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ABSTRACT 
Many Chinese students seek an international education and they are often a target for international universities. 

These universities utilize online platforms for advertising to reach students. Various domestic and international 

intermediaries join to facilitate this online informing as well. On the market combined of the universities and the 

intermediaries, the online education search service is one of the most popular witnesses.  

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the gap between Chinese students and the existing market, and to 

express how international online education search services should best approach the market. Key value 

propositions will also be formulated to detail these international services. 

The research method in this thesis is qualitative, and based on a case study of an international company in Sweden. 

This company is active in the online education search service and interested in the Chinese market. The case study 

comprises a pilot launch in China, as well as qualitative semi-structured interviews with employees within the 

company and with sample students in China. Two additional expert interviews have been conducted external to 

the case company, in order to increase the reliability of the study. The analysis of this empirical material in 

conjunction with the literature leads to my conclusion that Chinese students favor complete resources and 

integrated information, as well as a combination of online and offline practices. Furthermore, the Business Model 

Canvas is utilized as a theoretical foundation for investigating relevant elements of the value propositions. Finally, 

I propose a model of approach in both theoretical and practical formats to guide how international online education 

search services should approach the Chinese market.  
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ABSTRAKT 
Många kinesiska studenter letar efter en internationell utbildning och de ofta siktar mot internationella universitet. 

Dessa universitet utnyttjar online-plattformar för annonsering för att nå studenter. Olika inhemska och 

internationella förmedlare ansluter sig till dessa plattformar för att underlätta spridning av informationer också. I 

kombination av universitet och förmedlare på marknaden idag, är online utbildning söktjänsten ett av de mest 

populära vittnen. 

Syftet med denna avhandling är att undersöka skillnaden mellan kinesiska studenter och den befintliga marknaden, 

samt att uttrycka hur internationella online-utbildning söktjänster ska vara för att möta efterfrågan på marknaden. 

Nyckelvärdes propositioner kommer också att formuleras för att specificera dessa internationella tjänster. 

Forskningen metoden i denna avhandling är kvalitativ vilken baserar på en fallstudie av ett internationellt företag 

i Sverige. Företaget är verksamt inom nätbaserad söktjänsten i utbildning, samt är det intresserade av den kinesiska 

marknaden. Fallstudien omfattar en pilot lansering i Kina, kvalitativa semistrukturerade intervjuer med de 

anställda inom företaget och vissa utvalda studenter i Kina. Ytterligare har två expertintervjuer genomförts utanför 

fall bolaget, i syfte att öka tillförlitligheten i studien. Analysen av detta empiriska material i samband med 

litteraturen leder till min slutsats att kinesiska studenter föredrar fullständiga resurser och integrerad information, 

samt en kombination av online och offline metoder. Dessutom utnyttjas den affärsmodell Canvas som en teoretisk 

bakgrund för att undersöka relevanta delar av de värdes propositioner. Till sist, föreslår jag en modell av 

tillvägagångssätt i både teoretiska och praktiska format för att styra hur den internationella online-utbildning 

söktjänster bör närma sig mot den kinesiska marknaden. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The National Bureau of Statistics states that 399,000 Chinese students studied abroad in 2012, but targeting a few 
so-called receiving countries of international universities [1]. For example, Chinese students contribute to 35.1% 
of the international student population in Australia, 18% in UK, and 25.4% in US [2]. This phenomenon is 
predominantly owing to the fact that more students are increasing reliant on education application consultants and 
intermediary agents [3].  The numerous students and their increasing reliance on domestic intermediaries have 
already contributed to a booming industry of education abroad, with Chinese market capacity in 2013 of 250 
billion Chinese Yuan (RMB) [4]. The intermediaries in the industry of education abroad mainly work as 
educational brokers, consultants and agents [5]. They influence ways and content of education information that 
students receive, further affecting their choices of destination universities. This reliance also leads to possibly 
limited education resources, resulting in a big gap between Chinese students and complete information.  

Meanwhile, it is reasonable to think that some Chinese students are becoming interested in international new 
media services [6], and search international information unaided. For example, 37.3% of Chinese college students 
in their research prefer Google as a search engine because of English results that possesses uncensored varied, 
opinions and links to academic articles. But Chinese students still receive limited international information, 
because of their language habits and limited resources. Considering the gap mentioned above, these trends highly 
request international education services with original sources and complete information.  

However, the Chinese government has strict control on Chinese media, citing reasons of national security, invasion 
of the public’s privacy, and illegal leakage of information, thus locally developed Chinese media generate a 
different online environment [7]. Moreover, Chinese traditional culture causes different value preferences of 
education abroad, compared to many other places all around the world. These different external contexts and 
customer values contribute to a new market for those international online education search services. It is asserted 
that they need to adjust their value propositions to match this new market. 

As to the theoretical basis, Business Model Canvas (BMC) is a useful tool to design new or document existing 
business in a visual way [8]. The BMC combines the value proposition and other key elements. Amarsy states that 
the visual way of BMC has been tested in global organizations as well as in startups, thus, gaining growing 
popularity over the past few years [9]. It is thus reasonable that the BMC has been qualified as an adequate model 
for formulating value propositions and related key elements of approaching the Chinese market.   

This thesis seeks to investigate customer value of Chinese students and related value propositions in the online 
education search services. The thesis also targets to formulate success factors guiding the approach of the case 
study company. The success factors are expected to shed light on designing proper customer propositions at a 
strategic and systemic level.  

Based on the above analysis, the research question in this thesis is: 

- How could an international online education search service be approaching in Chinese market, as a proposal 
model? 

Embedded three sub-questions are as follows: 

- How does the Chinese industry of online education search services look like? 

- What are customer values of Chinese students in terms of international online education search services? 

- How should the value propositions be formulated to approach the Chinese market? 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 The Business Model Canvas  

2.1.1 The Business Model Canvas as a Theoretical Foundation 

The Value is the focus of Business Model (BM) and the value proposition is the reason why customers turn to one 
company over another [10]. Since the definition of BM concept, which is extensively utilized and related elements 
are categorized in varied ways [11]. Methlie and Pedersen analyze it in three operational dimensions: integration, 
collaboration and revenues [12]. Ostewalder et al. further develop the framework of BM in four pillars: the 
products and services a firm offers, the customer segments and relationship, the infrastructure and network of 
partners, and the financial aspects [13]. Leif et al. propose a research model for a value creation of network services. 
They argue that choices of BM vary in three dimensions: Revenue model, governance form and service strategy. 
Casadesus-Masanell and Ricart state that the BM is “highly complex” entities and need a simple representation 
[14]. Most of the above mentioned research are focused on the conceptual framework of BM, but there is no 
widely agreed upon definition of what constitute this concept. 

Osterwalder and Pigneur define BMC, which visually constitutes main key elements for designing new or 
documenting existing business [8]. Amarsy further states that the visual way of BMC has been tested in global 
organizations as well as in startups gaining growing popularity over the past few years [9]. This thesis is to utilize 
the BMC as a theoretical foundation to define value propositions, with the goal of approaching international online 
services to the Chinese market.  

2.1.2 Alternative options of contributing value propositions 

Plenty of researchers have studied customer value and related value propositions. Smith et al. develop a practical 
framework of customer value creation [15]. In this framework, categorized values contribute details of value 
propositions, structured in 4 major types and 5 major sources. The framework could be used to exam a variety of 
“value-chain” processes and activities, and further to create related sources. This is a good tool to formulating 
new services and possibilities. However, this thesis focus more on to utilize existing resources and services to 
expand in a new market.   

Piller et al. state a typology of customer co-creation in the innovation process [16]. They present a concept of 
customer centricity and customer co-creation, and a guideline for how a network based co-creation should 
separately work in front-end and back-end of the innovation process. This typology is a good tool of creating 
online community. However, the online community is only one part of value propositions of education search 
services so that it can only be considered as a further research in the future.  

2.2 Customer Values in the Framework of BMC 

The creation of “value” is key in marketing [17]. In most cases, value to producers means something different 
from value to the user [18]. Scholars have provided numerous definitions to the concept of customer value, with 
examples including the compilation of current value, potential value, and customer loyalty [19] and the churn 
probability, retention probability, and expected yearly revenues [20].  

Research findings of customer value are relevant to key elements of BMC. As a centered key, the value proposition 
is a way that companies listen to and satisfy their customers, in order to stay competitive. This is like numerous 
studies have shown that the long to its ability to adapt to customers’ changing preferences [21]. In terms of 
customer segmentations, Shim et al. state that careful assessments and segmentations of customers according to 
their behavioral differences can provide a foundation for target marketing [22]. Jafari et al. argue that the customer 
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relationship is a comprehensive strategy and process to achieve great efficiencies and effectiveness in delivering 
customer values [23]. Jiewanto et al. state that online distribution channels inevitably are also public channels, 
existing positive words of mouth and recommendations, as well as negative words of mouth if they have increased 
tendency to stop repeat purchasing, and even raise more complaints [24]. 

Many researches regarding execution of business are also relevant to the BMC. A range of key activities, such as 
single-class, secondary airports and low commissions to travel, contribute to the low ticket price of Ryanair [14]. 
Johnson et al. argue that companies will almost always need to integrate their key resources and processes in a 
unique way to get a job done perfectly for a set of customers. Hilti integrates new resources – new people, more 
robust IT systems, and new technologies, and develops a website that enabled construction managers to view all 
tools in their fleet and their usage rates [25]. Chatterjee focuses on key partners and collaborative logic that will 
attract more customers [26]. For example, Cisco partners with contract manufacturers, produces on demand and 
ships directly to customers, which cooperation benefit both Cisco, the contract manufacturers and customers. 

2.3 The Industry of Online Education Search Services 

2.3.1 International Education Businesses and Chinese Preferences 

Many researcheres study preferences of Chinese students from an angle of education businesses. Gong & Huybers 
state that the destination country safety is an important choice for Chinese students so that a country that wants to 
attract Chinese students should maintain and/or enhance its perceived level of safety [27]. Meanwhile, they declare 
that Chinese students assign a relatively higher value to higher levels of university ranking than to other factors. 
But Perkins and Neumayer argue that the higher education ranking may discourage Chinese students from 
pursuing higher educations [28]. As to a financial aspect, Chinese applicants are affected by a rise in domestic 
tuition fees [29] and the exchange rate [27], as well as perceived economic benefits of overseas qualifications in 
a competitive graduate job market [30]. 

Researchers also study an affection of Chinese traditional culture. Xia et al. express that a crucial role of Chinese 
parents, as authorities, play in the decision to undertake cross-border higher education studies [31]. But Gray et 
al. argue that Chinese in modern China rely on themselves instead of authority figures to disseminate information 
and advices [32]. 

2.3.2 Online Search Services Based on Databases and Related Customer Values 

Databases and online search engines are usually used together for effective searches [33]. Database are usually 
built for collections in specific areas and thus are valuable sources for searching. Stevenson appraises databases 
and online search engines, based on identifying their abilities of creating a comprehensive search strategy [34]. 
Related customer values have been studied as well, such as an availability of information [35], a customization of 
products/services [36] and a value of anonymity [37]. 

2.4 Critical Discussion of the Literature 

In the literature review, it is asserted that customer values lack a common definition, application and purpose. This 
is because customer values vary depending on internal strategies and external contexts. This varied understanding 
therefore leads to diversified researches of customer value assessment. But few researchers study customer values 
regarding to a narrow field of approaching an international online education search service to the Chinese market.  

Because of its targeting value and combining relevant key elements [8], the BMC works well in both global 
organizations and startups [9]. However, the whole framework of the BMC is little directly studied in order to 
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satisfy customer values and formulate value propositions. This project can thus contribute to the body of a 
knowledge of customer value satisfaction about online business. 

It is clear that the intermediaries in the industry of education abroad are studied neither from a theoretical aspect 
of a common definition nor from a practical aspect of potential effects. Nevertheless, this industry is a quickly 
booming business in China, with tremendous influences on students’ choices of education abroad. Existing studies 
mainly focus on either preferences of international students [27] or services of international education [38]. It can 
thus be argued that the analysis of intermediaries between universities and students is different from the old two-
dimensional studies. 

The intermediaries comprise three important critiques in the industry of education abroad. One is about strategies. 
The strategy is the choice and foundation of business model through which the firm will compete in the 
marketplace. There is a need to consider the strategy when defining channels, since the industry of education 
abroad comprises diversified parts. Another one is about the channels that students receive information. It can also 
be argued that there is a need for a larger part of the attention being put on the potential influence of different 
channels that students receive information. However, few have said how this is to be done. The third one is about 
values of content. Scholars study various values that students consider when choosing international programs, 
while ignore real concerned content. This content mainly refers to match between individual qualifications and 
admission requirements, and experiences of real study life. These are indeed different from the basic supplies from 
universities. Therefore, value propositions of intermediaries should target these differences. 

Apart from the obvious gap in research regarding definition, evaluation and application of customer values, one 
reason for why customer values need to be analyzed further based on the Chinese online environment is that the 
normalization of international education has become an important export sector in China, and there is an increasing 
reliance on consultants for studying abroad [3]. Therefore, promising international intermediaries that they will 
have a positive influence to this industry in China, subsequently the students who want education abroad can 
obtain more diversified resources. Furthermore, understanding of this industry and related students expects to 
motivate more international education abroad businesses in the Chinese market. 

2.5 Summary of the Literature Review 

In the literature review, it is separately analyzed that the theoretical framework of customer value assessment, the 
Chinese landscape of the industry of education search service, and the Chinese customer preferences of online 
search service. All above mentioned components contribute to a foundation of analyzing the Chinese customer 
value in the industry of online education search service. This industry in the Chinese market comprises three 
inched markets: information searching, qualification training and application consulting. Every inched market 
asks for diversified resources and targets for different values, although some potential competitors work across 
these sections. It is thus necessary for an international business to consider their internal condition when choosing 
target inched markets. 

It is also argued that online channels are crucial in the advertisement of international education because of 
geographic distance. Therefore, the industry of online education search service acts as intermediaries that decide 
how and what information or services will be received by students, further influencing their final choices. This is 
one of key reasons that education suppliers join in this industry as well. But tough competitions from website 
forums and social media generate a complicated online environment that all international online education services 
have to face. Customer value assessment of online information is thus crucial and needs to be analyzed in order 



 5 

to be competitive as a foreign business. The literature review suggests that the approach of international online 
education search services have to analyze external context and competitors, in order to satisfy potential customers.    

The theoretical framework of customer value assessment is the BMC, with value propositions as a centered key 
element. The value proposition is thus reasonable to be one goal of this study. Meanwhile, the value proposition 
is a bridge that matches external customer values and internal business conditions. Combined with a consideration 
of a strategy and the online landscape, a theoretical model proposal for approaching an international online 
education search service is formulated as a working process of this project. See Figure 1. 
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3. SCOPE OF THE STUDY 

This thesis is based on a study of multiple elements in the BMC used in customer value assessment issues, in 
order to formulate value propositions of international online education search services. Therefore, this thesis starts 
from a specific understanding of customer value in aspects of the BMC, as well as a contextual understanding of 
Chinese landscape of the industry of education search service, and an incidental understanding of Chinese 
customer value of education abroad. A specific understanding of customer value means that customer value is 
studied in one framework of the BMC during this thesis although old researches have been conducted in multiple 
ways. Moreover, an external understanding of a specific context is conducted both from inside advantages and 
outside landscape, in order to generate a strategy. As to an incidental understanding in a related industry, I mean 
that customer value of the online search service and related assessments vary depending on related value of the 
search results. The value propositions are consequently studied within limits of the industry of online education 
search service and the framework of the BMC. 

The formulation of value propositions of the intermediaries is through an empirical study process as well. This 
empirical process consists of a case study about an international company that works in the field of online 
education search service, as well as expert interviews within the case study company and their potential students 
in the Chinese market. The case study company of this thesis is a Swedish company, active in online education 
search all around the world. The official approach of the case company is that this company supports this thesis 
and a top manager is one of supervisors of the author. The empirical material consists external materials as well, 
including expert interviews from a Chinese company leading in the industry of education abroad, and from a 
Swedish education provider managing success promotions in the Chinese market. With its approach target of 
Chinese market, this study is limited to Chinese students and related value propositions. 

This thesis starts from a specific understanding of Chinese students in aspects of the BMC. It is followed by a 
contextual understanding of the Chinese industry of education search service, including both of its landscape and 
related customer values. Then the scope and the methodology used in this study are introduced, following by 
results of a pilot launch in the case company and related feedback from the sample students, as well as success 
factors suggested by external interviews. A discussion based on this empirical study and the literature review is 
then followed. Limitations, future research and conclusions are finally formulated. 
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4. METHODOLOGY  

4.1 Research Design 

I choose a framework of the BMC as the theoretical base to analyze crucial elements related to the customer value 
assessment. Based on the utilization of the BMC, I propose a theoretical model for approaching an international 
education search service in the Chinese market. This model is to combine internal business strategies and external 
customer values. 

Then I work on empirical materials to gain a deeper understanding of the results from theoretical analysis. The 
empirical study is based on a case study company, in order to test whether the theoretical proposal model is 
practical, as well as to localize value propositions of international online education search services. The case study 
consists three steps. See details in Figure 2. 

The first step is a pre-study of internal conditions of the case study company and external consumers in the Chinese 
market, based on the theoretical approach proposal mentioned above, as well as experiences from old success 
markets. This step is to contribute to a strategy and initial value propositions for the pilot launch, furthering with 
a localization of related services. 

The second step is to execute the pilot launch in Chinese market, as well as to track its traffic flows. This pilot 
launch acts as a prototype of the localization of value propositions, in order to test its launching results and user 
feedback, further contributing to a better understanding of potential students and a more valid definition of value 
propositions. 

The third step is to analyze the traffic data and get feedback from students, in order to investigate results of the 
pilot launch. The traffic data is tracked by the Google Analytics. Old traffic data that views the beginning period 
of the approach are also selected in Germany and in Spain, in order to conduct comparable analysis and increase 
the reliability of this data analysis. Moreover, qualitative user interviews facilitate a deep understanding their 
feedback of the case website, as well as their expectations of international online education search services.    

Except for the pilot launch, the majority of the empirical material are based on qualitative, semi-structured 
interviews in the case company. The semi-structured interviews are appropriate when trying to understand the 
world of the respondent and to understand the opinions and beliefs of particular matters and situations [39]. 

Besides a qualitative case study, I also conduct a miniature cross-sectional investigation of 2 external expert 
interviews. This external investigation is based on an assumption that these organizations work as diversified roles 
in the industry of education abroad, but share overlapped students. These students share the same value of 
education abroad so that the cross-sectional investigation can therefore increase the reliability of the results. This 
follows an argument of DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree that studies based on qualitative interviews should contain 
respondents that are fairly homogeneous [40]. Furthermore, the research in this project has been conducted with 
an inductive approach, namely with the aim of developing knowledge from observing the reality [39]. 
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4.2 Empirical Data 

The empirical material in this project consists of two parts: the first part is empirical material from a case study of 
a Swedish company active in the industry of education abroad. The second part complements this empirical 
material with interviews made with 2 experts, with one in Chinese company and the other one in a Swedish 
education organization. The Chinese company supplies a comprehensive service in the industry of education 
abroad, while the Swedish organization supplies international education programs. All the empirical material was 
collected during the spring of 2016. 

Case study 

The empirical material at the case study were collected in three stages. The first stage conducts in-depth interviews 
within the case company, targeting to understand the strategy of the case company and the promotion plan of the 
pilot launch. The second stage runs a pilot launch that generates real traffic data based on Google analytics tools. 
These data were investigated to formulate a result of the pilot launch, by comparing with old data of two other 
localized markets. The third stage involves four pairs of in-depth interviews with students in China, working 
towards to reasons of this result. Moreover, the author self-enrolls in the case company and joining preparation of 
the pilot launch, resulting in the best understanding of this case. The empirical material in the case study therefore 
covers almost all work and employees relevant to the launch process. 

External investigation    

The empirical material in the external investigation comprises two in-depth interviews with experts. Both of these 
informants are selected based on a benchmark that they are from successful organizations in the industry of 
education abroad. The external material therefore contributes to Chinese customer values and success factors 
based on their own experiences. 

4.2.1 A Pilot launch and data comparison 

Based on an analysis of the Chinese industry of online education search services in the literature review, as well 
as an understanding of internal conditions of the case study company, I suggest a pilot launch plan (April 24 - 
May 27) to the case company. This pilot launch follows the theoretical approaching model mentioned above, 
based on a consideration of both the value of Chinese users and the strategy of the company, as well as its old 
success experiences in two European countries. Localization tactics are like follows: language adaption, 
translating the website in Chinese; promotion localization, utilizing Baidu as the main promotion channel. 

I enroll in the case company working as a translation corrector from English to Chinese, as well as a contact person 
to potential promotion channels in China. The involving experience could provide more and/or different 
information than only interviews, for example, real data of how the case company actually conducts the 
approaching work. The enrolling also helps to understand the strategy of the case company and then be able to 
formulate effective interview questions, as well as to recognize possible limitations of the case study.   

4.2.2 Interviews and informants 

I chose to use semi-structured interviews so that interview guidelines helped me to cover all topics I intended to 
ask. These guidelines were not strictly adhered to, while going around open topics in order to follow up on the 
answers from the informants. Three types of guidelines separately target to three groups of informants. 

The expert interview within the case study company refers to the strategy and its success experiences in old 
markets, as well as their plans and expectations in the Chinese market. The guideline of this semi-structure 
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interview thus mainly focuses on questions like follows: how do your success in other countries? How do you 
plan to launch your business in the Chinese market? 

The user interview of the feedback of the pilot launch refers to their perceptions of the services and their 
expectations of these international education search services. Therefore, the guideline turns to questions like 
follows: How do you think about this service? Do you usually go to a website/websites for finding education 
information? If yes, Why? How can international search services attract you? 

The expert interview of external empirical material refers to success factors in the education search services and 
have an experienced understanding of Chinese students who want education abroad. The guideline thus points to 
questions as follows: How do you do to attract Chinese students? What do you think are the most concerned values 
of Chinese students when they search international education information?    

The interviews lasted for approximately an hour each, and were held with one informant at a time. All informants 
that were contacted and asked to participate in the study agreed to do so. The consists of informants both in the 
case study and in the external empirical material are described below in Table 1. 

 

4.3 Alternative Methods 

Alternative methods for conducting this study have been considered. For example, a more in-depth external 
investigation comprised of more interviews with more informants. In order to make more concise 
recommendations to the case study company, the author could have a deeper investigation of these potential 
competitors’ tactics from more employees in external organizations, as well as related documents and other written 
material. However, one can doubt how much the comparison information would have aided the analysis, since 
this is firm-specific and it is likely that this kind of information is confidential. 

Another alternative method could have been to choose a quantitative research approach, such as by sending out 
questionnaires to many potential users in the Chinese market. However, it is unlikely that this approach would 
have contributed to the deep understanding and inspiring information that the qualitative interviews formulated. 
Moreover, this method would cost much time that a master project can hardly supply. But the reliability and 
validity of the study may could have been raised based on this method, and more generalizations regarding 
customer values of the industry of online education search service as a whole could have been made. 
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5. RESULT 

The website in the case study company was launched in the Chinese market on the 24th of April in the year of 
2016. It is promoted through the most popular Chinese search engine Baidu. The traffic data was collected on the 
29th of the May. During this period, the click rates on the website is around 15, with the most up to 30 hits a day. 
This is a really low number to witness any investigation. Therefore, I collected old traffic data of other local 
websites also from the case company, in order to conduct like-for-like comparing. Traffic data in both Germany 
and Spain, in the first three months of their local websites, state that the first month normally begins with light 
traffic, while expecting more flows in following months. The ambition that the Chinese website could witness 
more hits can also be deduced from location distributions, where the click rates from the geographic China only 
share one quarter of the total amount. Moreover, only one percent is from Baidu. These data reveal a large potential 
market waiting to be explored. See Appendix 3. 

As to feedback from student interviewees in China, none of these students said they had known the website before 
the interviews with them. But they gave comments after skimming through the site. The advantages of the website 
mainly focus on diversity introductions and comments from abroad angles, direct contact channels to education 
providers, a comparison of programs, and Chinese pages. The disadvantages mainly refer to incomplete programs 
and lack comments. As to further expectations for this international education search engine, these informants 
hope to access more international idea and diversified comments, as well as “deep” information about education 
programs. Furthermore, all of these informants admit that Baidu is the first step where to get further links about 
education abroad. This respond confirms the choice of Baidu is a proper expanding.  

It is asserted that the pilot launch assists the thesis project to practically test the Chinese market. This practical 
launch is based on a background analysis of the Chinese market and its potential students, as well as a specific 
investigation of the case study company and its success experiences. The effect of the launch is investigated based 
on a comprehensive consideration of mentioned informants, and further used to understand the whole industry of 
education search services. The investigation suggests crucial factors that influence visiting traffics. The factors 
also found a further discussion of the value propositions. These factors are detailed in following five trends. 

5.1 Strategy and Value Categorization 

The case company builds up an individual database that supports the website where universities can create 
information that students freely view. This function echoes with the concept of “online two-side industry” that 
free service to students can increase visiting traffic of the “subsidy side”, further to attract the “money side” [41]. 
Moreover, the strategy of the case company is to act as a search engine of connecting universities and students. 
This company thus focuses on a collection of resources, as well as an organization of content. But the website 
distances itself from the other two sides and only supplies a direct link from students to universities. Students can 
contact universities if they want more details. The company follows this usual strategy in the Chinese market, in 
order to utilize its existing experiences and resources. See details in Figure 3.   

 “The site targets 700 000+ yearly international students coming from China looking for education abroad (and often paying 

full tuition) and should be a great resource when pitching the international website to European and US customers looking to 

draw more students from Asia.” 

-    The top manager of the case company 
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Figure 3: The strategy of the case company. 

The literature review and the empirical material suggest that there are three categorizations supplying education 
search services in the Chinese industry of education abroad. These categorizations focus on different aspects so 
that the information search occasionally becomes an attached service, resulting in a tough competition.   

 “Application consultants supply several selective programs and I think I will choose one among them.” 

- A senior student from Chongqing, China 

“Most of applicants who toward to my company ask application consultants to suggest a list of education programs based on 

their background, and then search related details with the list.” 

- A CEO of a comprehensive education platform 

In order to define the information search as a unique inched service, it is necessary to consider its core value 
propositions. It is obvious that Chinese students expect to find good education programs that can match both their 
qualifications and expectations. But a shortage of time, knowledge and experience results in a fact that Chinese 
students become more reliance on application consultants. These consultants help to reduce a scope of selective 
programs. But varied qualities of the application consultant push students find information on their own. Therefore, 
the international information search service views a potential market that should focus on content built. The 
detailed categories and related competitors in the Chinese industry of education abroad are described in Figure 4. 

Figure 4: The strategy value map in the Chinese industry of education abroad and related competitors 

 

5.2 Channels and Value preferences 

The website of the case study company is available both as a desktop browser and a mobile browser. This 
availability of flexible equipment facilitates consumers at any time and at any places. In terms of increasing its 
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reliabilities, the case study company provides a channel “contact universities” to official reliable sources, as well 
as a channel “comments” to old students through their original words. 

 “The comparison function is good, but I want to know differences on the comparing list, rather than just basic introductions. 

It is hard to find differences based on official introductions of education programs. Therefore, I like get these information of 

international universities from their publicity teams who give introductions in my universities.” 

- A senior student from Zhejiang in China 

“I have several WeChat subscriptions that push education information every day.” 

- A senior student from Suzhou in China 

In the industry of online education search services, information sources are intrinsically various advertisement of 
universities. This fact is well known to Chinese students, who are used to be around with advertisement but take 
insightful views. Fortunately, sources of channels are normally decisive to their acceptance. In the literature, 
Chinese students accept either official posts or reasonable texts, while ignore commercial banners. 

In the Chinese industry, many reasonable channels are available for international online search services to expand. 
The literature review and the empirical material view these channels, detailed in Figure 5. Different businesses 
make appropriate to diversified approach channels. For example, universities favor official websites and social 
media subscriptions, intermediaries prefer websites, remote training organizations like emails. Nevertheless, all 
international online search services should consider chosen channels’ authority, which inevitably means the 
reliability and credibility of supplied content, further deciding students’ acceptance.    

Figure 5: Information searching channels and related key partners in the Chinese market 

5.3 Customer Segments and related core values 

The case company supplies listed education programs by Category, Education level and Location, as well as 
objective comments with both positive and negative attitudes. The student informants like the comments and the 
Chinese version pages, but they expect more, such as complete list and more comments. In order to understand 
these expectations, it is important to consider core values of Chinese students. Based on the interviews, the 
informants take varied concerns depending on their background. Informants who study in top universities with 
rich resources usually know well about international education and are able to directly search program information 
on official websites. But students with less international resources rely more on online comments or even 
application consultants. They require complete set information and advices. 



 13 

 “It seems that some education programs are not included in the search engine. This is the most worries when I search 

educational information.” 

- A senior student from Chongqing in China 

“I’m preparing an application of visiting scholar program so I need program information of related professors and projects. 

It could be better If there were an option that supports search in terms of projects.” 

-   A teacher from Chongqing in China 

“I like comments that cover both positive and negative ideas from students in other countries. It could be better if there were 

more.” 

-  A senior student from Nanjing in China   

“The comparison function is good, but I want to know differences on the comparing list, rather than just basic introductions.” 

- A senior student from Zhejiang in China 

The online information can be analyzed in two segments, with details in Table 2. The first segment is named as a 
vertical format with separate information of individual programs. This kind of information can easily be accessed 
on relevant official websites so that online intermediaries care about its complete and official functions. The 
second segment is named as a horizontal format with comparison information across several programs. This kind 
information varies depending on core values mentioned above. 

Therefore, customer value propositions of the international online education search services should target Chinese 
students and be stated as a completion of programs resources in the vertical format, as well as an integration via 
comparable parameters in the horizontal format. The segmented formats also satisfy the rule of the customized 
service, which is stated as a popular value proposition in the literature review.  

 

5.4 Close surroundings and offline activities 

In the empirical material, two informants from successful education abroad institutions both state that they build 
up comprehensive offline activities in Chinese universities. It is asserted that all-round attack of promotions make 
sense. As to online promotions, Chinese users prefer Chinese pages and favor social media platforms. As to offline 
promotions, Chinese students are glad to accept official information from their home universities, face-to-face 
communications, and convenient applications. They also argue that a culture trend within a small range of 
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surroundings has strong influential effects to individual values. This could be generated by collective culture in 
China. The Chinese society emphasizes collective culture so that individuals are used to follow the majority voice 
and surrounding value systems, this echoing with an argument of Koenig & Dean [42]. 

“Students are always affected by their classmates or schools. The value of this close surroundings can strongly shape a value 

of individuals who involved in.” 

“We build up a comprehensive platform where students join in at the beginning of university so that they know the system how 

it works and utilize it as the main resource for education abroad. 

-   A CEO of a comprehensive education platform 

“We use Chinese online platforms for informing. we also recruit Chinese digital ambassadors to answer questions from 

potential Chinese applicants. As to offline activities, we corporate with top Chinese top universities and enter into educational 

cooperation programs.” 

-   a public relations officer in an international education organization 
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6. DISCUSSION 

The goal of this study is to formulate value propositions on which international online education search services 
should focus, as well as a related model for approaching in the Chinese market. Based on the trends mentioned 
above, as well as the theoretical model based on the literature review, a practical model is discussed in terms of 
key elements of BMC. Furthermore, recommendations to the case company are discussed based on the conditions 
of the case company and the results of the pilot launch. Finally, limitations of this study are considered for future 
research. 

6.1 A Model Proposal for Approaching an International Online Education Search 
Service to the Chinese Market 

In order to utilize international resources and to satisfy Chinese students, I assert that the approach of an 
international online education search service is a system that can be executed from a strategy to a business model. 
A theoretical model proposal stated in the literature part was tested through the case study, resulting in a concern 
of customer value assessment and value proposition localization. Based on my research I argue that an approach 
must align its strategy in the Chinese context, as well as its existing advantages of experienced success channels, 
to be competitive. Conversely, customer values can be viewed in the framework of BMC, which supply all related 
issues from the customer side. The customer values directly decide relevant key activities and value propositions. 
Therefore, I construct a specific model connected to this industry of education search services, following three 
stages in the theoretical one, described in Figure 6. This model is general and can be applicable to many 
international online education search services who want to approach to the Chinese market. 

In terms of value propositions and core activities, not only the customer side but also the service supply side 
should be considered. International resources can support a competitive supply in the Chinese market. It is asserted 
that an increasing loop between international resources and a customer engagement. Approaching international 
online education search services therefore has to focus on their own advantages of full of international resources. 
More engagement of Chinese students necessitates more involvement of international resources. Furthermore, a 
higher level of involvement by the intermediaries will lead to possibly more involvement of related education 
providers and information receivers, resulting in different cooperation and value propositions. On the other hand, 
cost structure and revenue streams will vary depending on degrees of involvement. 

In this practical model, an understanding of the value map of this industry is crucial to be able to formulate a clear 
strategy. The strategy value map introduces that there are three service categories, such as supplying information, 
training qualification, and assisting application. Different categories lead to diversified strategies, resulting in 
varied channels and related customer value propositions. However, it is noticeable that in the Chinese market 
these three categories all supply education search services, although in different ways. 
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As to the channels, information search services for education abroad specifically target to content sourcing and 
content supplying. The most popular channels for Chinese students are detailed on the channels map, which refers 
to three channels and necessary related resources. International organizations should therefore define one main 
channel based on its internal strategy and existing resources. 

6.2 Recommendations to the Case Study Company 

The strategy needs to step in the Chinese market. Based on the strategy value map mentioned above, the case 
study company only focuses on the information searching services among the three business. Moreover, this 
company has a strategy of distancing itself from communication between education supplies and end students. 
When approaching to the Chinese market the company follows its usual pattern and only executes adaptations of 
language and promotion. This strategy facilitates the least cost. However, it is crucial that the case company fully 
utilizes its existing advantages if it desires an increasing of visiting traffic to the website. The ways of this 
utilization should include deep cooperation with both Chinese and international education providers. The strategy 
of the case company must, therefore, involve more in the Chinese market.     

The strategy needs to target Chinese value preferences. Empirical material states that Chinese students prefer 
comprehensive platforms supplying a one-stop service to find a matched education program. It is thus reasonable 
that the case company broaden its basic information content in more comprehensive categories, which can satisfy 
varied value preferences. In terms of the 3 categories in the strategy value map, a comprehensive content refers to 
the application or qualification related information. But this localization should be based on its original strategy 
of the case company, as well as its resources and advantages. It is also suggested that the localization begins from 
its existing platforms, such as the program introduction and comments. 

6.2.1 Completing available content on the Website Search Service  

The case company runs the education search service on webpages, which focuses on content supply, which is 
different from the interaction in the other two channels shown in the Figure 6. It is apparent that content excellence 
is the most important proposition. Based on the discussion part, a complete list of education programs all around 
the world can anticipate benefits for both the company and the students. A complete list will provide students with 
plausible resources, as well as to inspire education providers to become potential sponsors. Moreover, universal 
formats facilitate end students to compare available content, which function customizes the content suitable for 
varied needs. Therefore, the case company should perfect its both lists of international universities and various 
programs. Moreover, the meaning of complete also refers to all Chinese concerned content, such as program 
ranking, immigration policies and job opportunities.   

6.2.2 Utilizing existing international resources 

Diversified comments from old students 

The case company has a long running history so that it is possible to inspire their old students conduct interesting 
comments. Inspiring a number of diversified comments brings both benefits and risks into the website because 
negative comments may influence relevant education providers. But the negative comments could also help the 
educations keep a close insight about their services. The comments should be ranked depending on such as 
selective preferences, resulting in clear structures, in order for easy reading.  

Online to offline activities 

Conducting offline activities is out of its running strategy but the company owns necessary resources of this 
performance. The case company is a long history education service provider, which has plenty of international 
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education resources and good cooperation with education providers. Cooperation with both of international and 
Chinese education providers facilitate possibilities of direct contact between Chinese students and international 
education providers. This activity can help international universities to utilize existing distributions and save 
unnecessary time and effort. This can also help Chinese universities to enrich their international resources because 
of Chinese students’ favorite.  

6.3 Limitations  

This project is a master thesis that the time span given to finish the research is set to 20 weeks. Moreover, the 
author is located in Stockholm, while the target consumers and the target market of the study are based in China. 
Thus, besides 4 employee interviews at the case study company the empirical material originally consists only 8 
user interviews in China. This might decrease the reliability and validity of the project. This shortage finally has 
led to a decision to increase the empirical material of 2 expert interviews separately in China and in Sweden. 
These two additional informants possess great representativeness, in order to formulate general success factors. A 
limitation here is that I only had resources to interview one person from each company. Another limitation is not 
all the informants agreed the recording of the interviews. This ensures interviewees comfortable to tell valuable 
information, while may cause inaccurate documents. However, I repeated respondents to confirm ideas of 
informants, and typed them to decrease possible inaccuracy. 

Another limitation of the case study arises with the primary data collection. The four employee interviews within 
the case company were conducted with all related staffs joint in its Chinese program, as well as 8 users with 
diversified background. But the small size of the sample seemingly decreases the scope of the study and challenge 
the applicability of the results to other areas in Chinese market. On the other hand, the pilot launch lasted only 
one month, resulting in a small amount of visiting traffic. Although old data of two other countries from the case 
company are borrowed for comparison, the small amount of data apparently decrease the validity of the study.     

Moreover, the arrangement of the study led to the application of only one theoretical model: The Business Model 
Canvas. The study is therefore limited to the constraints and properties of this model used, which set the base for 
the analysis and thus heavily affect the study’s outcome. 

A suggestion for further research is naturally to test and validate the model presented in this project. Also, the 
statements above regarding the status of the education abroad industry in Chinese market and a possible 
development of international education search service should be validated. In addition, the research on the 
approach of international education search service may be continued in a customer value assessment framework. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

The research question in this project reads “How should an international online education search service approach 
to the Chinese market and set related value propositions?”. In the Chinese market, the case study indicates that 
students expect organized information satisfying their “match” need. Therefore, my answer is that the case 
company should complete their education resources and structure available information in comparable formats, 
and this in turn will increase both satisfaction of Chinese students and involvement of potential sponsors. 
Nevertheless, I agree with the case company that an international online business should firstly base on its own 
experienced success and then choose a beneficial way of promotion, especially during an approach period.  

In terms of international online education search services, these intermediaries are able to utilize international 
resources to increase diversified comments and to conduct online to offline activities. The utilization of their 
existing resources expects to facilitate further services for education providers and more engagement of students. 
In terms of the approach process, my proposition is that the customer value assessment in the framework of the 
BMC is tested competent, which contributes to possible localization of value propositions. Combined with 
business strategies, beneficial channels and related value elements are able to work as a system to adapt to the 
Chinese market.  

This thesis opens up a new idea that intermediaries of international online education search services have 
significance in the Chinese market. My choice to focus on the design of the intermediaries between international 
universities and Chinese students is because which has potential interests for these both sides. Chinese students 
have a tendency to utilize an online intermediary to find education programs that match their qualifications and 
preferences, and the international services desire to expand to the Chinese market. Furthermore, this result is 
expected to be applicable to other kinds of promotion of international educations than an intermediary, which has 
been the focus of this thesis. 
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9. APPENDIX  

9.1 Introduction 

Following data are Real-time Data of the Pilot Launch in the Case Company tracked by Google Analytics, 
retrieved from the followed link, with accessed time on 28th May in 2016. 
https://analytics.google.com/analytics/web/?authuser=1#report/deaultid/a48266561w106394871p110767386/. 

9.1.1 Traffic Flows of 24 April - 29 May in 2016 of the Chinese website. 

 
 

9.1.2 Traffic flows of the first three months (7 May - 7Aug in 2015) in Germany. 

 
 

 
 
9.1.3 Traffic flows of the first three months (23 April - 24 July in 2014) in Spain. 
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9.2: Country distributions to educations.cn 

 

9.3:  Source distributions of the visiting traffic 
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