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Summary: Purdue’s undergraduate students are willing to pay $1545 (31%) and 

$384 (7.6%) less for online and hybrid options respectively compared 

with the in-person study option, given the basic in-person tuition rate 

$5000 per semester at Purdue. 

 

Background 

 

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, once causing confrontation between students and 

universities over tuition charged, has prompted us to well consider differential pricing on 

alternative study options. Universities may accommodate students’ needs in tuition-setting 

process to maintain competitiveness and attractiveness. In our study, we aim to elicit students’ 

willingness-to-pay (WTP) for alternative study options. Meanwhile, we examine factors that 

account for why WTPs vary among students.  

 

Data Collection 

 

We have conducted a survey at Purdue in 2021, with undergraduate students being recruited 

from three representative colleges, respectively College of Agriculture, College of Liberal Arts, 

and College of Sciences. 606 complete responses were received.  Overall, our sample aligns well 

with Purdue university’s undergraduate population (Table 1). 
 

Table 1:  Summary Statistics 

 Survey sample Undergraduate population 
  

Average Age 21 21 

Female 59% 43% 

Race   

  White (No Hispanic) 65% 63% 

  Hispanic or Latino 4% 5.6% 

  Black or African American 1% 2.8% 

  Asian 10% 9% 

  American Indian, Alaska Native, Native 

Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 0.2% 0.2% 

  Two or more races 7% 3.7% 

  Others 12.8% 15.7% 
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Residence .  
  In-state student 64% 45% 

  Out-state domestic student 26% 38% 

  International student 10% 18% 

Class .  
  Freshman 31% 21% 

  Sophomore 24% 24% 

  Junior 26% 23% 

  Senior 19% 32% 

Major-No. . . 

  Just one major 82% 88% 

  More than one major 18% 12% 

Major-STEM 
   

  

  STEM major 65% -- 

  Non-STEM 35% --  

Enrollment in Fall 2020   

  Enroll on campus 87% 88% 

  Enroll online 13% 12% 

Number of students 606 33596 
 

 

 

 

To elicit students’ WTPs, we employed a discrete choice experiment in our survey. Five key 

college education attributes relevant to COVID-19 were identified after working with a focus 

group of students. They include course study options (in-person, hybrid, fully online), test format 

(monitored or unmonitored), and campus facility opening policy (fully open, restrictedly open); 

tuition ($4000, $4500, $5000, and $5500 per semester) and the types of extracurricular activities 

available for students to participate in (0, 2, 4). Students would state their preferences by making 

a choice among three alternatives in multiple choice sets (Figure 1). 
 

 Alternative 1 Alternative 2 Alternative 3 

Tuition (US$/semester) 5000 4000  

 

 

I will choose 

neither 1 nor 

2, and I would 

rather not 

enroll this 

semester. 

Course study options hybrid fully online 

Exams and tests monitored unmonitored 

Campus facility restricted open fully open 

Number of available types of 

extracurricular activities 

2 4 

I will choose □ □ □ 

Figure 1: The sample of a choice set 
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Analysis & Results  

 

Table 2 displays the Random Parameter Logit (RPL) regression results and derived mean WTP. 

From Column (2), we could see that compared with online instruction, in-person delivery is most 

preferred ($1545) and then follows hybrid ($1161). In other words, if setting the basic in-person 

tuition rate $5000 per semester, students may demand $1545(31%) and $384(7.6%) tuition 

discount for fully online and hybrid options respectively. They prefer their tests unmonitored 

($794) and campus fully open ($283); they are willing to pay more for engaging an extra type of 

extra-curriculum activities ($266). 

 

Table 2: RPL regression results and derived mean WTP 

 

 (1) (2) 

  RPL 

Mean WTP 

($/semester) 

 Coefficient Mean  

Opt_out -9.6564***  

 (0.424)  

In-person 0.8902*** 1545.10 

 (0.070)  

Hybrid 0.6688*** 1160.71 

 (0.051)  

Test Monitored -0.4574*** -793.786 

 (0.040)  

Fully Open on campus 0.1633*** 283.429 

 (0.033)  

No. of Types of Extra curriculum Activities 0.1531*** 265.791 

 (0.024)  

   

mTuition=(-Tuition) -6.768***  

 (0.066)  

 

   

N 14502  

LR -1178.26  

***, **, * Indicates significance at the p<1%, p<5% and p<10% level respectively 

 

 

Table 3 shows how factors account for the heterogeneity of individual WTPs among students for 

in-person and hybrid study options (relative to the online option).  Coefficients in Column (2) for 

the hybrid follow the similar pattern in Column (1) for in-person but with less magnitude. For 

convenience of analysis, we focus on Column (1) by examining how factors contribute to 

individual WTPs for the in-person study option. It could be interpreted as follows:  

 

First, students with demographic characteristics like white, male, freshman have higher WTP for 

in-person instruction (relative to fully online instruction) than their counterparts, respectively 

amounting to $187, $114, and $252. On-campus education could enable students to get access to 
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facilities, organization and social events on campus while facilitating their social networking, 

especially for the freshman who desired for brand-new college experience.  
 

Second, learning environment and learning outcome play pivotal roles in WTPs difference 

among options. While living far-off campus may reduce students’ WTP for in-person instruction 

by $894, technical issue occasionally encountered online will offset against the reduction by 

$496.  Student’s valuation for in-person education by GPA scores (0-4 points) “before Fall 

2020” (GPA for all attempted courses before Fall 2020) and “during Fall 2020” (GPA for 

courses chosen in Fall 2020) were also analyzed.  Interestingly, one-unit increase in overall 

cumulative GPA till Fall 2020 and term GPA in Fall 2020 has contrasting effects ($888 and $-

605 respectively) on WTPs for the in-person option (relative to the online). This means that up to 

Fall 2020, students were willing to pay 888$/semester more for in-person education for one-unit 

increase in cumulative GPA. Yet during Fall 2020 for one-unit increase in term GPA, students 

were willing to pay $605/semester more for the online study option. This may be related with 

less rigorous assessment in fall 2020 education during COVID-19.  In other words, students may 

find it more attractive to have online education, due to less rigorous exams under context of 

COVID-19, to increase term GPA in Fall 2020. Hence, they would prefer online over in-person 

instruction. However, the cumulative GPA till Fall 2020 reflects the fact that if following 

previously rigorous assessment criteria, to increase scores students may be more accustomed to 

in-person instruction and would prefer it.  

 

Third, economic factors and majors where students are in also affect students’ WTP for in-

person option. Students employed for part-time job have higher WTP ($297) for in-person option 

compared with fully online option. That is explained by the fact that most of part-time jobs 

available for students are on or near campus, such as teaching, research, general assistant. Yet an 

hour spent on working will decrease WTPs for in-person option by $ 22, in comparison with that 

spent on extra-curricular activities which increase WTP by $13.  

 

Fourth, students who major in STEM, which requires more hand-on experience and in-person 

interaction, also have higher WTPs for in-person instruction. Students studying in only one 

STEM major or multiple majors involving STEM have higher WTP of $ 91 or $ 216 than their 

peers who only pursue one non-STEM major. 
 

 

Table 3: Regression Results of WTPs for delivery modes ($/semester) 
 

  (1)   (2) 

 In-person  Hybrid 

Demographic     

    White (0/1) 187***  91*** 
 (41)  (21) 

    Female (0/1) -114***  -35** 
 (33)  (17) 

    Freshman (0/1) 252***  123*** 
 (36)  (18) 

    In-state (0/1) 30  -3 
 (38)  (19) 

Learning Environment    
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    Live far off campus (0/1) -894***  -379*** 
 (63)  (32) 

    Live far off campus (0/1)*Time difference 
8 

 
0 

 (8)  (4) 

    Broadband network available (0/1) -16  -11 
 (46)  (23) 

    Technical issue encountered (0/1) 496***  207*** 
 (36)  (18) 

    hours spent on extracurricular activities" 
13*** 

 
5*** 

 (2)  (1) 

Learning Outcome    

    Overall GPA till Fall 2020  888***  435*** 
 -51  -26 

    Fall 2020 Term GPA -605***  -306*** 
 -39  -20 

Economic   
  

    Employed (0/1) 297***  148*** 
 (49)  (25) 

    Employed (0/1)*working hours -22***  -11*** 
 (3)  (1) 

Major  
  

Multiple non-STEM Majors  97  -36 
 (69)  (35) 

One STEM Major  91**  23 
 (37)  (19) 

Multiple Majors including a STEM  216***  116*** 
 (56)  (29) 
 

   
_cons 203*  558*** 
 (123)  (63) 

N 14520  14520 

R-sq 0.075  0.061 

        

 

 

 

Summary  

 

Our result shows that undergraduate students overall are willing to pay $1545 (31%) and $384 

(7.6%) less for online and hybrid options respectively compared with in-person study option, 

given the basic tuition rate $5000 per semester. Factors, categorized by demographic, learning 

environment, learning outcome, economic and majors could to some extent account for why their 

WTPs vary among undergraduate students.  


