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ABSTRACT
When transitioning from high school to university, young people
must choose a programme that fits them. We argue that
prospective students who can test this fit before starting the
programme, will make a better choice. We propose an integrated
framework where testing person-environment fit on ability beliefs,
interests and sense of belonging possibly contributes to making
the right choice. Dutch matching procedures are supposed to
serve as a fit-test for prospective students choosing a university
programme. 61 prospective students at four Dutch universities
were interviewed on the role of matching in their programme
choice. Different elements of matching appear to allow for testing
fit but vary in which aspects of fit can be tested and the impact
they have. It can be cautiously stated that the more aspects of fit
that can be tested, the more a matching procedure impacts
prospective students’ final programme choice.
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When transitioning from high school to university, young people must choose a pro-
gramme that fits them. The difficulty of this task is particularly reflected in academic
success rates. Since several decades academic success in higher education is an important
topic in higher education research. This is evident from the vast amount of scholarly atten-
tion in the UK (e.g. Johnes and McNabb 2004), USA (e.g. Betts and Morell 1999; Rausch
and Hamilton 2006), Australia (e.g. De Rome and Lewin 1984), Russia (e.g. Tolstova 2006),
and many European countries (EMBO 2006). Moreover, student retention or dropout is
very high on the policy agenda in about three-quarters of the European countries surveyed
recently by order of the European Commission (Vossensteyn et al. 2015). Dropout is an
important issue, because it has various negative consequences for both the student and
the university. Students may start questioning their competences due to feelings of
failure after dropping out of the programme of their initial choice. Moreover, low retention
rates in higher education are associated with financial consequences for both the university
and the student, because university funding is often partially based on the number of
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students who graduate without a certain period of delay. Although the percentage of uni-
versity students who graduate may be approximately 90% (e.g. in Japan), it can be as low as
approximately 50% (e.g. in Italy) (HIS/Eurostat 2015).

Although additional coincidental factors might contribute to the student being successful
during the university programme, we argue that person-environment fit, which can be
defined as the compatibility between individual and environmental characteristics (Kristof-
Brown, Guay, and Zedeck 2011), is important in choosing a programme in which a student
is likely to succeed. The assumption, that outcomes are a function of the interaction
between individuals and their environments, stems from person-environment interaction
theory (Hunt 1975). Within the educational context, person-environment fit builds on the
assumption that students with certain characteristics are more likely to choose certain pro-
grammes (Astin 1993). Additionally, some research suggests that congruence between the
student and the programme is paramount to the academic success of college students
(Feldman, Smart, and Ethington 1999), i.e. students who lack feelings of fit are less likely to
graduate. Hence, person-environment fit is important for programme choice. We argue that
prospective students who can test this person-environment fit on different aspects before
making a final programme choice will make a better choice. We now introduce aspects on
which person-environment fit could be tested based on expectancy-value theory (EVT;
Eccles and Wigfield 2002) and self-determination theory (SDT; Deci and Ryan 1985).

Two of the aspects on which prospective students may consciously or unconsciously
assess their fit are ability beliefs and interests. According to EVT choosing to perform a
certain achievement-related task can be explained by ability beliefs (i.e. how well I can
perform on the task) (Bandura 1977) and the value of the activity (e.g. interest in the
course materials) (Atkinson 1957; Wigfield 1994; Wigfield and Eccles 1992). In other
words, prospective students will weigh the costs and benefits of a programme by assessing
the relative value of the programme, their current capabilities to start the programme and
their estimated probability of success. Closely related to the ability beliefs concept is the
competence concept in SDT. From SDT it is argued that among other things, feelings
of competence result in intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan 2008). Competence involves
the understanding of how to acquire various outcomes and being effective in the essential
actions to achieve these outcomes.

Furthermore, from SDT it is argued that relatedness, the social component in adjusting
to a new environment, results in intrinsic motivation (Deci and Ryan 2008). Developing
social connections with others, or experiencing a sense of belonging (Freeman, Anderman,
and Jensen 2007) can be comforting on both social and academic aspects and allows for
enhanced ability to cope with the demands of the transition to higher education
(Hoffman et al. 2002). Sense of belonging has often been investigated in the context of
minorities, such as female students in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics
(STEM) programmes (e.g. Ulriksen, Madsen, and Holmegaard 2010). However, it has
been argued that experiencing a sense of belonging is vital for all students (Feldman,
Smart, and Ethington 1999; Strayhorn 2012).

Lastly, SDT includes the concept autonomy, which refers to initiating and controlling
one’s own actions. According to this theory, greater feelings of autonomy enhance intrin-
sic motivation (Deci and Ryan 2008). In numerous countries, studying at the university is
accompanied by prospective students moving to live on their own in a new city. In that
case, the transition to higher education will be associated with an increase in (feelings
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of) autonomy. For example, by moving out of the parental home, prospective students will
get many new responsibilities on a personal level (e.g. cooking and cleaning) and students’
parents will no longer set their rules. We argue that this expansion of autonomy is over-
whelming, and thus, prospective students may not take autonomy within the programme
into account when choosing a programme.

We propose in Figure 1 an initial framework for testing person-environment fit com-
bining the aspects from several theories, and stating that interests, abilities and sense of
belonging are elements on which person-environment fit can be assessed in programme
choice in higher education. These elements do not have to be of equal importance to a
student in making a choice, but they are all assumed to be important components that pro-
spective students consider.

Programme choice in higher education in the Netherlands

With a completion rate in higher education of approximately 70%, the Netherlands holds
an average position in dropout rates within Europe. In countries with admission pro-
cedures in higher education like those in the Netherlands, comparable figures are found
(e.g. Belgium 73%; Denmark 81%; HIS/Eurostat 2015). Other statistics show that in the
Netherlands, approximately 20% of university students drop out in their first year
(VSNU 2016). Of the students who finish their bachelor’s programme, only a quarter of
the students finish within the normal three-year timeframe (Statistics Netherlands
(CBS) 2017a) and about three-quarters earn a diploma within seven years (Statistics Neth-
erlands 2017b). The clear majority drops out in the first year of the programme and this
implies that assisting prospective students in their programme choice is important.

Australian research has shown that prospective students expect university to be
different than high school, but expectations of university life proved unrealistic (Crisp
et al. 2009). Based on these and other insights in the transition process, some authors
call for interventions to facilitate the transition into and adjustment to university (e.g.
Brinkworth et al. 2009; Mattanah et al. 2010). The Netherlands has implemented pro-
cedures that should allow prospective students to make more informed choices.

Since 2014 prospective students in the Netherlands have the right to have a final check
on their programme choice before starting higher education, to help them in the process of
programme choice (Wet Kwaliteit in Verscheidenheid [Quality in Diversity Law] 2013).
This final check is called matching and is offered after a prospective student requests

Figure 1. Assumed variables in choosing a programme.
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admission. The implementation of matching varies between programmes. Examples of
possible activities are (online) questionnaires, lectures on campus, interviews, and
online courses. A combination of several elements that may or may not be compulsory
is the most common format of matching.

Several elements of matching are considered in this study. Every programme first sends
out an online questionnaire. Questionnaires are not the same across universities, but gener-
ally contain similar sections such as (a selection of): high school grades; attendance at orien-
tation activities to learn about different programmes; motivation/reasons for choosing the
programme; expectations of the programme; expected future jobs; ability beliefs; general
time use. This online questionnaire is often followed by a brief online course, a personal
interview, or a matching day. In an online course, prospective students receive information
(e.g. through online lectures) on a topic representative of the programme, followed by a test.
Personal interviews with programme staff are often obligatory for prospective students who
are deemed at risk of drop-out based on their answers on the questionnaire. Lastly, a match-
ing day is a day on campus where prospective students attend lectures, tutorials or lab ses-
sions that are aimed at giving them a representative study experience; generally, the
prospective students must prepare for that day at home by completing assignments, e.g.
based on reading materials.

Upon completion of the matching, programme staff may provide prospective students
with personal advice regarding their fit with a specific programme, more generic feedback,
or neither. Programmes that provide advice state how well they think a prospective
student fits into the programme. Programmes that provide more generic feedback
provide prospective students with statements about their fit without adding advice,
leaving it to the prospective students to assess how well they fit. At some universities,
all activities are compulsory; and at others, some of the activities, or none, are compulsory.

Aim of the study

Recently, research on programme choice and admission to Higher Education mainly
evolves around selective admission and (types of) selection procedures (e.g. Barrow,
Sartain, and De la Torre 2018; Niessen and Meijer 2017; Steenman, Bakker, and van Tart-
wijk 2016; Umarji, McPartlan, and Eccles 2018). Programme choice and admission in
non-selective contexts, however, is an understudied topic. We focus exactly on this
aspect of admission: person-environment fit in the non-selective context of Dutch match-
ing procedures. The constructed framework on person-environment fit provides a context
in which the role of the various matching activities in making a programme choice can be
studied. To identify how matching contributes to programme choice through assessing
person-environment fit, the following questions will be addressed: ‘How do prospective
students perceive the role of matching in their program choice?’ and ‘How do prospective
students perceive each of the elements of matching in testing the components of person-
environment fit?’

Methods

In this qualitative study, data were collected by two interviewers, the main researcher and a
research assistant, through semi-structured phone interviews frommid-April to the end of
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August 2017. The interviews were conducted as soon as possible after the matching and
always before the start of the academic year.

Sampling and participants

For this study, we found cooperation of seven university programmes at five Dutch univer-
sities. These programmes were chosen based on several criteria: diversity in matching activi-
ties, programmes in the same discipline that were offered at several universities, and both
STEM and non-STEM programmes. Contact persons from the different partner universities
decided whether to conduct a passive or active consent procedure with their prospective stu-
dents. In both cases, prospective students received an email for the consent procedure, in
which they were also informed of the possibility of winning one of five gift cards with a
value of €25. We strived for approximately 10 interviews per programme (i.e. a total of
70 interviews), to ensure enough variation per programme. Ultimately, 61 prospective stu-
dents participated in this study. They applied for six programmes at four different univer-
sities in the Netherlands. The seventh programme was left out, because only two students
gave us permission to interview them. The participating prospective students varied with
respect to age (18–24), gender (54% male), and type of previous education (75% high
school, 20% university of applied science, 5% other/unassigned). The various types of
matching for the different programmes in our sample are displayed in Table 1.

Ethical approval

Permission for this study was obtained by the Ethical Review Board of Utrecht University’s
Faculty of Social Sciences (FETC17-098). Additionally, consent for recording the interview
was requested and obtained from all participants. Participation was voluntary and confi-
dential. Transcripts of the interviews were fully anonymized and cannot be linked to per-
sonal data or study progress.

Procedures

The researchers designed a topic list with sensitizing concepts derived from theory. The
topic list consisted of three parts: standardized opening questions [e.g. ‘what were your
experiences with matching?’], topics that were discussed according to applicability to
the students’ situation [e.g. ‘what is your opinion about the advice the program gave
you as a result of the matching?’], and a standardized final question [i.e. ‘what else do

Table 1. Type of matching per programme.

Type of programme Questionnaire Online course Interview Matching day
Feedback
or advice

Programme 1 (U1) non-STEM 1 CG CG CG
Programme 2 (U2) STEM CG CaR CG
Programme 3 (U2) non-STEM 2 CG CaR VA CG
Programme 4 (U3) STEM CG CG CG
Programme 5 (U3) non-STEM 1 CG
Programme 6 (U4) STEM CG CG CG
Programme 7 (U4) non-STEM 2 CG CR CG CG

Note: U1 = university 1, etc.; CG = compulsory activity for all students; CaR = compulsory activity for students at risk; VA =
voluntary activity; CR = compulsory replacement of matching day for late applicants.
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you want to address with regard to your program choice or matching in general?’]. Follow-
up questions were asked depending on the answers of the respondents and the type of
matching they had completed. The phone interviews lasted approximately 20 minutes
and the prospective students were informed of the expected duration beforehand. Follow-
ing a grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin 1994), data collection and data
analysis occurred iteratively in the first stage of the data analysis.

Analysis

The data were analysed by the two interviewers using NVivo 11. Data analysis consisted of
open, axial and selective coding techniques (Strauss and Corbin 1994). First, nine inter-
views were conducted with prospective students from Programmes 6 and 7. The two inter-
viewers each employed open coding for all these interviews. Thereafter, they met to discuss
three of these interviews. This meeting lasted until consensus was reached. During this
meeting, the decision was taken to slightly adjust the topic list. For example, during the
introductory part of the interview the following question was added: ‘did you also partici-
pate in other matching procedures?’ to avoid confusion about the programme the inter-
view concerned.

Then, the interviewers continued conducting the remaining interviews while recur-
sively employing open coding. To ensure that consensus was reached, investigator triangu-
lation (Merriam 2009) was employed during the data analysis process. During this phase,
the interviewers met several times to compare and discuss the codes. These meetings lasted
until consensus was reached. An example of something discussed during these meetings
was the change from the concept ‘expectancies’ to ‘interests’. Initially, following the
literal concept from EVT (Eccles and Wigfield 2002), we assumed prospective students
would have expectancies that would directly influence their programme choice.
However, when analysing the first set of interviews, emerging theoretical insights
prompted us to change expectancies to interests, realizing that prospective students have
expectations about many aspects of their future study (e.g. abilities). Therefore, the inter-
viewers decided to update the topic list for the remainder of the interviews.

After the open coding phase, an experienced qualitative researcher was added to the
research team to monitor the rest of the data analysis. Thereafter, the main researcher con-
tinued with the axial coding phase to condense and organize the data into meaningful cat-
egories. To increase trustworthiness in this stage, the main researcher made notes and
memos. During the selective coding phase, a cross section was made between each
element of matching and the theoretical concepts. By doing so we identified how each
element played a role and how much impact each element had in the programme
choice. During this last phase, the category ‘impact of the element’ was created by reallo-
cating the codes about impact from the distinct theoretical concepts to a separate category.
Throughout the data collection and analysis, the full research team met on a regular basis
as an additional check on the research process.

Results

As stated in the theory, prospective students will choose a programme if they experience
positive feelings of fit with the programme of their initial choice. It was hypothesized that
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prospective students can test this fit regarding abilities, interests and sense of belonging
through the elements of matching. Table 2 shows the topics that prospective students
mentioned per element of matching in positive (+) or negative (−) relation to these theor-
etical concepts. More specifically, prospective students indicated that their fit regarding
ability beliefs and interests can be tested, to a greater or lesser extent, through all elements
of matching. The theoretical concept interests was mentioned almost exclusively in posi-
tive terms in relation to the different elements of matching. Therefore, it appears that pro-
spective students were best able to test their fit regarding interests. Furthermore, the only
activity for which prospective students mentioned the possibility of testing sense of belong-
ing was the matching day, thus being the only element that we considered to allow for
testing sense of belonging. Therefore, the matching day is the only element of matching
that was mentioned in relation to all aspects of person-environment fit. This implies
that, from the elements of matching in this study, the matching day is perceived to
allow for the most thorough check on person-environment fit.

Statements confirming the possibility to test person-environment fit

Confirming statements about the possibility to test fit with a programme are the result of
matching elements allowing prospective students to test whether they feel able, are inter-
ested in the materials/topics of the programme and experience a sense of belonging. First,
a confirming statement often made regarding abilities is that the matching serves as an
ability check. This was mainly the case for the matching day and less so for the question-
naire. In relation to the matching day, it was mentioned that quizzes, homework, lectures
or tests made it possible for prospective students to test whether they would be able to keep
up with the level of the programme. Related statements came from prospective students
who did an online course; some of them mentioned that they expected the level of com-
plexity of the online course to be representative for that of the actual programme. Many
prospective students experienced the content studied during the online course or match-
ing day as a confirmation of their ability beliefs. This confirmation was also found by some
prospective students in the advice they received based on the matching activities.

Yes, that [positive advice] was a relief, that it is a confirmation of: yes, you can handle the
program. (Program 1, student 10)

Confirming statements for testing person-environment fit regarding interests were
made in relation to all elements of matching. The statement most often made was the
fact that the matching element gave insight into the content of the programme, either
through filling out the questionnaire, talking to a staff member, doing the online course
or by participating in the matching day. Prospective students participating in interviews
and online courses sometimes mentioned that these activities gave them insights into
specific interests within the programme content. Many prospective students, especially
those who participated in an online course or a matching day, said that the matching
gave them a confirmation that they found the programme interesting.

I think I am going to like the program very much. I was already enthusiastic because of the
assignments [in the online course], that represented the content of the program. (Program 4,
student 1)
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Table 2. The possibility to test person-environment fit per element of matching.

Questionnaire
n =
61 Online course n = 15 Interview n = 5 Matching day n = 23 Advice

n =
52

Ability
beliefs

Insight into time use + 5 Confirmation of ability
beliefs

+ 10 Plays no role in
assessing ability
beliefs

− 2 (Part of) activities serve as
ability check

+ 20 Positive advice
confirms ability
beliefs

+ 5

Serves as ability check + 3 Expects online course to
be representative

+ 6 Confirmation of ability
beliefs

+ 15 Negative advice results
in doubt ability
beliefs

+ 3

Does not play a role in
checking ability
beliefs

− 3 Expects online course to
not be representative

− 6 Unsure about
representativeness
matching day

− 4

Interests No insights into
content of the
programme

− 4 Insights into content of
the programme

+ 8 Insights into
content of the
programme

+ 4 Insights into content of the
programme

+ 17 Confirmation of
interests

+ 6

Insights into content of
the programme

+ 3 Insights into interest
within programme

+ 5 Insights into
interest within
programme

+ 2 Confirmation of interests + 17

Confirmation of
interests

+ 9

Sense of
belonging

Feeling at home + 11
Connection with people + 13
Good atmosphere + 8
Cannot judge feeling at
home

− 4
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Lastly, almost all prospective students that participated in a matching day mentioned at
least one of the following aspects that made them feel a sense of belonging during the
matching: feeling at home on campus; having a good connection with staff and other pro-
spective students; feeling a good atmosphere on campus.

Because the day before I had done the matching of [another Bachelor program]. But I also
like that very much, but when I came to [Bachelor program’s Matching day] I really had a
feeling like, that I came home. It really suits me. (Program 7, student 3)

One prospective student missed this connection with fellow prospective students, staff,
current students, and discussed topics, and therefore concluded that the programme was
not the right fit. This student’s decision to opt for another programme was mostly based
on lacking feelings of social fit.

Prospective students whose statements confirmed the possibility to test fit on one of the
theoretical concepts, often indicated the possibility to also test fit on another theoretical
concept. However, some prospective students were actively searching for confirmation
regarding just one aspect. For example, some students were mainly talking about the
level of the matching procedure, because they were actively looking for a confirmation
of their ability beliefs.

Statements disconfirming the possibility to test person-environment fit

Although much less than the positive statements, also negative statements regarding the
possibility to test person-environment fit were made. These statements represent a
failure to assess abilities, interests or sense of belonging through the matching elements.
Failure to test ability beliefs was mentioned several times, either because the element
(i.e. interview) did not play a role in checking abilities (not the right means) or because
the element (i.e. online course or matching day) seemed not representative for the pro-
gramme content (not the right materials). Some prospective students of Programme 1
were quite outspoken in the fact that they struggled with the representativeness of the
material in the online course.

Well, yeah, I don’t know if…well, in the matching procedure I had… I didn’t really feel like
the questions were at the level, like, what you have to be able to do at the university and actu-
ally I’m a little curious, so to say, what the level would be, yes,… that is also quite difficult.
Yes, well, actually more whether I can handle it, indeed, because I had no idea, say, at what
level you can make a choice. (Program 1, student 7)

Furthermore, some students criticized the questionnaire for not being able to give
insights in the content of the programme (not the right means) and others said that
one matching day is too short to get a sense of belonging. Thus, these students did not
find the matching sufficient to test their person-environment fit thoroughly.

Contradictory statements regarding the possibility to test person-environment
fit

Throughout the data analysis, it became apparent that for some matching elements
different subgroups have varying views on the possibility to test their person-environment
fit. First, the online module was experienced differently by prospective students from the

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 367



two programmes that offer this element of matching. The prospective students who
applied to Programme 4 all found confirmation of their ability beliefs through the
online course. Those who applied to Programme 1 generally found the online course
easy or not difficult. More than half of them got the feeling that the level of the course
was not representative of the programme. Some of these students therefore said that
this made it difficult to estimate the level of the programme and that they gained no
insight into whether they would be able to cope with the level of the programme. It
thus seems to be necessary for prospective students to experience the matching as repre-
sentative to find it a useful means to test their fit. The second difference is between STEM
students and non-STEM students in their experience of the matching day. Most prospec-
tive students applying to a non-STEM programme expressed that they felt comfortable
with the general atmosphere on campus and specifically with the programme. They
experienced both staff and current students as open and friendly with a welcoming attitude
towards prospective students. Although prospective STEM students also expressed feeling
a positive atmosphere at the university, many of them mentioned not feeling comfortable
in the beginning of the day but soon realized that their fellow prospective students had
similar interests. On the other hand, some of them explained that they had difficulty asses-
sing within a day whether they felt at home socially. This indicates that sense of belonging
might play a different role for non-STEM students than for STEM students when testing
their person-environment fit.

Impact of matching on programme choice

Apart from looking at the theoretical concepts of fit, we also asked our respondents about
the impact of the matching elements on their programme choice. Results are displayed in
Table 3. There are clear differences in the impact of matching elements on prospective stu-
dents’ programme choice. The interviews had the biggest impact on their programme
choice. Most prospective students expressed that they experienced the personal contact
with a staff member as valuable. They all said that the interview gave them confirmation
of their programme choice. Two prospective students pointed out that, though they were
already quite certain about their choice, the opinion of the staff member added to their
feelings of certainty. Thus, ‘qualitative’ feedback from staff members seems important
in prospective students’ choice.

I felt like the study would suit me, but with the matching activity that you get to hear from an
instructor who teaches there that they think the study suits you, that gives extra confirmation.
(Program 7, student 1)

The student-staff interviews were only conducted with a small group of students who
were deemed at risk of dropping out. A larger number of prospective students partici-
pated in an online course or matching day. As shown in Table 3, about half of the pro-
spective students indicated that the matching day served as a confirmation of their
programme choice. For the matching day, somewhat less than half said that it had
no impact on their programme choice, which is, in part, caused by the fact that
some of them were already certain about their choice. The impact of the online
course on programme choice differed for the prospective students who were very posi-
tive about the online course and experienced it as representative (Programme 4) and
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Table 3. The impact of the matching elements in testing person-environment fit.

Questionnaire n = 61 Online course
n =
15 Interview n = 5 Matching day n = 23 Advice n = 52

Impact of the element
in choosing a
programme

No added value in
programme choice

− 31 Confirms
programme
choice

+ 7 Confirms
programme
choice

+ 5 Confirms
programme
choice

+ 11 No added value in
programme choice

− 14

Sparks thinking about
reasons for choosing
programme

+ 17 No added value in
programme
choice

− 6 Personal contact
is valuable

+ 3 No added value in
programme
choice

− 8 Positive advice has no
influence on programme
choice

− 14

Adds to last bit of choice
certainty

+ 5 Positive advice confirms
programme choice

+ 8

Helps structuring
thoughts

+ 5 Ignores negative advice − 4

Would (maybe) ignore
negative advice

− 6

Would (maybe) doubt
programme choice in
case of negative advice

+ 5
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those who experienced it as (too) easy and not representative (Programme 1). This
appears to reflect the extent to which they felt that they could test their ability
beliefs. All prospective students who applied to Programme 4 said that the online
course served as a confirmation of their programme choice. However, few prospective
students of Programme 1 said that the online course gave them choice certainty and
about half of them indicated that the online course did not contribute much to their
programme choice.

The last two elements in the matching procedures are the questionnaire and advice.
Although every prospective student starts the matching with a questionnaire, not many
stated that it impacted their programme choice. In fact, just over half of the prospective
students said that it had no value for their programme choice. Most of these students
had not participated in any activities other than the questionnaire. Additionally, some stu-
dents, such as the student quoted below, did not remember they had filled out the ques-
tionnaire. In contrast to those whose matching consisted of only a questionnaire, of the
prospective students who also participated in other activities as part of their matching
less than half indicated that the questionnaire had no value.

I suspect I did. I think a while ago, but I can look for it, but as far as I’m concerned, we’ll start
the interview.… but yes, I’m really thinking, what was that matching questionnaire about? I
think I did it two months ago or so. And now I can’t find it unfortunately. (Program 5,
student 4)

That prospective students who only filled out the questionnaire felt less capable of
testing their fit also became clear from the finding that all statements about ability
beliefs and interests that disconfirmed the possibility of checking fit were made by
this group. They also indicated less often that the questionnaire sparked thinking
about reasons for choosing the programme. Even though most of this group felt less
capable of testing their fit, a few students from this group indicated that the question-
naire gave them the choice certainty they needed and that it helped them structure
their thoughts.

Notably, the advice was perceived as even less relevant in programme choice than the
questionnaire. Hardly any students indicated that the advice impacted their programme
choice or could potentially do so. However, also for this matching element perceptions
of impact differed between subgroups. We found that more than half of the prospective
students who applied for Programme 1 said that the advice had no value for their pro-
gramme choice. This is substantially higher than at the other programmes, where only
a few prospective students said that the advice had no impact on their programme
choice. Moreover, at Programme 1, some students said that they ignored a negative
advice. The most likely explanation for taking the advice less seriously is that they per-
ceived the online course as non-representative of the actual programme. Negative
advice can potentially make prospective students doubt their choice. Some prospective
students stated that they would have questioned their programme choice if they had
received negative advice.

I mean, if it was a negative result like, we do not think that this program suits you, then I
would certainly have started to doubt whether I had made the right choice. (Program 1,
student 3)
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Some prospective students of several universities affirmed that positive advice had no
influence on their programme choice or that they would ignore negative advice. They indi-
cated that they were certain about their choice and that, therefore, the advice had no value.

Overall, it seems that the better an element of matching allows for testing person-
environment fit regarding abilities, interests and sense of belonging, the more impact
this element of matching has on the final programme choice. Given the small and
specific group of prospective students that did an interview, it is difficult to say something
about the impact of the interview on programme choice. However, the online course and
matching day both allow for a substantial assessment of person-environment fit and seem
to have impact on programme choice. The questionnaire and advice, on the other hand,
seem less suitable for testing fit and are also not perceived as having much impact on stu-
dents’ programme choice.

Choice certainty

Choice certainty emerged from the data as a core category that influences how prospective
students experience the possibility to test fit and the impact matching has on their pro-
gramme choice. It appears that the more certain they are about their initial choice, the
less impact the matching has on their final choice and, thus, the less likely a change in
choice certainty will take place. However, some prospective students who claimed to be
100% certain about their initial choice nevertheless said that the matching made them
more certain about their final programme choice. On the other hand, some prospective
students indicated that the online course and the matching day did not impact their pro-
gramme choice. All prospective students who reported that the online course had no value,
and about half who reported that the matching day had no value, stated that they were
already certain about their choice. Hence, the level of choice certainty during the initial
programme choice influences how much impact the matching can have on final pro-
gramme choice and the certainty with which students make this choice. Given that we
found that person-environment fit can be tested, at least partially, through all elements
of matching, we propose an integrated framework for programme choice as shown in
Figure 2.

Conclusion and discussion

Prior work on the transition to higher education has studied programme choice from
specific theoretical angles (e.g. SDT, Deci and Ryan 1985; EVT, Eccles and Wigfield
2002). We proposed a more comprehensive theoretical framework on person-environ-
ment fit combining several theoretical perspectives to look at the choice process in the
transition to higher education. In addition to testing person-environment fit by testing
fit on interest, ability beliefs and sense of belonging, the framework with choice certainty
as an overarching core category as represented in Figure 2, adds to the theoretical under-
standing of the transition from secondary to higher education. Prospective students who
are participating in matching procedures are looking for insights into the programme as
well as for confirmation of their programme choice.

In studying matching procedures in the context of this framework, we found that the
extent to which matching procedures are the right means for achieving these two goals

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION 371



differs both between elements of matching and between students within one element of
matching. Prospective students perceived all elements of matching as useful, to a
greater or lesser extent, to assess person-environment fit for the programme. The ques-
tionnaire and advice were not mentioned often in general and when mentioned, they
seemed to have little impact on programme choice.

The other three elements of matching that we investigated, interview, online course and
matching day, are perceived as more useful in testing fit on interest and ability beliefs. The
only element in our study that allows for testing fit regarding the three theoretical concepts
is the matching day. Research shows that the possibility to test fit on sense of belonging
seems especially important for successful adjustment to university (Brinkworth et al.
2009; Mattanah et al. 2010). Having been on campus before starting the programme
makes this adjustment easier. However, it could be argued that sense of belonging can
also be tested before making an initial programme choice. Several prospective students
indeed mentioned that they did not feel the need for a matching day, because they
already visited the campus (e.g. during an open day). In such instances, testing sense of
belonging might not have to be part of the matching process. In that case, an online
course may be just as useful to test person-environment fit and is, in the long run, less
labour intensive for university staff. Nonetheless, staff should be aware of whether every
prospective student had the opportunity to visit campus and whether there are other
advantages of being physically present on a matching day, such as personal contact
with staff and current students.

Furthermore, we showed that certain elements are experienced differently by various
prospective student groups. The online module was experienced as a better means to
test fit by prospective students from programme 4 than by prospective students from pro-
gramme 1. This appears to be the result of prospective students of programme 1 experi-
encing the online module as not representative for the programme. Hence, the (experience
of) representativeness is an important aspect to consider. Furthermore, based on the
experiences of prospective students with the matching day, it seems that sense of belong-
ing plays a different role in testing person-environment fit for STEM students than for
non-STEM students. This implies that particular student groups may benefit from

Figure 2. Assessment of person-environment fit in choosing a programme as emerged from the data.
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varying types of matching procedures. It is important, however, to be aware of the fact that
other factors than those identified here could have played a role in causing these
differences.

Altogether, it seems to be useful for prospective students to experience the programme
of their initial choice before making a final choice. In experiencing the programme, pro-
spective students can test their person-environment fit. Dutch matching procedures seem
to allow for such a fit test. However, there are differences between these procedures in the
extent to which they allow for testing fit and the extent to which they are experienced as
useful in making a final programme choice. Based on the conducted interviews it can be
cautiously stated that the more elements of person-environment fit can be tested in a
matching procedure, the more it impacts the prospective students’ final programme
choice. However, a more extensive matching procedure is not necessarily a better
means to test fit. It seems vital for the usefulness of matching in programme choice
that prospective students experience the content as representative. On top of that, not
all matching procedures might be equally useful for all student groups (i.e. STEM vs.
non-STEM and other student characteristics). Therefore, programme staff should be
aware of the type of student entering their programme.

There are several limitations to this study that need to be mentioned. First, this study
focused on perceptions of prospective students in assessing the usefulness of different
elements of matching for testing fit. Factual data on, for example, academic success
was not included, and therefore, it is not possible to determine whether the elements
of matching that were perceived as useful are the ones that are effective in increasing aca-
demic success. In the future, our results can be compared to quantitative academic
achievement data. Second, we only conducted 5 interviews with students who partici-
pated in an interview as part of their matching, because few prospective students were
requested to participate in such an interview. Although generalization is not an aim
of this study, the low number of interviews should be considered when reflecting on
the usefulness of an interview for testing fit. Lastly, we did not consider whether the
elements we studied were compulsory. There might be differences in experiences and
impact between those who participated in matching voluntarily and those who partici-
pated in compulsory activities.

All in all, our research shows that some elements of matching help prospective students
to test their person-environment fit for the programme of their initial choice. Using a
matching procedure where prospective students can test different aspects of person-
environment fit may benefit both prospective students and higher education institutions
in helping more students to make a validated programme choice and ultimately lead to
less drop out in higher education. It is known that congruence between student and pro-
gramme is associated with academic success (Feldman, Smart, and Ethington 1999).
Higher education institutions in other European countries could consider implementing
similar procedures for non-selective programmes to foster prospective students’ pro-
gramme choice. Future research should be aimed at broadening the empirical basis and
investigate whether the matching elements are related to student success.
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