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Abstract  
Attracting students to engineering education in Sweden has become problematic in the last decade. Swedish 
industry needs engineers, but students are hesitating to apply to the educational programmes offered, or 
choose other study paths. The problem was identified early and dealt with by the Department of Civil, 
Mining and Environmental Engineering at Luleå University of Technology in Sweden. Since the 1980s 
teachers at the department have been involved in large-scale recruitment work. They have visited upper 
secondary schools and told students how great it is to become a professional engineer. Professors, 
researchers, consultants and teachers have shown students at upper secondary schools what the profession 
offers. They have shown how to build bridges, railways, sewage treatment plants, and water treatment plants 
and how they can be built to achieve environmental sustainability. The upper secondary schools have been 
carefully selected all over Sweden. In addition, regiments and large educational exhibitions have been 
attended. Behind all these activities is a well-formulated recruitment strategy and an allocation of resources 
that includes one person employed to organize and take responsibility for the implementation of the 
activities. The results have been stunning. The Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering 
has never had any problems recruiting students in neither downward nor booming trend. While other 
programmes have suffered and been removed, the yearly intake has been stable and even increased.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Recruiting students to university education is different from other recruiting activities. Recruiting for a job 
always includes an interview, for example. In the case of recruiting students to university, it is more about 
enticing students into university studies. At the same time, it is important to attract the right students and thus 
contribute to the development of educational programmes and subjects as well as prevent dropouts. This new 
situation for universities in Sweden, as well as in other parts of the world, has put pressure on marketing 
activities. Universities nowadays compete in the recruiting process and have, in general, become more 
sophisticated in their marketing strategies. Developing recruitment and retention strategies within engineering 
education has been extremely important in Sweden during the last decade. Young students do not choose to 
study engineering as their first choice. There is a competition between universities in how to attract young 
students to engineering. Another problem concerns the prerequisites to engineering studies. Fewer students in 
upper secondary school choose to study science. We are not suggesting that traditionally managed marketing 
activities are now extinct. Universities and their executives, however, have definitely begun to recognize that 
managing a good recruitment and retention strategy and the ability to implement this strategy is a critical element 
of success for any higher educational organization.  
 
We believe very much that an understanding of the social psychology of the recruitment process gives us, 
university managers, researchers and teachers, an important and different perspective to cope with an 
increasingly competitive environment. Our purpose in writing this paper is to share some good examples in 
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successful recruitment and retention activities from an admittedly biased point of view. We will present a case 
from the Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering at Luleå University of Technology in 
Sweden. The case is a good example of a successful recruitment activity. The school has maintained a stable 
influx of students throughout the years, as almost all other programmes offered at Luleå University of 
Technology have suffered from a lack of applicants. This stability can be attributed to the conscious recruitment 
strategy and a strong and adaptive recruitment culture. The Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental 
Engineering retains their students throughout the educational programmes offered, with very few dropouts 
compared to other educational programmes offered at Luleå University of Technology.  
 
2. CASE EXAMPLE  
 
Luleå University of Technology is a medium-sized university located in northern Sweden, established when the 
former university college in Luleå became the first to attain the status of university of technology in 1997. Luleå 
University College was established in 1971 because of the developmental policy in Sweden at that time. The 
idea was to provide the region’s main industries with well-educated engineers. The first study programmes were 
in mining, geo-technology, and mechanical engineering. Iron ore, forest, and water are the natural resources in 
the area, where the main industries in the region are still very much dependant on extracting and refining natural 
resources from the mines. The expansion from being a small university college with a few engineering students 
to a medium-sized University of Technology with 14,000 students and world-class research has been fast [1].  
 
 In 2000 the university took a new step in making engineering education even more attractive and flexible by 
assembling different disciplines in wide-ranging spheres of knowledge, called Arenas. By introducing Arenas, 
the university placed great hope on attracting more engineering students who might have an interest in a 
combination of many different disciplines, such as the resources of the earth or media, music and technology [2]. 
When the number of applicants started to drop at the beginning of 2000, the university was more or less taken by 
surprise.  First-year engineering students at Luleå University of Technology decreased tremendously. In 2000, 
970 students were registered for engineering programmes compared to 563 in 2006. As a coping strategy a 
marketing manager was employed and a marketing strategy was created. Many resources were invested to create 
a strong brand and recruit more students. A disadvantage for Luleå University of Technology is its location. 
Most of the recruitment money has been spent on printed material, advertisements, and participation in different 
events, such as trade fairs and exhibitions. It has been important to stand out. Advertisements illustrate Luleå’s 
location in the north close to the Arctic Circle, showing snow and ice [3]. 
 
Besides these efforts at the overall university level, some schools were already engaged in recruitment activities. 
Among them the Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering. The number of registered 
students in the civil engineering programmes, with 30 places, has varied between 20 and 36 over the years, with 
the number of students that started in 2005 and 2006 even higher than 1995. The attraction of civil engineering 
has not only been stable, it has increased. The department has also started two new engineering programmes – 
Architectural Engineering (2004) and Fire Protection (2006). Interestingly, the attraction of these new 
programmes is also high, and more and more students are applying. The bottom line is that the department has 
been very successful in recruiting students. The steps through which the recruitment goals were accomplished 
will be described in the following section. 
 
3. RECRUITMENT STRATEGY AND ACTIVITIES 
   
There are some basic assumptions that underpin the recruitment and retention strategies. Firstly, it is important to 
retain and sustain a good reputation as a school. This is done through world class research and good educational 
programmes. Secondly, the school is working in close contact with industry, especially with the construction 
industry in Sweden and abroad. Thirdly, student ambassadors are used in the recruitment process, of which half 
are students and half are researchers and teachers. The roles are slightly different. The teachers focus on the 
educational goals, while the students inform about the road to the goal, such as student life, how it is to be a 
student at the school, courses and demands during the education. The ambassadors meet presumptive students in 
their classroom. 
 
The recruitment activities do not focus on specific areas of Sweden. Since the educational programmes offered at 
the department recruit nationally, the ambassadors often visit their old upper secondary schools. Student 
ambassadors always visit their own upper secondary school. They can also use their industrial network, such as 
if a researcher happens to be somewhere in Sweden within a research project, he or she can take the opportunity 
to visit a school and inform about the research, the industry,  and the educational programmes offered at the 
Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering at Luleå University of Technology. Often, before 



going to another part of Sweden, they investigate if there are any alumni working in the area. When they do their 
presentation they can inform about these alumni and tell the students that if they decide on the education we are 
offering you can get a job in company X like person Y. By using ambassadors in this way, word of mouth, it is 
possible to attract presumptive students more efficiently than simply using more conventional marketing 
strategies. It is also possible to discuss with the students and answer their questions. The most common question 
among students is “What kind of job can I get when I graduate?” There is an element of security in knowing 
what kind of jobs are available after graduation, as well as that in the future you will belong to a guild of civil 
engineers that will give you a network, encourage you, and help you in your future career. The guild spirit 
among constructors is traditionally strong in Sweden.  
 
All ambassadors have their travel costs and other expenses covered. They get support material and the freedom 
to work as long as they present a specific kit of information decided by the recruitment coordinator.  One 
example of this freedom is shown the following story: 
 
One of the professors has been an ambassador for many years. He also works at a construction company, 
constructing bridges. When he came to an upper secondary school, he was not granted access to the classroom. 
The teacher did not let him in. The professor decided to invite the students for lunch at a restaurant nearby. They 
had lunch and the professor made his presentation. The students got lunch for free and the professor fulfilled his 
mission. 
 
Another aspect not to be overlooked in the recruitment process is the image of an engineer [4]. This aspect is met 
by the ambassador when he or she presents their own job, research or studies. For instance, if the ambassador 
works at a construction company building and constructing bridges he can show the bridges, tell the students 
about his part in the work, tell them that bridges will be remembered by their constructors, etc. Buildings will be 
identified and remembered by their architect. He can also tell the students that choosing civil engineering will 
give him or her the possibility to work on very large scale projects. Some projects are magnificent, such as 
changing society for the future, designing buildings and towns from a societal perspective, or saving the 
resources of the earth. As an engineer you can be part of grand projects. As a small individual engineer you can 
be part of something big like saving society. The image of an engineer is very important in the recruitment and 
retention process. Hence, social individuals from the department, who can act as role models for the presumptive 
students, are preferred for the task. They can show that engineering is something for all of us, that being an 
engineer is nothing odd or eccentric, and that it can also be an occupation for women.  
 
Recruitment activities done by the university fit with its overall strategy and marketing mix – through pictures of 
the university, the logotype, and participation in exhibitions and other recruitment events arranged at a central 
level. Besides, the department allocates resources for all the recruitment activities mentioned above. The 
activities are coordinated by a department recruitment coordinator, who works between 50 – 100% of full time, 
depending of the phase of the recruitment process.  
 
Studying the retention process at the Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering is also very 
interesting.  By using the recruitment process described above, the department assumes that they have attracted 
the right students, i.e. who will become engineers. When the “right” students register, the retention work starts. 
A pillar in the retention work is to offer good courses. Secondly, the department arranges industry events with 
invited alumni from the school, Ph.D. evenings, and a spring dinner, among other activities. The study 
conditions, such as access to computers and study rooms, are also excellent. During their studies the students 
join a travel association, CET, Civil Engineers on Tour. The association is encouraged by the staff, since it is a 
part of the educational programme, and one of the teachers participates in the study tour. The students arrange 
sponsor meetings with industry to finance the tour, which is conducted just before they graduate and disperse. 
This CET tradition is old, and students have been on tour every year visiting countries like Japan, Brazil, China, 
and Australia. Another important factor in keeping students on track is the alumni association. The school has 
very good contacts with former students and often invite them for lectures, use them in marketing activities or 
just to keep the guild spirit. In short, the school looks after their students. The motto is: “a happy and satisfied 
student”. While other schools and educational programmes at Luleå University of Technology have had high 
dropout rates, the Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering have lost very few students over 
the years.  
 
4. THE RESEARCH EVIDENCE  

Higher educational environments have become increasingly competitive. To cope with the increased competition 
and attract students, universities have to profile themselves and uncover the factors that students consider 



important in their decision making [5].  In recent years, Luleå University of Technology has invested greatly in 
creating a strong trademark and a specific profile. Much resources were invested in marketing the engineering 
education through traditional marketing campaigns, where the basic elements were “world class research in 
engineering” combined with features of the university’s location in the north, “snow and ice” [6]. A slogan like 
“pack your down jacket” was supposed to appeal to young prospective students. This investment has resulted in 
a strong trademark for the university, at least nationally. And the concept “world class” implies an international 
dimension not previously emphasized. 

When deciding to apply to a university the importance of the perceived overall academic quality is 
unquestionable [7]. When students make their choice, they look for specific programmes, the location of the 
university and the geography of its surroundings, the department’s infrastructure, future career prospects and 
opportunities following graduation from the university, and quality of life during their studies. The applicants 
realize that they will spend several years living in the area; therefore, applicants consider the surroundings, 
available facilities in the region, and location of the department [8]. The decision process is a complex 
procedure, highly individual, and perhaps takes many years. When selecting a department or a subject of study 
during the decision process, the student will pass through a number of stages similar to those in buying behavior 
[9]. The stages are pre-search behavior, early thoughts about the future when students register information about 
higher education. In the next stage, the search behavior, students use a variety of available information to make 
up their minds. In this phase the department can facilitate the decision process. Next is the application process, 
followed by the choice decision. Departments that can maintain a dialogue with those students to whom it has 
offered places can help to seal a psychological bond between the applicant and the department. Finally, the 
applicant turns up for registration [7]. 

The Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering has understood the importance of dialogue and 
creating psychological bonds.  It has developed its recruitment strategies intuitively, without discussing nor 
studying marketing strategies, but rather through experience, through learning-by-doing. The basic assumptions 
underlying the process have created a specific recruitment culture including specific visible values. The main 
message to potential students is that the department, with a good reputation in industry, will offer good and 
exciting education that leads to a stimulating and important job in society, where the individual can make a 
difference - considered important determinants of university preference [10].  Meta communication is important,  
with the ambassadors all showing a positive attitude towards their education and to their teaching and research. 
The senders are very important in the communication process, as well as the possibilities given to the 
presumptive students, the receivers, to ask questions and grasp the information provided. Word of mouth is an 
appropriate method at the end of a decision process [11], when the students are about to make their final decision 
about higher education. The School of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering has also concentrated their 
resources in reaching upper secondary school students.  

 
5. IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUDING REMARKS  

Our purpose in writing this paper was to share some of the good experiences of recruiting students to 
engineering education. We believe that knowledge is the most important determinant of university preference; 
course suitability, academic reputation, job prospects, and teaching quality must be in focus in the recruitment 
process. We also believe in the strong potential of using a word of mouth strategy. The recruitment efforts at the 
Department of Civil, Mining and Environmental Engineering provide a recent example of an adaptive and 
successful recruitment culture.   

However, all is not bliss at the department. The general problem facing upper secondary school students who 
prefer not to study engineering still exists. The image of an engineer must be improved. Many departments in 
Sweden, including industry, are engaged in this work. Another threat is the demography in Sweden. The 
number of students graduating from upper secondary schools in Sweden is at its peak this year. By next year 
already, the number of students will start to drop and within five years there will be about 25% fewer 
presumptive students within five years before the numbers rises again. Hopefully, the recruitment culture will 
help the department to winter the coming hard years.  
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