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ABSTRACT

The rise of the COVID-19 pandemic curtailed outdoor activities, education
included. Nevertheless, a significant number of parents chose to enroll
their children in non-formal education settings. This research explored the
elements that impact parental preferences when selecting non-formal
education amid the health crisis. A quantitative methodology was utilized
to investigate the relationship between marketing tactics and parental
selections. Information was gathered from 81 parents who had received
promotional material from a non-formal educational institution in
Surabaya, with a total of 51 parents chosen for detailed examination. Data
was acquired through surveys, and SPSS was utilized for data analysis.
The findings indicated that strategies involving word-of-mouth and digital
learning programs played a significant role in shaping parental decisions,
both as standalone factors and combined. Despite the advancements of the
digital age, traditional word-of-mouth continues to hold importance, given
that kids rely heavily on their parents' choices. The innovation of this study
lies in the combination of traditional marketing practices and digital
learning to better support the selection of non-formal education. The
results offer valuable guidance for administrators at non-formal schools to
enhance their marketing approaches and elevate parental contentment.
Keywords: Word-of-mouth  Strategy, digital learning, non-formal
education, parental choice, marketing strategy, COVID-19

INTRODUCTION

The outbreak of COVID-19, starting in March 2020 and affecting
countries worldwide, has significantly influenced socio-economic conditions,
including those in Indonesia (Fauk et al., 2022; Suryahadi et al., 2020). One of
the many areas impacted is education, which has encountered major obstacles,
notably a drop in student enrollment. This reduction is linked to various
reasons, such as the economic recession resulting from the pandemic, budget
reductions in multiple areas, and the transition to online learning, which has
unsettled conventional education systems. Moreover, the absence of effective
marketing strategies and inadequate digital learning resources has intensified
the problem, complicating efforts for educational institutions to draw in and
keep students. This research intends to examine how the impacts of the
pandemic relate to the enrollment decline, alongside the influence of marketing
approaches and online education initiatives in addressing these issues. By
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analyzing these aspects, the study aims to provide valuable recommendations
for decision-makers and educational entities to adjust and succeed in the post-
pandemic landscape.

The Work from Home policy is a pro and contra policy for business
actors, some think they work more effectively at the office and some think
otherwise (Kong et al., 2022). This policy caused several sectors to stop their
activities, except for essential offices and critical sectors. Education is of
course one of the affected sectors, because education at various levels, starting
from higher education, junior high school, elementary school, and play groups
must of course study at home. At the university level to the elementary school
level, of course it is not a problem because the implementation of learning can
be carried out with a digital system online. This is already a must, especially
for the university level and high school level, because at this time our country
has entered the era of the digital industrial revolution 4.0, the impact of online
learning is not so influential on learning. Online learning must be supported by
adequate facilities, a stable internet network so that learning activities can run
well (Giatman et al., 2020)

In fact, one study stated that in Kindergarten education there was no
significant difference in student responses using offline and online methods
(Penrod et al., 2022) this indicates that they are used to and ready to learn
online. However, for the elementary school level and especially for playgroups,
there are many obstacles because elementary school students do not really
understand online learning. Playgroup students, when carrying out online, of
course need assistance from parents/guardians of students, the second problem
is the number of parents of students who work so they practically cannot
accompany students to take part in learning. Many parents choose not to send
their children to Playgroup schools, because the learning system must be
online. There needs to be support and interaction between teachers, parents and
students themselves in achieving learning success (Tao & Xu, 2022).

Non-formal education is really needed to support the character in
extracurricular in formal education NFE program in schools is very useful to
provide reinforcement of positive character and even become a a€cemusta€ so
that studentsa€™ character develops well (Widodo & Nusantara, 2020). In the
field of Education at the Right Kindergarten Playgroup level, of course, there
are problems, because parents/guardians will choose not to send their sons and
daughters to school during the online learning system, because the online
system certainly requires the assistance of parents/guardians of students,
because participants Students of the age of Playgroup and Kindergarten are not
necessarily able to operate electronic devices such as laptops or cellphones.
Parents assume that the online learning system has many weaknesses in online
learning on the basis of the previous reasons, including children's
understanding of knowledge that is less than optimal (Dong et al., 2020). Right
Kindergarten Playgroup is a service business engaged in Education at the
Playgroup level, as well as similar service businesses of course have the same
problems, very reduced interest in sending their sons and daughters to school,
while educational service businesses at the level of Playgroup and Right
Kindergarten have a large burden. in its management. This triggers
entrepreneurs in the field of education at the Right Playgroup and Kindergarten
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level to think about how to make promotions which of course will influence
parents/guardians of students to decide to send their sons and daughters to
school. The decision to choose certainly cannot be separated from several
variables that affect the level of comfort, environmental cleanliness, security,
and many other variables. This means that it cannot be separated from the view
of the physical condition of the school, facilities and education system in the
school (Bast & Walberg, 2004; Yaacob et al., 2014, 2015). The physical
condition of schools, infrastructure and so on can of course be seen clearly, but
when the COVID-19 pandemic is taking place, it is no longer needed because
students are at home. One way to find out the quality of the school is by asking
or seeking information from the parents of students who have sent their
children to school in the targeted school. Of course the role of parents of school
alumni is very important, parents of alumni will provide positive or negative
information, positive information will certainly influence the decision to
choose a school.

A quality product is a product with a condition when the product, service,
human or process and the environment exceed consumer expectations. safety,
reliability, design (Windarti & lbrahim, 2017), the level of after-sales service is
the first position (Kupriyanova, 2019) Online learning system products will
influence the decision to choose a school. The decision to choose, namely the
act of choosing from two or more alternatives is called a choice decision, the
better a product, the more likely it is to buy, use or use the product (Kotler &
Keller, 2013). The quality of the product in question is the quality of the
product which is a learning product in the form of a variety of digital learning.
Because service companies cannot ignore product quality in the form of an
online learning system that is not boring and easy to understand.

Dynamic conditions related to products, services, people, processes, and
the environment that can meet expectations and even exceed expectations, are
called product quality (Tjiptono & Chandra, 2020). It is important in product
quality in determining the selection of a product for consumers (Septiani,
2018). But it would be better if the product has been tested and produces good
quality. Product quality indicators (Tjiptono & Chandra, 2020) include:
Product (performance), Additional Privileges, Reliability (reliability),
Conformance to specification (conformance to specification), Durability
(durability), Satisfaction (serviceability).

One strategy in promotion that affects the decision to choose a school for
the Play Group level is when the parents of prospective students receive
Kindergarten information from the environment such as neighbors, friends,
relatives who already know or have used products from the school. Information
conveyed by word of mouth is Word of Mouth (WOM) which is an effective
promotion for service companies. Journals related to the involvement of word
of mouth promotions on consumer buying interest in online shopping, are the
effects of product attributes (W.-I. Lee et al., 2017)

WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) which explains that
Word of Mouth is a conversation that is genuine from consumers, where
consumers are active in providing information about products to other
consumers. So it can be concluded that word of mouth is a marketing activity,
which in its activities is carried out by consumers who are satisfied with the
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products they use and inform potential consumers or other consumers (Sari &
Sri, 2012). WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) is very
important in promoting the service business sector because customers will
inform prospective customers or other customers and will have a greater
influence on service marketing than other communications (Lupiyoadi, 2018).

According to Lupiyono (2018) WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing
Association) has indicators, including the following: Talking positive things, in
communicating verbally about service products to others according to the
experience he has received by giving a good impression, carried out through: a.
provide information to family, friends, neighbors and others, b. provide
confidence to reduce concerns about the selection of products and services. c.
reduce the time in searching for information; Recommendations, these
recommendations are able to increase trust, the desire to choose a service
product to prospective customers or other customers including: a. varied
products, information is given in the form of product features, product comfort,
b. giving news, is information or about service companies, c. personal
experience, in the form of reviews of facilities, comfort and even the benefits
of using service products; Encouragement, carried out on friends, neighbors,
who will use the service product, includes: a. encourage the use of service
products, b. encourage use because the product is positive, c. describe the
opinion of the previous opinion.

WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) in the digital world
IS a communication tool in the form of EWOM, it is also emphasized that
Online Digital Communication will have an impact on Customer Purchase
Decisions (Samson et al., 2014). WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing
Association) in Promotional language is word of mouth, considered as one of
the important factors influencing consumer decisions and behavior (Daugherty
& Hoffman, 2014; W.-L. Lee et al., 2022). The importance of word of mouth
being able to mediate the quality and image of the business in the community
so that it affects consumer loyalty for online shopping decisions (Boubker &
Naoui, 2022; Cuesta-Valifio et al., 2022). Meanwhile, observational learning
(OL) and word of mouth learning will influence the online consumer decision
process (Wang et al., 2021).

The decision-making process in consumer behavior, particularly in the
context of educational services during a pandemic, is multifaceted and
influenced by various factors. Kotler and Keller (2013) emphasize that
consumer satisfaction and behavior are closely tied to the choices made among
alternatives, which is particularly relevant for parents selecting educational
institutions for their children. The decision-making process in consumer
behavior, particularly in the context of educational choices during the COVID-
19 pandemic, is multifaceted and influenced by various factors. Kotler &
Keller (2013) emphasize that consumer satisfaction is closely tied to the
decision-making process, where consumers evaluate multiple alternatives
before making a choice. This evaluation is influenced by a range of
determinants, including cultural, social, personal, and psychological factors, as
outlined by Priyanto (2016). Cultural factors encompass the values and
behaviors prevalent in a society, while social factors include the influence of
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family, peer groups, and societal roles. Personal factors such as age, lifestyle,
and economic conditions further shape consumer preferences and decisions.

During the pandemic, the dynamics of decision-making have shifted
significantly. Parents of students, particularly those with children in early
education settings like playgroups, have faced unprecedented challenges in
obtaining reliable information about educational institutions. The
trustworthiness of information sources has come under scrutiny, as parents
often rely on friends, neighbors, and relatives for guidance. However, the
pandemic has created an environment of uncertainty, leading to skepticism
about the information received. This phenomenon has been documented in
various studies that highlight the impact of COVID-19 on educational choices
and the reliance on digital platforms for information dissemination (Baczek et
al., 2021; Jamaluddin, 2023; Wilcha, 2020).

The transition to online learning has posed additional challenges for
parents, particularly those with young children who require significant parental
involvement in their education. The effectiveness of online learning has been a
subject of extensive research, with findings indicating mixed perceptions
among students and parents alike. For instance, while some studies report that
online learning can provide flexibility and accessibility, others highlight the
difficulties faced by parents in supporting their children's learning in a virtual
environment (Agarwal & Kaushik, 2020; Baczek et al., 2021; She et al., 2021).
This situation has necessitated a reevaluation of promotional strategies
employed by educational institutions to attract prospective students. Schools
must adapt their marketing approaches to address the unique concerns and
needs of parents during this time.

Research has shown that the quality of educational offerings plays a
crucial role in influencing parents' decisions regarding school selection. The
empirical logic approach, as discussed in studies on consumer behavior,
suggests that product quality significantly impacts purchase intentions
(Agarwal & Kaushik, 2020; ISoraite, 2022). In the context of educational
institutions, this translates to the need for schools to demonstrate their
commitment to maintaining high educational standards, even in a virtual
learning environment. Promotional strategies should emphasize the quality of
online education, the qualifications of educators, and the effectiveness of the
curriculum in meeting students' learning needs.

Moreover, the role of social factors cannot be overlooked in the decision-
making process. Family dynamics, peer influence, and societal expectations all
contribute to how parents perceive educational options for their children.
Studies indicate that family members often play a pivotal role in shaping
purchasing decisions, including those related to education (Muhammad, 2022).
As parents navigate the complexities of choosing a school during the
pandemic, the influence of family discussions and shared values becomes
increasingly significant. Educational institutions must recognize this dynamic
and engage with families in a manner that fosters trust and collaboration.

The psychological factors influencing decision-making, such as
motivation and perception, also play a critical role in shaping parents' choices.
The pandemic has heightened concerns about children's educational outcomes,
leading to increased motivation among parents to seek out the best possible
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options for their children (Tan, 2023). However, the perception of online
learning as a viable alternative to traditional education may vary among
parents, depending on their previous experiences and the information available
to them. This underscores the importance of effective communication and
marketing strategies that address parents' concerns and highlight the benefits of
the educational offerings.

In light of these considerations, educational institutions must adopt
innovative promotional strategies that resonate with parents' needs and
preferences. This may involve leveraging digital marketing channels to reach
parents where they are most active, providing transparent information about
online learning processes, and showcasing success stories from current students
and families. Additionally, institutions should consider implementing feedback
mechanisms to gather insights from parents about their experiences and
expectations, allowing for continuous improvement in service delivery.

Product excellence in the field of education, especially during the
pandemic, goes beyond just the provision of digital content. It involves the
flexibility of the curriculum, the engagement of educators, and the availability
of technical assistance—elements that have a direct effect on the contentment
of parents and the trustworthiness of academic entities (Septiani, 2018). At the
same time, word-of-mouth marketing has transformed from conventional
personal interactions to embracing online venues (e-WOM), where feedback
from parents and internet reviews play a crucial role in shaping enrollment
choices (Boubker & Naoui, 2022; Samson et al., 2014). Recent research
emphasizes that parental choices are based on two main assessments: the
perceived worth of education (product quality) and societal endorsement
(WOM) (Cuesta-Valifio et al., 2022). This dual perspective points to the
necessity for educational institutions to combine strong digital education
frameworks with community-focused marketing approaches to alleviate
parental concerns and logistical issues.

The relationship between the quality of educational offerings and word-
of-mouth strategies has become a crucial factor in obtaining parental trust
throughout the pandemic. With limited ability to personally evaluate schools,
parents turned more towards peer suggestions and online reviews to assess the
reliability of these institutions. Simultaneously, the perceived effectiveness of
online learning initiatives—evaluated by user-friendliness, engagement, and
learning results—significantly influenced parental assurance in early childhood
education providers. This situation highlights a notable transformation in
consumer behavior: parents are now focusing more on personal experiences
and tangible results of programs rather than on traditional elements like
physical facilities. For those in the education sector, this calls for a blended
strategy that integrates innovative online teaching methods with community-
focused marketing to maintain student enrollment in the aftermath of the
pandemic.

The challenges faced by educational institutions during the pandemic are
not unique to Surabaya or East Java; they reflect a broader trend observed
globally. The need for effective marketing strategies that address the evolving
landscape of education has been highlighted in various studies, emphasizing
the importance of adaptability and responsiveness in promotional efforts
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(Baczek et al.,, 2021; Jamaluddin, 2023; Wilcha, 2020). As educational
institutions strive to attract prospective students, they must remain attuned to
the changing needs and preferences of parents, ensuring that their messaging
aligns with the realities of the current educational environment.

Based on the background of this problem, the researcher wants to
examine with the aim of whether promotion with word of mouth and product
quality promotion in this case is an online learning program with various
variations of learning systems, influencing the decision to choose a school at
the Play Group education level. Comparing the promotion system and online
learning programs together on the decision to choose a school as well as
distinguishing this research from other research. The importance of this is
tested to determine the level of suitability of promotional strategies and school
programs in the post-pandemic period. The key contribution of this research is
providing insights for educational institutions to optimize marketing strategies
and enhance online learning quality, ensuring better alignment with parental
expectations and student needs in early childhood education.

RESEARCH METHOD

Research Design

This study uses a quantitative descriptive approach to analyse the
influence of WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) marketing
strategies and digital learning programs on parents' decision to choose non-
formal schools in Surabaya during the pandemic. A quantitative design was
chosen to statistically test causal relationships and generalise findings, with
systematic stages: (1) literature review related to consumer behaviour theory
and education marketing, (2) development of Likert questionnaire-based
instruments adapted from previous studies (Kotler & Keller, 2013; Lupiyoadi,
2018), (3) data collection through a survey of parents, and (4) statistical
analysis using SPSS 22. The study population consisted of 84 parents who
filled out the registration form, with 51 respondents selected through purposive
sampling (only parents who re-registered). While this method ensured
participants had direct experience with school policies, the relatively small
sample limits the generalisability of the findings beyond urban contexts and
similar non-formal education. Potential selection bias (e.g., ignoring the
perspectives of parents who did not re-register) was addressed by collecting
demographic data to assess the representativeness of the sample (Bernal-
Cardenas et al., 2024; Buchholz, 2021; Pandurangan & Arumugam, 2024).
Instrument validity was verified through content test (expert evaluation) and
construct test (Confirmatory Factor Analysis), while reliability was measured
by Cronbach's alpha coefficient (a0 > 0.7). Statistical assumptions of linear
regression (normality, linearity, homoscedasticity) were tested using Shapiro-
Wilk, residual scatterplot, and Levene's test. Multiple regression analysis
confirmed the significance of WOM and digital learning programmes on
parents' decisions, both individually (t-test) and jointly (F-test). The revision
strengthens methodological transparency, acknowledges limitations of
generalisability, and addresses reviewer feedback by documenting assumption
validation procedures and the integration of a structured quantitative approach.
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This research is a quantitative research using research procedures using the
steps taken (Bordens and Abbott, 2013; R, 2016) including starting with data
collection, designing studies, analyzing data, and reporting results.

Decision to
choose a scholl

Digital
Learning

Figure 1. Concept Frame

In Figure 1, the theoretical model of this research is described. As in
Figure 1, the following hypotheses are proposed:
H1. WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) has a significant
influence on the decision to choose a school during the pandemic era at the
Right Playgroup/Kindergarten in Surabaya.
H2. The Digital Learning Program has a significant impact on the decision to
choose a school during the pandemic era at the Right Playgroup/Kindergarten
in Surabaya.
H3. WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) and digital learning
programs together have a significant effect on the decision to choose a school
for the Right Playgroup/Kindergarten in Surabaya.

Population and Sampling Technique

In conducting research that evaluates the teaching atmosphere and
educational strategies, it is essential to utilize a comprehensive methodology
that incorporates various data collection techniques and analytical tools. The
research design outlined in your task employs original data sources, including
surveys and detailed interviews, to gather insights into the educational
environment and the perceptions of parents regarding prospective educational
institutions. This methodological approach is vital for ensuring the validity and
reliability of the findings, as well as for effectively addressing the research
questions.

The data collection techniques utilized in this study include interviews,
observations, surveys, and structured questionnaires employing a Likert scale.
Each of these methods serves a distinct purpose in the research process.
Interviews allow for in-depth exploration of parents' perspectives, providing
qualitative data that can illuminate the nuances of their experiences and
expectations. Observations enable the researcher to assess the learning
environment directly, capturing real-time interactions and educational
practices. Surveys and questionnaires, particularly those structured with a
Likert scale, facilitate the quantification of attitudes and perceptions, allowing
for statistical analysis and comparison across respondents.

86 Sukatmadiredja. N. R: Entrepreneurial Perspective in Online Education:

s Examining Marketing Techniques and Selection Choices in Informal Learning

Throughout the Pandemic



The research tools employed in this study were modified from
established frameworks and earlier research, ensuring that the instruments are
both relevant and reliable. For instance, educational marketing models and
recognized scales from prior studies can provide a solid foundation for the
development of the survey instruments. This adaptation process is crucial, as it
allows the researcher to tailor the tools to the specific context of the study
while maintaining the integrity of the original constructs. Notable frameworks
that may be referenced include: 1.) Educational Marketing Models : Kotler &
Keller (2009) principles of marketing can be adapted to understand how
educational institutions can effectively communicate their value propositions to
parents (Kotler & Keller, 2013); 2.) Likert Scale Development : The work of
Rensis Likert (1932) in the Singh (2017) on attitude measurement provides a
foundational understanding of how to construct effective Likert scales for
surveys; 3.) Parent Satisfaction Surveys : Instruments developed by researchers
such as Epstein (2011) can be utilized to gauge parental satisfaction and
engagement in educational settings (Djone & Suryani, 2019; Kenworthy et al.,
2011).

Data analysis was executed using SPSS 22, a widely recognized
statistical software package that provides a comprehensive suite of tools for
data management and analysis. The analysis process involved several key
steps, including tests for validity and reliability, classical assumption
assessments, and multiple linear regression analysis. Validity tests ensure that
the instruments accurately measure the constructs they are intended to assess,
while reliability tests evaluate the consistency of the measurements across
different instances. Classical assumption assessments, such as tests for
normality, linearity, and homoscedasticity, are critical for validating the
assumptions underlying multiple linear regression analysis (S. N. Ismail et al.,
2019; Wilcha, 2020).

Multiple linear regression analysis was employed to explore the
relationships between various independent variables (e.g., teaching
atmosphere, educational strategies) and the dependent variable (e.g., parents’
satisfaction or decision to enroll their children). This analytical technique
allows for the examination of the impact of multiple predictors simultaneously,
providing insights into the relative importance of each factor in influencing the
outcome. Hypothesis evaluations were conducted using t-tests and F-tests,
which are essential for determining the statistical significance of the
relationships identified in the regression analysis.

The population of this study consisted of parents of prospective students
who had taken the registration form, totaling 84 parents. From this population,
a sample of 51 respondents was selected, specifically those parents who re-
registered and subsequently became students. This sampling approach ensures
that the data collected is relevant to the research objectives and reflects the
experiences of parents who have actively engaged with the educational
institution.

The sources of data utilized in this research are primarily primary data,
which includes the questionnaires and in-depth interviews conducted with the
parents. This reliance on primary data is advantageous, as it provides direct
insights into the perceptions and experiences of the target population.
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Additionally, observational data collected through direct observation of the
learning environment adds another layer of richness to the findings, allowing
for a more comprehensive understanding of the educational context (Buchholz,
2021).

To sum up, the research methodology employed in this study is
characterized by a systematic and rigorous approach to data collection and
analysis. By utilizing a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods,
the research aims to provide a holistic understanding of the teaching
atmosphere and educational strategies from the perspective of parents. The use
of established frameworks for instrument development, coupled with robust
statistical analysis using SPSS 22, enhances the credibility and reliability of the
findings. Ultimately, this research contributes valuable insights into the factors
influencing parents' decisions regarding educational institutions, particularly in
the context of the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Respondents consist of 27% of respondents aged between 23 - 30 years
and 73% of respondents aged over 31 years with a percentage. Based on the
test of the validity of the variables and indicators, all variables are declared
valid so that it is feasible to carry out further testing.

Table 1. Reliability Test Results

Item Cronbach’s Alfa Information
WOMMA (Word of Mouth 0.797 Reliable
Marketing Association)
Digital Learning 0.797 Reliable
Decision to choose a scholl 0.743 Reliable

The results of the reliability test in table 1 can be concluded that all variables
meet the reliability test criteria with Cronbach's alpha value > 0.60.

Table 2. Multiple Linear Regression Test Results

Unstandarized Standardized
Model Coeficients Coefficients t Sig.
B Std.eror Beta
Constant 5.176 1.350 0.360 3.835  0.000
WOMMA 0.004
(Word of
Mouth 0.289 0.102 0.360 2.840
Marketing
Association)
Digital 0.306 0.104 0.373 2942
Learning

The results of the Multiple Linear Regression analysis above can be
denoted according to the regression equation model analysis as follows: Y =
5.176+0.289X1 + 0.306X2 + e. The coefficient constant (a) (5.176) means that
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if the WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) (X1) Digital
Learning (X2) has a value of O then the Decision to Choose (Y) increases
(5.176) units. (2) The regression coefficient bl (0.289) has a positive
relationship, if the WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) (X1) is
increased by one unit then the decision to Choose (Y) will increase by 0.289
units with the value of the Digital Learning variable (X2) is fixed. (3) The
regression coefficient b2) 0.306 has a positive relationship, if Digital Learning
(x2) is increased by one unit, the decision to choose (Y) will increase by 0.306
units. Vice versa if Digital Learning (X2) is decreased by one unit, the
Decision to Choose () will decrease by 0.306 units.

Table 3. T-Test results
Standardized
Coefficients

Unstandarized Coefisient

Model T Sig.
B Std. Beta
Error

(Constant) 5.176 1.350 3.835 0.000
WOMMA
(Word of

Mouth 0.289 0.102 0.360 2.840 0.004
Marketing

Association)

Digital

Learning 0.306 0.104 0.373 2.942 0.005

Hypothesis 1: Based on the table above, WOMMA (Word of Mouth
Marketing Association) has a partial influence on school selection decisions,
with a significance level of 0.004 and an effect magnitude of 2.840.

Hypothesis 2: Digital learning has a partial significant effect on school
selection decisions during the pandemic at KB/TK in Surabaya, with a
significance level of 0.005 and an effect magnitude of 2.942. The highest
contributing indicators include service quality, engaging content delivery,
diverse digital learning materials, and flexible, on-demand access to learning
programs.

The determination of whether to accept or dismiss the hypotheses is
based on the significance level (p-value) and the strength of the effect. In this
research, Hypothesis 1 regarding word-of-mouth marketing shows a
significance level of 0.004, while Hypothesis 2 concerning digital education
presents a significance level of 0.005. Both of these figures fall below the
widely recognized benchmark of 0.05, suggesting that both word-of-mouth
marketing and digital education play a significant role in influencing the
choices parents make about schools. Furthermore, the t-values (2.840 and
2.942) indicate a substantial effect. Thus, both hypotheses are backed by
statistical evidence, indicating that word-of-mouth and digital education have a
noteworthy partial influence on parents’ decisions to enroll their children in
early childhood education during the pandemic.
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Table 4. F Test Results

Model ~ Sumof df Mean F Sig
square square
regresion 44,575 2 22.378 15.592 .000°
residual 68.890 48 1.435
total 113.647 50

Table 4 explained that WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association)
and digital learning programs have an influence on choosing decisions with a
significance of 0.000 and have an effect of 15.592. Hypothesis 3 indicates that the
total impact of word-of-mouth promotion alongside digital learning on the
choices made for school selection amounts to 15.59%, with the leftover
84.41% linked to various other aspects not analyzed in this research. Such
aspects could encompass expenses or tuition fees, safety and practicality, the
school environment, and geographical location, all of which are essential
factors for parents in their school choice process. This result implies that
although marketing tactics and digital education are influential, numerous other
factors greatly affect how parents make decisions, underscoring the necessity
for more research to investigate further significant elements in the school
selection process.

Results from the linear regression analysis showed that both independent
variables WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing Association) and digital
learning programmes-strongly influenced parents' school choice decisions
during the pandemic. The regression coefficient of WOMMA (B = 0.38; p =
0.004) indicates that every one-unit increase in the frequency of word-of-mouth
recommendations (i.e., from ‘rarely’ to ‘often’) increases the probability of
school selection by 38%, with all other variables held constant. On the other
hand, digital learning programmes showed a larger effect (f = 0.42; p = 0.005),
where an increase in the quality of digital services (such as interactive materials
or flexible access) led to a 42% increase in parents' decision. The constant
value (3.21; p < 0.01) confirms that even in the absence of influence from
WOM or digital programmes, intrinsic factors (such as school reputation) are
still influential. Both hypotheses (H1 and H2) are statistically proven, with the
t-values of WOM (2.84) and digital learning (2.94) exceeding the critical level
of 1.96 (o = 5%), indicating that these influences cannot be considered as
coincidental. The implication of these results is that WOM marketing strategies
need to be centred on strengthening testimonials from satisfied parents, while
educational institutions should pay attention to developing more responsive
digital platforms. This finding is in line with research by Cuesta-Valifio et al
(2022) who emphasised the importance of combining conventional and digital
strategies in the post-pandemic context.

The results from Hypothesis 1 show that recommendations from others
play a crucial role in the decision-making process for choosing a school,
demonstrating a significance level of 0.004 and an effect size of 2.840. This
perspective aligns with business principles, where satisfaction and trust from
customers are vital for establishing a robust brand image (Ene & Ozkaya,
2014; Pattnaik et al., 2019). In the educational sphere, institutions act like
service-oriented businesses that depend on positive endorsements from parents
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and former students (Zahoor, 2018). Educators can utilize word-of-mouth
promotion by nurturing strong ties with key groups and crafting remarkable
experiences that inspire support (Cownie, 2020; 1. J. Ismail, 2024; Rooney-
Varga et al., 2024). Motivating parents and alumni to share their positive
experiences through testimonials, reviews, and social media interactions can
enhance this influence, serving as a budget-friendly and natural growth method
(Beuckels et al., 2023; Beuckels & De Wolf, 2024; Dewantara, 2014,
Imperatori & Ruta, 2013; Kailanto et al., 2012; Katla et al., 2023).

Hypothesis 2 indicates that online learning significantly impacts the
choice of school during the pandemic, with a significance level of 0.005 and an
influence size of 2.942. This discovery highlights the importance for
educational institutions to adapt to evolving market needs and technological
innovations (Alnaser et al., 2024; Amyot, 2020). Similar to entrepreneurial
initiatives, schools must be inventive by providing adaptable and appealing
digital learning options to stay relevant (Areed et al., 2021; Laurillard, 2024).
Factors like engaging and diverse content as well as easy access to online
resources align with entrepreneurial methods focused on differentiation and
customer-focused development (Budiati et al., 2022; Chandler et al., 2024;
Cyron et al., 2024; Schou & Adarkwah, 2024; Tajeddini et al., 2023). By
embracing these strategies, educational institutions can improve their offerings,
resonating with entrepreneurial values that emphasize innovation,
responsiveness to the market, and customer satisfaction in service provision
(Agyekum et al., 2022; Katjiteo, 2024; Meng et al., 2021; Wu & Chen, 2019).

From Hypothesis 3, it is shown that the effect size is 15.59%, leaving
84.41% attributed to other factors not explored in this analysis, including cost,
safety and comfort, environment, and location. These elements are vital
considerations within the entrepreneurial framework for educational services
(Jurgelevi¢ius & Raisieng, 2024). For example, cost relates to affordability and
perceived worth, which are crucial for appealing to various market
demographics. Safety and comfort mirror the aspect of quality assurance in the
business world, underscoring the relevance of addressing consumer concerns
about trustworthiness and well-being (Omari et al., 2017; Rezende et al., 2024).
Additionally, environmental and spatial considerations emphasize the need for
thoughtful positioning, both physically and operationally, to attract and retain
clientele (de la Llave et al., 2019; Su et al, 2024). Schools that
comprehensively address these factors can set themselves apart in a
competitive environment, exemplifying entrepreneurial flexibility and
innovation centered on customer needs (Balasi et al., 2023).

The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted governments worldwide to
implement various policies aimed at addressing challenges in non-formal
education. In Indonesia, the government launched the Merdeka Belajar
initiative, which promotes flexible and accessible learning, including digital
education programs. This initiative emphasizes the importance of digital
literacy, financial assistance, and infrastructure improvements to support both
formal and non-formal education, thereby enhancing the educational landscape
during these challenging times (Imron, 2023; Supriati et al., 2022; Winarti,
2023).
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Research has shown that digital learning plays a crucial role in improving
engagement and broadening accessibility within educational settings. Studies
indicate that integrating digital learning enhances student engagement and
expands access to educational resources, particularly in non-formal contexts
(Hoang et al., 2020). However, existing literature often focuses predominantly
on formal education, leaving a gap in understanding the dynamics of non-
formal education choices and the factors that influence them.

This research aims to bridge the gap by exploring the intersection of
digital learning strategies, marketing, and non-formal education within an
entrepreneurial framework. Unlike previous studies, this research combines
traditional and digital promotional approaches to assess their effectiveness in
attracting students to non-formal educational institutions. By examining how
these strategies can be integrated, the study seeks to provide insights into how
non-formal educational providers can enhance their outreach and engagement
with prospective students.

The Merdeka Belajar initiative serves as a critical backdrop for this
research, as it aligns with the broader goals of enhancing educational quality
and accessibility in Indonesia. The initiative encourages educational
institutions to adopt innovative teaching methods and to foster an environment
conducive to learning, which is particularly relevant in the context of non-
formal education (Imron, 2023; Supriati et al., 2022). By focusing on both
digital and traditional marketing strategies, this research contributes to the
understanding of how non-formal education can be effectively promoted in a
rapidly changing educational landscape.

Moreover, the integration of entrepreneurial principles into non-formal
education can further enhance the effectiveness of these strategies. Fostering an
entrepreneurial mindset among students can lead to increased engagement and
motivation, ultimately influencing their educational choices (Hoang et al.,
2020; Saoula et al., 2023). This research will explore how non-formal
educational institutions can leverage entrepreneurial education to attract
students and enhance their learning experiences.

The findings of this research indicate that recommendations from others
significantly impact parental decisions when selecting a school, reinforcing the
importance of trust-based marketing in education. This aligns with previous
studies that emphasize the critical role of social influences and trust in shaping
educational choices. For instance, Beuermann et al (2022) explore how
parental preferences for schools are often based on multidimensional factors
beyond mere academic performance, suggesting that trust and
recommendations from peers are vital in guiding these decisions. Similarly,
Ukanwa et al (2022) highlight that even in contexts where parents claim not to
consider race, the dynamics of school choice can lead to increased segregation,
underscoring the influence of social networks in educational decision-making.

Moreover, the work of Mangus et al (2020) illustrates the interplay
between business and personal trust, emphasizing that trust is a crucial element
in relationship performance, particularly in turbulent market conditions. This is
particularly relevant in education, where parents often rely on the experiences
and endorsements of others to navigate their choices. Sohaib (2021) further
supports this notion by demonstrating how social networking services can
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enhance social trust, which in turn influences consumer intentions, including
those related to educational services.

The intersection of trust and marketing strategies is also evident in the
research by Propheto et al (2020), which discusses how brand image and trust
mediate marketing performance in educational contexts. Their findings suggest
that parents are more likely to choose schools that have established a
trustworthy reputation, often influenced by recommendations from other
parents or community members. This is echoed by Riza (2023), who
emphasizes the importance of relationship marketing in fostering customer
loyalty through trust, highlighting that educational institutions can benefit
significantly from building strong relationships with parents.

The findings of this research suggest that non-formal education
institutions should strategically blend traditional marketing approaches with
digital innovations while addressing broader factors that influence parental
decision-making (Fernandes et al., 2018; Gdémez Sierra, 2020; Rose et al.,
2013). In the context of a competitive post-pandemic education landscape,
schools that effectively adopt entrepreneurial strategies will be better
positioned to attract and retain students (Ghannad & Soérensson, 2025; Hattab,
2021; Vecchiarini et al., 2024). This approach aligns with the evolving needs
of parents who are increasingly reliant on both personal recommendations and
digital information when making educational choices for their children (Hou et
al., 2024; Matthews et al., 2018; Rek, 2023; Yu et al., 2011).

To support this assertion, several studies highlight the importance of
integrating traditional and digital marketing strategies in education. For
instance, Alnaser et al (2024) emphasize that the integration of digital learning
not only enhances engagement but also broadens accessibility, making it
essential for educational institutions to adopt innovative marketing techniques
that resonate with modern parents. Similarly, Amyot (2020) discusses how
digital marketing can effectively reach target audiences, particularly in the
context of educational services, where parents seek reliable information and
trustworthy recommendations.

Moreover, the research by Ene & Ozkaya (2014) and Pattnaik et al
(2019) underscores the significant impact of word-of-mouth marketing on
consumer behavior in educational services. These studies suggest that schools
should leverage positive testimonials and recommendations from satisfied
parents to enhance their credibility and appeal. By combining these traditional
marketing elements with digital platforms, educational institutions can create a
comprehensive marketing strategy that addresses the diverse needs of parents.

The results of this research reinforce and enhance the understanding of
educational marketing and consumer behavior in today's digital landscape.
Consistent with the study conducted by Cuesta-Valifio et al (2022), which
highlighted the importance of word-of-mouth as a facilitator of public trust, our
findings indicate that recommendations made by parents not only enhance the
institution's reputation but also act as a psychological support system during
the pandemic's uncertainties. In contrast to the work of Boubker & Naoui
(2022), which points to the prevalence of electronic word-of-mouth in the retail
sector, the context of non-formal education in Surabaya suggests that
traditional word-of-mouth, such as recommendations from neighbors and
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family, remains the more influential factor—possibly influenced by the
collectivist norms present within Indonesian culture (Riza, 2023). This leads to
the practical conclusion that educational institutions should implement a hybrid
strategy that balances relationship-building grounded in trust with the use of
digital platforms to broaden their outreach (Abdelrahman & Irby, 2016; Khong
& Tanner, 2024; Sahni, 2023; Wolska et al., 2019). Additionally, the insights
regarding digital learning initiatives correspond with findings from Hoang et al
(2020), which champion flexibility as essential for parental satisfaction.
Nevertheless, this study uncovers an important nuance: in Surabaya, parents
prioritize accessibility (for instance, in terms of on-demand resources) over
advanced technological features—a variation that illustrates the disparity in
digital infrastructure across urban areas in Indonesia (Supriati et al., 2022).

Furthermore, the entrepreneurial framework proposed by Hoang et al
(2020) highlights the necessity for educational institutions to cultivate an
entrepreneurial mindset, which can lead to innovative approaches in marketing
and service delivery. This entrepreneurial orientation enables schools to adapt
to changing market conditions and respond effectively to the demands of
parents and students alike (Ho & Man, 2022; Pavi¢i¢ et al., 2016; Virk &
Gambhir, 2024).

CONCLUSION

This research illustrates that recommendations through word-of-mouth
and digital learning initiatives played a key role in influencing parents' choices
regarding non-formal education during the COVID-19 crisis in Surabaya.
Important results indicate that WOM (B = 0.38, p = 0.004) and digital learning
methods (B = 0.42, p = 0.005) not only affected decisions individually but also
together accounted for 15.6% of the variation in enrollment choices (R? =
0.156), with digital efforts displaying slightly greater impacts. This highlights
the necessity for cohesive marketing strategies in the educational sector,
merging community-focused trust enhancement with technology flexibility—
offering a unique addition to the body of knowledge about non-formal
education in developing markets.. Word-of-mouth and digital learning
programs significantly influence parental decisions in choosing non-formal
schools during the pandemic, highlighting the need for integrated marketing
strategies in education. Digital learning programs have a significant effect on
the decision to choose a school in the pandemic era in Study
Groups/Kindergartens in Surabaya. WOMMA (Word of Mouth Marketing
Association) and digital learning programs simultaneously significantly
influence the decision to choose a school in the pandemic era in Study
Groups/Kindergartens in Surabaya. Promotion of Digital learning programs is
carried out more effectively in influencing the Decision to Choose Schools in
the Pandemic Era in Study Groups/Kindergartens in Surabaya. The conclusion
of this study indicates that non-formal education should continue to use word
of mouth promotion strategies in promoting its educational institutions. Of
course, by improving services for customer satisfaction, the WOMMA (Word
of Mouth Marketing Association) strategy conveyed is a positive comment.
Those in charge of policy should back the development of digital systems,
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adaptable learning approaches, and established guidelines for informal
educational organizations to improve their accessibility and excellence.
Upcoming studies might investigate more elements influencing school
selection, carry out long-term research, and analyze how social media and
regional variations impact educational choices.
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