divergence meant the global frames were missing or less noticeable.
The analysis focused more on finding repeated themes and building a narrative than on counting how often things appeared.

2.9 Trustworthiness of the Study

Trustworthiness was established using the criteria of credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), which were adapted for comparative document analysis.
Credibility was improved by systematically comparing tuition-related content across different pages and cases. This approach helped ensure that the framing patterns found reflected broader institutional communication, not just isolated examples.
Dependability was supported by using a structured, theory-based coding framework and a code-recode verification process to keep the analysis consistent.
Confirmability was ensured by maintaining an audit trail that documented webpage sources, data collection dates (January–February 2026), coding decisions, and analytical notes. All interpretations were based on clear textual evidence.
Transferability was strengthened by clearly outlining how institutions were selected, including the QS World University Rankings 2026 band (200–500), regional distribution, and focus on private tuition-dependent profiles. This detail helps readers judge if the findings apply to similar higher education settings.


3. RESULTS

3.1 Overview of Tuition Framing Patterns Across Cases

A review of tuition webpages from six top-ranked private universities and one Philippine university showed clear differences in how tuition was presented. Instead of just sharing information, these pages used specific framing strategies that matched each institution’s marketing and positioning in the competitive higher education sector (Davis et al., 2019; Camilleri, 2020).
The analysis used seven coding categories from Table 2 in the methodology. Patterns were first found within the global universities, then compared to the Philippine university.

3.2 Investment Frame

Most of the six global universities used the Investment Frame. They often described tuition as a long-term benefit instead of just a short-term cost. Their websites focused on:
· Future career trajectories
Tuition was connected to future career growth, suggesting that enrolling would help students move up in their careers and achieve long-term success.
· Professional network access
Universities pointed out that tuition gives students access to alumni, industry partners, and global networks, making it a way to join valuable professional communities.
· Lifelong earning potential
Some universities mentioned salary ranges, career earnings, or long-term income benefits, showing tuition as an investment that brings lasting financial rewards.
· “Return on investment” narratives
Clear or subtle references to return on investment (ROI) described tuition as money spent now that would lead to real future benefits, supporting the idea of enrollment as a smart financial choice.
At several universities, tuition details were included in broader messages that connected cost to graduate success.
This trend matches research showing that universities now often present tuition as a smart investment to highlight its value and ease worries about cost (Davis et al., 2019). Focusing on long-term benefits helps students make decisions.
In contrast, the Philippine university used less investment-focused language. Although tuition was clearly stated, it did not strongly link cost to future financial benefits.

3.3 Accessibility/Affordability Frame

All institutions used the Accessibility/Affordability Frame, but some emphasized it more than others. In the global benchmark group, accessibility was presented alongside investment and prestige. The main recurring elements were:
· Flexible payment plans
Many global universities offered payment plans that let students spread tuition payments over time. These plans were usually found on tuition pages, showing that institutions understand short-term financial challenges while still highlighting overall value.
· Installment schemes
Installment plans were explained with details like payment schedules and amounts. Global institutions often paired these options with language about investment, showing that short-term flexibility fits with long-term educational benefits.
· Financial aid guidance
Tuition pages often gave instructions for applying to scholarships, grants, or aid. In the global benchmark group, this information was usually part of the tuition section or clearly linked, showing that institutions help manage financial barriers instead of leaving students to handle them alone.
· Dedicated affordability sections
Some global institutions had separate sections focused on affordability or financial support. These sections were made more noticeable with banners or highlights, showing that affordability is a clear commitment, not just extra information.
In general, global institutions combined accessibility with investment and prestige in their messaging. Research shows that highlighting affordability helps people see institutions as more inclusive and responsive in competitive higher education markets (Davis et al., 2019).
The Philippine institution also shared clear information about scholarships, financial aid, and tuition. However, its accessibility messaging was mostly factual and not strongly emphasized. Unlike some global institutions, affordability was rarely linked with investment or prestige, so accessibility served mainly as transparent information rather than a balancing message.

3.4 Scholarship Emphasis Frame

The Scholarship Emphasis Frame appeared with moderate to strong presence in the global benchmark group. In many cases, scholarship messaging was not just added as extra information but was placed strategically in tuition communications. The following common elements were found:
· Visually distinct scholarship sections
Many global universities set up dedicated scholarship tabs or clearly separated financial aid sections on their tuition pages. These sections were often easy to find from the main tuition menu, showing that they were given a prominent place instead of being hidden.
· Banner or headline scholarship claims
Some institutions highlighted scholarship availability with homepage banners, bold statements, or other attention-grabbing features. This made scholarship information stand out as a key value, showing that financial support was an important part of what the institution offered.
· Scholarship messaging preceding tuition breakdowns
In several global examples, scholarship information was shown before or next to tuition fee tables. This order helped put costs in context with available financial help, which could make the prices seem less overwhelming at first glance.
· Explicit merit- or need-based framing
Some institutions sorted scholarships by merit, need, or international status. This showed that their financial support systems were organized, not random, and that they could help students with different financial needs.
Taken together, these elements show that making scholarships visible helped soften the impact of tuition costs. Instead of showing tuition alone, global institutions often explained costs along with information about financial help. Research shows that clear and visible financial aid details make institutions seem more accessible and responsive (Davis et al., 2019).
The Philippine institution also shared scholarship information and gave clear descriptions of financial support. However, compared to some global examples, its scholarship messaging was less visually or rhetorically prominent. While the information was there, it was not often a main focus on tuition pages. Because of this, the scholarship messaging in the Philippine case seemed more informational than strongly highlighted.
Overall, the Scholarship Emphasis Frame showed some similarities between the global benchmark group and the Philippine institution. Both were transparent about structure, but they differed in how much they visually highlighted and integrated scholarship information into their messaging.

3.5 Prestige/Quality Justification Frame

The Prestige/Quality Justification Frame was a common theme among the global benchmark group. Tuition was often explained in the context of institutional excellence, global reputation, and academic achievement. The main recurring elements were:
· References to QS rankings or global league tables
Many global universities mentioned their positions in international rankings, either on tuition pages or nearby profile sections. Sometimes, ranking badges or statements appeared close to tuition details, suggesting a link between price and institutional reputation.
· Accreditation and quality certifications
Institutions often highlighted their accreditation status, especially international or discipline-specific accreditations, in descriptions near tuition pages. These references served as formal signs of quality and helped reinforce legitimacy.
· International partnerships and global networks
Institutions often stressed their global partnerships, exchange programs, and international connections. These references placed tuition in the context of global experience and international opportunities.
· Research achievements and faculty distinction
References to research output, faculty awards, and academic achievements were sometimes included in value statements near tuition information. This suggested that tuition costs were linked to academic excellence and reputation.
Collectively, these elements show that global institutions did not treat tuition as merely a financial figure. Instead, they framed tuition within a system of prestige and outside validation. Research on global higher education shows that rankings and accreditation are important markers of credibility that shape reputation and how stakeholders see institutions (Hazelkorn, 2018; Marginson, 2022). By linking tuition to these prestige signals, universities justified their prices through signs of quality.
In contrast, the Philippine institution included fewer references to rankings or prestige on its tuition pages. While achievements might have been shown elsewhere on the website, they were not often placed near tuition information. As a result, tuition details seemed more separate from prestige compared to the global group.
Overall, the Prestige/Quality Justification Frame showed a clear difference. Global institutions consistently linked tuition to outside validation and academic distinction, while the Philippine case took a more straightforward, informational approach with less focus on prestige.

3.6 Transparency Frame

The Transparency Frame appeared in all seven institutions, making it the most consistently observed category. While each institution provided structured tuition disclosures, the emphasis and presentation of transparency varied between the global benchmark group and the Philippine institution. The following recurring elements were identified:
· Itemized fee breakdowns
All institutions presented tuition costs in segmented formats, distinguishing base tuition from miscellaneous, laboratory, technology, or administrative fees. In global universities, these breakdowns were usually included within broader value-oriented narratives, presenting transparency as an aspect of institutional professionalism rather than the main focus.
· Semester-based or program-based cost calculations
Tuition was often organized by semester, academic year, or full program duration. Several global institutions provided estimated total program costs, helping prospective students anticipate long-term financial commitments. This structured approach reduced ambiguity and reinforced institutional clarity.
· Disclosure of additional or incidental costs
Many institutions explicitly identified supplementary expenses, such as registration fees, insurance, or other ancillary charges. In global cases, these disclosures were included in detailed cost tables, demonstrating comprehensive financial communication.
· Downloadable tuition guides or cost estimation tools
Some global universities offered downloadable tuition guides or interactive cost calculators. These features enhanced transparency by supporting financial planning.
Although transparency was present in all cases, its rhetorical function varied. In the global benchmark group, transparency was often paired with investment, prestige, or employability framing. Detailed cost disclosures appeared alongside narratives highlighting institutional value or future return, with transparency serving as a foundation for persuasive messaging.
In contrast, the Philippine institution placed transparency at the center of its tuition communication. Detailed fee disclosures were clearly presented but were less often paired with investment or prestige narratives. As a result, transparency served as the dominant frame rather than a supporting credibility mechanism.
Recent research on digital transparency in higher education shows that structured and accessible online disclosure enhances institutional credibility and stakeholder trust, while differences in emphasis reflect varying communication strategies (Ramírez & Montero, 2024). In this study, transparency served as a foundational credibility signal in all cases, though its use ranged from being strategically layered with value messaging to being presented mainly as procedural compliance.

3.7 Outcome/Employability Frame

Several global benchmark institutions used the Outcome/Employability Frame, connecting tuition information to possible career outcomes or pathways instead of focusing only on cost. In these examples, tuition was described as more than just an educational expense—it was seen as a step toward professional opportunities. The main recurring elements were:
· Graduate employment statistics
Many global universities included outcome indicators like employment rates or career placement statistics near tuition information. These statistics helped put the cost in context by showing how tuition could lead to post-graduation success, suggesting that paying tuition supports a positive career path.
· Salary outcomes or earnings references
Some institutions mentioned average starting salaries or typical earnings for graduates of certain programs. By doing this, they connected tuition costs to possible future financial benefits, supporting the idea that paying tuition now could lead to economic returns later.
· Internship and experiential learning pathways
Tuition pages often pointed out organized opportunities for internships, cooperative education, or industry placements. These experiences were described as key parts of the education offered, suggesting that tuition helps students access real-world work settings that improve their employability.
· Industry collaborations and career support services
Some global universities mentioned formal partnerships with employers, advisory boards, or dedicated career services in their tuition communications. These references showed that the university’s support systems are designed to help students enter the job market and develop their careers over time.
Taken together, these elements show that global institutions did not treat tuition only as a price. Instead, they presented it as part of a system that connects students to career opportunities and financial returns. This approach matches research that finds a focus on employability and clear outcomes helps graduates prepare for the job market (Scandurra & Zanini, 2024). By including employability indicators in tuition information, these universities strengthened the idea that tuition is an investment with real career benefits.
At the Philippine institution, employment statistics and clear outcome indicators were not often included on tuition pages. Although general career development information may have been available elsewhere on the university’s website, it was not usually part of tuition communications like it was at many global universities. Because of this, the Outcome/Employability Frame was less noticeable, showing a different focus on post-graduation economic return in tuition messaging.

3.8 Call-to-Action Frame

Most leading global institutions used a Call-to-Action Frame. Instead of making tuition pages just sources of information, many universities added prompts to help prospective students take the next step. The main elements found were:
· “Apply now” or direct application portal links
Many global universities placed clear application buttons on or near tuition information. These links made it easier for students to move quickly from checking costs to starting an application. This shows that tuition pages are meant to help students move forward in the enrollment process.
· Enrollment deadlines and urgency cues
Some institutions added clear reminders about application deadlines, upcoming intakes, or submission dates right in the tuition sections. By showing cost information with these time cues, they encouraged students to act instead of putting off their decisions.
· Navigation to admissions and inquiry forms
Tuition pages often included clear ways to contact admissions, ask for more information, or book a consultation. These prompts turned tuition pages into places for interaction, not just sources of information.
· Event invitations and recruitment engagement links
In many global examples, tuition information linked to open days, virtual tours, or info sessions. These invitations made the institution seem more accessible and encouraged students to get involved beyond just comparing costs.
Together, these features show that global institutions design tuition pages to help students move from just reading information to taking action. Research on website design shows that well-placed call-to-action elements can boost user engagement and conversion by making next steps clear and reducing confusion (Tanase et al., 2025). While the study focused on fitness websites, its findings about CTA placement and clarity also apply to higher education, where tuition pages are key decision points.
In contrast, the Philippine institution had fewer call-to-action prompts on its tuition pages. Admissions information was found elsewhere on the website, but tuition content rarely included direct application links or urgency cues. This made the tuition pages more informational than focused on encouraging applications.
Overall, the Call-to-Action Frame showed differences in how tuition pages are used for recruitment. Global institutions included more behavioral prompts in their tuition pages, while the Philippine example used fewer action-oriented elements.

3.9 Cross-Case Comparative Patterns in Tuition Framing

Overall, the earlier analyses show that all institutions shared tuition information, but the way they presented it differed in how strongly and strategically they framed it. The global benchmark group often combined tuition details with ideas about investment, prestige, employability, and calls to action. In contrast, the Philippine institution focused more on being transparent and accessible, but included fewer elements that highlighted value or encouraged specific behaviors.
Table 3 brings together these patterns and highlights where the global benchmark group and the Philippine case differ in how they frame tuition. It summarizes how often and how strongly each group used the different tuition framing categories.

Table 3. Presence and Relative Emphasis of Tuition Framing Categories

	Framing Category
	Global Benchmark Group
	Philippine Institution
	Comparative Assessment

	Investment
	Strong
	Limited
	Divergence

	Accessibility
	Present (Moderate–High)
	Present (Moderate)
	Alignment

	Scholarship Emphasis
	Moderate–High
	Moderate
	Partial Alignment

	Prestige/Quality
	Strong
	Limited
	Divergence

	Transparency
	Universal
	Universal
	Full Alignment

	Outcome/Employability
	Moderate–High
	Limited
	Divergence

	Call-to-Action
	Moderate
	Limited
	Divergence



3.10 Consolidated Framing Patterns

In the global benchmark group, tuition communication often followed three main patterns: investment orientation, prestige-based justification, and employability linkage. These patterns usually appeared together, which means tuition was rarely shown as just a financial detail. Instead, it was part of larger stories about the value of the institution and future benefits. Accessibility, scholarships, and transparency were also common, but how much they were emphasized varied.
The Philippine institution showed similar patterns in transparency and accessibility, but differed in the extent to which it used value-focused messages. This suggests that while the way tuition is shared may follow global standards, the way schools build their tuition stories depends on their market focus and position. These findings form the basis for the theories discussed in the next section.

4. DISCUSSION

4.1 Tuition as Strategic Value Construction through Framing

The findings show that tuition webpages are used to build strategic value, not just to share costs. At leading institutions worldwide, tuition is often described in terms of investment, prestige, and future opportunities. Rather than treating tuition as only a financial requirement, these schools connect cost information to career paths, institutional quality, and long-term benefits.
This pattern builds on earlier research about higher education branding and digital communication (Gómez-Bayona et al., 2024; Santizo & Hurtado, 2024), showing that tuition pages are carefully designed to shape meaning. Following Framing Theory (Entman, 1993), institutions focus on investment language, job prospects, and prestige to shape how students see costs. The way websites are designed and organized also supports these messages, which matches findings that online structure affects how people view institutions and behave (Zeqiri et al., 2023).
In contrast, the Philippine institution focused on being transparent and accessible, using less investment and prestige language near tuition details. This shows that how strongly tuition is framed depends on the institution’s goals and competition. While transparency builds trust, framing tuition as an investment adds symbolic value. Overall, these findings show that tuition communication is a key way institutions build value in systems that rely on tuition.

4.2 Tuition as Institutional Quality Signaling in Competitive Markets

The results show that tuition webpages also act as signals in situations where information is uneven. Prospective students cannot see instructional quality or graduate outcomes before enrolling. To address this, leading institutions present tuition details next to clear signals like rankings, accreditation, employability data, and cost breakdowns. Together, these features connect price with perceived quality and institutional trustworthiness.
This pattern matches Signaling Theory (Spence, 1973; Connelly et al., 2011), which describes how organizations use visible signs to lower uncertainty in competitive markets. Placing rankings and accreditation near tuition figures made the cost seem more justified, supporting research that shows external validation builds credibility and sets institutions apart in higher education (Hazelkorn, 2018; Kethüda, 2022). Transparency also served as a basic credibility signal, in line with studies that highlight the value of clear financial information online (Ramírez & Montero, 2024).
In contrast, the Philippine institution mainly used transparency as its main signal, with fewer signs of prestige or outcomes on its tuition pages. This points to a simpler signaling approach, where credibility comes from clear procedures instead of many symbolic cues. These findings add to signaling research by showing how tuition webpages use different credibility markers to support price and strengthen institutional reputation in global markets.

4.3 Convergence and Divergence in Global Tuition Communication

The results show that universities are both similar and different in how they share tuition information. All seven universities provided clear and organized tuition details, which suggests that transparency is now expected in higher education. This similarity is likely due to growing accountability demands, as universities respond to outside stakeholders by reporting more clearly (Pattaro, Moura e Sá, & de Kruijf, 2022). As a result, transparency is now a basic standard rather than a way to stand out.
However, universities differed in how they added signals of prestige and outcomes to their tuition information. The top global universities often included rankings, accreditations, and job placement data near tuition details, connecting costs to quality and future benefits. This matches research showing that outside validation affects how credible and competitive a university appears (Bafera & Kleinert, 2023; Kethüda, 2022). In comparison, the Philippine university showed tuition clearly but included fewer signs of prestige on its tuition pages.
These differences show that while transparency is becoming more common worldwide, how strongly universities highlight their value and status still varies. Schools in more competitive and performance-driven environments are more likely to add special markers of distinction to their tuition information (De Boer, Huisman, & Seeber, 2022). This study adds to the research by showing that tuition webpages are not just for sharing information—they also help universities position themselves strategically, depending on their context.

4.4 Tuition Pages as Digital Recruitment and Conversion Interfaces

The findings show that tuition webpages serve as both sources of information and tools for recruiting students. In the global benchmark group, tuition details are linked directly to application portals, inquiry forms, enrollment deadlines, and event sign-ups. This setup suggests that tuition pages are designed to help prospective students move from simply gathering information to actually enrolling. Instead of being just disclosure pages, they are part of a larger strategy to guide students through the enrollment process.
This pattern matches research showing that digital environments affect how users navigate and make decisions (Dwivedi et al., 2021). Clear structure and action-focused design help reduce uncertainty and guide users’ actions. Other studies also show that website layout and where calls-to-action are placed can influence how users engage and whether they take the next step, especially in important decisions (Zhang, Ding, & Xu, 2024; Tanase et al., 2025). Placing application prompts and urgency cues next to tuition information makes tuition pages more persuasive.
In contrast, the Philippine institution had fewer calls-to-action on its tuition pages, keeping cost information separate from enrollment prompts. This shows a focus on providing information rather than using tuition pages as a recruitment tool. These findings add to the literature by showing that tuition pages can serve as sources of information, help build reputation, and support transactions in competitive, tuition-driven systems.

4.5 Theoretical Contributions

This study advances understanding of tuition communication by showing how Framing Theory and Signaling Theory work together on university websites. Instead of seeing tuition disclosure as just routine reporting, the findings reveal that cost information is presented within stories that highlight investment value, employability, prestige, and accessibility. This approach expands Framing Theory (Entman, 1993) to tuition communication, showing how financial details are carefully shaped to influence interpretation in the competitive world of higher education.
The results also refine framing scholarship in digital contexts. Prior research emphasizes that framing remains influential in complex information environments where many signals interact (Berk, 2025). This study provides evidence by showing how tuition webpages combine text, rankings, outcome data, and layout to create clear value stories, rather than just sharing separate pieces of information.
Looking at signaling, this study shows that tuition pages act as systems that build credibility in several ways. Features like rankings, accreditation, graduate outcomes, and clear cost breakdowns serve as signals that help reduce uncertainty and support legitimacy (Bafera & Kleinert, 2023). As other research has shown, rankings boost an institution’s reputation and credibility (Kethüda, 2022). The findings show that placing prestige indicators near tuition details helps justify the cost and improve how people see quality.
Finally, this study adds to research on digital transparency and online engagement by showing that tuition communication shapes how people interpret information, signals a school’s status, and guides user choices. Clear website structure builds trust (Ramírez & Montero, 2024), and organized digital cues affect how people make decisions (Dwivedi et al., 2023). By bringing these ideas together, the study sees tuition webpages as spaces where meaning, reputation, and digital strategy all come together.

4.6 Implications and Future Research

The findings show that tuition communication should go beyond simply sharing procedures and instead focus on strategic integration. When clear cost information is combined with outcome indicators, prestige signals, and clear calls-to-action (CTA), it builds credibility and encourages action in digital recruitment settings.
This study points out that researchers should look more closely at how different ways of framing and signaling affect how people see a school’s value and their intention to enroll. Experiments could compare the effects of investment framing, prestige signals, and where calls to action are placed on decision-making. Comparing results across regions and cultures could also show how the market context changes the success of tuition communication strategies.
This study shows that tuition webpages serve as complex communication spaces where financial details, institutional messages, and recruitment strategies come together. Using Framing Theory and Signaling Theory in a cross-national comparison, the research goes beyond just looking at transparency. It reveals how tuition information is carefully designed to influence how people understand costs, justify them, and support the institution’s image. The study shifts the view of tuition communication from a routine task to a valuable tool for competition, adding to new research on digital higher education governance and market positioning.

5. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY

This study has several limitations. First, the sample included six private universities ranked in the QS World University Rankings 2026 (200–500 band) and one university from the Philippines. This helped keep the institutions structurally similar, but the results cannot be generalized to all higher education institutions.
Second, the analysis only used publicly available English-language tuition webpages. Institutions that mainly share tuition information in other languages were not part of the study.
Third, the study looked only at how institutions communicate on their websites and did not consider student opinions or behaviors. Since one researcher conducted the qualitative analysis, intercoder reliability was not used, but structured coding was followed to keep the analysis thorough.

6. CONCLUSION

This study shows that tuition webpages act as mixed communication spaces where framing, signaling, and digital engagement come together. At top-ranked universities, tuition is rarely shown as just a financial detail. Instead, it is part of stories about investment, prestige, and future job prospects, supported by clear institutional signals and prompts for user action.
By using both Framing Theory and Signaling Theory, this study finds that tuition communication is both a way to shape meaning and a strategy for positioning in the digital higher education market. Although transparency is common worldwide, how strongly value is emphasized depends on the institution and its competition. As a result, tuition pages are not just sources of information. They are also tools that help institutions build legitimacy, explain their prices, and influence how prospective students see them in a more market-driven environment.
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