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Abstract:
In recent years, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of mainland Chinese
students pursuing advanced education abroad, with Hong Kong being a popular destination.
Previous studies on this issue have tended to be narrow in scope or focused on a relatively
short period. To overcome these shortcomings, a longitudinal perspective is adopted in
this work to identify the major factors motivating mainland Chinese students to pursue
postgraduate studies in Hong Kong. To achieve this objective, a systematic review of
pertinent literature was performed based on the developmental ecological model. Taylor
& Francis, Scopus, and ProQuest Research Library electronic databases were searched,
focusing on literature sources exploring the motivations and concerns of mainland Chinese
students pursuing advanced education in Hong Kong. Thematic analysis of 16 studies
published between 2000 and 2023 that met the predetermined inclusion criteria revealed
a wide range of factors across micro, meso, exo, macro, and chronosystems, as well as
their evolution over the two decades, reflecting changing dynamics in both source and
host contexts. These findings offer valuable insights for policymakers and educational
institutions seeking to better understand and support the postgraduate mobility patterns of
this student segment.

1. Introduction
The rise of globalization and the massification of higher

education have led to a substantial increase in the demand for
cross-border advanced education among students. According
to the recent OECD (2022) report, while 27% of 25- to 34-
year-olds had a tertiary degree in 2000, this figure increased to
48% in 2021. Moreover, the number of international students
witnessed a remarkable 70% increase over the same period
(Kamm et al., 2022). While the study destinations have diver-
sified, the primary countries of origin have remained mostly
unchanged, with China and India comprising 22% and 10%
of the international students, respectively (OECD, 2022).

According to the Chinese Ministry of Education (2023)
estimates, since the reform and opening up policy in 1978, 8
million mainland Chinese students have studied overseas, and

the number of applications for 2022 enrollment was 23.4%
higher than in 2021. Since 2015, the Chinese government has
provided significant incentives for individuals with interna-
tional graduate degrees to return to their native country. These
incentives include the opportunity to reside in major cities
such as Beijing, Shanghai, or Shenzhen, as well as receiving
a Talent Allowance. It has also introduced initiatives aimed at
attracting outstanding foreign-trained scientists through well-
funded programs. As the Chinese job market became more
competitive, individuals who returned with graduate degrees
were more inclined to pursue high-paying professions and
invest in foreign-funded companies. Chinese students with
an international degree often attained higher positions within
these organizations (Du et al., 2021).

According to the poll conducted in March 2023 by EIC
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Education, master’s degree was the most popular choice for
81.2% of the surveyed mainland Chinese students pursuing
education overseas (Zou, 2023). While the number of mainland
Chinese students applying to take the national postgraduate
test increased by over 200 million between 2015 and 2022, the
number of applicants for the postgraduate examination saw a
significant slowdown in 2023 (Ministry of Education, 2023).
Since the national youth unemployment rate rose from 11%
in January 2018 to 21% in January 2023 (National Bureau of
Statistics, 2023), mainland Chinese students are increasingly
choosing to pursue postgraduate degrees to improve their
chances of finding jobs (Mok, 2016).

While the number of students pursuing advanced degrees
abroad has significantly increased in recent decades due to
the opening up policy and competitive employment market in
mainland China, higher education institutions in the region,
particularly in East Asia, remain most popular study desti-
nations (Vuong et al., 2021). According to the survey report
released by New Oriental, the most popular education agency
of China, in the last few years, Hong Kong has experienced a
significant surge in popularity as a study destination, especially
among postgraduate students (see Tables 1 and 2).

Table 1. Top preferred destination countries considered by
potential undergraduate students in China (New

Oriental, 2023).

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

United States 45% 41% 35% 35% 34%

United Kingdom 33% 33% 32% 31% 31%

Canada 24% 27% 25% 23% 21%

Hong Kong SAR 10% 6% 10% 15% 15%

Japan 9% 13% 15% 15% 15%

Singapore 9% 10% 10% 12% 14%

Australia 20% 16% 15% 13% 14%

Table 2. Top preferred destination countries considered by
potential postgraduate students in China (New

Oriental, 2023).

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

United States 45% 36% 30% 28% 30%

United Kingdom 43% 46% 51% 46% 44%

Canada 12% 11% 10% 11% 11%

Hong Kong SAR 14% 9% 16% 22% 22%

Japan 12% 15% 15% 14% 12%

Singapore 9% 11% 13% 15% 15%

Australia 18% 15% 12% 12% 14%

Report published by the Hong Kong Special Adminis-
trative Region (HKSAR) Immigration Department indicates
that 43,732 international students pursued advanced degrees

there in 2022, a 24% increase from 2020, with over 65%
of this cohort coming from mainland China. These statis-
tics are supported by the data released by the Hong Kong
University Grants Committee (UGC), an advisory council in
charge of providing funding for higher education, indicating
that mainland Chinese students’ enrollment in UGC-funded
postgraduate programs has been rising steadily, especially
since 2018 (see Table 3 below). In addition, the chief executive
of HKSAR proposed in the 2023 Policy Address to lift the
cap on publicly-funded places at non-local higher education
institutions (HEIs) from 20% to 40% in the 2024/25 academic
year. This new approach is expected to make Hong Kong an
even more appealing destination for advanced studies among
mainland Chinese students.

In recognition of this trend, a range of push and pull
factors that affect mainland Chinese students’ decision to
study abroad has been investigated (e.g., Li and Bray, 2007;
Zheng, 2010; Mok et al., 2022). The obtained findings indicate
that university prestige and socio-economic factors are key
determinants of mainland Chinese students’ study choices
(e.g., Cebolla-Boado et al., 2018; Lu et al., 2018; Liu et
al., 2023). However, most of the extant literature in this domain
either pertains to case studies or offers generalized discussions
with limited empirical support. Even though current policies
have encouraged Hong Kong HEIs to accept non-local students
and have led to the expansion of collaboration in the Greater
Bay Area, the various factors that motivate students to enroll
in Hong Kong postgraduate programs remain insufficiently
studied, given that the focus is typically given to the pull-
push dynamics pertaining to undergraduate students coming
from mainland China (Cheung, 2013).

Gill (2007) conducted a qualitative investigation on the
British learning experiences of mainland Chinese students
who chose to pursue postgraduate studies overseas. On the
other hand, Manns and Swift (2016) examined their postgrad-
uate education choices in business and management major,
allowing them to propose a four-phase sequential model that
placed emphasis on the nation, program, university, and city.
While these investigations are certainly beneficial, neither was
based on a systematic approach to exploring the determinants
and factors affecting students’ decision to seek postgraduate
degrees in Asia. This gap in the current cross-border education
literature (Dai et al., 2023) has motivated the present study, as
a part of which the key factors that drive mainland Chinese
students to pursue postgraduate degrees at Hong Kong HEIs
are explored from a longitudinal systematic perspective.

The developmental ecological model was adopted as a
theoretical framework to address the research question “What
factors do mainland Chinese students consider when selecting
a Hong Kong higher education institution for a postgraduate
degree?” guiding this study. For this purpose, systematic
review of pertinent literature spanning the 2000-2023 period
was conducted, as outlined below.
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Table 3. Mainland Chinese student enrolment at UGC-funded postgraduate programs (Hong Kong Legislative Council, 2023).

1997/98 2002/03 2006/07 2010/11 2014/15 2018/19 2019/20 2020/21 2021/22

RPg

Full-time 882 1459 2693 4033 4909 5299 5735 5879 6089

Part-time 16 16 29 8 0 0 0 0 0

Total 898 1475 2722 4041 4909 5299 5735 5879 6089

RPg

Full-time 29 101 55 40 69 90 68 56 81

Part-time 10 20 4 3 0 0 13 25 28

Total 39 121 59 43 69 90 81 81 109

2. Theoretical Lens: Developmental ecological
model

The developmental ecological model proposed by Bronfen-
brenner (1986) acknowledges the reciprocal nature of interac-
tions between individuals and their settings across time, as
well as the significance of both environmental and individual
influences on youth functioning. In addition to individual
predispositions, this framework recognizes that learning and
development are influenced by interpersonal relationships and
the social environments in which they develop (Brown et
al., 1993). The concept of developmental ecology originated
from general and contextual system theory according to which
children do not grow in a static environment but are rather
immersed in a variety of dynamic systems that may have an
ongoing impact on one another (Ford & Lerner, 1992).

Specifically, when a student moves from one grade to
the next, important changes occur in the connections among
the student, the institution, the family, and the community.
Accordingly, these relationships and their roles in supporting
students’ educational choices and performance are the primary
focus of developmental ecology (Pianta & Walsh, 1998).
Multiple environmental levels make up this interconnecting
ecosystem, which offers a setting for student development.
Bronfenbrenner (1986) proposed five interrelated levels that
radiate outward from the student in concentric circles, with
the circles closest to the student representing more proximal
experiences and those farther out representing distal variables
(see Fig. 1).

Microsystems are the primary contexts in which develop-
ment takes place, and they include any environment in which a
student has direct experiences, notably educational institutions
and family home as the two settings in which students spend
most of their time. There is a wealth of literature on the
extent to which family interactions and classroom activities
contribute independently to healthy youth development (e.g.,
Johnston, 2010; Krezel & Krezel, 2017), but the microsystem
in the developmental ecology model emphasizes the link-
ages and interactions between those two variables. In the
microsystem, factors such as parenting style, parental beliefs,
educational institution features, teacher attitudes, and teaching
style are all considered.

Mesosystems serve as links and transitions between mi-
crosystems, emphasizing the multifaceted nature of interac-
tions within them. Teachers may advise students about learning

styles that are consistent with their family values, or parents
and teachers may discuss at a program introduction conference
how a particular educational program will benefit students’
future career and development (Downer & Myers, 2010).

Figure 1. Developmental ecological model.
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Fig. 1. Developmental ecological model.

Exosystems are settings that influence students’ perfor-
mance even if they are not directly experienced by them, such
as parents’ workplace and program instructors’ educational
backgrounds.

Macrosystems are the socio-cultural and economic settings
in which students operate along with their micro, meso, and
exosystems. While culture and government regulation have
profound effects on subordinate systems, factors like the
unemployment rate, cultural values, and gender stereotypes
are frequently incorporated in macrosystem analyses (Bron-
fenbrenner, 1986).

Chronosystem represents all the essential temporal el-
ements comprising the developmental ecological model. It
includes changes students experience over time, such as phys-
iological transition and school adjustments, as well as changes
in other systems that interact with student development, such
as financial crises and job changes within the family, whether
anticipated or unexpected.

Notably, student performance and educational choices do
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the findings and develop conclusions. To ensure transparency and rigor, the obtained

results were reported in accordance with the PRISMA guidelines (see Figure 2

below).

Figure 2. Systematic review flow.
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Fig. 2. Systematic review flow.

not take place in a vacuum, as the process as well as the
decisions are influenced by multiple systems. Accordingly,
the five levels postulated by the developmental ecological
model were employed in this work when reviewing pertinent
literature to determine which factors at each level affect main-
land Chinese students’ decision to pursue advanced education
in Hong Kong. The obtained findings were used to develop
a contemporary developmental ecological model of student
educational choice, with the five categories of variables in
individual and contextual domains serving as its basis.

3. Research design

3.1 Article search criteria
To answer the research question guiding this study, a

systematic literature review was conducted whereby both de-
scriptive and evaluative methodologies were utilized to analyze
the selected literature sources (Liberati et al., 2009). The
descriptive approach was employed to describe the study
characteristics, such the year of publication and the methods
used, providing a general understanding of the scale and
focus of extant research. These descriptions were then used
when evaluating the content, focusing on the identification of
recurring themes. Key trends and insights were discovered by
means of coding and categorization of the concepts and themes
presented, culminating in a mapping of related studies which
facilitated a deeper exploration of the relationships among
publications (Petticrew & Roberts, 2008).

The Taylor & Francis, Scopus, and ProQuest Research Li-
brary databases were used for the literature search, as they en-
compass a wide range of social science studies, rendering them

particularly suitable for systematic research on education-
related topics. In addition, as all publications available on
these platforms undergo a rigorous peer-review process and
are evaluated by an academic board, any extracted information
can be considered reliable.

The following four keyword groups were combined and
used in the literature search: (1) “Chinese student,” “mainland
student,” and synonyms for these terms; (2) “study desti-
nation,” “postgraduate program choice,” and similar search
terms; (3) “Hong Kong,” “Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region,” and related synonyms; and (4) search terms related to
“influencing factors” and synonyms such as “motivations” and
“drivers.” Only publications in which these keywords featured
in the title, abstract, and/or keyword list were considered. After
duplicate articles were identified and eliminated, the remaining
set was subjected to the following inclusion criteria: original
research, full article text available in English language, and
publication date within the 2000-2023 period. This strategy
resulted in 21,276 publications, 10 of which were identified
in Scopus, 12,622 in Taylor & Francis Online, and 8,644 in
the ProQuest Research Library of Social Science.

3.2 Data selection and analysis
The data analysis involved the Preferred Reporting Items

for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) four
phases-identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion cri-
teria (Littell et al., 2008). The review commenced with the title
and abstract screening, after which the full text of articles that
met the study inclusion criteria was reviewed. A form designed
for this purpose was used to record details about the targeted
student population, research features, and major conclusions.
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To reduce the risk of bias, two authors independently reviewed
and evaluated the quality of included studies, after which they
worked jointly on theme synthesis to organize the findings
and develop conclusions. To ensure transparency and rigor, the
obtained results were reported in accordance with the PRISMA
guidelines (see Fig. 2).

4. Influencing factors for Hong Kong as the
study choice of mainland Chinese students

The systematic review findings reveal a scarcity of studies
specifically addressing the drivers behind mainland Chinese
students’ decision to pursue postgraduate education in Hong
Kong. We identified only 16 articles that met our search
criteria, indicating that this topic is insufficiently studied.
However, as shown in Fig. 3, the number of publications on
this subject has recently experienced a notable increase. In the
sections that follow, we adopt the developmental ecological
model to explore the key determinants of the choices made by
mainland Chinese students for postgraduate studies in Hong
Kong, as proposed by the authors of previous studies.

Fig. 3. Year of publication of the analyzed literature sources.

4.1 Microsystem and mesosystem factors
According to extant research, when choosing Hong Kong

as a destination for their postgraduate studies, mainland Chi-
nese students primarily consider the high quality of edu-
cational institutions, qualified teaching staff, and economic
affordability (Mok, 2016). Several authors also point to the
interplay between microsystem and mesosystem factors, in-
cluding curriculum and program design, internationalization
initiatives, employability opportunities, access to scholarships,
and postgraduate teaching quality.

For example, by analyzing the survey data pertaining to
the 2002-2004 period, Li and Bray (2007) concluded that the
availability of scholarships (73.4%), academic ability (69.0%),
the quality and reputation of the higher education institution
(55.9%), ability to secure economic sponsorship (51.7%), and
the convenience of being closer to home and family (25.4%)
were the most significant factors considered by mainland
Chinese students enrolling in postgraduate programs at Hong
Kong universities.

Cheung et al. (2019) similarly demonstrated that mainland
Chinese students who choose to pursue professional education
in Hong Kong place significant value on the educational and
employment factors that can enhance their personal devel-
opment and future career prospects. They prioritize aspects
of their studies that can contribute to skill enhancement and
promote their overall professional growth. Focusing specifi-
cally on mainland Chinese students pursuing MEd degrees in
Hong Kong, these authors found that, in their decision-making
process, these students give precedence to the academic factors
relative to the social, cultural, and economic factors. Postgrad-
uate students also consider the potential economic return on
their investment in education and the employment prospects
upon graduation. They also appreciate the availability of part-
time employment opportunities while studying, allowing them
to gain practical experience and supplement their personal
financial resources.

In an earlier study, Gao and Trent (2009) found that main-
land Chinese students who already held teaching positions in
China were particularly drawn to the English teaching profes-
sion. Thus, they were motivated by the valuable skills they
could acquire by pursuing a postgraduate education program
in Hong Kong. These students recognized the opportunities
available in Hong Kong to enhance their teaching abilities
and develop competencies that would benefit their careers.
In summary, according to the extant literature, the favorable
education-related factors that motivate students to pursue post-
graduate education in Hong Kong include improved academic
status, high quality of education, better quality of teaching
staff, wide range of programs and courses, stringent academic
standards, and wide recognition of diplomas received from
Hong Kong HEIs (Cheung et al., 2019).

On the other hand, for the parents of mainland Chinese
students, Hong Kong is usually considered prohibitively ex-
pensive as a destination for postgraduate studies. According to
a survey conducted by China’s National Bureau of Statistics in
2001, over 60% of Chinese families allocate one-third of their
income towards their children’s education (Bodycott, 2009).
Thus, they consider factors such as exhibitions/fairs and rec-
ommendations from friends and relatives, as well as other
factors beyond the educational experience, such as economic
return, social status of their child’s future career, and the
potential for future migration opportunities. Given that the
deep-rooted Confucian ideals and values continue to influence
parent-child relationships in mainland China, filial piety has
the potential to significantly impact students’ decision-making
process related to the choice of postgraduate program.

Recent survey-based studies, however, indicate a shift in
mainland Chinese students’ preferences for overseas study des-
tinations, with Hong Kong and other Asian regions becoming
more popular due to the availability of high-quality higher
education, potential economic benefits, and future employment
opportunities (Cozart & Rojewski, 2015; Cebolla-Boado et
al., 2018). According to Lin and Liu (2023), tense political
environment and language barrier do not deter students from
studying in Hong Kong. Moreover, given the geopolitical
tensions and hostility towards Asian students due to the recent
global health crisis, as well as cultural, political, and academic
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difficulties, mainland Chinese students are increasingly opting
for Hong Kong and other Asian HEIs for advanced studies.

4.2 Exosystem factors
In extant studies, the Greater Bay Area was identified

as an important exosystem factor affecting mainland Chinese
students’ choice of HEI for postgraduate studies, given that its
development was in focus of the new policies introduced by
the governments of the HKSAR and mainland China. These
specialized policies influence the mesosystem decision-making
process as they have led to an educational institution reform by
providing incentives, opportunities, and support for mainland
Chinese students to choose Hong Kong as their preferred
destination for further education. For instance, students from
mainland China who graduate from Hong Kong universities
have an advantage in obtaining two-year work visas to gain
work experience. Moreover, the number of joint/dual degree
programs offered by universities in Hong Kong and mainland
China, such as the CityU-Tsinghua MPA+EMBA and HKU-
PKU Double Master Degree programs, has increased consid-
erably. These programs offer students the flexibility to pursue
their education across borders, allowing them to benefit from
the resources and opportunities provided by both regions.

To inform further policies and reforms, Lingnan University
of Hong Kong conducted a two-round survey between 2020
and 2021, during the global health crisis, to investigate the
attitudes of both mainland Chinese and Hong Kong students
towards studying abroad. Their findings revealed a decline in
interest in international learning, but also indicated that Hong
Kong was a popular destination for mainland Chinese students
wishing to pursue overseas education during the global health
crisis (Mok et al., 2022). According to the survey results, 75%
of the respondents cited the close proximity of Hong Kong to
their home country as their primary motivation for pursuing
studies in Hong Kong. Over half of the respondents indicated
that the teaching mode was a crucial factor in their decision-
making process when considering advanced studies overseas.

According to the cross-sectional data analyzed by Mok et
al. (2021), one potential explanation for the popularity of Hong
Kong as a postgraduate study destination is its notable level
of institutional autonomy, which allows for greater flexibility
and adaptability in shaping the academic programs offered to
meet the evolving needs and expectations of students. This
factor may contribute to the attractiveness of Hong Kong as
a preferred destination for responding to the requirements
set forth by the mesosystem, considering the expectations
expressed by both students and their parents.

During the period when global mobility was restricted
due to the health crisis, many mainland Chinese students
considered Hong Kong as their destination for education
abroad, as they perceived the learning style and pedagogies
offered at Hong Kong’s top universities as resembling those
of the renowned HEIs in the Western world. This perception,
as highlighted by Gu et al. (2019), indicates that mainland
Chinese students view Hong Kong as a cost-effective alter-
native that provides a comparable educational experience to
traditional popular overseas destinations such as the United

States. In sum, the specialized and local policies within the
exosystem play a significant role in shaping the teaching
paradigm and staff development in Hong Kong’s advanced
degree programs. The implementation of targeted policies
supports and enhances the teaching environment, fostering the
growth and development of faculty members. This, in turn,
contributes to the overall appeal of Hong Kong as a destination
for those pursuing advanced degrees.

4.3 Macrosystem factors
Scholars have consistently emphasized the significant in-

fluence of macrosystem factors-including the political system,
legal regulations, and societal culture-on the decision-making
process of students wishing to study overseas.

For example, according to the survey conducted between
2002 and 2004 by Li and Bray (2007), 63.3% of the partici-
pating mainland Chinese students anticipated that studying in
Hong Kong would provide them with the greatest opportunities
for cultural exposure. When asked to indicate the top two
expected advantages of pursuing a degree in Hong Kong, most
respondents cited social and cultural experience (63.3%) and
intellectual aptitude (69.0%). More recent evidence provided
by Cheung et al. (2019) supports these findings, confirming
that mainland Chinese students view Hong Kong as a desti-
nation with ample opportunities for broadening their horizons
due to the unique “East Meets West” lifestyle and exposure
to Western culture and foreign friends.

While mainland Chinese students have a desire to experi-
ence the socio-cultural aspects of Hong Kong, they still face
notable cultural and social identification stressors throughout
their study period. They often encounter a cultural disconnect
and start doubting their ability to assimilate into the local
lifestyle and social dynamics. The reality of navigating a
different cultural context can lead to challenges in fully
integrating and developing a sense of belonging in Hong Kong.

These assertions are supported by the results reported by
Xu (2015), who conducted 30 interviews with mainland Chi-
nese students in Hong Kong, revealing that many participants
realized that the actual socio-cultural situation in Hong Kong
differed from their preconceived notions. Despite coming from
a middle-class family, one participant expressed a sense of not
belonging, stating, “I would feel we don’t belong to the same
world. I admire that kind of life. But then I feel, I feel that
I may not be that type of people. I feel like I cannot make it
there” (Xu, 2015).

Recent empirical data published by Jia and Yeung (2023)
also underscores the significant socio-cultural influence on
mainland Chinese students’ decisions to pursue postgraduate
programs in Hong Kong. These authors interviewed Chinese
PhD students at public-funded universities in Hong Kong
(62.16% of whom were in the second or the third year of their
PhD studies) and found that these students desire opportunities
to immerse themselves in the local culture, engage in inter-
cultural experiences, and be exposed to a diverse and vibrant
society. Additionally, they expressed a keen interest in making
local friends and actively contributing to the communities
within Hong Kong.
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However, as was shown by Yu and Wright (2023), af-
ter arriving in Hong Kong, these postgraduate students face
challenges in integrating in the local culture and forming
connections with the local people. Many students surveyed
by Pan (2011) similarly reported experiencing difficulties in
the communication with university employees and supervisors,
encountering acculturative stressors, and struggling with ac-
culturation and adjusting to the new living environment while
studying in Hong Kong. According to Gao & Liu (2021), the
potential obstacles and adjustment issues become even more
pronounced for ethnic minority mainland Chinese students, as
they face additional hurdles in adapting to the socio-cultural
and community aspects of their everyday living and academic
life in Hong Kong. These students often encounter unique
experiences due to their diverse cultural backgrounds, which
can create additional barriers to integration and a sense of
belonging in the local context. Their journey thus requires
extra effort and resilience to navigate the challenges posed
by cultural differences and societal expectations, making their
adjustment process more complex.

4.4 Chronosystem factors
The world has undergone significant changes in recent

years, including the impact of a major health crisis, lead-
ing to substantial transformations within higher education
institutions. These changes have also influenced the factors
that shape the study plans of mainland Chinese students
seeking to study abroad. According to Mok et al. (2020),
factors such as university rankings, financial considerations,
potential expenses, and parental attitudes continue to play a
significant role in mainland Chinese students’ overseas study
destination choices. However, recent events, such as racial
discrimination and hate crimes targeting Asian students (Olek-
siyenko & Fry, 2023), have led mainland Chinese students to
prioritize personal safety and public security when selecting
study destinations abroad (Mok & Zhang, 2022). Accordingly,
due to its safe and secure atmosphere and commitment to
maintaining high environmental standards, Hong Kong has
become the preferred choice for these students (Cheung et
al., 2019). While its popularity initially declined following
the social movement in 2019, these concerns have since been
abated by the implementation of the National Law and the
further deepening of the Greater Bay Area development. These
factors reflect the evolving priorities and concerns of mainland
Chinese students amidst changing global circumstances.

As highlighted by Hughes-Warrington, M. (2012), history
cannot be disregarded when analyzing the factors influencing
student mobility within the context of internationalization of
higher education. The history of the Asian region serves as
a reminder that international education is built upon deli-
cate and precarious settlements that are often overshadowed
by hostility, competition, and conflict. Thus, it is crucial
to acknowledge the historical resonances that shape these
dynamics.

In a comparative study of student mobility within the
Asian region, Sidhu and Ishikawa (2022) found that in several
countries-including the well-known “high-performing Asian

Tiger economies”-there is a persistent sense of societal in-
security stemming from fragile social contracts and unmet
rights. According to these authors, when a host region or
HEI is confronted with the constraints of neoliberal austerity
measures, it becomes prone to a “structure of feeling” marked
by emotions such as fear, resentment, and despair when it
comes to welcoming students from diverse backgrounds.

This observation underscores the importance of considering
the historical context when comprehending the challenges
and opportunities inherent in international student mobility.
Consequently, Sidhu and Ishikawa (2022) put forward the
concept of “ethics of internationalization” which calls upon
all higher education systems, regardless of their location, to
dedicate themselves to the creation of a “global common
good.” This refers to the universal goods that are indispensable
for the well-being and prosperity of a collective and inclusive
quality of life for all individuals. This approach recognizes
that the pursuit of internationalization should not solely focus
on the benefits for specific institutions or countries, but should
also prioritize the promotion of equitable access, intercultural
understanding, and sustainable development.

5. Conclusion: Understanding Intra-Asia
student mobility

The findings yielded by this comprehensive literature re-
view shed light on the significant interest among mainland
Chinese students in pursuing postgraduate degrees in Hong
Kong, which has increased considerably since the global health
crisis of 2019. Our analysis reveals that this interest is influ-
enced by a range of factors from various systems. It is impor-
tant to note that the traditional microsystem and mesosystem
factors (e.g., financial stability of their families, the quality of
education offered, the potential for improved employability,
and the opportunities for personal career growth) continue to
play a crucial role in mainland Chinese students’ decision
to pursue postgraduate studies in Hong Kong. Despite the
evolving landscape and emerging influences, the importance
of these traditional factors remains strong in determining the
intra-Asia mobility decisions.

However, macrosystem factors, such as political and socio-
cultural considerations, have experienced significant changes
and now hold increased significance for mainland Chinese
students wishing to study abroad. The unexpected global crisis
and the historical context within the regional chronosystem
play a crucial role as potential influencing factors in the
educational choices of mainland Chinese students, due to
which they are increasingly opting for Hong Kong as it offers
a more inclusive and supportive environment.

The cultural and social challenges encountered by non-
local students in the Hong Kong society are nonetheless
a cause for concern for mainland Chinese students (Yu &
Zhang, 2016). These stressors can include difficulties in cul-
tural integration, language barriers, and a sense of exclusion or
discrimination. After witnessing instances of “Chinese hate”
and experiencing mobility restrictions in various parts of Asia,
mainland Chinese students place a high priority on study
destinations that offer a sense of stability and promote well-



38 Tian, Z., & Zhang, Y. Education and Lifelong Development Research, 2024, 1(1): 31-40

being. Furthermore, the historical context within the regional
chronosystem, encompassing the past experiences and interac-
tions between China and Hong Kong, shapes the perceptions
and considerations of mainland Chinese students. The histori-
cal ties and dynamics between these regions contribute to their
decision-making process, as they seek an educational environ-
ment that aligns with their personal and cultural backgrounds.

Through a systematic analysis of the factors impacting
intra-Asia mobility decisions for students wishing to pursue
postgraduate education, this study reveals a gap in existing re-
search regarding the influence of the exosystem and chronosys-
tem factors. Its findings also point to the declining relevance
of certain mesosystem factors, such as parent-student inter-
actions and university exhibitions, in determining mainland
Chinese students’ advanced study destination choices. Indeed,
while employment prospects at the destination, immigration
opportunities, and recommendations from friends and family
previously held significant influence over students’ choices of
overseas HEIs (Chak-keung & Jing, 2010), these factors have
become less important in recent years (Guan et al., 2023).

According to Shu and Scott (2014), the perception of an
overseas study destination is more favorable when the social
media content associated with it possesses higher argument
quality. In this digital era, students are highly motivated to
engage with and scrutinize information, while placing less
significance on the source credibility. Thus, as the current
generation of students has grown up amidst rapid technological
advancements and has become accustomed to acquiring infor-
mation through the internet, mass media (particularly social
media) may serve as a significant factor in shaping mainland
Chinese students’ perceptions and preferences regarding over-
seas study destinations.

With the implementation of more specialized and localized
policies by the mainland China and Hong Kong governments,
it is evident that the preferences of mainland Chinese students
reflect the evolving landscape of international education and
the broader range of factors they now consider when deciding
on the study destination. This shift underscores the need to rec-
ognize the importance of the developmental ecology of higher
education systems and re-evaluate the significance of factors
that influence students’ mobility and choices for overseas
studies. By acknowledging the significance of the developmen-
tal ecology, this study contributes to a more comprehensive
understanding of the complex dynamics influencing mainland
Chinese students’ decision to pursue advanced education in
Hong Kong.

Given the dynamic nature of the factors influencing stu-
dents’ overseas study choices, it is crucial for policymakers
and educational institutions to stay abreast of the latest re-
search findings. Effective adjustments may involve updating
promotional strategies, enhancing support services, and creat-
ing a more inclusive and welcoming environment for mainland
Chinese students. China has long been a major source coun-
try for international student admissions, consistently ranking
among the top senders of tertiary-level students pursuing
education abroad (United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization, 2020). By proactively responding to the
changing educational landscape, government authorities and

educational managers can better meet the needs and aspirations
of these students. This will contribute to the strategic develop-
ment of recruitment partnerships, programming, and student
support services to optimize higher education cooperation
between Hong Kong and Greater China going forward (Dai
et al., 2023).

This work is subject to certain limitations that provide
ideas for further research in this domain. First, only peer-
reviewed journal articles and working papers were included in
the systematic review, thus excluding potentially relevant book
chapters and other published materials. Second, as students
wishing to pursue postgraduate studies in Hong Kong were the
sole focus of this investigation, it is essential to explore and
compare the factors influencing the decision-making process
of undergraduate and diploma degree students as well. Lastly,
as all findings reported here are based on the analysis of
secondary data, it would be beneficial to gather first-hand
empirical data on the mainland Chinese students’ mobility
motivations and preferences.

Conflict of interest
The authors declare no competing interest.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms and conditions of
the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY-NC-ND) license, which permits
unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited.

References
Bodycott, P. (2009). Choosing a higher education study abroad

destination: What mainland Chinese parents and students
rate as important. Journal of Research in International
Education, 8(3), 349-373.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1986). Ecology of the family as a context
for human development: Research perspectives. Develop-
mental Psychology, 22, 723-742.

Brown, B. B., Mounts, N., Lamborn, S. D., & Steinberg, L.
(1993). Parenting practices and peer group affiliation in
adolescence. Child Development, 64(2), 467-482.

Cebolla-Boado, H., Hu, Y., & Soysal, Y. N. (2018). Why
study abroad? Sorting of Chinese students across British
universities. British Journal of Sociology of Education,
39(3), 365-380.

Chak-keung, W. S., & Jing, L. G. (2010). Will parental
influences affect career choice? Evidence from hospitality
and tourism management students in China. International
Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management, 22(1),
82-102.

Cheung, A. C. (2013). Language, academic, socio-cultural
and financial adjustments of mainland Chinese students
studying in Hong Kong. International Journal of Educa-
tional Management, 27(3), 221-241.

Cheung, A., Guo, X., Wang, X., & Miao, Z. (2019). Push
and pull factors influencing mainland Chinese MEd stu-
dents in Hong Kong. International Journal of Educational
Management, 33(7), 1539-1560.

Cozart, D. L., & Rojewski, J. W. (2015). Career aspirations
and emotional adjustment of Chinese international grad-



Tian, Z., & Zhang, Y. Education and Lifelong Development Research, 2024, 1(1): 31-40 39

uate students. Sage Open, 5(4), 2158244015621349.
Dai, K., Wilkins, S., & Zhang, X. (2023). Understanding con-

textual factors influencing Chinese students to study at
a Hong Kong institution’s intra-country branch campus.
Journal of Studies in International Education, 0(0).

Downer, J. T., & Myers, S. S. (2010). Application of a devel-
opmental/ecological model to family-school partnerships.
Handbook of School-Family Partnerships, 3-29.

Du, Z., Sun, Y., Zhao, G., & Zweig, D. (2021). Do overseas
returnees excel in the Chinese labour market? The China
Quarterly, 247, 875-897.

Ford, D. H., & Lerner, R. M. (1992). Developmental systems
theory: An integrative approach. Sage Publications, Inc.

Gao, F., & Liu, H. C. Y. (2021). Guests in someone else’s
house? Sense of belonging among ethnic minority stu-
dents in a Hong Kong university. British Educational
Research Journal, 47(4), 1004-1020.

Gao, X., & Trent, J. (2009). Understanding mainland Chi-
nese students’ motivations for choosing teacher education
programmes in Hong Kong. Journal of Education for
Teaching, 35(2), 145-159.

Gill, S. (2007). Overseas students’ intercultural adaptation
as intercultural learning: A transformative framework.
Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International
Education, 37(2), 167-183.

Gu, M. M., Guo, X. G., & Lee, J. C. K. (2019). The interplay
between ethnic and academic identity construction among
South Asian students in Hong Kong tertiary education.
Higher Education, 78(6), 1109-1127.

Guan, L., Mok, K. H. J., & Yu, B. (2023). Pull factors in
choosing a higher education study abroad destination
after the massive global immobility: A re-examination
from Chinese perspectives. Cogent Education, 10(1),
2199625.

Hong Kong Legislative Council. (2023). The Chief Execu-
tive’s 2023 Policy Address Education Bureau’s Policy
Initiatives.

Hughes-Warrington, M. (2012). The Ethics of Internationali-
sation in Higher Education: Hospitality, self-presence and
‘being late’. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 44(3),
312-322.

Jia, J., & Yeung, N. C. (2023). “My cross-border PhD jour-
ney”: A qualitative study on the educational and life
challenges of mainland Chinese PhD students in Hong
Kong. International Journal of Environmental Research
and Public Health, 20(12), 6078.

Johnston, T. C. (2010). Who and what influences choice of
university? Student and university perceptions. American
Journal of Business Education (AJBE), 3(10), 15-24.

Kamm, E., Liebig, T., & Boffi, G. (2022). Retention and
economic impact of international students in the OECD.
International Migration Outlook 2022, 179-206.

Krezel, J., & Krezel, Z. A. (2017). Social influence and
student choice of higher education institution. Journal of
Education Culture and Society, 8(2), 116-130.

Li, M., & Bray, M. (2007). Cross-border flows of students
for higher education: Push–pull factors and motivations
of mainland Chinese students in Hong Kong and Macau.

Higher Education, 53, 791-818.
Liberati, A., Altman, D. G., Tetzlaff, J., Mulrow, C., Gøtzsche,

P. C., Ioannidis, J. P. A., Clarke, M., Devereaux, P. J.,
Kleijnen, J., & Moher, D. (2009). The PRISMA statement
for reporting systematic reviews and meta-analyses of
studies that evaluate health care interventions: Explana-
tion and elaboration. PLOS Medicine, 6(7), e1000100.

Lin, S., & Liu, J. (2023). Has excess epidemic prevention
changed Chinese students’ willingness to study abroad:
Three rounds of the same volume survey based on the
new “push–pull” theory. Humanities and Social Sciences
Communications, 10(1), 1-14.

Littell, J. H., Corcoran, J., & Pillai, V. (2008). Systematic
reviews and meta-analysis. Oxford University Press.

Liu, S., Liang, W., & Zhang, Y. (2023). Brighter or the
richer? Understanding Chinese college students’ choices
to study abroad. International Journal of Educational
Development, 102, 102856.

Lu, G., Tian, M., & Lai, M. H. (2018). Analysis of factors
influencing Chinese undergraduate students’ choice of
foreign postgraduate education. In EDITORS (Eds.), In-
ternational student mobility and opportunities for growth
in the global marketplace (pp. 215-245). IGI Global.

Manns, Y., & Swift, J. (2016). Chinese postgraduate choices
when considering a UK business and management pro-
gramme. Higher Education Quarterly, 70(1), 3-23.

Ministry of Education. (2023). Education Statistics Year Book
2023. China Statistics Press.

Mok, K. H., & Wu, A. M. (2016). Higher education, changing
labour market and social mobility in the era of massifi-
cation in China. Journal of Education and Work, 29(1),
77-97.

Mok, K. H., Xiong, W., & Ke, G. (2022). Reimagining higher
education in the post-COVID-19 era: Chinese students’
desires for overseas learning and implications for uni-
versity governance. Higher Education Policy, 35(3), 591-
609.

Mok, K. H., Xiong, W., Ke, G., & Cheung, J. O. W. (2021).
Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on international higher
education and student mobility: Student perspectives
from mainland China and Hong Kong. International
Journal of Educational Research, 105, 101718.

Mok, K. H., & Zhang, Y. (2022). Remaking international
higher education for an unequal world. Higher Education
Quarterly, 76(2), 230-246.

National Bureau of Statistics. (2023). China Population and
Employment Statistics Yearbook 2023. China Statistics
Press.

New Oriental. (2023, January). 2023 Zhong Guo Liu Xue
Bai Pi Shu [The 2023 white paper of Chinese overseas
studies].

OECD. (2022). International Migration Outlook 2022. OECD
Publishing.

Oleksiyenko, A. V., & Fry, G. W. (2023). Phan Le Ha.
International Education, 18(2), 173-185.

Pan, J. Y. (2011). A resilience-based and meaning-oriented
model of acculturation: A sample of mainland Chinese
postgraduate students in Hong Kong. International Jour-

http://www.199it.com/archives/1269816.html.
http://www.199it.com/archives/1269816.html.
http://www.199it.com/archives/1269816.html.
https://doi.org/10.1787/30fe16d2-en.
https://doi.org/10.1787/30fe16d2-en.


40 Tian, Z., & Zhang, Y. Education and Lifelong Development Research, 2024, 1(1): 31-40

nal of Intercultural Relations, 35(5), 592-603.
Petticrew, M., & Roberts, H. (2008). Systematic reviews in the

social sciences: A practical guide. John Wiley & Sons.
Pianta, R. C., & Walsh, D. J. (1998). Applying the construct

of resilience in schools: Cautions from a developmental
systems perspective. School Psychology Review, 27(3),
407.

Shu, M., & Scott, N. (2014). Influence of social media on
Chinese students’ choice of an overseas study destination:
An information adoption model perspective. Journal of
Travel & Tourism Marketing, 31(2), 286-302.

Sidhu, R., & Ishikawa, M. (2022). Destined for Asia: Hos-
pitality and emotions in international student mobilities.
Compare: A Journal of Comparative and International
Education, 52(3), 399-417.

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organi-
zation. (2020). Education: From disruption to recovery.
UNESCO Publishing.

Vuong, Q. H., Pham, H. H., Dong, T. K. T., Ho, M. T., & Dinh,
V. H. (2021). Current trends and realities of international
students in East and Southeast Asia: The cases of China,
Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Malaysia. International Journal

of Education and Practice, 9(3), 532-549.
Xu, C. L. (2015). When the Hong Kong dream meets the anti-

mainlandisation discourse: Mainland Chinese students in
Hong Kong. Journal of Current Chinese Affairs, 44(3),
15-47.

Yu, B., & Wright, E. (2023). International education in
Hong Kong: Paradoxes in intercultural communication,
adaptation, and acculturation strategies. Centre for Global
Higher Education Working Paper series, No. 98. Centre
for Global Higher Education.

Yu, B., & Zhang, K. (2016). ‘It’s more foreign than a
foreign country’: Adaptation and experience of mainland
Chinese students in Hong Kong. Tertiary Education and
Management, 22(4), 300-315.

Zheng, J. (2010). Neoliberal globalization, higher education
policies and international student flows: An exploratory
case study of Chinese graduate student flows to Canada.
Journal of Alternative Perspectives in the Social Sciences,
2(1), 216-244.

Zou, S. (2023, October 15). Number of Chinese students going
abroad for higher studies continues increasing. China
Daily.


	Introduction
	Theoretical Lens: Developmental ecological model
	Research design
	Article search criteria
	Data selection and analysis

	Influencing factors for Hong Kong as the study choice of mainland Chinese students
	Microsystem and mesosystem factors
	Exosystem factors
	Macrosystem factors
	Chronosystem factors

	Conclusion: Understanding Intra-Asia student mobility

