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2005; Mc Giffert, 2011). Study abroad programs provide college students’ increased global competence, broadened 
horizons and chance to learn new cultures and languages. Unfortunately, less than 1% of American college students 
study abroad (Smith & Mitry, 2008). In fact, studying overseas has become a government priority with the U.S. Senate 
declaring 2006 as the “Year of Study Abroad.” At the same time, the Lincoln Commission set a goal to have one million 
students studying abroad by 2017 (Abraham Lincoln Study Abroad Fellowship Program , 2005). 

The European Union’s Erasmus program allows 2.3 million EU students to study abroad throughout Europe and now 
supports over 220,000 annual student exchanges. Furthermore, the EU provides many opportunities for its students to 
study in Europe and it hopes to also expand the number of students sent overseas (Life Long Learning Programme, 
2011).  

Not only does sending more students abroad greatly benefit the US and EU governments but it also benefits American 
and EU students. To stay competitive in today’s globalized world, students must make extra efforts to bridge gaps in 
global knowledge, foreign language and international relations. According to CEA Global Education (2011), studying 
abroad can significantly enhance a student’s formal education and improve their future employment opportunities (CEA 
Global Education, 2011; Smith & Mitry, 2008).  

1.2 Government Commitment  

The United States and China are deeply invested in strengthening their relationships with one another. This partnership 
is supported by the People to People’s Exchange plans to create closer ties by recruiting more Americans to study in 
China (Ministry of Foriegn Affairs of the People's Republic of China, 2012). In Mainland China (excluding Hong Kong, 
Macau, and Taiwan), a world-class higher education system is being built through the creation of partnerships with 
foreign universities and generous scholarships to attract international students. In recent reports by the Ministry of 
Education (2012), China is hoping to enroll half-a-million foreign students by 2020 and plans to do this by funding 
international students (Hennock, 2012; Goodman, 2011). According to a recent Open Doors report, the 26,000 
Americans studying in China give it rank as the 5th most popular study abroad destination for American students and 
ranked first outside of Western Europe (Belyavina, 2013).  

University leaders and political figures are committed to building People-to-People’s Exchange specifically the 100,000 
Strong Initiative1. In accordance with this government plan, China and the United States have pledged to increase 
Americans studying in China. The Chinese government has provided over 20,000 scholarships to students and the 
100,000 Strong Initiative has received over 15 million dollars from the private sector (Consulate General of the United 
States, 2012; Mc Giffert, 2011; U.S. Department of State, 2012). According to China’s Ministry of Education’s (MOE, 
2012) there has already been a significant rise in American student enrollments, but there has been little follow up 
research to investigate the success of the program.  

China and the EU member states have the High People-to-People Dialogue (HPPD) partnership to increase bilateral 
higher education exchanges. According to Hui (2013), there are more than 35,000 EU students who study in China and 
the Chinese government offers more than 30,000 scholarships to EU students (EU-China Policy Dialogues Support 
Facility, 2013). Understanding the motivations and reasons why Western students are choosing to study is beneficial. It 
is also necessary to understand the actual outcomes of these exchange students’ experiences support the 100,000 Strong 
Initiative, the CPE and the HPPD programs, but more importantly is the benefit to the Chinese universities who need 
greater insight in Western students.  

1.3 Motivations to Study Abroad 

For the purpose of this study, motivation has been defined as factors that influence a person’s decision to study abroad 
(Jolibert & Baumgartner, 1997). Research on motivations to study abroad addresses why students do or do not choose to 
study overseas. The decision to study abroad encompases the student considering both the positive and negative aspects 
and their feelings towards the push and pull factors assoicated with study abroad (Doyle, et al., 2009; Goel, De Jong, & 
Schnusenberg, 2010; Salisbury, Umbach, & Paulsen, 2009). In Sanchez, Fornerino and Zhang’s (2006) study, it was 
determined that some motivations for choosing to study abroad was to: 1) search for a new experience 2) improve a 
professional situation 3) improve social situation 4) search for liberty/ pleasure and 5) learn other languages. However, 
some barriers that prevent students from studying abroad may be: 1) familial barriers 2) finacial barriers 3) 
psychological barrier and 4) social barriers. Research into study abroad motivations and barriers have also examined 
“push-pull” factors that international students consider in their decision to study abroad. These factors include: 1) 
knowledge and awareness of the host country 2) referrals and personal remmendations made about the study destination 
3) costs both monetary (such as fees, living expenses, travel) and social (such as level of crime and safety or negative 
outcomes such as discrimination or racism) 4) environment including both physical climate and natural enviornment 
(plants, animals, air quality and scenery) 5) geography such as proximinty of the host country to the home country and 6) 
social link such as whether family or friends have studied or lived there  (Mazzarol & Soutat, 2002). However, other 
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researchers have found that receiving a scholarship, particpating in a program with a group of classmates and being able 
to study in English are the top three most attractive aspects of studying abroad, while studying in a language other than 
English and worring about not staying on an academic track to graduate are factors related to one’s desicion to not to 
study abroad (Doyle, et al 2009). The present study intends to explore these factors within a Chinese context.  

1.4 Benefits of Study in China 

Studying in China can offer numerous benefits to the students in areas ranging from language development to 
increasing their cross-cultural knowledge. These benefits are different for every student and can vary depending on the 
exact study abroad location. Research suggests potential benefits of studying abroad serve as motivations (Doyle et al, 
2009). Returning students have reported having global experience, greater cultural awareness, personal growth, 
establishment of future higher education opportunities, career attainment, travel, second language development, eye 
opening experiences, strong friendships with locals and experience in a globalizing society as benefits from their time 
spent studying abroad (CEA Global Education, 2011; Doyle, et al., 2009; Dwyer &Peters, 2000; Smith & Mitry, 2008). 
It could be said that one of the most compelling benefits to studying in China is because China is a fast growing 
economic power. The 21st century has been named “The Pacific Century.” In fact, Asia is growing in importance to 
Western nations’ economic well-being and global security, and more specifically, China is currently the 2nd largest 
economy in the world (McGiffert, 2011; Xinyu, 2011). According to Ogden (2006), there is a lack of American 
professionals with Asia experience and this experience is vital for US firms looking for access to a fast growing market 
with more than a billion potential consumers. In fact, the world’s most spoken language is also the fastest growing 
foreign language offered in schools as the number of students choosing to learn Mandarin Chinese is the fastest growing 
compared to other languages (EU students.Eu, 2012). Another benefit of studying in China is firsthand experience of a 
rich culture that dates back 5,000 years (Xinyu, 2011). Though these diverse benefits are clearly part of the motivation 
for students to select study abroad programs based in China, further analysis of the decision process is needed.  

In summary, this research intends to anaylze the motivations to study abroad in China and to understand current Western 
students’ experiences in China. This study intends to examine what factors, motivators and benefits students find most 
appealing to them during their study in China.  

2. Methodology 

The present study collected both qualitative and quantitative data about Western students who have studied or are 
currently studying in China. Convenient and snowball sampling were used to recruit subjects. An online survey was the 
main source of data for this research. The distribution of the survey was posted on several social media sites such as 
Facebook, LinkedIn and expat forums. In addition, the survey was sent to contacts at numerous study abroad offices 
who helped forward the survey on to students. 

2.1 Materials 

The survey instrument was comprised of demographic questions (e.g., age, gender, nationality, ethnicity, socioeconomic 
status, college major, residency, time and location of study in China, prior abroad experience, etc.) as well scales that 
measured motivations, concerns, push-pull factors, benefits of studying abroad, and questions about students’ overall 
experience. Motivation items (5 Likert scales questions) were derived from Sánchez, Fornerino, & Zhang (2006) study. 
Benefits of studying abroad (10 likert scale items) and concerns of studying abroad (4 Likert scale items) were taken 
from Doyle et al. (2009). Push-pull factors (8 Likert scale items) were based on Mazzarol and Soutat (2002). Finally, 
Smith and Mitry’s (2008) study and the IEE Passport to China (2011) provided specific China study abroad benefits 
regarding students’ experience. Participants marked their feelings of how strong the motivations and certain factors 
were in their decision to study in China as well as to rate the benefits of their experience. In addition, open-ended 
questions were provided so individuals could expand on their experience. 

2.2 Ethical Considerations 

Subject’s participation in this survey was completely voluntary and they were able to withdraw from the research survey 
at any time. The subjects answered the survey anonymously. The survey had no risk involved.  

2.3 Participants and Demographic Details 

The participants (N= 295) who responded to the survey consisted of 76% American (N=225) and 24% (N=70) citizens 
of the European Union representing 18 different countries. The sample made up of 74% (n=219) of participants who 
had previously studied in China and 26% (n=76) of participants who were currently studying in China at the time of 
taking the survey. There were n=117 (58%) male and n=124 (42%) female participants.  

Participants were asked to describe which race/ ethnicity they identified as. The answers provided in the survey were; 
American Indian/ Native American, Asian, Black/ African American, Hispanic/ Latino, White/ Caucasian, Pacific 
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Figure 1.3. The prior abroad experience by citizenship 

Note: US participants N= 225, EU Participants N= 70 

Participants had studied at 62 different Chinese universities, and four Western universities that offered online classes 
while living in China. The sample’s location of study includes: Beijing (28%) and Shanghai (28%) while other students 
studied in Zhejiang Province (15%), Sichuan, Guangdong, Yunnan, (3% each) and Hong Kong (4%). Beijing and 
Shanghai tend to attract the most Western students; this could be due either to the number of available universities in 
each city or their higher profile on the world stage. Based on the data, 69% of the respondents studied in China 
beginning in 2011 or more recently, providing a good representation of recent opinion of Western students studying in 
China. Fifty-eight percent (n=166) of the respondents studied in China through their home university or an affiliated 
university program, while 19% (n=56) of the respondents studied in China through a study abroad company or program, 
18% (n=50) reported that they applied to study in China directly to the Chinese school and “Other” was chosen by 5% 
(n=15) of the respondents. 

3. Data Analysis  

The present study is an exploratory study that intends to examine Western student motivations and benefits of studying 
in China. Data will be analyzed quantitatively with some supporting qualitative data from open-ended responses. In the 
data, univariate analysis (ANOVA) is used to examine single variables and provide descriptive statistics. Finally, in 
order to determine relationships between two factors, bivariate correlations will be reported.  

3.1 The Study in China Experience 

Respondents answered Likert scale questions (1=terrible; 4=neutral; 7=excellent) on their overall experience, academic 
experience, cultural experience and social experience. The results indicate that respondents' experiences in China were 
all favorable with the cultural experience ranking the highest with a (M=6.19, SD=0.98), overall experience (M=6.14, 
SD=0.88), social experience (M=5.98, SD=1.15) and academic experience (M=5.07, SD=1.49). Correlation analyses 
indicate significant relationships with all variables and can be seen in Table 1.1.  

Table 1.1 Correlations of experience 

N=285 1 2 3 4 
1. Overall Experience -
2. Social Experience .51** -
3. Academic Experience .46** .20** - 
4. Cultural Experience .49** .39** .42** - 
*p<.05,** p<.01,*** p<.001 

Evaluating the data by the study experiences to the location of residence can be found in Table 1.2. Mean values of the 
participants’ experiences are displayed in accordance with their study location. When comparing participants in the study, those 
who studied in Beijing and Hong Kong appeared to have highest means of rating their experience and students in Zhejiang 
Province and Shanghai had the lowest. Running ANOVAs tests for each of these factors found a significant difference between 
location and overall experience F(5,279)=3.72, p<.01 and location and academic experience F(5,279) 5.68, p<.001.  
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3.5 Factors in Decision to Study in China 

Factors in living or studying abroad can either motivate or deter participants from studying abroad. Respondents were 
presented with seven factors that affect the decision to study abroad and asked whether this deterred or motivated their 
choice to study in China (Mazzarol & Soutat, 2002). For each factor all means and standard deviations are provided in 
the Table 1.4 below. Most factors resulted with neutrality on the side of motivation, but the concerns about the physical 
environment proved to be mainly a deterrent. Feelings about the physical environment of China are represented in the 
Table 1.5, showing that the subjects in Hong Kong were the least deterred by the physical environment.  

Table 1.4. Factors in decision to study in China 

Factors M 
Prior Knowledge of China  3.76 
Referrals & Comments from Family & Friends 3.44 
Financial Costs 3.55 
Social Costs  3.32 
Physical Environment 2.66 
Social Environment 3.56 
Location of China to Home Country 3.24 
Social Links I have in China 3.31 
Note: (N=295) Likert Scale (1-5) 1= Strongly Deterred, 3= Neutral, 5= Strongly Motivated.

In open-ended responses, many respondents shared that they experienced problems with the high amounts of pollution. 
One student stated, “after studying abroad in China for nine months, the greatest deterrent to return to China and live 
there for an extended period of time was the air quality” (Male, Beijing Normal University, 2011).  

Table 1.5. Deterrent of physical environment according to location 

Physical Environment Sample Percent of 
sample M

Beijing N= 82 29% 2.6
Shanghai N=79 28% 2.6
Zhejiang N=41 14% 2.59
Hong Kong N=11 4% 3.09
Other China N=73 25% 2.79
Note: (N=286) Likert Scale (1-5) 1= Deterred, 3= Neutral, 5= Motivated

3.6 Concerns of Study in ChinaIn the Survey, Participants Rated Their Level of Concern for Factors That Are the Main 
Concerns in the Study Abroad Experience  

All means, standard deviation and modes are included in the Table 1.6 below.  

Table 1.6. Concerns of studying in China 
Items N M SD Mode
Leaving friends and family 291 2.55 1.37 1 
Living where the native language is not your own 295 2.22 1.28 1 
Living accommodations 294 2.78 1.32 3 
Staying in an academic track while abroad 270 3.11 1.47 3 
Note N= 295. Likert Scale (1-5) 1=Not Concerned, 3= Neutral, 5= Very Concerned

When questioned if participants were concerned about staying on an academic track while studying in China, “N/A” 
was also an option for participants who may not be enrolled in school in their own country or are doing a full degree in 
China, 8% (n=24) of participants chose “N/A”. The concern of leaving family and friends and living in a country where 
the native language is not your own was not very concerning for the majority, yet concerns of the living accommodation 
and staying on academic track proved to be of concern for some of the participants. The mean answer for concern of 
staying on an academic track appeared more neutral. 

3.7 Benefits  

Studying abroad is perceived to provide many benefits. Participants were asked to rate their level of agreement with 
factors that are associated as benefits of study abroad. All means are provided for the factors in Table 1.7. With the 
exception of Chinese universities providing good management support systems, all of benefits were positive. According 
to the findings, it appears that studying in China greatly benefits students in Chinese language development and also 
allows students to pursue their cultural interest, while enjoying both the food and Chinese people. It appears that many 
respondents believed this experience would also be beneficial on their resume (M=4.49, SD=.80) and will help them 
work or live internationally in the future (M=4.63, SD=.68). Respondents were more neutral in their belief that they 
received a benefit of being able to study school subjects they could not at home (M=3.40 SD=1.41), and that they felt 
the Chinese government policy encourages Western students to study there (M=3.44 SD=1.00). It appears that benefits 
to study in China could be considered as professional development (i.e. experience will look good on resume, help to 
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work internationally in the future) or cultural (i.e. meeting the Chinese people and eating the food) all received a mean 
score over 4, as seen in Table 1.7. In one respondent’s opened ended answers, many of these different benefits are 
voiced.  

“Studying there is invaluable for anyone planning to have a career that intersects with China in any way. Trade, politics, 
education, manufacturing and international law all will continue to be affected by the U.S. relationship with China. Issues 
pertaining to globalization will only continue to effect American policies and priorities and anyone wanting to be in the 
know and effective in the future must study overseas” (Male, Beijing University, 2009).  

Table 1.7. Benefits of studying in China 

Items M SD
Experience with the Chinese language 4.59 .82
Help to live or work internationally in future 4.63 .68
Experience will look good on resume 4.49 .78
Able to pursue cultural interest 4.41 .86
Study school subjects not available in my home university 3.4 1.41
Chinese govt. policy encourages Western students to study here 3.44 1.01
The Economy provides opportunities for Western students 4.04 .87
Chinese institutions offer good management/ support systems 2.76 .80
The Chinese people were friendly 4.00 .98
The food was delicious 4.12 .81
Note: (N=295). Likert Scale (1-5) 1= Strongly Disagree, 3= Neutral, 5= Strongly Agree

A frequently mentioned benefit for studying in China is exposure to the Mandarin Chinese language, 90% of the 
respondents reported they studied and improved their Mandarin Chinese while in China. Overall participants found this 
to be a favorable benefit from their experience (M= 4.59) with 73% (n=213) of respondents strongly agreeing (5). 
Furthermore, another interesting finding shows that EU respondents (n=69) rated the benefit of language experience 
(M=4.77, SD=.55) higher than US respondents (n=224, M=4.54, SD=.88) (t(291)= -2.07, p< .05). One male student 
from Concordia University in 2011 mentioned, “This language is a gateway to understanding an entire society and 
civilization of an ancient people”.  

Another interesting finding is comparing the length of time in China and how they felt toward the Chinese universities 
management and support systems. Results show the longer Western students stayed in China, the lower their opinion 
regarding Chinese university management systems was (as displayed in Table 1.8). Students who were in China for less 
than one month, or 1 month to 4 months had the highest ratings while students who studied in China for more than 4 
months had ratings below neutral.  

Table 1.8. Length of stay in China and rating of university management systems 

Length of Stay Sample % Mean SD 
Less than 1 month n=15 5% 3.67 1.11 
1-4 months n=79 28% 3.13 .95 
4-7 months n=65 23% 2.71 1.1 
7-9 months n=20 7% 2.45 0.76 
1 year n=68 24% 2.38 1.02 
More than 1 year  n=35 12% 2.57 1.17 
Note: N=282 Likert Scale (1-5) 1= Strongly Disagree, 3= Neutral, 5= Strongly Agree.

4. Conclusion 

This study suggests that China experience in all areas of life, cultural, academic and social experiences was relatively 
positive. Respondents’ ratings toward motivations are also all high with the strongest motivator being personal growth. 
As noted in past research, studying abroad can help students live and work internationally in the future (CEA Global 
Education, 2011; Doyle, et al., 2009; Dwyer &Peters, 2000; Smith & Mitry, 2008). From the results, it would appear 
that students’ responses tend to be meeting goals of both US and EU governments in terms of empowering students to 
gain cross-cultural experience in the globalized world.  

The present study tends to support the findings by Doyle, et al. (2009), that the most attractive aspects of studying 
abroad were being able to receive a scholarship and being able to study in English.. 75% of participants who received a 
scholarship or grant reported it being important in their decision to study in China. Education agencies and governments 
need to promote the thousands of Chinese government and private sponsored scholarships available for foreign students 
to study in China. With the rising number of foreign students in China, it is of extreme importance to understand the 
process which one adjusts (English, Zeng and Ma, 2015). 

4.1 Concerns and Deterrents  

In previous research, the three most concering factors was leaving family and friends, studying in a foreign language 
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and worring about not staying on an academic track to graduate (Doyle, et al., 2009). From the present findings, 
respondents did not report strong concerns about leaving friends and family, nor was the distance from home a deterent. 
In fact, about 62% (N=183) of the particpants were able to take either all or most of their classes in English showing 
there are many opportunities for English coursework available with studying abroad program in China. The largest 
concern and negative aspect of study seem to be related to academics. Participants rated their academic experience 
(M=5.07, SD=1.49) the lowest out of all other experiences. The students reported Chinese universities did not offer 
proper management systems or support (M=2.76, SD=1.08). Only 22% of respondents responded positively toward 
Chinese university administration. This could be an influential factor in choosing to study in China. Furthermore, it also 
appears that as students spend more time in China, they had a stronger dissatisfaction with the Chinese university 
administration, which could also be the effect of acculturation (Berry, 1997). Attracting more Western students means 
providing standards they are familiar with in their home higher education system. Another interesting finding pertains to 
respondents’ favorite aspects about studying in China. The category of “Career and Education development” had few 
responses with only 15% of respondents mentioning it. This suggests that the educational aspect of studying in China 
could be examined further. 

Physical environment is also seen as a large factor that may deter students to study in China. In fact, 42% of participants 
found this to be a concern and 18% (n=11) of the participants stated this specifically in the open-ended section that the 
pollution was the worst part. Air pollution is a well-established problem. In fact, the US Environmental Protection 
Agency (January, 2012) reported the Air Quality Index (AQI) to be 755 in Beijing. It has been suggested anything over 
300 AQI is categorized as “extremely dangerous” (Rivera, 2013).  

In summary, participants represented a variety of study programs in various locations in China. From the results, 
studying in China provides such benefits as the opportunity to learn Mandarin Chinese, gain international experience, 
explore cultural interests, personal growth and being able to travel. Each of these benefits were agreed upon by the 
majority of the participants regardless of location. Finally, it appears that all respondents enjoyed Chinese people, 
Chinese food and Chinese culture.  

4.2 Limitations 

Due to nature of this research, this sample may not represent the population of students who study in China. Future 
researchers should consider expanding the questionnaire to include other regions of the world for greater comparison. 
Participation in the survey was voluntary with no reward, so participants’ feelings toward their experience might have 
been a factor in their decision to participate. Another limitation of the study was the wide variety of student experiences 
they referenced while taking the survey. Overall participants spent different amounts of time in China and studied in 
China during different years. Those who studied in 2007 may have had a very different experience than those who 
studied in China in 2012. Furthermore, all of the participants completed the survey while in China or after their study in 
China experience, their memory of their motivations to study in China could have been influenced by the experience 
through hindsight. Longitudinal research could be a possible way to examine their motivations, benefits over time and 
explore how students change during acculturation. Also, all participants in this survey already made the decision to 
study in China, so it is assumed they had some interest in China before coming. Therefore, this research lacks broader 
representation and a control group of students who chose not to study abroad in China or at all.  

4.3 Further Research  

It would be of great interest to build on the research to understand students’ changes over time while adjusting to China 
(both psychological and sociocultural). Furthermore, it would be interesting to see what variables may influence 
students’ decisions to return home early. Research also needs to examine Western students’ academic adjustment to 
studying in China. Some of the best insights can be gained by conducting a longitudinal study that can measure foreign 
students’ academic success compared to local Chinese students. What types of stress or difficulties do students equally 
face? Further studies can also benefit from studying individuals that choose to integrate or assimilate compared to 
individuals who prefer to only spend time with other foreign students (as per the acculturation model by Berry, 1997). 
For instance, an interesting study could compare two groups of students studying where one group has a Chinese 
roommate and one group has a Western roommate. This type of research design can help researchers to determine if this 
living factor has any effect on a student’s ability to learn Mandarin Chinese and adjust or improve their sociocultural 
adaptation. In conclusion, more investigative qualitative and quantitative studies need to be implemented to understand 
the experience of foreign students as well as how to encourage more students to study in the People’s Republic of 
China. 
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