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Abstract

We study how university students trade off the design and demands of study against expected labor-market returns. We con-
ducted a Discrete Choice Experiment (DCE) with students of the Economics Department at the University of Warsaw. Choice 
alternatives varied the share of in-person teaching, weekly class hours, weekly preparation time, language mix (Polish vs.  
English), net monthly study cost (tuition minus stipends), and expected net salary after graduation. The DCE was embedded 
in a broader survey measuring study experience, time use, work during studies, scheduling preferences, and perceptions of 
quality and reputation. The instrument and framings follow state-of-the-art DCE guidance and are publicly documentable. Using 
multinomial logit and mixed logit models, we estimate compensating differentials students require to accept (i) more online 
teaching, (ii) more weekly effort (classes/prep), or (iii) English-medium instruction in Polish-language curricula. The results show 
large, precise utility gains from higher expected salary, disutility from higher weekly preparation time, and strong (non-linear)  
preferences over delivery mode and language. We then simulate policy scenarios (e.g., introducing 50% online, adjusting effort) 
and quantify the cost-equivalent or salary-equivalent levers needed to maintain program attractiveness. We position our results 
in the international literature on DCEs in higher education and discuss external validity with respect to a large national DCE 
that emphasized earnings over prestige. We conclude with program design implications for universities worldwide navigating  
hybridization, workload calibration, and language policy in light of students’ revealed economic preferences.

Keywords: Discrete choice experiment, higher education, hybrid/online vs. in-person,  
language of instruction, student workload, willingness-to-pay.

Hybrydowo czy stacjonarnie? Preferencje ekonomiczne studentów wobec 
sposobów studiowania i oczekiwanych wyników na rynku pracy

Streszczenie

Analizujemy, w jaki sposób studenci uczelni wyższych dokonują kompromisów między konstrukcją i wymaganiami programu 
studiów a oczekiwanymi korzyściami na rynku pracy. Przeprowadziliśmy eksperyment wyboru dyskretnego (DCE) wśród stu-
dentów Wydziału Nauk Ekonomicznych Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego. Alternatywy wyboru różniły się pod względem udziału 
zajęć stacjonarnych, tygodniowej liczby godzin zajęć, czasu przeznaczanego na samodzielne przygotowanie, proporcji języka 
polskiego i angielskiego w nauczaniu, miesięcznego kosztu netto studiów (czesne minus stypendia) oraz oczekiwanego mie-
sięcznego wynagrodzenia netto po ukończeniu studiów. DCE zostało osadzone w szerszej ankiecie obejmującej doświadcze-
nia studiowania, wykorzystanie czasu, pracę podczas studiów, preferencje dotyczące planu zajęć oraz postrzeganą jakość  
i reputację programu. Narzędzie badawcze i sposób jego przedstawienia opracowano zgodnie z najnowszymi wytyczny-
mi dla badań DCE i zostało w pełni udokumentowane. Wykorzystując modele logit wielomianowy (MNL) i logit mieszany 
(MXL), oszacowaliśmy zmiany kompensacyjne, jakich studenci wymagają, aby zaakceptować: (i) większy udział zajęć online,  
(ii) większe tygodniowe obciążenie (zajęcia i przygotowanie), lub (iii) prowadzenie zajęć w języku angielskim w ramach 
programów realizowanych po polsku. Wyniki wskazują na silne i precyzyjne korzyści użyteczności z wyższych oczekiwanych  
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zarobków, wyraźną dezaprobatę wobec zwiększonego czasu przygotowania oraz wyraźne, nieliniowe preferencje dotyczące trybu  
nauczania i języka wykładowego. Następnie symulujemy scenariusze polityk edukacyjnych (np. wprowadzenie 50% zajęć 
online, dostosowanie obciążenia) i wyznaczamy równoważne kwoty pieniężne lub zmiany w oczekiwanym wynagrodzeniu 
potrzebne do utrzymania atrakcyjności programu. Nasze wyniki umieszczamy w międzynarodowym kontekście badań DCE  
w szkolnictwie wyższym oraz porównujemy z dużym krajowym eksperymentem, który koncentrował się na oczekiwanych 
zarobkach bardziej niż na prestiżu. Wnioskujemy o praktycznych konsekwencjach dla projektowania programów studiów 
na całym świecie  –  zwłaszcza w kontekście hybrydyzacji nauczania, kalibracji obciążenia pracą oraz polityki językowej   
–  w świetle ujawnionych ekonomicznych preferencji studentów.

Słowa kluczowe:  Eksperyment wyboru dyskretnego, szkolnictwo wyższe, hybrydowe vs. stacjonarne, 
język wykładowy, obciążenie nauką, gotowość do zapłaty.

1. INTRODUCTION

Universities worldwide are re-designing study programs in response to three converging pressures: the diffusion of hybrid 
teaching after the pandemic, tighter student time budgets due to work and commuting, and accelerating “Englishization”  
in non-English speaking systems – all against a backdrop of growing attention to graduate outcomes. These changes raise  
a straightforward but empirically demanding question: how do students trade off delivery mode, weekly effort and workload, 
language policy, and money (current costs and expected future payoffs) when choosing among study designs? We address 
this question using a discrete choice experiment (DCE) embedded in a comprehensive student survey at the Faculty of Econo-
mic Sciences, University of Warsaw, eliciting preferences over (i) the share of in-person teaching, (ii) weekly class hours, (iii) 
weekly preparation time, (iv) the Polish–English language mix, (v) net monthly study cost (tuition minus stipends), and (vi) 
expected net salary after graduation. Our design follows contemporary guidance on stated preference studies and consequen-
tial framing, and it is implemented as a CAWI instrument with repeated choices per respondent. 

Our contribution is twofold. Substantively, we provide money-metric estimates of students’ willingness to pay/accept (WTP/
WTA) for program attributes and translate them into adoption predictions for concrete policy scenarios that faculties can actu-
ally implement (e.g., “move to 75% in-person/25% online,” “reduce weekly class time by one session,” or “raise the share of 
English-taught classes”). Methodologically, we estimate a multinomial logit (MNL) and mixed logit (MXL) in WTP-space so that 
every non-monetary change can be read directly in thousand PLN of expected monthly salary, which is the natural “currency” 
for planning and budgeting. Expressing preferences in this money metric allows us to compute, for each scenario, the compen-
sating differentials required to keep student welfare constant and the implied head-to-head adoption against today’s program. 

We position the study at the intersection of economics and education, building on random-utility models of program choice 
(e.g., Manski & Wise, 1983; Train, 2009) and on an emerging literature that applies choice experiments to higher education 
(e.g., Czajkowski et al., 2020; Sheppard & Smith, 2016). In contrast to revealed-preference enrollment data – where attribu-
tes such as mode, workload, language, price, and outcomes are often bundled – the DCE varies them independently, enabling 
clean identification of trade-offs. The result is a transparent map from proposed changes to welfare and demand that can 
support departmental and university-level decision making.

A preview of our main findings is as follows. Students value moderate hybridization but penalize extreme online formats; 
they treat time as the tightest budget, valuing small, predictable reductions in weekly class time and disliking large increases 
in either class or preparation hours; and they are tolerant of some English but require sizable compensation once English beco-
mes dominant. Together with a sizeable status-quo premium, these patterns imply that incremental, targeted reforms – light 
hybrid plus modest time relief – can reach high acceptance at low cost, while heavy online or English-dominant designs need 
large, salient benefits to avoid sharp drops in demand.

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews related literature on student program choice, hybrid 
teaching, workload, language of instruction, and financial trade-offs. Section 3 describes the context, instrument, and sample, 
and Section 3.5 outlines the econometric framework. Section 4 presents the estimation results. Section 5 discusses policy  
simulations derived from the WTP-space MNL and draws design implications for universities. Section 6 concludes with actionable 
takeaways for institutions navigating hybridization, workload calibration, and language policy.

2. RELATED LITERATURE 

Choosing a field and program of study can be viewed as an investment decision in which students trade off current costs 
(tuition, time, effort) against expected future benefits (employment and earnings, personal development). In economic terms, 
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this is often modeled using random-utility frameworks in which each program is a bundle of attributes, and students select the 
alternative with the highest utility (Manski & Wise, 1983; Train, 2009). A long line of revealed-preference work has shown that 
economic incentives and institutional characteristics matter: lower tuition and more generous financial aid tend to raise en-
rollment (Heller, 1997; Leslie & Brinkman, 1987), while expected returns and perceived program quality also influence choice 
(Maringe, 2006; Soutar & Turner, 2002; Sojkin et al., 2012). However, revealed-preference data often confound attributes that 
move together in real markets (e.g., prestige, cost, and outcomes), making it difficult to disentangle their separate effects. 

DCEs and other stated-preference methods address this identification challenge by presenting respondents with hypotheti-
cal program options in which key attributes are systematically varied. This allows researchers to recover marginal utilities 
and trade-offs, and to express them in monetary terms as WTP or WTA for changes in program design (Johnston et al., 2017; 
Mariel et al., 2020). In higher education, Sheppard and Smith (2016) show that a DCE can yield precise WTP estimates for 
attributes such as staff expertise, teaching platform, and flexibility in a UK postgraduate context. Czajkowski et al. (2020) 
apply a large-scale DCE to higher education in Poland, eliciting preferences of young people over tuition, expected earnings, 
quality, distance, and mode of study, and estimating money-metric trade-offs using WTP-space models. Their results highlight 
the importance of expected earnings and personal interest, and show that many Polish students are relatively price-sensitive 
while placing comparatively modest weight on institutional prestige. 

Within this literature, several attributes are particularly relevant for contemporary program design. The first is teaching 
mode. The rapid expansion of online and hybrid learning – accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Patrinos et al., 2025, 
Jakubowski et al., 2025) – has drawn attention to student preferences over in-person, remote, and blended formats. Studies 
generally find that students strongly value face-to-face interaction and the social experience of campus life, but also appre-
ciate some flexibility from online components (Photopoulos et al., 2023; Sheppard & Smith, 2016). A second attribute is 
weekly workload and effort. While not always modeled explicitly as a choice attribute, perceived workload is known to affect 
satisfaction and outcomes: heavy workloads are associated with stress and lower satisfaction, whereas adequate contact time  
and access to instructors signal quality (James et al., 1999; Kyndt et al., 2014). By treating weekly class hours and preparation 
time as explicit attributes, DCEs can quantify how much compensation students require for more demanding programs, or how 
much utility they gain from small, predictable reductions in time requirements. 

A third attribute is language of instruction. The expansion of English-medium instruction in non-English speaking countries 
is often motivated by internationalization goals, but it also introduces a non-trivial trade-off for domestic students. Lueg and 
Lueg (2015) show that students from higher socio-economic backgrounds and with strong language capital are more likely to 
select English-taught programs, perceiving them as gateways to global careers; at the same time, some students self-select 
out due to concerns about performance and comfort. In the Polish context, the number of English-taught degrees has grown, 
particularly in economics and business, alongside traditional Polish-language programs. This raises the question of how much 
English content students in a domestic track are willing to accept, and what compensation – in terms of expected outcomes 
or other benefits – would be required for English-dominant curricula. 

Finally, expected labor-market outcomes remain a central driver of higher education choices. International evidence  
suggests that students are willing to trade higher costs or less attractive non-pecuniary attributes for programs with better 
expected earnings and employment prospects (Soutar & Turner, 2002; Maringe, 2006; Wiswall & Zafar, 2014). In their Polish 
DCE, Czajkowski et al. (2020) find that expected salary differences play a major role in program choice, alongside alignment 
with personal interests. Taken together, the literature shows that students respond to a combination of economic incentives, 
study conditions, and long-run returns, and that DCEs are well-suited to mapping these trade-offs in a money-metric way. Our 
study contributes to this work by implementing a DCE that jointly varies teaching mode, weekly effort and workload, language 
mix, net monthly study cost, and expected salary in a single, coherent framework, and by estimating compensating differen-
tials in WTP-space for a concrete institutional setting in Poland. 

3. METHOD

3.1 Participants and procedures
We administered a Computer-Assisted Web Interview (CAWI) to all Polish-track students enrolled at the Faculty of Eco-
nomic Sciences, University of Warsaw. The survey was implemented in SurveyEngine and fielded between 2 September  
and 13 October 2025, using an individualized link sent to university e-mail accounts. Students were invited to share their 
views on possible modifications to the study program and were explicitly informed that the results would be used as input for  
faculty-level discussions of program design.

In total, 1,328 invitations were distributed and 159 completed questionnaires were obtained, yielding a response rate  
of approximately 12%. The invitation targeted students enrolled in any program at the Faculty; respondents who studied 
more than one major within the Faculty were asked to select the major they considered primary (e.g., the one with the largest  
course load) and to answer all questions with respect to that program. This ensured that choices in the DCE referred to  
a clearly defined “current” study program.
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The sample covers all years and cycles of study. The largest groups are second- and third-year bachelor students, with 
smaller but non-trivial shares of first-year bachelor and master’s students. This reflects typical patterns of attrition after the 
first year and the fact that not all bachelor graduates continue to the master level. Detailed socio-demographic and study-re-
lated characteristics of the sample are summarized in Online Appendix 1. Although participation was voluntary and uncom-
pensated, which may introduce some self-selection toward more engaged students, this group is precisely the one most likely 
to provide informed preferences about program reforms. We therefore interpret the sample as a meaningful cross-section  
of active students at the Faculty.

3.2 Measures
The questionnaire consisted of two main components: (i) a discrete choice experiment on alternative study program  
designs, and (ii) a set of background modules measuring study experience, time use, employment during studies, scheduling  
preferences, and perceptions of quality, reputation, and financial conditions. The DCE module was embedded after  
the background questions so that respondents first reflected on their current situation and preferences before evaluating  
hypothetical alternatives.

3.2.1 Discrete choice attributes and levels
The DCE presented respondents with eight choice tasks. Each task described three alternative versions of their current  
program: the status quo (no change) and two hypothetical programs differing in selected attributes. Figure 1 shows an exam-
ple choice card. The attributes and levels are summarized in Online Appendix 2 and capture six dimensions of program design 
and labor market outcomes:

1. Teaching mode – the percentage of classes conducted in person at the Faculty versus remotely (online). Levels range 
from fully in-person (current situation) to fully online in approximately 25-percentage-point steps.
2. Weekly effort (class hours) – the number of weekly class hours (lectures, tutorials, seminars, workshops) relative to the 
student’s current schedule, with levels varying from four fewer to four additional classes per week (±1.5 to ± 6 hours per week). 
3. Weekly workload (preparation time) – the number of weekly hours required for studying outside class (homework,  
readings, exam preparation, final papers), again relative to the current situation (±1.5 to ±6 hours per week).
4. Language of instruction – the share of classes held in Polish versus English, from the current Polish-dominated program 
(100% Polish) to a fully English-taught curriculum (100% English).
5. Net monthly cost of studying – the perceived monthly net cost, defined as tuition and administrative fees minus scholar-
ships and other financial aid. Levels allow for both higher out-of-pocket costs and net “stipends” when aid exceeds costs.
6. Expected monthly salary after graduation – the average net salary that graduates of the program could expect in the 
labor market, varying symmetrically around a status-quo value based on national administrative data.

Figure 1. The example of the DCE choice task
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The status-quo alternative in each choice task was anchored to the respondent’s own reported situation: their current mix 
of in-person teaching, typical weekly class time and preparation, language mix, net monthly cost, and a baseline expected 
salary based on external statistics. Hypothetical alternatives modified one or more of these dimensions. Attributes were  
explained using short, plain-language vignettes immediately before the DCE, emphasizing that respondents should consider 
realistic trade-offs between study conditions, financial flows during studies, and expected outcomes after graduation. For 
example, students were asked to interpret “net monthly cost of studying” as a single number combining tuition and fees with 
any scholarships they receive, and to treat “expected salary” as a proxy for the market value of the degree.

To keep the main text focused, we describe the attributes conceptually. The exact wording of attribute descriptions,  
including all clarifications provided to respondents (e.g., the meaning of “net monthly cost,” the interpretation of ranges  
for class hours and preparation time, the explanation of expected salary), appears in Online Appendix 3, which reproduces 
the full survey instrument. 

3.2.2 Background questionnaire
Before completing the DCE, respondents answered a concise set of background questions designed to contextualize  
their choices and provide variables for descriptive summaries and heterogeneity analyses. These items captured four domains 
of study experience:

1. Current studies and time use: program and year of study, mode of study, weekly class hours, preparation time, paid 
work, commuting time, and perceived weekly workload.
2. Teaching mode preferences: preferred delivery mode (in-person, hybrid, online) for different types of classes; comfort 
and perceived learning effectiveness in each mode.
3. Scheduling preferences: desired distribution of classes across the week, tolerance for long days or gaps between classes, 
and preferences regarding morning versus afternoon scheduling.
4. Perceptions and attitudes: perceived quality of teaching, clarity of program organization, reputation of the Faculty 
among employers and other students, expected difficulty of courses, and views on the appropriate balance between Polish  
and English instruction. As part of the financial section, students reported tuition payments, administrative fees,  
and scholarship amounts, from which a net monthly cost was constructed.

After the choice tasks, a short debriefing module asked about the clarity of the scenarios, the perceived realism  
of the hypothetical programs, and the stability of choices across the eight tasks.

To avoid overloading the main article, the full wording of all questions, response scales, and instructions is provided in  
online Appendix 3, together with the complete survey flow. Descriptive summaries of key variables are presented in Section 4.

3.3 Statistical analyses
All choice tasks were modeled within the framework of random-utility maximization (McFadden, 1974). For each respondent 
and each choice task, utility for an alternative was specified as a function of the attributes described in Section 3.2.1, with  
an alternative-specific constant capturing the status-quo option. Random errors were assumed i.i.d. Type I Extreme Value, 
which yields the MNL likelihood. 

Our primary specification is a WTP-space MNL model, in which coefficients are scaled relative to the net monthly study 
cost (in thousand PLN). This parameterization allows all non-monetary attributes to be directly interpreted as willingness to 
pay or willingness to accept compensations. The status-quo term therefore reflects the money-metric value of remaining with  
the current program, net of the attributes explicitly controlled for. The model includes dummy-coded attribute levels to allow 
for flexible non-linear responses to teaching mode, weekly class hours and preparation time, and language mix. Expected 
post-graduation salary, also expressed in units of 1000 PLN, enters as a continuous attribute.

We estimated models using simulated maximum likelihood in Matlab, with convergence checks based on gradient  
and Hessian diagnostics (Czajkowski & Budziński, 2019). Goodness of fit is evaluated using log-likelihood values, pseudo-R2, 
AIC/n, and BIC/n, and model implications are summarized by reporting money-metric compensations for individual attributes 
as well as adoption probabilities for specific policy scenarios. The simulation of such scenarios follows the standard logit  
formula for head-to-head comparisons between the hypothetical alternative and the status quo, using the estimated utilities from  
the WTP-space model. The analytical code, design files, and model output logs are available in the online supplement  
replication package. 

4. RESULTS

The results from the baseline model are presented in Table 1. Specifically, we present estimates from two model specifi-
cations – namely, the MNL and mixed logit (MXL) models. The former represents a standard and relatively simple discrete 
choice model framework in which all coefficients are assumed to be constant across respondents. In contrast, the extended 
MXL model (more precisely, a mixed logit model with correlated random parameters) relaxes the assumption by allowing  
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coefficients to vary across individuals according to a specified statistical distribution. In our analysis, all preference parame-
ters are assumed to follow a Normal distribution. While the MNL model implicitly captures some unobserved heterogeneity,  
the MXL model explicitly accounts for preference heterogeneity, reflecting the fact that respondents may hold systematically 
different preferences. This heterogeneity is revealed through the extent to which individual preferences deviate from the mean.  
The presence of considerable heterogeneity underscores the diversity of preferences – a key issue addressed in the subsequent 
modelling results presented in this section.

The inclusion of both MNL and MXL results is motivated by two considerations. First, relying solely on the MNL model would 
not reflect the current state of the art, as this approach has been widely criticized in the literature, primarily for its restrictive 
independence of irrelevant alternatives (IIA) assumption. More advanced specifications, such as the MXL model with correla-
ted random parameters, relax this assumption and typically yield more robust and behaviorally plausible estimates. Second, 
estimating such advanced models can be demanding, particularly when working with relatively small sample sizes. Therefore, 
reporting both models serves a dual purpose. The MXL model enriches the analysis by capturing preference heterogeneity, 
while the MNL model provides a reliable baseline that ensures the mean effects are appropriately identified.

Table 1. Results of the MNL and MXL models in preference-space – linear attribute specification

When examining the results in Table 1, several noteworthy insights emerge. First, the positive status quo coefficient  
suggests a baseline preference for maintaining the current program when all other attributes remain unchanged. In other 
words, respondents exhibit a tendency to favor the existing program over alternative options. This finding indicates that  
students are less inclined to select a new program unless it offers sufficiently compelling advantages.

Turning to the attribute-specific results, the estimated coefficients reveal how the probability of selecting an alternative 
program changes with each attribute. While the teaching mode and language of instruction variables are not statistically  
significant and therefore do not appear to influence choices, the remaining attributes play a more substantial role in  
shaping preferences. For instance, higher weekly effort (more classes) and a higher weekly workload (greater preparation time  
for classes) are associated with a lower likelihood of choosing an alternative program. This pattern implies that students are 
generally unwilling to commit additional time and effort to their studies in the absence of compensating benefits (e.g., higher 
expected returns).

The monetary attributes provide further insight into students’ decision-making. In particular, an increase in the net monthly 
cost of studying significantly reduces the probability of choosing an alternative program, whereas a higher expected monthly 
salary after graduation increases the likelihood of selecting it. Interestingly, the magnitude of the cost coefficient exceeds that 
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of the future salary and the strength of the diploma. This asymmetry may reflect both limited trust in the long-term returns 
to education and present-biased preferences (e.g., hyperbolic discounting), whereby students give more weight to immediate 
costs than to delayed benefits.

While these findings offer valuable evidence on attribute effects, they are derived under the assumption of linear prefe-
rences, which may not fully capture the complexity of actual decision-making. For instance, students may exhibit threshold 
effects, perceiving some changes as too small to influence their choices. To address this, we complement the baseline model 
with an MNL specification using dummy-coded attributes, which allows us to examine preferences at each attribute level  
individually. This enables us to uncover non-linear patterns of preferences that are not visible under a linear specification.

Table 2. Results of the MNL Model in preference-space – dummy-coded attribute specification
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Table 2 provides further insight into preferences toward specific attribute levels. Starting with the teaching mode,  
the results indicate that students’ preferences are not linear. Specifically, while most of them do not differentiate between 
programs in which all or a vast majority (90%) of classes are held in person, they show a positive preference for programs 
offering a hybrid structure, with 75% of classes conducted in person and 25% online. Conversely, students exhibit negative 
preferences when the majority of classes are held remotely. This suggests that while students recognize certain benefits of 
online learning, they only favor it when it complements, rather than replaces, in-person teaching. This finding is consistent 
with students’ self-reported opinions regarding the optimal mode of instruction (presented in Figure 2), where they indicated 
that lectures, seminars, and office hours could effectively be held online, whereas tutorials, discussion classes, and workshops 
should remain in person. In sum, students value predominantly in-person learning environments but appreciate some  
flexibility for remote instruction.

Students also display binary preferences with respect to the weekly effort attribute (Table 2). Specifically, they are less 
likely to choose programs requiring more weekly class hours, but the magnitude of this aversion remains similar regardless 
of whether the increase is small or large. This suggests the presence of threshold effects, where any increase in classroom 
time is viewed unfavorably once a certain point is reached. This interpretation aligns with students’ responses to a separate 
question on the desired number of classes. While a majority (72%) were satisfied with the current workload, 22% preferred 
fewer classes, and only 6% wanted more. The answers, alongside other responses to question on what could be changed  
in the study program, are presented in Figure 3.

Figure 2. Self-reported opinions regarding the optimal mode of instruction
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Figure 3. Self-reported opinions regarding the possible changes in the study program

A comparable pattern emerges for the weekly workload attribute (Table 2), as students show little sensitivity to minor  
increases or decreases in preparation time but exhibit a strong negative preference when the workload rises by six hours 
(the highest level). Given that the average reported preparation time was approximately 11.5 hours per week, these results  
suggest that small deviations from this baseline are not perceived as meaningful changes. The absence of clear preferences for 
lower preparation time may also indicate that students are content with their current study effort, even if classes were slightly 
easier. Conversely, the lack of a strong reaction to moderate increases in workload suggests that additional preparation time 
of 1.5 to 4.5 hours per week is not considered burdensome.

Regarding the language of instruction (Table 2), students do not differentiate between having all classes in Polish  
and having the majority of them (90% or 75%) in Polish. However, as the proportion of English-taught classes increases, 
students become increasingly likely to choose the status quo. This implies a reluctance to participate in programs where  
English dominates the curriculum. The relationship follows a roughly linear downward trend, with coefficients decreasing from 
-0.36 for 50% of English classes to -0.74 for fully English-taught programs. This pattern may reflect students’ initial decision  
to enroll in a native Polish-language program, as those preferring English instruction could have chosen such programs 
directly. Moreover, about 35% of respondents reported an English proficiency level of B2 or lower, suggesting that for many 
students, studying in English may be perceived as challenging, thereby reducing their willingness to select programs with  
a higher share of English courses.

The results for the net monthly cost of studying attribute are particularly intriguing. Specifically, students show  
no significant preference for programs offering reduced study costs. This is somewhat unexpected. Although full-time study 
at public universities in Poland is tuition-free, the description of our experiment explicitly stated that negative cost values  
represent scholarships. It is thus possible that students viewed this scenario as unrealistic or less relevant, or that they  
placed greater importance on other attributes perceived as more tangible or consequential. In contrast, programs involving  
increased study costs elicited strongly negative preferences, suggesting that students perceive mandatory tuition  
fees as a significant deterrent.

Finally, the expected monthly salary after graduation emerges as the most influential attribute in the model, with all  
dummy-coded levels statistically significant. The results exhibit a monotonically increasing pattern, consistent with theoretical 
expectations. In particular, lower anticipated salaries are associated with negative preferences, while higher expected earnings 
lead to positive preferences. This finding underscores that students view higher education as an investment in their future  
labor market outcomes. Whereas preferences toward other attributes may be nuanced or context-dependent, students  
demonstrate a clear and consistent orientation toward maximizing future financial returns from their studies. Appendix 4  
provides a deeper insight into preferences by estimating MNL models with socio-demographic interactions. 
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Table 3 reports the results from the MNL model estimated in WTP-space with a linear attribute specification. In this model 
specification, all parameters are scaled by the coefficient of the expected monthly salary after graduation. This scaling yields 
WTP estimates for all other attributes, reflecting the trade-off between a change in a given attribute and the corresponding 
change in expected salary. Presenting the results this way facilitates direct comparison across attributes, as all estimates are 
expressed in the same monetary units.

Table 3. Results of the MNL model in WTP/WTA-space – linear attribute specification
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From Table 3, several policy-relevant insights emerge. For instance, compared to the current situation in which all  
classes are held in-person, introducing a fraction (25%) of classes to be held remotely leads respondents to accept a decrease  
of approximately 730 PLN in their expected salary after graduation. This illustrates the trade-off the respondents make, as 
increased convenience (attending fewer classes in person) can be offset by a lower expected salary. Conversely, respondents 
do not favor having the majority of classes online. If 75% to 90% of classes were held remotely, they would expect an increase 
of around 950-1,000 PLN in expected salary, and approximately 1,800 PLN if all classes were held remotely. This suggests that 
respondents perceive fully or nearly fully online programs as less valuable or potentially lower in reputation. To mitigate this 
effect, they would be willing to attend predominantly online programs only if assured of a corresponding increase in expected 
salary of about 1,800 PLN.

Respondents exhibit relatively stable preferences regarding weekly effort. Reducing the number of weekly classes, whether 
by one, two, or four classes, is associated with an acceptable decrease of approximately 800-850 PLN in expected salary. This 
indicates that respondents view weekly effort as an essential component of their education: while they appreciate reduced 
workload, they are unwilling to accept a proportionally larger salary decrease. Conversely, if asked to attend four additional 
classes per week, they expect an increase of roughly 810 PLN in expected salary. A similar effect is observed for increased 
weekly workload, as adding six hours per week (equivalent to four classes) is also valued at approximately 810 PLN. These 
trade-offs demonstrate that respondents associate higher effort with corresponding monetary benefits.

Preferences regarding the language of instruction show a marked pattern. While respondents have a limited preference 
when only a fraction of classes is taught in English, they express a strong negative preference when the majority (75%  
or more) of classes are conducted in English. Specifically, respondents would expect an increase of 640 PLN in expected  
salary if 75% of classes were taught in English, 1,050 PLN if 90% of classes were taught in English, and 1,500 PLN if all classes 
were taught in English. This likely reflects the additional effort required to attend classes in English and aligns with theoretical 
expectations – completing a program in English may signal fluency in a valued skill, which the labor market rewards.

Table 3 also provides insights into the trade-off between two monetary attributes, treated here as continuous variables.  
Respondents indicate that for a 1,000 PLN increase in the net monthly cost of studying, they would expect a 1,500 PLN  
increase in their expected salary after graduation. This suggests that students place a higher value on future returns than on 
current costs, a conclusion opposite to that observed in Table 1.

5. DISCUSSION AND POLICY SIMULATIONS

Taken together, the WTP-space MNL estimates paint a clear picture of how students at our faculty trade off delivery mode, 
weekly effort, language policy, and money – and they translate directly into operational guidance. Three patterns dominate. 
First, students value moderate hybridization but strongly resist extreme online designs. Relative to the status quo of fully 
in-person teaching, a 75/25 split (in-person/online) carries a positive money-metric value (≈ +0.728 thousand PLN of expec-
ted monthly salary), a 50/50 split is close to neutral (≈ +0.244), while 25/75, 10/90, and fully online options are negatively 
valued (≈ −0.991, −0.950, and −1.806, respectively). Second, students appreciate less classroom time (−1.5 to −6 hours/
week yields ≈ +0.79 to +0.85) and penalize very large increases in effort (+6 hours/week ≈ −0.811), whereas small increases 
(+1.5 hours/week) may be acceptable – suggesting an inverted-U around current intensity. Third, students are tolerant of 
some English, but demand compensation once English dominates: 50% English already carries a penalty (≈ −0.429); 75%, 
90% and 100% English are successively more costly in money-metric terms (≈ −0.642, −1.051, −1.500). These preference 
trade-offs, together with a strong positive status-quo constant (ASC ≈ 1.770) and an economically large cost coefficient, 
anchor the policy simulations below. 
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5.1 Policy simulations 
We quantify policy trade-offs directly from the WTP-space MNL, where all coefficients are expressed in thousand PLN of expec-
ted monthly salary and the status-quo constant is large and positive. In this normalization, the utility of a policy option is the 
sum of its attribute coefficients, while the status-quo utility equals the ASC. For any head-to-head comparison against today’s 
program, the predicted adoption of a policy design is 

 

and the compensation required to reach parity is the expected-salary increment that sets UPolicy+∆=USQ. We report both  
quantities below and highlight three levers – delivery mode, weekly effort, and language – followed by two realistic bundles. 

Delivery mode
Moving from fully in-person to 75% in-person / 25% online yields UPolicy=+0.728 kPLN, which against (USQ =1.7699) implies 
26% adoption with no other changes; the salary-equivalent needed for parity is ≈ 1,042 PLN/month. A 50/50 hybrid is mo-
destly valued (+0.244 kPLN), giving 18% adoption and a parity gap of ≈ 1,526 PLN/month. By contrast, 25% in-person / 
75% online (-0.991 kPLN), 10% in-person / 90% online (-0.950 kPLN), and all-online (-1.806 kPLN) attract only ≈ 6%, 6%, 
and 3% of students, respectively; closing the welfare gap would require ≈ 2,760–3,575 PLN/month in expected-salary gains. 
The message is straightforward: students welcome moderate hybridization but strongly resist extreme online formats unless 
accompanied by very large, salient benefits. 

Weekly effort
Reducing classroom time is highly valued. One fewer class (−1.5 h/week) scores +0.850 kPLN, translating into 29%  
adoption and a small parity gap ≈ 920 PLN/month; −6 h/week delivers +0.793 kPLN with 27% adoption and ≈ 977 PLN/month  
to parity. Symmetrically, +6 h/week produces  -0.811 kPLN (≈ 7% adoption; ≈ 2,581 PLN/month to parity), and +6 h/week 
of preparation is nearly identical (-0.809 kPLN; ≈ 7% adoption; ≈ 2,579 PLN/month). In short, time is the tightest budget: 
small reductions buy a lot of goodwill; large increases require large compensations. 

Language of instruction
A balanced bilingual design (50% English) carries a penalty of -0.429 kPLN, yielding ≈ 10% adoption and ≈ 2,199 PLN/month 
to parity. Heavier English shares deepen the gap: 75% English  -0.642 kPLN (≈ 8% adoption; ≈ 2,412 PLN/month), 90%  
English (-0.666) kPLN (≈ 8%; ≈ 2,436 PLN/month), and all-English  -0.745 kPLN (≈ 7.5%; ≈ 2,515 PLN/month). These 
penalties suggest that English-dominant curricula will only be competitive if paired with sizable, credible benefits students 
internalize as higher expected returns. 

Realistic bundles
Because reforms often move several levers, we consider two practical packages. Pairing a light hybrid with one fewer  
class – 75% in-person/25% online + (−1.5 h/week) – adds up to UPolicy=+ 1.578 kPLN, which lifts adoption to ≈ 45% with no 
further changes and leaves only ≈ 192 PLN/month to reach parity. A more conservative 50/50 hybrid + −1.5 h/week gives 
+1.094 kPLN, ≈ 34% adoption, and ≈ 676 PLN/month to parity. 

Conversely, a heavy-online design softened by fewer classes – 25% in-person/75% online + −4.5 h/week – still sits  
at −0.371 kPLN (≈ 11% adoption; ≈ 2,141 PLN/month to parity), and even all-online + −6 h/week remains at −1.013 kPLN 
(≈ 6% adoption; ≈ 2,783 PLN/month). Strategically, therefore, moderate hybridization coupled with small time relief can bring 
many students along at low cost, whereas pushing far into online territory demands very large, tangible benefits to avoid sharp 
drops in demand. 

5.2 Broader implications and limitations
The estimated WTP values and adoption probabilities reveal a consistent set of preferences that extend beyond the local in-
stitutional context. Students place a premium on time, flexibility, and familiarity. They want study programs that fit their lives 
rather than demand large structural adjustments. The results show that moderate hybridization – such as combining mostly 
in-person teaching with limited online components – is broadly acceptable and can even enhance perceived welfare. Howe-
ver, the steep decline in utility for heavily online or fully remote formats signals that students still attach high value to direct 
contact with instructors and peers, informal learning environments, and the social identity of on-campus education. Similarly, 
the disutility of excessive workload – whether through more class hours or greater independent preparation – highlights that 
students perceive time as their scarcest resource. Even small reductions in required weekly effort substantially increase wel-
fare and predicted uptake, whereas heavier workloads, unless offset by strong compensations, sharply reduce attractiveness.

These results have direct policy implications for universities. First, institutions considering a post-pandemic “digital-by-
-default” approach should proceed gradually. A design that shifts 20–30% of contact hours online appears to match most 
students’ ideal trade-off between flexibility and engagement. Beyond that point, perceived losses in quality and interaction 
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outweigh the convenience gains, unless compensated by substantial scholarships or clear career advantages. Second, time 
management emerges as a low-cost, high-impact lever: adjusting weekly schedules or optimizing course load distribution 
could yield welfare gains comparable to large financial interventions. This means that modest timetabling reforms – reducing 
class clustering, avoiding long on-campus days, or integrating short online components – can enhance student satisfaction 
more effectively than tuition discounts. Third, language policy requires careful calibration. While bilingualism is desirable for 
internationalization, the data show that English-dominant programs are substantially less attractive for domestic students. 
Their adoption can be improved only if paired with tangible benefits, such as international internships, exchange opportunities, 
or explicit labor-market premiums that justify the linguistic effort.

The findings also carry broader lessons for higher education systems in transition. In Poland and similar countries, uni-
versities operate in increasingly competitive markets where demographic decline and growing heterogeneity of student goals 
force differentiation. Our results suggest that such differentiation should focus less on radical format changes (e.g., fully online 
or fully English programs) and more on nuanced rebalancing of the educational experience: smaller time savings, predictable 
schedules, and modest flexibility in learning modes can produce disproportionately high welfare gains. These results also align 
with international research showing that hybrid learning is valued primarily when it reduces logistical burdens without dimi-
nishing perceived quality or interaction. For policymakers, this implies that investment in infrastructure for blended learning 
and micro-scheduling tools may generate higher welfare than large-scale digitization or full Englishization campaigns.

Nonetheless, several limitations temper the interpretation of these results. The discrete choice experiment captures stated 
rather than revealed preferences, meaning that the estimated adoption rates reflect intentions under controlled conditions, 
not observed behavior. Respondents evaluated hypothetical programs described by a limited set of attributes, abstracting from 
practical constraints such as teaching capacity, subject-specific needs, or broader institutional reputation. The strong positive 
status-quo effect also indicates a degree of inertia: many students prefer the current arrangement simply because it is fami-
liar, not necessarily optimal. Our sample, drawn from one economics faculty, may not fully represent the diversity of students 
across disciplines or universities. Fields with more practical or laboratory-based components could exhibit stronger resistance 
to online learning, while more theoretical or flexible disciplines might accept higher remote shares. Finally, while the use of 
the WTP-space model allows direct interpretation of welfare changes, the monetary scale is based on reported cost and salary 
expectations, which may not correspond precisely to real financial constraints.

A further limitation concerns the modest size of our realized sample. Although the response rate (≈12%) is typical for 
voluntary CAWI surveys, a small sample inevitably restricts the statistical power to explore richer heterogeneity patterns and 
raises the possibility of selection bias toward more engaged or academically motivated students. We mitigated this by estima-
ting interaction models in parsimonious MNL specifications, avoiding over-parameterization and ensuring stable identification 
of main effects. Importantly, the sample is broadly representative of the Faculty’s student population across key socio-demo-
graphic characteristics and study stages, and the main attribute effects are precise, robust in sign, and economically interpre-
table. Still, the limited sample size means that the results should be interpreted as indicative of strong average patterns rather 
than precise estimates for all subgroups within the population. Future studies with larger, multi-faculty samples would allow 
more granular estimates of heterogeneity and stronger external validity.

Even with these caveats, the policy message is clear and transferable. Universities should treat time as the key currency of 
student welfare, pursue incremental rather than radical innovation in delivery mode, and ensure that any expansion of online 
or English instruction is paired with visible, immediate benefits. Doing so will not only maintain satisfaction but also enhance 
efficiency in how limited resources – both financial and instructional – are deployed.

6. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This study measures how students weigh the core design elements of their studies against economic outcomes using a discrete 
choice experiment embedded in a broader survey at the Faculty of Economic Sciences, University of Warsaw. By estimating  
a MNL model in WTP-space, we express all trade-offs in a common money metric (thousand PLN of expected monthly salary), 
which lets us translate preferences into concrete adoption predictions and compensating transfers. Students evaluated bundles 
that varied the share of in-person teaching, weekly class hours and preparation time, the Polish–English language mix, net 
monthly study cost, and expected salary after graduation – providing a transparent map from proposed program changes to 
welfare and demand.

Three robust findings emerge. First, moderate hybridization is acceptable (and sometimes attractive), but extreme online 
formats are strongly disliked on average: moving to 75% in-person/25% online carries a positive WTP, while 75–100% online 
requires sizable compensation to achieve parity with today’s program. Second, time is the tightest budget: small reductions 
in weekly class time meaningfully raise welfare and predicted uptake, whereas large increases in class or preparation hours 
require four-figure monthly compensations to avoid demand losses. Third, English-dominant instruction lowers average utility 
among Polish-track students; modest bilingualism is tolerated, but once English approaches or exceeds half of instruction,  
substantial, salient benefits are needed to maintain attractiveness. These patterns play out against a large status-quo  
premium, indicating inertia and the value students attach to familiar, face-to-face learning environments.
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Policy translation is immediate. If the goal is majority acceptance without large budgets, couple mild hybridization with 
small, reliable time relief (e.g., one fewer weekly class); even modest scholarships can then tip such bundles to parity.  
If strategic goals point to heavier online delivery or Englishization, plan for visible, front-loaded benefits commensurate with 
the measured penalties – targeted stipends, lighter weekly schedules, or credible enhancements to early-career outcomes. 
Expressing preferences in monetary terms makes these levers budgetable: administrators can read our estimates directly 
as the monthly compensation required to keep welfare constant when moving along each design dimension. Because many 
reforms must work within timetable, staffing, and quality constraints, schedule engineering (smoother load distribution,  
predictable days, selective online elements) stands out as a high-impact, relatively low-cost lever.

While these conclusions are grounded in a single-faculty sample and stated choices, they align with a broader international 
pattern: students value flexibility at the margin, not at the extreme, and they anchor their evaluations in time costs and credi-
ble returns. Institutions facing demographic headwinds and heterogeneous student goals can therefore prioritize incremental, 
targeted adjustments over radical shifts – hybrid where it helps, time-sensible by design, and language policy calibrated to  
the audience – backed, when necessary, by transparent, budgeted compensation. In short, treat time as the currency,  
hybridization as the tool, and money-metric WTP as the planning language for reform. 

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

Supplementary data for this article can be found online.
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