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Aim of the thesis, scope and delimitations 

Religious communities establish and maintain a large 
number of religiously affiliated higher education 
institutions throughout the world (Carpenter, 2014). The 
role of religiously affiliated higher education institutions 
extends beyond European Christian culture. These 
institutions, operating within the higher education system, 
bear religious attributes in their formally and/or informally 
undertaken missions (Hill, 2011). It varies from country to 
country whether they belong to the public or private sector, 
and there is no general rule when it comes to the formal 
role of religious communities in the establishment, 
maintenance, or operation of these institutions. 
Religiously affiliated higher education institutions are 
institutions which display strong or weak ties with a 
religious community. 

International research shows that religiously 
affiliated higher education in the 21st century can exhibit 
much more distinctive features than in the past (Benne, 
2001; James, 2006; Carpenter, 2014; Berger, 2021). This 
is mostly due to the uniformization of higher education as 
a result of the monkey policy caused by an international 
ranking fetishism (Hrubos, 2012). Consequently, it fails to 
meet the needs of various types of students in a highly 
pluralized society (Hrubos, 2012; Berger, 2021). As a 
result of all this, in the competition for students, the 
expression of institutional identity and culture can become 
more prominent in order to meet the expectations of 
specific student groups (Reynolds & Wallace, 2016; 
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Hulme et al., 2016). Forced to respond, the denominational 
sector can either become uniform (Reynolds & Wallace, 
2016; Hulme et al., 2016) or assume an individual profile 
(Sullivan, 2019; Rizzi, 2019; Mishra, 2020). One option is 
to choose to compete with institutions belonging to the 
non-denominational sector by assimilating into the sphere 
dominated by state and non-religiously affiliated private 
universities, renouncing the distinctive features of its 
institutional culture, but, on the other hand, approaching 
students who are also attracted by non-religiously 
affiliated institutions. Another option is to slightly distance 
itself from the competitive arena of global higher 
education, and construct a special, religious institutional 
culture, thereby attracting students who are seeking an 
environment with a distinctly religious institutional 
culture.  

The need to respond brings about a diversity within 
the denominational sector, and although religiously 
affiliated higher education is represented almost globally, 
it serves fundamentally different functions in various 
geographical, regional-societal, and cultural segments 
(James, 2006; Carpenter, 2014). The diversity within the 
denominational sector can be grasped at several levels, it 
is most evident, however, in the institutional culture, as 
institutions utilize the channels of institutional culture to 
emphasize diversity and various functions. The diversity 
is most effectively captured by various denominational 
institutional typologies (Pace 1972, Henle 1979, Morey-
Piderit 2006, Pusztai 2010, Szolár 2010, Pusztai – Maior -
Demeter-Karászi 2019). Benne's (2001) typology provides 



 4 

the largest number of criteria for defining the institutional 
culture of a religiously affiliated institution. Examining 
these typologies we find that considering the paradigms 
and dimensions of institutional culture, numerous aspects 
need to be taken into account when one wishes to capture 
the culture of an institution. 

Institutions are complex organizations that operate 
in a constantly changing external and internal 
environment. The institutional culture characteristic of 
denominational institutions is perceived by some through 
dimensions such as institutional leadership, education, and 
academic research (Barton, 2019; Batugal & Tindowen, 
2019), while others investigate it within the dimensions of 
student community and student life (Rizzi, 2019). 
Building on the results of institutional culture research, the 
current thesis focuses on the student dimensions of 
institutional culture. 

The first dimension of institutional culture 
perceived at the student level is recruitment as the message 
the institution conveys to prospective students is a 
significant manifestation of institutional culture, as well as 
the assumptions different groups of students have when 
choosing a specific institution (Bess & Dee, 2012), i.e. the 
self-selection performed on the basis of the anticipated 
institutional culture. The second dimension of the 
institutional culture perceived by students consists of 
learning characteristics as this reflects how students 
interpret the institutional goals. It includes the specifics of 
student performance patterns, student effort and academic 
progress (Hulme et al., 2016). The third dimension of 
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institutional culture perceived from the student perspective 
involves relational integration within the institution, as 
well as trust, and satisfaction. Community life and 
experiences, along with inter- and intragenerational 
integration are fundamental aspects of institutional 
culture. 

The curent thesis compares and contrasts theories 
of institutional culture in higher education (Bess & Dee, 
2012; Lacatus, 2013; Johnson, 2013; Gaus et al., 2017), 
and building upon these theories, it attempts to contribute 
to the exploration of institutional culture by analysing 
large-scale quantitative data. 

Analysing the international and national literature, 
the following question arises: inasmuch as, in response to 
the challenges, a distinct institutional culture is truly 
perceptible in denominational institutions, how attractive 
can the examined institutions be as alternatives to non-
denominational sector higher education institutions in the 
globalized, pluralistic, post-Christian era (Sullivan, 2019). 
Additionally, considering the continuously narrowing pool 
of higher education applicants, which institutional culture 
might different groups of prospective students be most 
open to. 

The aim of our research is to investigate whether 
students attending denominational higher education 
institutions come from a different socio-cultural 
background, whether they perceive the institutional 
culture of higher education institutions differently, and 
whether their higher education careers display a different 
trajectory. 
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Methodology 

The present thesis focuses on comparing and contrasting 
students in denominational institutions with students in 
non-denominational higher education institutions. In order 
to achieve the aim of the study, quantitative research was 
conducted using a multistage sampling method. The first 
stage focused on the spatial delimitation of the research, 
taking into consideration the fact that the countries 
included in the study do not only differ in terms of religion 
and denominational structure but also exhibit significant 
regional differences within the country. As regards 
religion, countries within the Central and Eastern 
European region can be categorized mainly into two 
groups (Pusztai & Farkas, 2016). Thus, we selected two 
neighbouring countries, one from each category. Romania 
falls into the highly religious group, while Hungary 
belongs to the predominantly cultural religious group, 
although significant regional variations exist within each 
country in this respect. After selecting the countries, in the 
second stage, neighbouring regions from each country 
were chosen, in which denominational higher education 
institutions are present. This are the north-eastern higher 
education region of Hungary and Bihor County in the 
Partium region of Romania. Following the geographical 
delimitation, two religiously affiliated higher education 
institutions were selected in each country from the 
PERSIST 2019 database. These are the University of 
Debrecen, the St Athanasius Greek Catholic Theological 
Institute, as well as Partium Christian University and 
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Emanuel University in Romania. The control group 
consisted of students from non-denominational higher 
education institutions in the examined regions, which were 
selected using a matching procedure based on students’ 
field of study. Thus, the non-denominational sub-sample 
consisted of students at the University of Debrecen, the 
University of Nyíregyháza, as well as students at the 
University of Oradea. The SRAPHE 2019 (Students in 
Religious Affiliated and Public Higher Education) 
database comprises a total of 922 participants. Data was 
processed using the SPSS software conducting two-
dimensional cross-tabulation analysis, variance analysis, 
cluster analysis, as well as logistic regression analysis. 

The research questions and subsequently 
developed hypotheses were formulated based on the three 
dimensions of institutional culture perceived by students, 
namely recruitment, performance, and institutional 
integration. As a result, we aimed to address the following 
research questions: Are institutions socially selective? 
What is the distribution pattern of students from different 
sectors in terms of religiousness? Is there a difference 
among students from various sectors in terms of 
commitment to studies, performance, and academic 
pathways? Does the influence of parents’ educational 
attainment surface when analysing performance 
indicators? What similarities and/or differences exist in 
the students’ social networks among different sectors? 
What similarities and/or differences can be identified 
along the lines of trust in various sectors? What patterns 
can be identified when examining satisfaction in higher 
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education institutions across different sectors? And 
overall, what kind of institutional culture can be discerned 
by students in denominational and non-denominational 
higher education institutions? 

Based on the research questions and the 
overviewed literature, the following hypotheses were 
formulated (for certain questions, we have found it 
appropriate to examine two alternative hypotheses). 

 
Hypotheses related to anticipated institutional 

culture: 
H1: Students in denominational higher education 

institutions come from less favourable family 
backgrounds, have parents with lower educational 
attainment, and live in smaller settlements. 

H2/a:  Students in denominational higher education 
institutions are more religious in terms of self-assessment 
of religiousness, and religious practices both on individual 
and community level. 

H2/b: The composition of students in 
denominational institutions reflects the demographics of 
the surrounding community, irrespective of religion, rather 
than religiousness. 

H3/a: The students’ religiousness in 
denominational higher education institutions corresponds 
to the religiousness of their families. 

 
H3/b: As a result of the institutional culture of 

denominational higher education students’ religiousness 
will deviate from their family's religious orientation. 
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Hypotheses related to performance culture: 
H4/a:  Students in denominational higher education 

institutions have more successful academic careers than 
students in non- denominational higher education 
institutions. 

H4/b: Students in non- denominational higher 
education institutions have more successful academic 
careers than students in denominational higher education 
institutions. 

 
Hypotheses related to institutional integration 

culture: 
H5:  There is more interaction between faculty and 

students in denominational higher education institutions 
compared to non- denominational institutions. 

H6: Students who have more intergenerational 
relationships will exhibit higher levels of trust. 

H7: Students in denominational institutions will 
demonstrate greater satisfaction with their institutions in 
terms of a supportive atmosphere. 

Results 

The present thesis focused on the institutional culture of a 
prominent and complex segment of the dynamically 
evolving higher education landscape, namely 
denominational higher education. We investigated this 
phenomenon from the students’ perspective.  
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The study highlights the coexistence of established 
denominational institutions alongside the emergence of 
new institutions providing opportunities for young 
individuals that have not been addressed by higher 
education before.  

In order to point out the diversity and internal 
stratification within the denominational sector, we 
presented data and research related to the presence and 
institutional environment of religiously affiliated higher 
education institutions. We emphasized that religiously 
affiliated higher education is not a withering sector, as 
implied by the popular secularization theory in sociology 
of religion. On the contrary, it represents a thriving and 
dynamically developing sector. While it displays regional 
and cultural variations, empirical research from around the 
world consistently identifies distinct characteristics of its 
institutional culture rooted in religion. 

Building upon theories of institutional culture in 
higher education, an important achievement of the present 
thesis is the conceptualization of the student’s perspective 
on the complex issue of institutional culture. Within this 
conceptual framework, summarizing the results of our 
analyses according to the hypotheses, we find the 
following trends: 

Based on the testing of hypotheses related to the 
anticipated institutional culture, we can assert that our 
research has revealed the distinct function and institutional 
culture of denominational higher education institutions. 
Our findings indicate that students who perceive 
themselves as fitting within the milieu of denominational 
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higher education institutions come from rural areas, have 
a religious worldview and were raised in traditional 
families. Through the process of self-selection guided by 
anticipated institutional culture, these students arrive at the 
conclusion that they are more likely to integrate 
successfully into the institutional culture of 
denominational higher education institutions. Our findings 
show that none of the institutional sectors are selective 
during the admissions process; rather, students from 
diverse social backgrounds are more drawn to institutions 
within a certain sector.  

Following the hypotheses related to performance 
culture, and based on a multidimensional approach to 
success, student performance was measured considering 
three variables: commitment to academic effort, study 
effort, and avoidance of dropout risk. In terms of the 
dimensions of interpreting success and performance, 
several indicators confirmed the positive impact of the 
denominational sector and religiousness, however this 
correlation is influenced by a number of background 
variables.  

Regarding the hypotheses related to the 
institutional integration culture, it can be observed that 
students in various sectors access different forms of 
resources necessary for institutional integration. The 
supportive atmosphere within denominational institutions 
leads to higher levels of satisfaction and trust, while 
successful integration functions as a factor that mitigates 
dropout risks. 
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Our findings show that the study has revealed the 
distinct function and institutional culture of 
denominational higher education institutions. The impact 
of these institutions on students becomes apparent even in 
the anticipatory phase of student socialization, and it 
continues to manifest in various aspects of students' 
education and academic achievement. 

The findings cannot be generalized as the social, 
cultural, and geographical context significantly influences 
the character of the institutional culture of denominational 
higher education. Indicators examined present a culture 
that is inclusive towards individuals from various social 
strata. However, students' self-selection of institutions is 
significantly influenced by the perception that these 
institutions predominantly embrace those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, and that, besides education, 
they strive to provide the expected cultural environment 
that aligns with students’ worldview. 

The results of this study provide a theoretical and 
practical basis for drawing the attention of decision-
makers in denominational and non- denominational higher 
education to the fact that a unique institutional culture and 
distinct identity hold the potential to attract prospective 
students. By embracing the religious affiliation in their 
formal and informal mission, denominational institutions 
have the opportunity to attract stakeholders within the 
shrinking student market and to create an institutional 
culture that can stand its ground in the competitive higher 
education landscape of the 21st century.  
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