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Abstract: With the deepening of the Belt and Road Initiative, the number 
of international students from participating countries studying in China has 
been continuously expanding. How to further expand the scale and enhance 
the quality of these students has become a key priority of China's interna-
tional education strategy. Using data from 53 Belt and Road countries be-
tween 2005 and 2018, this paper empirically analyzes the factors influenc-
ing the scale and structure of their students studying in China from eco-
nomic, socio-cultural, and educational perspectives. The results show that 
the differences in economic development levels between China and source 
countries, as well as bilateral trade cooperation, are major economic fac-
tors. The signing of bilateral agreements on mutual recognition of academic 
degrees and qualifications, and the teacher–student ratio in higher educa-
tion, are significant educational factors. Moreover, the existence of a com-
mon border and the distance between the two capitals are important socio-
cultural factors. Degree students are more influenced by economic and ed-
ucational factors, whereas graduate students are more concerned with bi-
lateral mutual-recognition agreements and the quality of higher education 
faculty. To promote the high-quality development of studying in China 
among Belt and Road countries, the Chinese government should continue 
to strengthen scholarship programs, promote mutual recognition of aca-
demic qualifications and degrees, and improve the quality of higher educa-
tion. 
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1. Introduction 
The ongoing refinement and expansion of the global industrial structure has resulted in a 

notable shift towards a more sophisticated and technologically advanced mode of trade in services. 
Education services, a pivotal component of this trade, have gained considerable prominence and 
value among developed countries. The United States, the United Kingdom and Australia serve as 
illustrative examples. The United States maintains a robust competitive position in the education 
services trade market, with an annual trade surplus exceeding 1 billion U.S. dollars, and interna-
tional education services have become the fifth largest industry in the U.S. service sector (NAFSA, 
2019). As one of the earliest countries to develop trade in education services and with a well-
established higher education system, The United Kingdom has been the second largest destination 
for study abroad after the United States for many years (Institute of International Education, 2019). 
The proportion of international students, the source of teachers and the degree of internationali-
sation of courses and teaching in Australian universities all rank among the top universities in the 
world. Consequently, international education services have become the largest service export in-
dustry and the third largest export industry (Zhang, 2021). 

China has established itself as the third most popular destination for international students in 
the world and the most popular in Asia. Over recent years, the Chinese government has placed a 
particular emphasis on the internationalisation of higher education, with a focus on countries along 
the Belt and Road Initiative. In 2016, the Ministry of Education published the “Educational Ac-
tions to Promote the Co-construction of the Belt and Road”, which proposed that by 2019, the 
CPC Central Committee and the State Council should issue the “China's Education Modernization 
2035”. This document also emphasized the importance of solidifying the internationalization of 
higher education. In 2019, the CPC Central Committee and the State Council issued the document 
“China's Education Modernization”, which re-emphasized the importance of promoting “the Belt 
and Road” education initiative. In October 2023, China government announced at the opening 
ceremony of the Third “the Belt and Road” International Cooperation Summit Forum that China 
would support the high-quality co-construction of the “One Belt, One Road” with eight actions, 
of which education is an important part, serving as the foundation and bridge for co-construction. 
Statistical data indicates that over half of the total number of international students from countries 
along the Belt and Road Initiative have pursued their studies in China, becoming a significant 
driving force behind China's international education programme (Ministry of Education, n.d.). 
Nevertheless, further investigation is required at the empirical level to ascertain the factors that 
influence students from countries along the Belt and Road Initiative to pursue their studies in 
China. This paper employs data from 53 countries participating in the “One Belt, One Road” 
Education Initiative between 2005 and 2018 to investigate the factors influencing participation.  

2. Literature review 
In recent years, as the scale of international students has continued to expand, academics 

have become increasingly concerned about the factors influencing the inflow of international stu-
dents. These factors can be broadly categorised into five categories: economic, socio-cultural, 
education policy, education quality and other factors. Firstly, economic factors must be considered. 
The discrepancy in economic development between destination country of study and the countries 
of origin of international students, along with the nature of economic and trade relations, the level 
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In conclusion, scholars have investigated the scale of international students from various 

perspectives. However, there are still limitations to this research, primarily due to the fact that the 
majority of scholars examine international students as a homogeneous group, without delving into 
the nuances of their diverse subcategories. The lack of differentiation between the various types 
of international students is a further shortcoming. Furthermore, the majority of studies focus on 
the influencing factors affecting international students as a whole, with insufficient research on 
the countries along the “One Belt, One Road”. This paper employs data from 53 countries along 
the Belt and Road to examine the factors influencing the scale and structure of international stu-
dents in China. It focuses on international students from Belt and Road countries, categorising 

of science and technology and so on, all exert an influence on the scale of international students 

(Merga et al., 2024). Secondly, socio-cultural factors are worthy of consideration. The geographic 
distance from the source countries to the destination country of study, immigration network, cul-
tural similarity, cultural identity and the scale of exports of cultural goods are significant socio-
cultural factors influencing international students’ decisions to study (Wei & Lai, 2017). The ge-
ographical distance and language differences between the two countries exert varying influences 
on students’ decisions regarding the selection of their study destinations (Nikou & Luukkonen, 
2024). Thirdly, educa-tion policy factors also must be considered. The implementation of 
convenient study policies pro-vides international students with a highly convenient option for 
pursuing their studies. The imple-mentation of scholarship policies, education cooperation 
policies, mutual recognition of academic degrees and other education policy factors has been 
observed to have a positive effect on the attraction of international students for the purpose of
 study (Han, 2017). A fourth factor is the quality of the education provided. This is reflected in 
the quality of education about universities, the per capita expenditure of higher education 
institutions, and the teacher-student ratio of higher education institutions (Kim & Ngoc, 2023).
Additionally, the ratio of students to teachers in higher education institutions is a significant factor
 influencing the quality of education (Li et al., 2023). Finally, other factors must be considered. 
The establishment of friendly cities can foster greater trust among source countries, thereby 
expanding the scale of international students (Beine et al., 2014). Furthermore, the number of 
Internet users and foreign tourists has a positive impact on the scale of international students.

them according to their types and levels. 

3. Basic facts and related hypotheses 
In recent years, the cohort of international students hailing from countries situated along “the 

Belt and Road” has been growing. Figure 1 illustrates the general trajectory of international stu-
dents from countries along “the Belt and Road” from 2005 to 2018. This figure allows for the 
discernment of the trend of international students from countries along the belt to China at differ-
ent academic levels. From the data presented in the figure, it is evident that there has been a 
notable increase in the number of international students from countries along the route at different 
academic levels. Overall, the data demonstrates a clear upward trend. The number of academic 
students has been growing continuously and has exceeded the number of non-academic students 
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since 2009. In particular, the number of undergraduates and postgraduates has exhibited a signif-
icant growth trend. This indicates that the scale and structure of international students from coun-
tries along the Belt and Road are expanding and diversifying, and that China's higher education 
sector is becoming increasingly attractive on an international scale. 

A scatterplot can initially ascertain whether a correlation exists between two variables by 
observing the distribution and trend of the scatter points. This paper aims to ascertain whether 
economic, educational and socio-cultural factors influence international students to come to China 
to study. Figure 2 illustrates the scatter plots of the ratio of international students coming to China 
to the GDP between China and the country of origin, the total trade between the two countries, 
the probability of obtaining scholarships, and the resources of higher education teachers in China, 
respectively. Based on the above study, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

Hypothesis 1: The economic gap between China and the source countries will inhibit inter-
national students from coming to China. 

Hypothesis 2: The fostering of economic and trade relations between China and the source 
countries will serve to encourage international students to come to China. 

Hypothesis 3: Scholarships will discourage incoming students. 
Hypothesis 4: China's higher education faculty will promote incoming students. 

 

Figure 1 Total Trend of International Students from 53 Countries 

 
Figure 2 Scatterplot 

4. Research design 
4.1 Basic model 



Li et al. https://doi.org/10.65514/ea998d66 
 

 53 

This paper builds upon existing relevant studies to construct the following econometric 
model (Beine et al., 2014; Abbott & Silles, 2016): 

lnstudentcjt＝α0＋βX1cjt＋βX2cjt＋βX3cjt＋βX4cjt＋Zct+λt +εcjt 

In the above model, α0 is a constant term; X1cjt denotes the set of economic influences 
affecting the inflow of international students from country j to China c in period t; X2cjt denotes 
the set of socio-cultural influences affecting the inflow of international students from country j to 
China c in period t; X3cjt denotes the set of educational quality influences affecting the inflow of 
international students from country j to China c in period t; X4cjt denotes the set of policy influ-
ences affecting the inflow of international students from country j to China c in period t; Zct 
denotes the set of destination country characteristic variables; λt denotes time fixed effects; εcjt is  
the random perturbation term. 

 
4.2 Data Sources 

This study employs data on international students from countries situated along “the Belt and 
Road” from 2005 to 2018. As a consequence of the absence of data for certain countries, this paper 
employs the data of 53 countries along the Belt and Road for the purposes of this study, following 
the exclusion of invalid data. The data on international students utilised in this paper are derived 
from “the Concise Statistics on International Students Coming to China”, published by the Min-
istry of Education of China. The data on geographic distance, common borders and language sim-
ilarity are sourced from the French Center for International Perspectives and Information Studies 
(CEPII). The remaining data are drawn from the websites of the World Bank and the United Na-
tions Trade Database, as well as from “the Statistical Yearbook of China”. Furthermore, data on 
pertinent bilateral agreements pertaining to the mutual recognition of academic degrees and agree-
ments on mutual visa exemptions between China and foreign countries were collated from rele-
vant online sources. 

 
4.2.1 Explained variables 

The explanatory variable, Instudentcjt, refers to the number of international students arriving 
in China from country j in period t. In order to facilitate comparison and analysis of the factors 
influencing international students from countries along the Belt and Road at different levels and 
types, the explanatory variables have been subdivided into the following categories: firstly, the 
inflow of international students with and without degrees; secondly, the inflow of international 
students with undergraduates, specialists and postgraduates, of which postgraduates are further 
subdivided into master's degree and doctoral degree students, and postgraduates are further sub-
divided into master's degree and doctoral degree students. 

 
4.2.2 Explanatory variables 

In this paper, the explanatory variables will be selected from three dimensions: economic 
factors, educational factors and socio-cultural factors. 

The initial step is to select the economic factor indicators. Firstly, the ratio of GDP between 
China and the countries along “the Belt and Road” (gdpcjt) is chosen, which is used to indicate the 
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difference in economic scale between the two countries. the ratio of GDP(!"#$%
!"#&%

)is used to indi-

cate the difference in economic scale between the two countries, the larger the difference, the 
better the economic development level of the destination country compared to the country of 
origin, and the more stable macroeconomic environment, which will be more attractive to the flow 
of international students (Hou et al., 2020).Secondly, the bilateral exchange rate between China 
and the countries along “the Belt and Road” (exchange_ratecjt) is selected to represent the ex-
change rate between the two countries in terms of the foreign currencies that can be exchanged 
for one unit of RMB. The exchange rate serves to reflect the financial implications of pursuing 
studies abroad to a certain extent. It can be observed that an increase in the exchange rate level is 
associated with a rise in the financial burden associated with studying abroad, which in turn re-
duces the likelihood of students opting to pursue their studies abroad (Zhang et al., 2021). Ulti-
mately, the total value of merchandise trade between China and the countries along “the Belt and 
Road” (Intradejt) is selected. This figure can be used to indicate the economic and trade coopera-
tion between the two countries, which may in turn reduce the cost of international students' ex-
changes between them. It can be posited that the more frequent the trade activities between the 
two countries, the more conducive it is to the inflow of international students. The greater the 
frequency of trade activities between the two countries, the more favourable the outcome (Wei et 
al., 2012).  

The selection of indicators pertaining to the educational factor. Firstly, the student-teacher 
ratio in higher education (teacherct) is selected to demonstrate the extent of China's investment in 
higher education teacher resources. A lower ratio indicates a lighter educational workload for each 
higher education teacher, suggesting a relatively sufficient allocation of educational resources. 
This, in turn, is conducive to the improvement of higher education quality and the attraction of 
international students to China. Secondly, it is necessary to ascertain whether a mutual visa ex-
emption agreement (visa_exemptioncjt) exists between China and the country of origin. A dummy 
variable is employed, taking the value of 1 if a mutual visa exemption agreement was signed in 
year t and 0 otherwise. The signing of mutual visa exemption agreements between the two coun-
tries has two beneficial effects. It makes cross-border travel more convenient and reduces the cost 
of trust, thereby allowing the effect of trade to continue to expand (Shi & Xiong, 2023). It also 
reflects the friendly relations between the two countries, thereby providing international students 
with greater assurance that China is a suitable destination country for study. It is similarly im-
portant to ascertain whether the two countries have entered into a bilateral agreement on the mu-
tual recognition of academic qualifications(qualificationcjt). A value of 1 indicates that the two 
countries have entered into a bilateral agreement on the mutual recognition of academic degrees 
in the specified year, whereas a value of 0 indicates that such an agreement has not been concluded. 
The conclusion of a bilateral academic degree mutual recognition agreement serves to reduce the 
financial and reputational risks associated with pursuing studies in China to a certain extent, while 
simultaneously providing a comprehensive and systematic guarantee for international students to 
pursue their studies in China. Finally, the probability of obtaining a scholarship (scholarshipcjt) is 
employed to indicate the extent of the Chinese government's support for scholarships. The avail-
ability of scholarships is an additional factor to be considered. 
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Socio-cultural factor indicators are selected. Firstly, bilateral geographic distance is represented 
by the distance between the capitals of the two countries (Indistancecj), the further the distance 
between the two countries means the higher the mobility cost and then the higher the cost of 
studying. Secondly, the language similarity (languagecj ) can be used to indicate whether the two 
countries are culturally close or not, and it is easier for international students to integrate into the 
local life and thus communicate with each other when they study in countries with high cultural 
similarity (Wei & Lai, 2017). The second one is language similarity. Finally, the common border 
(bordercj ), some countries are geographically far away from the capital of China, but there is still 
a common border between the two countries, the culture of the two countries may still be close to 
each other, and it is faster to adapt to the life of studying in China, and then it can reduce the cost 
of studying in China for international students, and if there is a common border between the two 
countries, then take the dummy variable to be 1, and vice versa, then take 0. 
 
4.3 Benchmark regressions  

This paper employs benchmark regressions to empirically analyse the influencing factors of 
the scale and structure of international students from countries along “the Belt and Road”. The 
analysis is based on data from international students from countries along “the Belt and Road” 
from 2005 to 2018. The empirical results of models (1) to (5) in Table 1 demonstrate that economic, 
educational and socio-cultural factors are all influential in determining which international stu-
dents from countries along “the Belt and Road” choose to study in China. 

Firstly, “the total merchandise trade between China and source countries”, “the higher edu-
cation student-teacher ratio” and “the common border” are all found to be significantly positive 
at the 1% confidence level in all five models. This suggests that the greater the frequency of eco-
nomic exchanges between China and the source countries, the greater the investment by the Chi-
nese government in higher education faculty resources. Furthermore, the existence of a common 
border between the two countries is associated with an increased number of students from coun-
tries along the Belt and Road pursuing studies in China, which is consistent with both Hypotheses 
1 and 4. 

Secondly, “the ratio of GDP of the two countries” and “the distance between China and the 
capital of the source country” are both significantly negative in all five models. This indicates that 
the gap between the economic development level of the source country and China is shrinking. 
Furthermore, the closer the distance between the two countries, the more attractive the attraction 
to international students from countries along the Belt and Road. This suggests that the disparity 
in economic development between the source country and China is diminishing, and that the prox-
imity of the two countries is a significant factor in the appeal of international students from coun-
tries along the Belt and Road. In this regard, “the ratio of GDP between China and the source 
countries” is consistent with hypothesis 2, although this is contrary to the expectations set out in 
this paper. This discrepancy may be attributed to the narrowing of the gap between the economic 
development levels of China and the source countries, as well as the greater financial capacity of 
foreign students from the source countries to pursue studies in China. 

Thirdly, the variables of “bilateral exchange rate” and “language similarity” are not statisti-
cally significant in the five models. This indicates that the exchange rate, government investment 
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in higher education, and language differences between the two countries do not exert any influ-
ence on the decision of international students from countries along “the Belt and Road” to pursue 
their studies in China. This suggests that exchange rates, government investment in higher educa-
tion and language differences between the two countries have no bearing on the decision of inter-
national students from countries along “the Belt and Road” to pursue their studies in China. 

The final factor to consider is the impact of “bilateral mutual recognition of academic de-
grees”. This is found to have a markedly positive effect in model (2), which suggests that when 
China signs bilateral mutual recognition of academic degrees with source countries, it has a ben-
eficial influence on the number of international students from countries along the Belt and Road 
who choose to study in China. The results for “scholarship opportunities” in models (4) and (5) 
are significantly negative, which aligns with hypothesis 3. However, this is contrary to the findings 
of previous studies. The rapid increase in the number of international students from countries 
along the Belt and Road may have diluted the opportunities for scholarships, leading to a decline 
in the number of students from these countries. This is contrary to the results of previous studies, 
which may be explained by the rapid increase in the number of international students from coun-
tries along the Belt and Road, resulting in a reduction in the number of scholarships available. 
Consequently, the attractiveness of scholarships to international students from these countries is 
diminished. Conversely, the “bilateral academic degree recognition agreement” and “scholarship 
opportunities” are both significant in model (5), which suggests that education policy factors also 
exert a considerable influence on the scale and structure of international students from borderline 
countries. The “bilateral visa exemption policy” is not a significant factor in models (3) and (5), 
indicating that the existence of a bilateral visa exemption policy between China and the source 
countries has no discernible impact on the scale and structure of international students from coun-
tries along the route. 

Table 1  Overall regression results of international students from countries along “the Belt and Road” 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 
gdpcjt -0.0007*** -0.0006*** -0.0007*** -0.0006*** -0.0006*** 

 (-7.02) (-6.90) (-7.03) (-6.55) (-6.50) 
lntradecjt 0.3539*** 0.3177*** 0.3506*** 0.3295*** 0.2892*** 

 (6.27) (5.84) (6.03) (6.13) (5.45) 
ex-

change_ratecjt 
0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0001* 

 (0.72) (1.37) (0.75) (1.41) (2.20) 
teachercjt 2.0740*** 1.9328*** 2.0752*** 1.8957*** 1.7706*** 

 (11.97) (11.21) (11.99) (10.79) (10.11) 
languagecj -0.8923*** -0.9268*** -0.8888*** -0.6445** -0.6804*** 

 (-4.07) (-4.42) (-4.04) (-3.17) (-3.48) 
Indistancecj -0.0284 -0.2617 -0.0275 0.0898 -0.1359 

 (-0.21) (-1.77) (-0.20) (0.75) (-1.03) 
boundarycj 1.0480*** 0.8791*** 1.0529*** 1.0060*** 0.8564*** 

 (20.31) (16.17) (19.58) (22.29) (17.82) 
qualificationcjt  0.3451***   0.3293*** 

  (8.25)   (8.20) 
visa_exemp-

tioncjt 
  -0.0156  -0.0317 

   (-0.35)  (-0.74) 
scholarshipcjt    -0.6463*** -0.6201*** 
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    (-6.45) (-6.00) 
_cons -33.3975*** -30.5084*** -33.3939*** -30.9056*** -28.2423*** 

 (-9.45) (-8.75) (-9.44) (-8.80) (-8.12) 
Year yes yes yes yes yes 
N 742 742 742 742 742 

adj. R2 0.620 0.650 0.620 0.667 0.693 
Note: t statistics in parentheses* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001, same below 
 

4.4 Robustness tests 
In order to verify the reliability of the findings presented in this paper, three methods were 

selected for robustness testing. 
Firstly, in 2010, China enacted the “Outline of the National Medium- and Long-Term Edu-

cation Reform and Development Plan (2010-2020)” and the Study in China programme, thereby 
establishing the objective of becoming the largest study abroad destination in Asia by 2020. To 
exclude the impact of this policy, the study period was shortened to 2010-2018. The regression 
results are presented in column (1) of Table 2 and show no significant change compared with the 
results in Table 1. 

Secondly, the shrinkage process was conducted. Each variable in the model is subjected to a 
two-sided 1% shrinkage treatment, and a regression analysis is conducted after the completion of 
shrinkage. The regression results are shown in Column (2) of Table 2, which demonstrates that 
there is no significant change in each explanatory variable in comparison to Table 1. The afore-
mentioned tests demonstrate that the findings of this paper are robust. 

Table 2  Robustness test results 

 （1） （2） 
gdpcjt -0.0005*** -0.0006*** 

 (-5.86) (-6.50) 
lntradecjt 0.2532*** 0.2892*** 

 (3.90) (5.45) 
exchange_ratecjt 0.0000 0.0001* 

 (1.23) (2.20) 
teachercjt 3.1351*** 1.7706*** 

 (6.51) (10.11) 
Indistancecj -0.8192*** -0.6804*** 

 (-4.65) (-3.48) 
languagecj -0.3158* -0.1359 

 (-2.09) (-1.03) 
boundarycj 0.7831*** 0.8564*** 

 (13.62) (17.82) 
qualificationcjt 0.3496*** 0.3293*** 

 (6.86) (8.20) 
visa_exemptioncjt -0.0455 -0.0317 

 (-0.86) (-0.74) 
scholarshipcjt -0.7329*** -0.6201*** 

 (-6.31) (-6.00) 
_cons -51.2334*** -28.2423*** 

 (-5.68) (-8.12) 
Year yes yes 

N 477 742 
adj. R2 0.670 0.693 
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Thirdly, in consideration of the potential endogeneity issue between each explanatory varia-
ble and the explained variables, this paper incorporates a one-period lag for each explanatory 
variable prior to conducting the fixed effects regression. Table 3 presents the regression results 
for the lagged explanatory variables. A comparison of the regression results presented in Table 1 
with those in Table 3 reveals that the significance and sign of the influencing factors in the eco-
nomic, socio-cultural and educational domains are consistent with the findings of the previous 
study. Therefore, the study is robust and the results are reliable. 

Table1  Fixed Effects Regression Results for Explanatory Variables Lagged One Period 

 lnstudentcjt 
L.gdpcjt -0.0006*** 

 (-6.57) 
L. Intradecjt 0.2865*** 

 (5.18) 
L.exchange_ratecjt 0.0001 

 (1.78) 
L. Teachercjt 1.6769*** 

 (10.23) 
Indistancecj -0.7909*** 

 (-3.87) 
L.languagecj -0.1957 

 (-1.39) 
L.boundarycj 0.8614*** 

 (16.38) 
L. Qualificationcjt 0.3408*** 

 (7.98) 
L.visa_exemptioncjt -0.0219 

 (-0.48) 
L. Scholarshipcjt -0.3903*** 

 (-3.96) 
_cons -26.0815*** 

 (-8.13) 
Year yes 
N 689 

adj. R2 0.660 

5. Test of Significance Research design 
Article 15 of China's Higher Education Law distinguishes between two categories of higher 

education: academic and non-academic. Article 16, in turn, delineates three subcategories of aca-
demic education: specialized education, undergraduate education, and postgraduate education. In 
light of the aforementioned distinctions, the analysis in this paper categorizes international stu-
dents coming to China into two principal groups: academic and non-academic students. At the 
academic level, these are further delineated into specialists, undergraduates, and postgraduates, 
the latter of which are themselves subdivided into doctoral and master's degree students. 
 
5.1 Based on the perspective of academic and non-academic students 

The regression results for academic students among international students coming to China, 
as shown in Models (1) to (5) in Table 4, indicate that economic, educational and socio-cultural 
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factors are all significant influences on international students coming to China. The “total mer-
chandise trade between China and the source countries” and “common border” are both found to 
be significantly positive at the 1% confidence level across all five models, while the “higher edu-
cation student-teacher ratio” is significantly positive at the 5% confidence level across all five 
models. The “higher education student-teacher ratio” is found to be significantly positive at the 
5% confidence level across all five models. This indicates that the closer the economic and trade 
collaboration between the two countries, the greater the investment by the Chinese government in 
higher education faculty resources, and the more proximate the country of origin, the more 
straightforward it is to attract international students with academic qualifications to China as a 
destination for their studies. Furthermore, the ratio of GDP between China and the country of 
origin is significantly negative at the 1% confidence level of the five models. This suggests that 
the smaller the gap between the two countries in terms of economic development level, the more 
favourable it is for international students with academic qualifications to come to China to study. 
The “distance between China and the capital city of the country of origin” is not a significant 
factor in Model (1), indicating that the distance between the two countries is not a significant 
factor for academic students. Furthermore, the results indicate that the signing of bilateral aca-
demic degree recognition agreements between the two countries has a positive effect on interna-
tional students with academic degrees who wish to study in China. This is evidenced by the sig-
nificant positive coefficient at the 1% confidence level in both model (2) and model (5). In contrast, 
the variable “scholarship opportunities” is not significant in model (4), while the variable “dis-
tance between China and the capital city of the country of origin” is not significant in model (4), 
indicating that these factors do not have a significant effect on the academic students. The variable 
is significantly negative in models (4) and (5), which is consistent with the previous empirical 
results. 

Table2  Empirical results of influencing factors for academic and non-academic students 

 
The empirical results for non-degree students among international students coming to China 
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are presented in Models (6) to (10) of Table 4. The total merchandise trade between the two coun-
tries, the ratio of students to teachers in China's tertiary education sector, and the existence of a 
common border are all found to have a significant positive impact at the 1% confidence level for 
all five models. The ratio of GDP between China and the source country is found to be signifi-
cantly negative at the 5% level of significance in all five models, which is consistent with the 
previous empirical results. However, the “distance between China and the capital city of the coun-
try of origin” is not a significant factor in models (9) and (10), likely due to the shorter study 
period of non-degree students among international students in China having a less pronounced 
impact on them. Furthermore, the “bilateral academic degree recognition agreement” is signifi-
cantly positive in models (7) and (10) at the 1% confidence level, while the “scholarship oppor-
tunities” variable is significantly negative in models (9) and (10) at the 1% confidence level. These 
findings align with those of previous studies. 

Table 4 additionally demonstrates that the absolute values of “total bilateral merchandise 
trade” and “China's higher education student-teacher ratio” are greater in model (5) than in model 
(10). This suggests that educational factors exert a more pronounced influence on academic stu-
dents, whereas economic and socio-cultural factors play a more pivotal role in shaping the educa-
tional choices of non-academic students. 

 
5.2 Perspectives based on specialist, undergraduate and postgraduate students 

In accordance with the findings of the research on academic students, these students can be 
further categorised into three distinct groups: specialists, undergraduates and postgraduates. The 
latter group can be further subdivided into those pursuing a master's degree and those pursuing a 
doctoral degree. 

In the first instance, we present the empirical results pertaining to college students, under-
graduates and postgraduates. Table 5 presents the empirical results of the influencing factors of 
college students, undergraduates and postgraduates of international students from the countries 
along “the Belt and Road”. It demonstrates that the influence of economic factors, socio-cultural 
factors and educational factors on international students with different levels of education varies. 
The economic, socio-cultural and educational factors exert a differential influence on international 
students from countries along the Belt and Road, according to the level of education in question. 
The “total merchandise trade between the two countries”, “common border”, “resources of Chi-
nese university teachers” and “bilateral academic degree mutual recognition agreement” are all 
conducive to “the Belt and Road” initiative. All the aforementioned factors are conducive to in-
ternational students from countries along the Belt and Road pursuing studies at all academic levels 
in China.  

Table3 “Empirical study on the influencing factors of specialized students, undergraduates and postgradu-
ates from countries along the Belt and Road” 
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The ratio of GDP between China and the source countries suggests that international students 

of different academic levels from countries along the Belt and Road are more likely to pursue 
their studies in countries where the costs are lower. The distance between China and the capital 
city of the source country is only a significant factor for those pursuing specialist qualifications, 
indicating that undergraduates and postgraduates are not particularly influenced by this aspect. 
With regard to the educational factors, it can be observed that the ratio of teachers to students in 
higher education in China has a greater impact on undergraduates and postgraduates, while the 
availability of scholarships has a greater impact on undergraduates, but not on specialists and 
postgraduates. 

Table4  Empirical results of influencing factors of master's and doctoral students in countries along “the Belt 
and Road” route 
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Secondly, the discussion turns to master's and doctoral degree students. The empirical results 

for master's and doctoral degree students among international students from countries along the 
Belt and Road routes to China are presented in models (1) to (10) in Table 6. Similarly, economic, 
socio-cultural and educational factors are all significant influences on their decision to study in 
China. The total amount of merchandise trade between the two countries, the resources of Chinese 
university teachers, and the common border are all significant factors influencing the decision to 
study in China for students from countries along the Belt and Road. The total merchandise trade 
between the two countries, the resources of Chinese university teachers and the common border 
all have a positive effect on master's degree and doctoral degree students from countries along the 
Belt and Road. The impact of “China's higher education student-teacher ratio” on educational 
factors varies. It has a more pronounced effect on master's degree students, while “bilateral aca-
demic degree mutual recognition agreement” has a more pronounced effect on master's degree 
students. The impact of the Bilateral Academic Degree Mutual Recognition Agreement is more 
pronounced for those pursuing a master's degree, while it exerts a less pronounced influence on 
those pursuing a doctoral degree. The impact of “access to scholarships” is not statistically sig-
nificant for either master's or doctoral students. 

 
6.Research findings and policy recommendations 
6.1 Research findings 

This paper employs data from 53 countries spanning the period from 2005 to 2018 to exam-
ine the factors influencing the influx of international students into China. Through empirical in-
vestigation, it is evident that economic, educational, and socio-cultural factors collectively exert 
a significant influence on the scale and composition of international students in China. 

In general, the economic disparities between China and the countries of origin, along with 
the economic and trade exchanges between China and these countries, represent significant eco-
nomic factors influencing the inflow of international students to China. The shared border between 
China and these countries, coupled with the geographic distance between them, constitute crucial 
socio-cultural factors affecting the inflow of international students to China. China's higher edu-
cation faculty resources are a significant determinant of educational quality. The existence of a 
bilateral agreement on the mutual recognition of academic degrees between the two countries and 
the availability of Chinese scholarships are important education policy factors affecting the inflow 
of international students to China. 

With regard to the type of education, it can be observed that educational factors exert a rela-
tively greater influence on the decision of academic students to come to China, whereas economic 
factors and social and cultural factors play a more prominent role in the decision of non-academic 
students from countries along the route to study in China. With regard to the level of education, 
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there are notable differences in the influencing factors of specialists, undergraduates and post-
graduates among international students coming to China. Specialists are more concerned about 
economic factors and socio-cultural factors, whereas among the educational factors, China's 
higher education teachers' resources exert a more significant influence on undergraduates and 
postgraduates. Furthermore, the existence of a bilateral agreement on the mutual recognition of 
academic degrees between the two countries represents an important factor in attracting these 
three types of international students to come to China for study. The availability of scholarships 
has a detrimental impact on the likelihood of undergraduates pursuing their studies in China. For 
those pursuing master's and doctoral degrees, economic and educational factors play a significant 
role in their decision to study in China. China's higher education faculty resources and the exist-
ence of a bilateral agreement on the mutual recognition of academic degrees are particularly in-
fluential in attracting master's students to China. 

 
6.2 Policy recommendations 

Based on the above research findings, the following policy recommendations are proposed 
to better attract more and better-quality international students from the countries along “the Belt 
and Road” to study in China: 

Firstly, it is imperative to enhance the provision of scholarships on an ongoing basis. The 
aforementioned research findings indicate that scholarships have an inhibitory effect on the at-
traction of international students, particularly undergraduates, from countries along the Belt and 
Road. The probability of obtaining a scholarship directly influences the willingness to pursue 
studies in China. In light of the extant policies, such as the Chinese government scholarships, it is 
possible to consider the involvement of enterprises, social organisations and individuals in the 
establishment of a variety of scholarship types and formats. This could prove an effective strategy 
for attracting a greater number of students from countries along the Belt and Road to pursue their 
studies in China. 

Secondly, efforts will be made to further optimise the institutional environment for studying 
in China and to extend the scope of mutual recognition of bilateral academic degrees. By 2022, 
China had concluded bilateral academic degree mutual recognition agreements with 53 countries 
and regions, including 27 countries along the Belt and Road Initiative. Globally, the number of 
countries with which China has signed bilateral agreements on the mutual recognition of academic 
degrees is relatively low. It is therefore important to continue to expand the coverage of mutual 
recognition of academic degrees in countries and regions along “the Belt and Road” in order to 
overcome the current bottlenecks to educational cooperation and exchanges with the countries 
along the route. Furthermore, China should proactively advance the implementation of the 
UNESCO Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications in Higher Education in the Asia-Pa-
cific Region, the Global Convention on Higher Education Qualifications, and other related frame-
works. This should include the establishment of a global mutual recognition mechanism for aca-
demic degrees, the enhancement of educational qualification frameworks in accordance with in-
ternational standards, and the continued development of China's educational soft power. 

Thirdly, it is imperative that we pursue the continued reinforcement of the internal frame-
work of China's higher education system, coupled with an intensified effort to elevate the global 
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standing of this sector. The quality of education is a significant factor that impacts academic stu-
dents, particularly postgraduate students. Therefore, enhancing the strength of China's higher ed-
ucation and establishing China's higher education's competitive advantage in the international stu-
dent market is an essential component of improving China's higher education competitiveness. 
Currently, the Chinese government is advancing the development of the "double first-class" initi-
ative, optimising the configuration of academic disciplines and specialisations, and establishing a 
cadre of highly qualified faculty members. The double first-class construction initiative is de-
signed to facilitate the advancement of more universities and academic disciplines in China to the 
global forefront, thereby enhancing the overall strength of the country's higher education system 
and raising its international profile. It is essential to consider the construction requirements of the 
countries along “the Belt and Road” and the needs of international students. The development of 
a discipline system with Chinese characteristics, the cultivation of first-class faculty and disci-
plines with international competitiveness, and the attraction of high-level international students to 
study in China are key objectives. 
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