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ABSTRACT 

An increasing number of young foreigners are willing to study in China to understand and experience China on 

the spot for the last few years. Numerous researchers focused on international students in China. This paper 

applied the principles of behavioral economics to analyze the decision-making behaviors of international 

students choosing China as the destination for study. The purpose of the paper is to improve understanding of 

how international students were influenced by different choice or judgment means. The primary data were 

collected through surveys in a higher education institution in China and analyzed by the sequential description 

and explanatory analysis. The behaviors of International students selecting higher education institution abroad 

were probably influenced by parental education experiences. The comprehension of key elements affecting the 

student selection to study abroad can guide the admission strategy optimization of China and Chinese education 

institutions. Most international students prefer to obtain opinions from trustworthy individuals they believe in 

decision-making processes. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

A group of economists pioneered by Richard 

Taylor tried to extend the boundaries of traditional 

economics by introducing psychological and 

sociological concepts, and proposed to use 

irrational economic agents as the object of micro-

study, thereby creating behavioral economics. As 

the behavioral economics gained popularity, it was 

gradually applied to the education sector. Student 

decision-making behavior is similar with customer 

buying behavior [1]. The group of students, as a 

segment of customers, is also a non-negligible part 

of the market. 

It was discovered that numerous factors 

influenced student behavior. Parental education 

associated with undergraduates' education and a 

high level of correlation was found between them 

[2]. Six influential factors of "push and pull" have 

been defined by Mazzarol and Soutar [3]. These 

factors for making the final decision are more 

related to the subjective characteristics of the 

individual, including parental involvement, 

financial situation, the location of higher 

educational institutions, the reputation of the 

institutions, the satisfaction rate of the study 

programs and financial support. Financial support 

of decision process always is important for 

international students and their families. Three 

researchers distinguished clear difference between 

enrolment fees and financial support, explaining 

that financial support of higher education institution 

can be designed to cove expenditures by deducting 

tuition fees or funding [4]. Understanding and 

recognition of financial factor greatly simplifies the 

outcome of making decisions. The institutions are 

putting lots of efforts into maintaining reputation 

and improving the academic prestige, which can 

lead to more admitted students [5]. Therefore, the 

competitive advantage of higher education 

institutions is remained by better reputation and 

higher ranking in the current education market. A 

good public image is greatly important that can 

subjectively reflect the inner behavior of the 

organization. As a part of the society, the human 

behavior is affected by social influence. The human 
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brain positions particularly emphasize to encode the 

rewarding experience about finding strong evidence 

of social behaviors for one's judgments [6]. 

In 2018, a total of 492,200 international 

students from 196 countries and regions have come 

to China for study [7]. For the huge number of 

international students, China and Chinese higher 

education institutions continuously formulated 

various admission strategies to attract students from 

all over the world. In order to enrich understanding 

of international student decision-making process 

and provide a reference for the admission strategy 

optimization, this paper will evaluate and reveal 

how potential students are affected by different 

means in process of selecting higher education 

institutions abroad from the perspective of 

behavioral economics. It will firstly state how to 

survey international students to collect primary 

data. Then three selected sections of the survey 

result will be considered as main findings to be 

analyzed through prospect theory, "nudge" and 

social proof. All analyses will be concluded and 

recommendations for future research will be 

presented in the last part of this paper. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

A result of the study's purpose was determined 

by the research method, selection of participants, 

data collection, and analysis technique [8]. This 

study has taken non experimental approach by 

surveying respondents to create descriptive 

research. The primary data was collected through 

the online questionnaire. Questions started with 

personal background, in which the result of parental 

education experience will be mainly focused on. 

The second aspect is about reasons for choosing the 

destination for study where the influential factors 

will be listed to choose. The last essay questions 

were designed to describe more steps during the 

decision-making process of studying abroad to 

obtain possibly detailed cues about the choice or 

judgement of participants. The international 

students who have completed the academic study 

for at least one semester were selected randomly as 

participants in this study at a university. This 

specific point is important as it represented that 

students would have lived and studied abroad and 

decision-making processes has ended. The 

researcher contacted with international student 

affairs offices in their institutions for a request to 

send the online questionnaire to international 

students who have met the requirement of the 

specific point.  

A total of 400 surveys were distributed to 

participants with levels of study are language 

training, undergraduate, graduate and doctoral, then 

103 responses were received, resulting in a 25.8% 

response rate. The samples of 103 are from 37 

countries, which contained 48 female and 55 male 

respondents. 71 of participants responded how to 

make a decision about getting higher education, 

studying abroad and choosing China as a 

destination for study. The higher education in this 

study referred to the university graduated or above. 

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION (1400) 

The prospect theory proposed by the behavioral 

economist, Daniel Kahneman, finds that people's 

risk preference behavior tends to change with the 

situation [9]. When an event is determined to be 

profitable, individuals are averse to the risk factors 

of the event, but their attitudes are risk preference 

when judging a loss event. The determination of 

loss or gain is based on a certain reference point set 

by themselves [10]. Currently, prospect theory is 

used in the analysis of student enrollment by 

educational behavioral economists. The level of 

individual reference points will affect the final 

decision of individual higher education admissions. 

Students will take their parents' academic 

qualifications as a reference point. If the student's 

parents are high school graduates, going to college 

will fall into the field of gain. On the contrary, if 

the parents of the students are university graduates, 

then going to college will fall into the field of loss 

of the student [11]. "Figure 1" displays the 

education level of parents and the support rate of 

studying in China. The number of participants who 

have both or one of the parents with higher 

education is 60 (58.2%), which higher than 36 

(35%) of participants whose parents keeps the 

education level of vocational school, high school or 

middle school. Similarly, 35 (85.4%) out of 60 

participants gained the support about the study from 

their parents, which is more than 28 (77.8%) out of 

36 participants. It is inferred that most international 

students are probably refer to their parents' higher 

education as a reference point. Not choosing higher 

education will be a loss for them. In the loss filed, 

individuals prefer risky options. Therefore, 

international students with parental higher 

education tend to take risks to go to China for 

higher education. 
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Figure 1 The education level of parents and support rate of studying in China. 

 

Figure 2 Frequency of selecting reasons about studying in China. 
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Figure 3 Frequency of selecting reasons about studying in the current institution. 

The behavioral economist, Richard Thaler and 

Cass Sunstein [12] first proposed the concept of 

"nudge", indicating that strategy designers can use 

invisible and ingenious strategies to help objects 

achieve specific choices. Saghai [13] pointed out 

that nudge is a behavior change that preserves the 

freedom of choice of nudgee by triggering the 

automatic recognition process of nudge. Scholars 

have proposed different methods of nudge 

classification. The salience nudge is synoptically 

represented by Wilson et al. [14], indicating that 

shaping saliency through label information can 

influence people's behavior. Its application can be 

experienced in a more and new field, such as the 

education. About "Figure 2" and "Figure 3", 

participants were provided with 13 possible reasons 

without the limit to the number of choices. "Figure 

2" indicates that the most frequent reason for being 

selected is that China is a safe country with good 

economic development. The next one is that the 

quality of higher education in China is better than 

the home countries of international students. The 

third-ranking reason is the interest in Chinese 

history and culture separately. "Figure 3" displays 

that the top two causes are to improve the academic 

level and the good reputation in students' home 

country. Simultaneously, reasons for various 

scholarship and financial aid opportunities, and the 

ease to apply and get admission are the third. These 

reasons above reveal clear focus areas where 

applying "nudges" would influence the decision-

making process or final choice of international 

students. The roles of China and Chinese 

institutions are the strategy designers. They should 

be aware of benefits of "nudge" application to 

influence the selection performance of international 

students. At the national policy level, China 

primarily develops appropriate "nudge" policies in 

aspects of national image, cultural soft power, the 

overall quality of higher education, to obtain 

attractive and powerful labels across the word. 

Chinese institutions principally enhance the 

reputation in academia and in destination countries 

of enrollment. 

The social proof theory, popularized by 

psychologist Robet Cialdini [15], maintains that 

people who are uncertain what the proper behavior 

for a certain situation is, will take a cue from 

others. This effect is particularly significant in a 

situation full of uncertainty. Three open-ended 

questions focus on the decision process of getting 

further education, studying abroad and choosing 

China as a destination for study. 71 respondents 

described detailed steps. Of those, 39 (54.9%) 

students mentioned actions that they inquired others 

for guidance, 11 (15.5%) students collected related 

information online by themselves and the rest 

students did not choose the both actions, but in 

other various ways. It could be seen that half of 

respondents and above were influenced more or 

less by advices from others. The function of social 

proof existed distinctly in the decision-making 

process of international students studying in China. 

4. CONCLUSION 

In the decision-making process of studying in 

China, the principles of behavioral economics exist 
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and can be applied to analyze choice behaviors of 

international students. Applying behavioral 

economics to student higher education selection 

process improves understanding of how students 

are influenced by different choice or judgment 

means. The prospect theory effectively indicated 

that the higher education selection of students was 

influenced by parental education experiences. 

Therefore, most international students studying in 

China were probably motivated by their parents' 

higher education experience in this study. It is 

identified that key factors and areas are the main 

student priorities in process of selecting a 

destination for higher education. This 

comprehension can be applied further in strategies 

to attract the prospective students. High education 

institutions can enlighten students about these areas 

of their interest by providing the most relevant 

information. Once students keep interested in an 

institution but it is an uncertain field, they prefer to 

access more guidance about this institution and its 

location from others, especially experienced 

individuals. The positive comments in the step of 

decision process are vitally important. Therefore, 

maintaining and improving the reputation of a 

country or institution is an effective strategy to lead 

to more prospective admittees. 

This study only included one higher education 

institution and small size convenience samples that 

only improved understanding of current institutions 

and weren't representative of entire international 

students in China. Expanding the study to multiple 

institutions for more samples is certainly worth 

pursuing. The data in this paper were collected only 

by the questionnaire, but the mixed method is 

recommended for future study, which began with 

quantitative data collection followed by qualitative 

interview. In the future study, it's needed to focus 

on the specific nations to get a better understanding 

of the choice preference of students from individual 

nations. 
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APPENDIX (QUESTIONNAIRE ON 

WHY YOU CHOSE TO STUDY IN 

CHINA) 

Dear all, 

I am from the School of International Education 

of Zhengzhou University conducting a research on 

the decision-making behavior process of 

international students studying in China. The 

research aims to know what catalyze your decision 

to study in China. Your information to this research 

will be valuable and helpful in this regard. The 

researcher will like to assure you that your personal 

information provided will be treated with the high 

sense of privacy and will be used solely for this 

purpose as stated above. Thanks for your 

cooperation. 

1. Nationality:        

2. Gender:        

3. Age:        

4. Major:         

5. How long have you been studying in China?        

6. What's your current level of study? 

◯ Language training 

◯ Undergraduate 

◯ Graduate 

◯ Doctoral 

◯ Other 

7. Your Chinese level:  

◯ Fluent in Chinese 

◯ Can speak Chinese, but uses English 

sometimes 

◯ Limited to speak Chinese 

◯ Cannot speak Chinese 

◯ Other 

8. Your family average monthly income: 

◯ < 5,000RMB 

◯ 5,000 – 10,000RMB 

◯ 10,001 – 20,000RMB 

◯ > 20,000RMB 

9. Your father's highest education level: 

◯ Middle school   

◯ High school   

◯ Vocational school   

◯ University graduated   

◯ Master 

◯ PhD 

◯ Other 

10. Your mother's highest education level:  

◯ Middle school   

◯ High school   

◯ Vocational school   

◯ University graduated   

◯ Master   

◯ PhD   

◯ Other 

11. What's the source of funding for your 

study's in China? 

◯ Full scholarship   

◯ Half scholarship   

◯ Self-funding   

◯ Other 
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12. How did you get the enrollment information 

of Chinese universities? 

◯ Study-abroad agency  

◯ Advertisement  

◯ Family or friend's recommendation  

◯ Internet search 

13. Reasons for studying in China (Multiple 

Choice): 

□ China is a safe country with good economic 

development  

□ Interest in Chinese history and culture 

□ Improve my Chinese language skills 

□ The quality of higher education in China is 

better than my home country 

□ There are many choices of institutions or 

academic programs in China than in my own 

country 

□ A relative low study cost 

□ Probability in support funding 

□ It's easy to find a job in Chinese enterprises 

than in my home country after graduation 

□ Preparation to work or live in China after 

graduation 

□ I intend to do business with China in the 

future 

□ My family's suggestion and desire 

□ Recommendation from the agency or friends 

studying in China 

□ My family members/friends choose to study 

in China  

□ Other       

14. Reasons for choosing your current 

institution 

□ Attracted by some courses or majors in the 

official website of this institution 

□ Influenced by recruiters and recruitment 

materials of this institution 

□ Influenced by the introduction or 

advertisements of the study-abroad agency 

□ The good reputation in my home country 

□ Prompt and effective response from the 

admission office staff 

□ It's easy to apply and get admission 

□ Improve my academic level 

□ Various scholarship or financial aid 

opportunities 

□ Lower tuition fees in this institution than 

other Chinese institutions 

□ Living expenses are relatively lower in the 

city where this institution is than other Chinese 

cities 

□ Recommendation from my family/ friends or 

the study-abroad agency 

□ My family members/friend chose it  

□ My family members/friends graduated from 

this institution 

□ Other                

15. Do your parents support your study or 

goals? In what ways? 

16. Tell about decision-making process about 

getting further education? （make a list for or 

against, talk to relatives, etc.)  

17. Tell about decision-making process about 

studying abroad? （make a list for or against, talk 

to relatives, etc.) 

18. Tell about decision-making process about 

choosing China? （make a list for or against, talk 

to relatives, etc.) 

19. Did you only apply to study in China? 

20. What other countries did you apply to? 

21. While making decision where to study, how 

did you get information about other institutions you 

didn't choose eventually? 

22. Is there anything else you would like to add 

regarding your experiences as an international 

student? 
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