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  Abstract 
 This study seeks to explain why and 
how international graduate students 
from East Asia choose to come to 
Canada to pursue advanced education, 
to assess the strengths and dynamics of 
the factors infl uencing the enrollment 
decision, and to describe possible 
implications both for education-
exporting countries and universities 
offering graduate education. A 
synthesis model is developed to explain 
their decision-making  process , while a 
push – pull model is used to understand 
the strengths of and relationships 
among various  factors  that infl uence 
the choice of a country, institution, 
program, and city. The research 
sample comprised 140 students from 
China, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, and 
Taiwan who enrolled in graduate 

programs at two large Ontario 
universities. The research shows a 
three-stage process, guided fi rst by the 
focus of the program (i.e. research-
oriented versus professional programs). 
Other factors — country, institution, 
and city — interplay simultaneously at 
the later two stages. The research 
fi ndings reveal the signifi cant infl uence 
of academic ( Academic Pulling Factors  
and  Administrative Pulling Factors ), 
economic, environmental, and visa /
 immigration pulling factors as well as 
a set of negative pushing factors from 
third countries such as the United 
States. This research suggests that to 
attract top international graduate 
students, policy makers and 
institutional administrators should 
focus on investing in research and 
ensuring the quality of graduate 
education, while devoting efforts and 
resources to the internationalization of 
graduate education, as well as crafting 
a national marketing strategy to 
enhance awareness of and the overall 
image of their higher education 
institutions and programs.  
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 Introduction 
 Interest in international students has 
been a phenomenon in recent decades 
mainly for academic, economic, 
political, and cultural reasons.  1   
International study and the 
international fl ow of students, 
however, can be traced back to ancient 
times, as early as 600 BC in India 
( Altekar, 1965 ), and in other 
civilizations such as China, Persia, 
Greece, Rome, and Western Europe 
( Dedijer, 1968 ;  Hess, 1982 ). These 
civilizations enrolled students from 
many countries, and used international 
languages, such as Sanskrit, Pali, 
Greek, or Latin, as instructional 
languages. In the medieval European 
universities, such as Bologna, Cordova, 
Florence, Louvain, Paris, and Salerno, 
the faculty was generally international 
in nature, and  “ foreign students were 
the norm not the exception ”  ( Altbach 
and Lulat, 1985, p. 441 ). Universities 
and other higher educational 
institutions have been international 
institutions throughout their history. 
Indeed,  “ international education has 
constituted one of the most important 
elements in institutions of higher 
education in all countries and all 
times ”  ( Hess, 1982, p. 1 ), and so the 
internationalization of higher education 
is not a recent phenomenon. 

 International graduate students are a 
very special group of people, belonging 
to the so-called  “ creative class ”  
( Florida, 2002 ), who travel from afar 
to pursue advanced education both for 
the love of knowledge and for personal 
and professional advancement. They 

play an important role in Canadian 
graduate education by bringing 
academic, cultural, and economic 
benefi ts to our learning environment 
and society; subsequently, they are 
ambassadors of Canadian education to 
the world. 

 Canada ’ s future sustainability and 
growth will depend on new immigrants 
who are educated skilled workers. The 
international student population has 
been viewed by many as a pool of 
preferred potential immigrants. The 
2002 Speech from the Throne  The 
Canada We Want  outlined the need for 
Canada to be a magnet for talent and 
investment. In particular, the government 
will  “ position Canada as a destination 
of choice for talented foreign students 
and skilled workers by more aggressively 
selecting and recruiting through 
universities and in key embassies 
abroad ”  ( Government of Canada, 2002, 
p. 9 ). It is clear that Canada, including 
all levels of government and institution, 
has a great interest in international 
students. Despite the importance of their 
presence in our learning environment 
and society, existing research on 
international graduate students, 
especially in the Canadian context, is 
minimal. 

 This is the fi rst research focusing on 
this group of international students 
and their choice of a Canadian 
graduate school. The three purposes of 
this study are (1) to understand the 
process of deciding to undertake 
overseas graduate studies, and thus to 
develop a framework to explain the 
factors infl uencing international 
students ’  choice of a Canadian 
graduate school, (2) to assess the 
strengths and dynamics of the factors 
infl uencing the enrollment decision, 
and (3) to discuss possible implications 
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both for education-exporting countries 
and for universities offering graduate 
education.   

 Theoretical Framework 
 The existing college choice literature gives 
little consideration to the unique 
characteristics of international graduate 
students. Typically, the literature groups 
them with other graduate students or 
with undergraduate international 
students. Therefore, there was a need to 
develop a more comprehensive and 
dynamic model to explain international 
graduate students ’  choice and decision-
making process, building on existing 
 “ conceptual ”  frameworks of college 
choice models and theories on factors or 
variables infl uencing students ’  choice of 
undergraduate and / or graduate programs. 
An extensive review of previous studies 
was conducted to build the  Synthesis 
Model  for this study. Three domains of 
literature were reviewed — covering 
undergraduate students, graduate 
students, and international students — as 
well as studies on college choice factors, 
such as location characteristics, economics 
of international graduate education, visa, 
and education / immigration / mobility. The 
push – pull model was also reviewed to 
understand the strengths of and 
relationships among various factors 
that infl uence the choice of a country, 
institution, program, and city. The 
literature on internationalization and 
marketing helped to guide the study 
regarding this particular group of 
students ’  overseas studies decision-
making process.  

 The Synthesis Model 
 The  Synthesis Model  is a 
comprehensive and dynamic model 
that incorporates the process models 

and important factors. Its process is 
based on  Hossler and Gallagher’s 
model (1987)  and  Neice and Braun’s 
(1977)  three-phase model, and 
 Mazzarol and Soutar’s (2002b)   “ push –
 pull ”  model. Its concept is rooted in 
econometric models, marketing models, 
and information-processing models. It 
also borrows the fundamentals from 
the sociological models and social 
capital theory at an early stage, and 
then moves on to Florida ’ s  “ creative 
capital ”  theory (2002).  Figure 1  shows 
the concept, process, and factors of 
the model. 

 There are three stages in the process 
of choosing overseas study — the 
decision to study abroad, the choice of 
a host country, and the selection of a 
host institution. In most situations, 
students fi rst decide to study abroad 
rather than study locally; they then 
choose a host country, and fi nally, a 
host institution. In other situations, 
students by-pass the process of 
choosing a host country, and choose 
a host institution directly. At each 
stage, the decisions are infl uenced by 
three domains of factors — Student 
Characteristics, Signifi cant Others, 
and External Push – Pull Factors. 
Student characteristics include socio-
economic background, personal 
characteristics and preferences, 
academic ability, social capital, and 
creative capital. Signifi cant others 
include encouragement from family /
 spouse, relatives, professors, sponsors, 
or employers. External infl uences —
 push and pull factors — include positive 
and negative forces from the home and 
host countries, personal driving forces 
due to external infl uences, and 
institutional characteristics. By the end 
of the search stage for institutions, 
students will derive a choice set of 
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institutions from which to make 
applications. The fi nal stage of the 
school choice is to select one school 
from the set of offers of admission. 
Students will make trade-offs among 
the factors considered in the search 
stage, and reach a fi nal choice.   

 The Push – Pull Model 
 A push – pull model was originally used 
in the theory of migration (E. S.  Lee, 
1966 ) to explain the factors infl uencing 
the movement of people. The model 
has been used to understand 
international student fl ows ( Neice and 
Braun, 1977 ;  Cummings, 1984 ; 
K.H.  Lee and Tan, 1984 ;  Sirowy and 
Inkeles, 1984 ;  Agarwal and Winkler, 
1985 ;  Cummings and So, 1985 ), the 

decision or motivation to study abroad 
( Glaser, 1978 ;  Rao, 1979 ;  Altbach and 
Lulat, 1985 ), and the international 
students ’  choice of a country 
( Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002b ). The 
push factors are the factors associated 
with the home country. Some push 
factors are positive and some are 
negative in nature, while pull factors 
are in general positive to attract 
international students to the 
destination. In essence, the decision, 
motivations, and fl ow of international 
students are  “ a function of the 
combined  ‘ pull ’  factors and  ‘ push ’  
factors as infl uenced by intervening 
obstacles ”  ( Sirowy and Inkeles, 1984, 
p. 65 ).  Neice and Braun (1977)  
explained that the push factors had 
strength in the initial reasons for 
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   Figure 1  :        The (Original) Synthesis Model  
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studying abroad, while the pull factors 
dominated the choices, especially the 
appeal of program availability. 

 The push – pull model has been 
primarily used to explain international 
students ’  decision-making process in 
the fi rst two stages, which are (1) the 
 “ predisposition ”  or motivation stage —
 the decision to study abroad, and (2) 
the  “ search ”  or information gathering 
stage — the choice of a country. This 
study takes this model one step further, 
to the last stage of the decision-making 
process — the  “ choice ”  of an 
institution, because it touches on the 
academic, economic, environmental, 
and informational factors that are 
closely tied to other college choice 
models.   

 Internationalization and Marketing 
 According to  De Wit (2002) , there are 
four approaches to internationalization, 
namely, activity, rationale, competency, 
and process. The two most-used 
approaches to defi ning 
internationalization, which also have a 
direct impact on international students, 
are the  activity  approach described as a 
series of activities, programs, and 
services ( Harari, 1977, 1989 ;  Arum and 
Van de Water, 1992 ), research, 
scholarly, and international organization 
collaboration ( Beerkens and Derwende, 
2007 ), export of knowledge and 
education ( Harman, 2002 ;  Mazzarol 
and Soutar, 2002a ), and the  process  
approach that involves policies ( Callan, 
1998 ;  Enders, 2004 ) and moves the 
higher educational institutions in an 
international direction ( Schoorman, 
1999 ;  Harman, 2005 ).  Harari  
defi ned internationalization as  “ the 
international content of the curricula, 
the international movement of scholars 

and students concerned with training 
and research, and the arrangements 
that engage a system of education 
cooperation programs beyond its 
national boundaries ”  (1977, p. 2293), 
while  Knight  sees internationalization 
as  “ the process of integrating an 
international / intercultural dimension 
into the teaching, research and service 
functions of the institution ”  (1999, p. 16). 

 In applying marketing concepts to 
education,  Kotler and Fox  defi ned 
marketing as  “ the analysis, planning, 
implementation, and control of 
carefully formulated programs designed 
to bring about voluntary exchanges of 
values with target markets, to achieve 
institutional objectives. Marketing 
involves designing the institution ’ s 
offerings to meet the target market ’ s 
needs and desires, and using effective 
pricing, communication, and 
distribution to inform, motivate, and 
service the markets ”  (1985, p. 7). 
Various studies ( College Entrance 
Examination Board, 1976 ;  Krampf and 
Heinlein, 1981 ;  Brooker and Noble, 
1985 ) used the marketing model, 
which applies marketing principles, 
such as marketing mix, segmentation, 
positioning, and marketing research, to 
study student choice and to address 
decreasing enrollments. Much of the 
research in marketing education to 
international students is carried out in 
Australia and the United Kingdom. 
The focus is on strategic marketing, 
differentiation, and competitiveness 
( Mazzarol and Hosie, 1996 ;  Mazzarol 
and Soutar, 2002a ;  Binsardi and 
Ekwulugo, 2003 ;  Hemsley-Brown and 
Oplatka, 2006 ) at the institutional and 
national level. 

 Most of the studies in international 
students ’  choice neglected to assess the 
impact of the internationalization 
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process and activities and marketing 
efforts on the international students ’  
choice of a host country and a host 
institution. This study examined their 
roles as factors infl uencing 
international students ’  choice and their 
respective outcomes in attracting and 
recruiting international students.    

 Methodology 
 This study used a combination of 
quantitative and qualitative research 
methods to explain the factors and 
process. Quantitative data from a 
mailed survey questionnaire were used 
to identify the factors and to measure 
their signifi cance in infl uencing or 
determining the choice of overseas 
graduate schools. Qualitative data 
from in-person interviews were used to 
gain insights into how international 
graduate students decide to pursue 
international studies and select a 
country, institution, program, and 
location. Triangulation was used in 
this research to determine the 
consistency of data collected from both 
methods, and the research fi ndings 
were compared to the fi ndings from 
the literature review. 

 The survey items were developed 
based on a review of previous 
questionnaires ( Neice and Braun, 1977 ; 
 Zikopoulos and Barber, 1986 ;  Austin, 
1988 ;  Gagnon andCocolas, 1988 ; 
 Olson, 1992 ;  Webb, 1993 ;  Poock and 
Love, 2001 ), and these items were 
grouped into three domains of factors —
 Student Characteristics, Signifi cant 
Others, and External Push – Pull factors. 
The survey questionnaire followed the 
three-stage temporal fl ow of the 
synthesis model and the study-abroad 
decision — choice of country, choice of 
institution / program, and future plans. 

 The research subjects comprised 
international graduate students from 
China, Hong Kong, Japan, Korea, and 
Taiwan who enrolled in two large 
universities in the city of Toronto — the 
University of Toronto and York 
University — in the academic year of 
2003 – 04. These East Asian 
jurisdictions were chosen because of 
their importance as a source of 
graduate students across North 
America. International students from 
these jurisdictions represented almost 
one-fi fth of the graduate-level 
international enrollment in Canada for 
the three academic years 1997 – 2000 
( Bartlett and Kane, 2002 ), and 
international graduate students from 
these jurisdictions represented 41 
percent of the total international 
graduate student enrollment in the 
United States ( Davis, 2000 ). Prior to 
1994, Hong Kong and Japan were 
leading countries sending students to 
Canada; however, after 1994, Korea 
and China became the leading 
countries sending students to Canada 
( Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 
2003 ). Although Hong Kong is now 
part of China, its history of being part 
of the Commonwealth had a 
signifi cant impact on the pattern of 
sending students to Canada compared 
with the Chinese experience, and so 
the data were collected and analyzed 
separately. 

 Ontario hosted the largest number 
of international students at all levels 
combined ( Citizenship and 
Immigration Canada, 2006 ). The 
University of Toronto and York 
University were chosen for the study 
because they are among the largest 
Ontario universities hosting a very 
high number of international students, 
especially at the graduate level in 2003 
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( Canadian Association for Graduate 
Studies, 2005 ). The city of Toronto 
was chosen mainly to test the causal 
relationship between the location and 
enrollment decision: among the 43 
North American metropolitan regions 
with populations over one million, the 
city of Toronto has been ranked 
number one in diversity and number 
four in creativity ( Gertler  et al ., 2002 ). 

 Paper-based survey questionnaires 
were mailed directly from the two 
universities to a total population of 
450 international graduate students, 
and 140 surveys (31 percent) were 
returned. The recruitment of the 
interview participants was via self-
selection, as interview participants 
were asked in the questionnaire 
whether they would be interested in 
participating in an in-depth interview, 
and 23 graduate students participated 
in in-depth interviews. The in-depth 
interviews were semi-structured, and 
the interview format consisted of small 
group discussions, individual 
interviews, and online interviews. 

 Besides the country of origin, there 
was no additional information 
available on the population regarding 
gender, age, level of study, and the 
fi eld of study. The respondents 
mirrored the total population in terms 

of country of origin. Students from 
China represented 67 percent of the 
total respondents, Hong Kong 4 
percent, Japan 13 percent, Korea 11 
percent, and Taiwan 4 percent. Half 
of the respondents were enrolled at the 
doctoral level and the rest at the 
Master ’ s level (refer to  Table 1 ). 
Thirty-two percent of the respondents 
were between 21 and 25 years of age, 
47 percent were between 26 and 30, 
and 21 percent were over 30 years of 
age. Twenty-two percent of the 
respondents were enrolled in arts and 
humanities, 27 percent in business, 
7 percent in education, 34 percent in 
engineering and science, 2 percent in 
law, and 6 percent in medical and 
health. The demographic data and the 
fi eld of study of the interviewees 
mirrored the survey respondents.   

 Findings from the Survey —
 Study-Abroad Decision, 
Choice of Canada, 
and an Institution 
 The data analyzed and presented 
below were based on fi ve sets of 
independent variables, which showed 
the most signifi cant difference between 
and among the groups: (1) country 
of origin, (2) attitude / preference 

  Table 1 :      The composition and background of the survey respondents 

    Gender    University    Types of programs  

  Country of 
citizenship  

  Male    Female    U Toronto    York U    Doctoral 
research   

  Master 
research   

  Master 
professional  

  Total    %  

 China  44  45  63  26  48  18  23  89  64 
 Hong Kong  2  4  4  2  4  1  1  6  4 
 Japan  9  16  16  9  10  8  7  25  18 
 Korea  7  3  3  7  4  2  4  10  7 
 Taiwan  6  4  5  5  4  1  5  10  7 
 Total  68  72  91  49  70  30  40  140  100 
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(i.e. whether Canada was the country 
of fi rst choice), (3) types of program 
enrolled (i.e. research programs versus 
professional programs), (4) fi elds of 
study, and (5) university enrolled. 
There were 100 students in research 
programs (including 70 students at the 
doctoral level and 30 at the master ’ s 
level), and 40 in professional 
programs. Students enrolled in research 
programs included both doctoral and 
selected master students, and most of 
them received funding. Professional 
students were mainly self-funded, and 
their degree programs included 
Business and Management (22), 
Education (3), and Engineering (11).  

 Applications pattern and 
preference / attitude 
 The vast majority (92 percent) of the 
respondents reported that their 
program of study was their fi rst 
choice, and 81 percent of the 
respondents reported that their 
university was their fi rst choice in 
Canada. Two-thirds of those who 
reported that their university was not 
their fi rst choice identifi ed American 
universities as their fi rst choice. 
Seventy-one respondents (51 percent) 
reported that Canada was their fi rst 
choice, while 67 respondents (49 

percent) reported that Canada was not 
their fi rst choice. 

 After a closer examination, it was 
evident that there were signifi cant 
differences based on the country of 
origin, and between genders. The 
majority of Japanese, Hong Kong, and 
Korean students reported that Canada 
was their fi rst-choice country, while 
half of the Taiwanese students reported 
that Canada was their fi rst-choice 
country. More than half (63 percent) 
of the Chinese students reported that 
Canada was not their fi rst-choice 
country. More female than male 
students had a preference toward 
Canada as their fi rst-choice country 
(refer to  Table 2 ). 

 Almost all (65 respondents or 98 
percent) of those respondents reporting 
that Canada was not their fi rst choice 
of country identifi ed the United States 
as their fi rst choice of country. 
Although 71 respondents reported that 
Canada was their fi rst-choice country, 
89 (64 percent) respondents had 
applied to universities outside Canada. 
The United States was the country 
most respondents (70) identifi ed as the 
country they applied to. Fourteen 
respondents reported that they had 
applied to schools in the United States 
and in another country. It was evident 
that outside of Canada, the United 

  Table 2 :      Cross-tabulation of Canada was my fi rst-choice country and country of origin 

    Canada was my 

fi rst choice  

  Country of origin  

  China    Hong Kong    Japan    Korea    Taiwan    Total  

     N     %     N     %     N     %     N     %     N     %     N     %  

 No  56  63  1  17  2  9  3  30  5  50  67  49 
 Yes  33  37  5  83  21  91  7  70  5  50  71  51 
 Missing          1        1    2   
 Total  89  100  6  100  23  100  10  100  10  100  138  100 
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States was the preferred country for 
graduate studies for this sample.   

 Factors infl uencing study abroad 
 The decision to undertake overseas 
graduate study is infl uenced by three 
domains of factors — (1)  student 

characteristics / motivation , (2) external 
 push – pull factors  related to home – host 
countries, which can be viewed as a 
set of factors related to 
 internationalization  and  globalization , 
and (3)  encouragement from signifi cant 
others  (refer to  Table 3 ). The 
respondents reported that personal 

   Table 3 :      Summary of factors infl uencing the decision to study abroad 

    M    SD    Country 
of origin  

  Types of 
programs   

  Fields of 
study  

  Student characteristics and motivations  
    I want an advanced degree for personal satisfaction  4.21  1.05       
    My profession requires an advanced degree  3.98  1.18   3   R   
    Foreign advanced degrees improve job prospects/the 

chance of receiving a good salary and promotions 
 3.93  1.09   3      3  

    I value an advanced degree from a Western country  3.77  1.15   3      3  
    The opportunity to gain freedom from family  1.88  1.25       
            
  External push – pull factors (Internationalization  &  globalization)  
    Foreign language skills are desirable  4.14  0.95   3      3  
    The opportunity to experience a Western culture  3.88  1.08   3      
    The work experience abroad is valued by my 

home country 
 3.85  1.09   3      3  

    Prospects of better employment and higher salary 
after study abroad 

 3.79  1.13   3      

    The foreign degrees are prestigious or valued by my 
home country 

 3.77  1.16   3      3  

    International education is valued by my home country  3.71  1.13   3      3  
    Desired education not available  2.94  1.51   3      3  
    Home country lacks research facilities  2.83  1.39       3  
    Limited career prospects at home  2.47  1.22       
    Financial support from home government or agency  2.05  1.55   3      
    Uncertain political situation  1.69  1.09   3      
            
  Encouragement from signifi cant others  
    Family/Spouse  3.57  1.34       3  
    Other Students/Friends  3.18  1.30    R   
    Professors  3.11  1.51   3   R   
    Alumni  2.40  1.32    R   
    Relatives in the host country  2.11  1.39   3      
    Sponsor  1.85  1.29       
    Employers  1.79  1.11   3      

      p     <    0.05   
     M — Mean is calculated based on a fi ve-point Likert scale, ranging from  “ 5 — very important ”  to  “ 1 — not 
important ” , and an option of  “ N/A — not applicable ”    
      “  3  ”  — Signifi cant difference among independent variables (e.g. country of origin and fi elds of study)   
      “ R ”  — Students enrolled in research programs considered the factor as having greater importance than students 
enrolled in professional programs   
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motivation was the most important 
driving force for the study-abroad 
decision. 

 In reviewing the external push – pull 
factors related to home country and 
Canada and the impact of 
internationalization and globalization 
on study abroad, it is worth noting 
that positive push factors exerted more 
infl uence than negative push factors in 
making the study-abroad decision. 
These international students reported 
that foreign language skills were 
desirable, and that the favorable 
perception of international education 
and foreign working experience by 
their home country had a signifi cant 
infl uence in their study-abroad 
decision. It is worth noting that these 
positive factors, such as  culture /
 language ,  economics , and  academic  
factors, exerted more infl uence in 
making the study-abroad decision than 
negative factors, such as desired 
education not available, limited career 
prospects at home, and uncertain 
political situation. 

 Students enrolled in a research 
program reported the strong infl uence 
of encouragement from professors to 
pursue foreign education, while 
graduate students in professional 
programs ranked encouragement from 
professors as being of low importance. 
 “ Family (children) / spouse ”  was 
identifi ed by some married students as 
a factor infl uencing the study-abroad 
decision, suggesting a possible 
intention to immigrate. Students 
studying in business programs reported 
factors related to internationalization 
and globalization, such as acquiring 
foreign language skills, future job 
prospects, and working-abroad 
experience, to be of high importance in 
infl uencing the study-abroad decision. 

 There is a signifi cant difference by 
country of origin in the perceived 
benefi ts of studying abroad. Studying 
abroad was viewed positively in China, 
Korea, and Taiwan, but negatively in 
Japan. International graduate students 
from Japan tended to rank low in 
importance the value or economic 
benefi ts of foreign education in their 
society, indicating a  “ reverse push ”  
factor from their country because 
Japanese society places less importance 
on the foreign graduate education. 
What motivated Japanese graduate 
students to study abroad was mostly 
encouragement from their professors, 
as this factor has been shown to be 
high in importance (4.18 out of 5 on 
the Likert Scale) in infl uencing their 
study-abroad decision. This suggests 
that when considering studying 
abroad, Japanese students are 
infl uenced by or more likely to 
respond to the activities related to 
internationalization, such as faculty 
and / or student exchange programs.   

 Factors infl uencing choice 
of Canada 
 The choice of Canada was infl uenced 
by the factors related to (1) the 
characteristics of Canada (e.g. 
environment), (2) external push – pull 
factors (e.g. economics of education, 
visa / immigration, marketing and 
information), and (3) signifi cant others. 
Among the three sets of factors, the 
characteristics of Canada, which, in 
part, can be viewed as the effects of 
internationalization and globalization, 
had the most important infl uence on 
these students ’  choice of Canada, 
followed by the external push – pull 
factors, and then by signifi cant others 
(refer to  Table 4 ). 
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   Table 4 :      Summary of factors infl uencing the decision to study abroad 

    M    SD    Country 
of origin  

  Canada is my 
fi rst choice  

  Types of 
programs   

  Fields 
of study  

  Factors related to characteristics of Canada  
    Perceived as a safe place to study  3.74  1.14   3   Yes     3  
    Perceived as a studious environment  3.49  1.16   3   Yes     3  
    Diverse and multicultural environment  3.40  1.20    Yes     3  
    Canada’s quality of life and health of 

the environment 
 3.32  1.22         

    The quality of the professional working 
environment 

 2.96  1.35         3  

    Perceived as an exciting place to live  2.75  1.17         
    The uniqueness of Canadian culture 

and bilingualism are valued 
 2.50  1.25   3        3  

    Canada has strong economic ties with 
my home country 

 1.84  0.91         

    Canada has strong political ties with 
my home country 

 1.67  0.89         

    The Canadian educational system is similar 
to the one in my country 

 1.64  0.90   3     R   

              
  External push – pull factors (Economics, marketing, and information)  
    Canadian degrees provide greater mobility 

for my future career/work 
 3.14  1.22         

    The ease and speed of the visa process  3.07  1.43   3   No     3  
    Lower tuition costs  3.02  1.45   3     P   
    Proximity to the United States  3.01  1.35   3   No     3  
    Information on study in Canada easily 

obtained from the internet 
 2.98  1.28   3        

    The possibility of applying for immigrant 
status 

 2.96  1.38   3   No     3  

    Lower living expenses  2.82  1.41   3     P   
    The Canadian degrees are prestigious 

and valued by my country 
 2.81  1.16   3     R   3  

    Canadian graduate programs have 
a good reputation 

 2.78  1.17      R   3  

    Canadian education is perceived as 
high quality in my country 

 2.73  1.06      R   3  

    It is easy to obtain information about 
Canada in my home country 

 2.29  1.12   3        3  

    Information on study in Canada obtained 
from university calendars 

 2.22  1.10         3  

    Information on study in Canada easily 
obtained from Canadian agencies in my 
country 

 2.21  1.11   3        

    Information on study in Canada obtained 
from education fairs 

 2.09  1.08         

              
  Factors related to signifi cant others  
    My friends recommended, studied or 

planned to study in Canada 
 2.49  1.30   3        

    My professors recommended or studied 
in Canada 

 2.34  1.53   3   Yes     
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 Most survey participants had a 
favorable impression of the Canadian 
environment. Those who said that 
Canada was their fi rst-choice country 
typically reported that they came to 
Canada because of the positive 
 Canadian Environment  — safe, diverse, 
and multicultural. This indicates that 
their personal preferences were aligned 
with the unique features and social 
philosophy that Canada has to offer. 
On the other hand, those who 
reported that Canada was not their 
fi rst-choice country chose to come to 
Canada for utilitarian reasons, such as 
ease of visa / immigration and proximity 
to the US. 

 There were differences in how these 
students viewed the importance of 
these three sets of factors in choosing 
Canada, especially in the  external 
push  –  pull factors  and  signifi cant 
others . Graduate students enrolled in 
research programs ranked the factors 
related to the characteristics of Canada 
ahead of factors related to the 
economics of education, marketing, or 
information (e.g. costs / price of 
education). They differed from 
graduate professional students in 

factors such as the perception of the 
Canadian environment and the quality /
 reputation of Canadian education, by 
placing more importance on these 
factors. They also ranked their 
professors ’  recommendations as having 
a more important infl uence on their 
choice of Canada than the professional 
students. Graduate students enrolled in 
professional programs, on the other 
hand, looked for a high-perceived 
quality of education at competitive 
costs, as they ranked  lower tuition 
costs  and  lower living expenses  of high 
importance. They also ranked 
professors ’  recommendations with low 
importance. 

 Many Chinese students reported 
their preference of the United States as 
a destination, and they also ranked 
visa / immigration as one of the most 
important factors in choosing Canada. 
This indicates that in the post-
September 11 era, visa and 
immigration considerations are of great 
importance in choosing Canada for 
particular groups of students, because 
they were not able to obtain US 
student visas, and as a consequence, 
they accepted Canada as their second 

   Table 4 :      Continued 

    M    SD    Country 
of origin  

  Canada is my 
fi rst choice  

  Types of 
programs   

  Fields 
of study  

    I have family members or relatives living 
in Canada 

 2.19  1.49   3   Yes  R   3  

    I have friends living in Canada  2.15  1.30   3   Yes     
    My spouse recommended, studied 

or planned to study in Canada 
 2.02  1.41   3   Yes     

    My sponsor chose Canada  1.71  1.38         

      p     <    0.05   
      “  3  ”  — Signifi cant difference among independent variables (e.g. country of origin and fi elds of study)   
      “ Yes ”  — Respondents who said  “ Canada was their 1st choice ”  reported the factor and  “ No ”  — Respondents who 
said  “ Canada was NOT their 1st choice ”  considered the factor as having greater importance   
      “ R ”  — Students enrolled in research programs and  “ P ”  — students enrolled in professional programs considered 
the factor as having greater importance   



 East-Asian Students ’  Choice of Canadian Graduate Schools 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL ADVANCEMENT. VOL.7 NO.4 271–306
© 2007 PALGRAVE MACMILLAN LTD. ISSN 1744–6503 $30.00

283

choice due to the ease and speed of the 
Canadian visa process.   

 Factors infl uencing choice 
of an institution 
 The four key infl uences of the choice 
of an institution are: (1) external 
push – pull factors associated with 
 academic pulling factors  (e.g. quality, 
reputation / ranking, research, and 
faculty), (2) external push – pull factors 
associated with  administrative pulling 
factors  (e.g. fi nancial aid, tuition, 
admissions, marketing, and 
information), (3) external push – pull 
factors associated with  environment  
and  location,  and (4)  signifi cant others  
(refer to  Table 5 ). 

 The academic pulling factors were 
ranked with very high importance, 
followed by the administrative pulling 
factors, environment and location, and 
signifi cant others. In general, the 
 university  reputation / quality / ranking 
was ranked ahead of the  program  
reputation / quality / ranking. In essence, 
these are core factors that pervade the 
entire study-abroad process, and that 
display an important pulling effect in 
drawing international graduate 
students to Canada and to Canadian 
graduate schools. 

 Students in research programs 
reported that the most important 
factor in choosing their school was the 
availability of fi nancial aid; however, 
except for this funding factor, they 
ranked factors associated with 
academic pulling factors with more 
importance than the ones associated 
with administrative pulling factors. 
Unlike the graduate professional 
students, they placed higher 
importance on faculty reputation and 
quality / reputation of university than on 

the ranking of the university and 
program. They reported that 
recommendations from professors and 
alumni, and the relationship and 
interaction with faculty and staff were 
important factors infl uencing their 
choice of a graduate school. Some 
students reported in the interviews that 
they came to Canada solely because they 
wanted to study under their professor /
 supervisor in specifi c research areas. 

 Students enrolled in professional 
programs ranked factors such as  the 
ranking of the program  and 
 affordability of tuition  with high 
importance in choosing a Canadian 
graduate school, in part due to the 
availability of program ranking 
information and marketing efforts 
(e.g.  MBA Tours ) done by the 
program. Students from China, Hong 
Kong, and Taiwan rated the 
importance of the university and 
program ranking higher than students 
from Japan and Korea. It was found 
that the ranking information was 
important not so much for reducing 
risks, but more for economic and 
return on investment purposes. These 
students perceived that a graduate 
degree from a top-ranked engineering 
or a business school / program would 
improve their future career and job 
prospects. Overall, although the 
administrative factors related to 
funding, fi nancial aid, and tuition were 
of great importance in pulling 
international students to a Canadian 
graduate school, they were secondary 
only to the academic pulling factors. 

 Students enrolled in professional 
programs, in particular business 
students, reported that factors such as 
the location of the university and the 
potential for future work in the same 
city were more important than for 
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   Table 5 :      Summary of factors infl uencing the choice of an institution 

    M    SD    Country 
of origin  

  Canada is my 
fi rst choice  

  Types of 
programs   

  Fields of 
study  

  University  

  External push – pull factors (Academic pulling)  
    The reputation of the university  4.12  1.03   3        3   U of T 
    The quality of the university  4.12  0.99      R   3   U of T 
    The quality of the program  4.09  1.09         3    
    The reputation of the program  4.04  1.11         3    
    The ranking of the university  3.94  1.11   3   No     3   U of T 
    The ranking of the program  3.87  1.16   3   No  P   3    
    The reputation of the faculty 

in my program 
 3.76  1.26      R   3   U of T 

                
  External push – pull factors (Administrative pulling)  
    The availability of fi nancial aid  4.11  1.28   3   Yes  R   3    
    Affordable tuition fees  3.83  1.24          York 
    The degree from my university 

improves my future career and 
job prospects 

 3.67  1.19   3        3   U of T 

    A wider program and course 
offering 

 3.62  1.15           

    Positive relationship between 
faculty and students 

 3.51  1.29   3        3    

    The degree from my university 
is highly marketable 

 3.22  1.40          U of T 

    Previous correspondence or contact 
with the faculty 

 3.17  1.41           

    Positive interaction with university 
personnel 

 3.15  1.30      R   3   U of T 

    Program requirements (residency/
length) 

 3.11  1.25   3          

    Recognition of my previous 
credentials 

 2.97  1.26         3    

    The speed of the application 
process 

 2.87  1.25         3    

    Not accepted elsewhere  2.74  1.61           
    Marketing information obtained 

from this university 
 2.05  1.10   3          

    Information obtained from the 
Peterson’s Guide 

 2.05  1.18           

    I have studied at this university 
before 

 2.04  1.54   3   Yes       

                
  External push – pull factors (Environment and location)  
    The city where my university is 

located is safe 
 3.42  1.19         3   U of T 

    There is no discrimination against 
me at this university 

 3.29  1.30         3    

    The location of the university  3.27  1.24   3   Yes  P   3    
    The diversity of the city where 

my university is located 
 3.20  1.31   3          

    The possibility of staying and 
working in the city where 
my university is located after 
graduation 

 2.88  1.37   3     P     
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students enrolled in research programs. 
International graduate students were 
concerned about safety, discrimination 
and tolerance (being accepted), 
diversity, and multiculturalism within 
a city and within an institution. The 
fi ndings show that there was some 
correlation between Florida ’ s  “ creative 
capital ”  theory and college choice.   

 Summary of research fi ndings 
from the survey 
 The research fi ndings show that 
institutional characteristics (both 
academic and administrative) have the 
strongest infl uence on international 
students when choosing a Canadian 
graduate school, followed by factors 
related to the characteristics of Canada 
(e.g. environment, economics of 
education, and visa / immigration), and 
then factors related to study-abroad 
decisions. While the pulling factors 
from Canada and Canadian higher 
educational institutions exerted the 
most signifi cant infl uence on 

international students ’  enrollment 
decisions, there was, in fact, another 
set of strong push factors (e.g. visa /
 immigration) from third countries, 
such as the United States, to push 
international students toward Canada 
and Canadian graduate schools, as 
reported by those who said that 
Canada was not their fi rst-choice 
country. 

 The push – pull model has been 
primarily used in the literature to 
explain international students ’  choice 
of a country and decision-making 
process in the fi rst two stages —
  “ predisposition ”  and  “ search / selection /
 application. ”  Adding to previous 
studies, this study has used the push –
 pull model to understand the student ’ s 
choice of a Canadian graduate school 
at all three stages. To provide a 
summary of the factors studied in this 
research,  Figure 2  depicts the strength 
of the pulling factors in making an 
enrollment decision of a Canadian 
graduate school. There are four levels 
of circles in  Figure 2 . The core 

   Table 5 :      Continued 

    M    SD    Country 
of origin  

  Canada is my 
fi rst choice  

  Types of 
programs   

  Fields of 
study  

  University  

  Factors related to signifi cant others  
    Recommendation from my 

professor in my country 
 2.74  1.66    Yes  R    U of T 

    Recommendation from my 
friends/alumni 

 2.73  1.48           

    Recommendation from my 
professor in Canada 

 2.69  1.54      R     

    My friends have studied or are 
studying at this university 

 2.10  1.34          U of T 

    Recommendation from my 
family/spouse 

 2.08  1.33    Yes       

    Recommendation from my 
sponsor 

 1.77  1.25    Yes       

      p     <    0.05 (Codes are the same as in  Table 3  and  Table 4 .)   
      “ U of T ”  — Respondents enrolled at the University of Toronto considered the factor as having greater impor-
tance than those enrolled at York University   
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represents the enrollment decision. The 
innermost circle,  Academic Pulling 
Factors , is the dominant infl uence, 
followed by  Administrative Pulling  and 
 Economic Factors  in the middle circle. 
The outermost circle represents factors, 
such as  Canadian Environment , 
 Visa / Immigration , and  Proximity to 
the US , with a moderate infl uence on 
the enrollment decision. Outside of the 
circles, at the periphery, four factors 
show a weak to moderate infl uence 
on the choice of Canadian graduate 
school. They are  Marketing of 
Canadian Education ,  Information on 
Studying in Canada ,  Push Factors 
from Home Country to Canada , and 
 Push Factors from Third Countries to 
Canada . The top half of the periphery 
represents the  pulling  factors, while the 
bottom half of the periphery represents 
the  pushing  factors.    

 Findings from the 
Interviews — Process of 
Undertaking Overseas 
Graduate Studies 
 The in-depth interviews were used 
mainly to understand the process of 

undertaking overseas graduate studies, 
to verify data collected from the survey 
questionnaire, and to gain insights into 
the signifi cant differences among 
country of origin and between 
graduate students enrolled in research 
programs and professional programs. 

 Although some international 
students did follow the sequence of 
deciding to study abroad, then 
choosing a host country, and fi nally 
choosing an institution, this study 
fi nds that the study-abroad process 
was not necessarily ordered by 
country, institution, and program, as 
suggested by  Mazzarol and Soutar’s 
(2002b)  three-stage decision process or 
by  Neice and Braun’s (1977)   “ decision 
hierarchy ”  of a foreign study pathway. 
The research fi ndings only suggest that 
the three-stage temporal process is 
predisposition, search / selection /
 application, and choice. First is the 
so-called  “  predisposition  ”  stage, which 
includes the personal needs assessment, 
the search and acquisition of 
information on study abroad, and the 
decision to study abroad; second is the 
 “  search / selection / application  ”  stage, 
which includes the acquisition of 

Pulling Factors Pulling Factors

Pushing Factors Pushing Factors

Enrollment  
Decision

    Figure 2  :        The strength of the factors in choosing a Canadian graduate school  
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information on countries, institutions, 
programs, locations and costs, the 
comparison and analysis of all the 
features offered by each country, 
institution, program, location, and by 
the end of this stage, arriving at a 
decision regarding where to study, as 
well as which schools and how many 
schools to apply to; and third is the 
 “  choice  ”  stage, which includes the 
assessment of institutional 
characteristics (academic and 
administration), country-specifi c 
features (environment, visa /
 immigration, economic / costs), 
and location. 

 Many participants in this research 
claimed that choosing a program was 
the fi rst step in the process, and once 
they determined the program of study, 
they then tended to consider multiple 
institutions in various countries and 
cities, as they applied to programs and 
institutions in different countries and 
cities at the same time. In other words, 
the choice of a country is not an 
exclusive stage of the process, and the 
choice of a country does not have to 
be made before the choice of an 
institution, or vice versa. The program 
decision guided the whole study-
abroad process — from information 
collection, to application, and through 
the choice stages. In fact, before 
proceeding to the  “  search / selection /
 application  ”  stage, these students had 
already determined the program of 
study, and other factors — country, 
institution, and city — interplay 
simultaneously at the  “  search / selection /
 application  ”  and  “  choice  ”  stages. The 
majority of international students 
considered the program characteristics 
fi rst because the program of study is 
the core of the overseas study 
experience. The program specialization 

or uniqueness determined which 
countries and institutions to pursue for 
further information, and a change in 
program of study may have also 
changed the destination country and 
institution. For example, one Korean 
student planned to study social 
philosophy in Germany, but later 
changed his mind to study political 
economy in North America, as he 
believed that studies in social 
philosophy were more advanced in 
Germany, while studies in political 
economy were more advanced in 
North America. It is worth noting that 
country and university were considered 
closely when deciding where and what 
to study. For example, some 
international students found that 
programs such as language education 
or sociology specializing in the 
immigrant population were far more 
advanced in Canada than in other 
English-speaking countries. A few 
programs were only offered in Canada, 
and so by default Canada became the 
only country to consider. 

 Based on the above fi ndings,  The 
(Original) Synthesis Model  (shown in 
 Figure 1 ) was modifi ed (see  Figure 3  —
  The (Modifi ed) Synthesis Model ): 
before the  “ predisposition ”  stage, the 
program of studies is fi rst determined. 
At the  “ predisposition ”  stage and 
 “ choice ”  stage, the focus of programs 
(i.e. research programs versus 
professional programs) dominated the 
overseas graduate study process. It 
infl uenced the approaches to the 
 “ search / selection / application ”  of 
country, institution, and city, and the 
 “ choice ”  of enrollment decision. In the 
 “ search / selection / application ”  stage, 
country, institution, and city factors 
interacted simultaneously; in fact, the 
process is more dynamic and 
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interactive among country, institution 
and city, than the original synthesis 
model depicts, where the country was 
selected fi rst, and then the institution.  

 The  “ predisposition ”  stage 
 At the  “ predisposition ”  stage, 
especially in the personal needs 
assessment step, undertaking overseas 
graduate studies was most infl uenced 
by personal driving forces, consisting 
of fi ve main sets of factors: (1) student 
characteristics (e.g. academic ability), 
(2) personal motivations (e.g. language 
skills acquisition, home countries value 
foreign education, etc.), (3) career-
related factors (e.g. better job 
prospects), (4) academic-related factors 
(e.g. research interests, advanced 

technology, and research in the West), 
and (5) signifi cant others (e.g. 
infl uenced by peers, family, supervisors, 
etc). More often, the decision was 
made based on some combination of 
these fi ve categories of factors. In 
order to satisfy these personal needs, 
potential international graduate 
students made inquiries about studying 
abroad and began gathering 
information. 

 As can be seen from the survey 
fi ndings, there were signifi cant 
differences when viewing the benefi ts 
of studying abroad among 
international graduate students when 
divided by country of origin, and this 
was further verifi ed by the interviews. 
In Chinese, Korean, and Taiwanese 
societies, studying abroad was viewed 

Focus:
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• Family/Spouse 
• Relatives 
• Professors 
• Sponsors/Employers 
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  Figure 3  :        The (Modifi ed) synthesis model  
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as a positive endeavor, while it was 
viewed as a negative undertaking by 
Japanese society. In fact, many 
Japanese students mentioned that 
overseas graduate study was not 
considered a favorable undertaking. 
Some said a foreign education could 
actually have a negative effect on their 
future career if they return to Japan. 
According to Japanese students, Japan 
is a closed society, and there are 
different built-in networks in various 
fi elds. A western-educated professional 
returning to Japan may well have a 
hard time being accepted. They would 
be considered as  “ outsiders, ”  unless 
they graduated from some very famous 
university that most Japanese people 
have heard about. Two Japanese 
students commented  2  :  

 If they are pretty good in Japan, 
they don ’ t really want to go out, 
because they can go to good 
public universities …  I think within 
Japanese society, many people think 
going to Japanese graduate schools 
is better …  because they kind of 
know you go to famous university, 
you can get this job, or that job …  
Japanese society is less open to 
foreign education …    

 For Japanese students to study 
abroad is not a good idea, if you 
want to go back to Japan. One 
thing you are older than the rest 
of Japanese who have same degree. 
Other thing is they look at you like 
you are from outside. They don ’ t 
want to take you and they don ’ t 
want to give you a job. You are 
from outside, you have different 
way of doing things. Employers 
would prefer Japanese Ph.D. to 
foreign Ph.D., and masters as well. 
If you want to get a job in Japan, 

it is better for a student to study 
master program in Japan. Also, the 
connection is very important, such as 
network of people is very important 
to get a job. If you are abroad, it 
is very hard to have the network in 
Japanese society. If I did my graduate 
work in Japan, I would have contact 
with lots of Japanese professors. I 
can do more networking there, so 
I will have higher opportunity. It is 
not that Japanese education is better 
than the western education; it is 
that the culture of the work place 
is important.     

 The  “ search / selection / application ”  
stage 
 After making the study-abroad 
decision, international graduate 
students proceed to the  “ search /
 selection / application ”  stage, and then 
the  “ choice ”  stage. They go about 
searching for study abroad information 
in various ways — media (electronic and 
print format), signifi cant others (e.g. 
family members, friends, professors, 
authors of journals or books, etc.), and 
organizations (e.g. embassies / consulates 
and libraries). Most of the students 
stated that they used the internet to 
search for study abroad and programs /
 institutions information. They found 
that the internet was the most useful 
way of obtaining general information 
about study abroad, and specifi c 
information regarding programs /
 institutions, rankings, and reputation. 
Printed materials such as school 
brochures and calendars were 
considered helpful in obtaining detailed 
information on the program of study, 
such as program concentration, course 
descriptions, special research projects, 
and research focus. 
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 At the  “ search / selection / application ”  
stage, there was a signifi cant difference 
in approach on gathering information 
and making applications depending on 
the program of study, that is research 
programs versus professional 
programs. Some research graduate 
students commented on their decision-
making process as being determined by 
their research interests and / or guided 
by their professors / supervisors, and 
others reported that they e-mailed the 
authors of journal articles and books 
whose research areas were of interest, 
or met their current professors in 
conferences or in their previous 
exchange studies. They asked these 
authors / professors for assistance in 
directing their search toward a 
particular program of study and in 
providing recommendations as to 
which schools to apply to. For 
example, one student commented:  

 How did I know which schools 
to apply? Through my professors, 
and the Internet, and I had already 
read the books and articles of 
professors that I wanted to work 
with …  I contacted the authors of 
those papers and sent e-mails to 
them. Also, some North American 
scientists visited my university to do 
some seminars, and I talked to them 
and asked them how I can get to the 
States to study. They recommended 
that I can talk to this person, so I 
looked at the website and contacted 
those people. They are professors 
at the universities …  The Internet 
is very important and it is the only 
source …  How I chose the school 
was based on the professors, like my 
research interest is within professor ’ s 
research interest. I just looked at the 
professors …    

 Internationalization activities, such as 
faculty exchanges, collaborations, 
attending international conferences, 
and publishing research papers, played 
a crucial role in guiding these 
international graduate students ’  search, 
application, and choice process. This 
suggests that this group of students 
tended to respond to the effect of 
internationalization; moreover, 
internationalization activities, such as 
international conferences, presentations 
by guest speakers, and exchange 
programs for both faculty and 
students, are crucial and benefi cial not 
only to the institutions in promoting 
their profi les but also to international 
students enrolled in research programs 
in gathering study-abroad information. 
The following comments illustrate how 
internationalization activities guided 
these international graduate students ’  
decision-making process of a Canadian 
graduate school.  

 I talked with my supervisors about 
which schools should be good for 
my Ph.D. My supervisor was a 
visiting scholar at OISE, and she 
told me that this institution is very 
good for my future study …  I prefer 
language courses in Canada. Canada 
has bilingual policy and it is famous 
for bilingual education, so I wanted 
to come to Canada …  I also included 
universities in England, but I applied 
to U of T fi rst.    

 For the political science program 
in Canada, I worked with one 
professor in the Department of 
Economics at Seoul National 
University. He presented his article 
in the Department of Political 
Science at York University in 1998. 
I worked with that professor around 
that time, so I knew the political 
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science program at York through 
this professor, and I found the 
information from the Internet …  
School ranking to me is not 
important. But, for other Korean 
students, in other fi elds, they would 
think ranking is important. For me, 
program and professors are more 
important …  Professor, program, and 
then funding …   

 When searching for institutions, most 
international students enrolled in 
professional programs relied heavily on 
the institutional and program ranking, 
tuition, and location / environment 
information as their fi rst screening 
process. Some MBA students reported 
that they attended  MBA Tours  or 
educational fairs to gather information, 
and considered these fairs to be like 
networking events for them to fi nd 
school / program and application 
process information. They found that 
 MBA Tours  or fairs served as a 
screening function because they had 
opportunities to talk to the school 
representatives. One student 
commented that the  MBA Tours  were 
helpful because  “ if there are some 
schools you are interested, you can just 
go and ask them questions directly. ”  
This suggests that traditional 
marketing activities may be applicable 
to a very limited number of 
professional graduate programs, such 
as Master of Business Administration. 
The following comments were made 
by international students, enrolled in 
MBA programs:  

 I search the website, the ranking. 
I fi nd York University, U of T, the 
Western Ontario University, and 
Queen ’ s University. These four 
universities among the best schools 
in Canada in terms of MBA, so I 

checked their tuition, I fi nd that 
York University can allow me to 
take the same degree at a lower 
rate. So, I just chose this school to 
apply, only one school.   

 Tuition cost is very important. 
When I decided to look into the 
Canadian schools, the tuition costs 
of other business schools, like Ivy, 
UT, really frightened me, there is no 
way to afford them, without any 
fi nancial aid.    

 The major difference between 
the United States, England, and 
New Zealand, is that Canadian 
universities require lower tuition 
fee. Tuition fee is lower, is very 
important. Like in the United States, 
same school, same program, is 
almost like double or triple …   

 Location factors played an important 
role throughout the decision-making 
process as to search / select / application 
process, and again at the choice stage 
process. City factors exerted some 
infl uence in selecting schools for 
application, and the key characteristic 
was being a metropolitan city. The 
majority of students expressed a 
preference for attending a graduate 
school located in a metropolitan city, 
since they were used to living in a 
similar environment in their own 
country. The distance to home country 
was not mentioned as a factor, as 
many international students applied to 
universities in many regions of North 
America.    

 The  “ choice ”  stage 
 After students obtained offers of 
admission from universities, the 
process moved to the  “ choice ”  stage: 
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international students revisited the 
same factors they considered during 
the  “ search / selection / application ”  
stage, and made their fi nal enrollment 
decision based on what each program, 
country, institution, and city had to 
offer. As mentioned above, at the 
 “ choice ”  stage, international students 
considered the program factors (e.g. 
faculty, research focus, program 
specialty, program reputation, and 
ranking), country factors (e.g. 
environment, visa / immigration, and 
cost of living), institution factors (e.g. 
quality, reputation, fi nancial aid, or 
tuition), and city factors (e.g. location 
and diversity) simultaneously. 

 There were four main reasons for 
international students to choose 
Canada as a host country: (1) the 
Canadian environment, (2) the cost of 
living and tuition. (3) the Canadian 
educational system, and (4) the 
Canadian visa / immigration policy. The 
interview results verifi ed Neice and 
Braun ’ s fi nding that  “ Canada plays 
second fi ddle to the United States ”  
(pp. 48 – 50), in addition to verifying 
the survey fi ndings. It is notable that 
every single Chinese interviewee 
commented on the diffi culty of 
obtaining a US student visa. As a 
result, they found that although 
Canada was their second choice, it was 
in fact their only choice. Owing to the 
effect of the US visa policy, Canada 
indirectly benefi ted from an infl ow of 
international graduate students who 
were not able to obtain US student 
visas. None of the other four groups 
of international students mentioned the 
issue of diffi culty in obtaining US 
student visas. 

 Some of the factors of choosing an 
institution / program were the same as 
stated at the selection / application 

process stage. However, at this stage, 
the program characteristics (e.g. 
specialty, faculty research focus, and / or 
the research projects), the economics 
of the offer, and the speed of the 
admission offer were the main deciding 
factors, especially for students in 
research programs, while the ranking 
of the program, the cost / economic 
factors, and city characteristics / location 
factors were the main deciding factors 
for students who were self-funded in 
the professional programs. It is 
important to note that scholarship and 
fi nancial aid were often stated as one 
of the most infl uential factors in 
making the enrollment decision. 
Indeed, many students would not have 
been able to afford the study, without 
suffi cient scholarship or fi nancial aid 
to cover tuition and basic living 
expenses. Financial aid was the most 
mentioned pulling factor and this was 
the fi nal pull to entice international 
students to make the enrollment 
decision. However, interviews with 
various doctoral students also 
indicated that as long as they received 
a level of scholarship or fi nancial aid 
that covered tuition fees and living 
expenses, amounts beyond that level 
did not appear to be infl uential, for 
example:  

 In terms of money, the United States 
programs offered more money than 
York. I gave those offers up because 
of my research fi eld, and York 
University has more professors that 
I would like to work with.    

 It seems the research in US, at least 
in our domain, they have more 
funding from the companies. They 
have better environment. In my two 
years of master, I have participated 
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in several conferences, so it gives 
me a chance to see the researchers 
in the US. I don ’ t want to comment 
about that, but I don ’ t appreciate 
their working style, they are not 
doing real research. But, at least in 
U of T, in Canada, I see people they 
are doing real work, they are doing 
research, but not money driven. I 
love the research style in Canada 
more than in the States, even in the 
US they have better environment, 
they have more funding to give to 
graduate students, they have more 
comfortable life, but the atmosphere 
is different.  

 As mentioned above, these students 
reconsidered the city factors during the 
search / select / application stage, and 
again at the choice stage. All things 
being equal, these students would 
choose an institution located in a 
metropolitan area. They considered the 
various benefi ts of being in a 
metropolitan city such as Toronto — a 
multicultural environment where there 
was little discrimination, convenient 
public transportation, and lower living 
costs in comparison to other North 
American metropolitans.   

 Discussion 
 The intent of this section is to discuss 
the relevant information and themes 
that emerged from the interviews — 
(1) why not other English-speaking 
countries, (2) internationalization 
versus marketing, and (3) the 
implications for education-exporting 
countries and higher educational 
institutions, as well as to conclude the 
discussion with a set of 
recommendations for education-
exporting countries and their higher 
education institutions.  

 Why not other English-speaking 
countries? 
 While this study focused on the factors 
that infl uenced international students ’  
choice of Canada and Canadian 
graduate school, the interviewees also 
shared their stories on why they did 
not choose other English-speaking 
countries. In fact, many international 
students considered other English-
speaking countries while they were 
searching and gathering study-abroad 
information. The most frequently 
mentioned countries were Australia, 
the United Kingdom, and the United 
States. Some eliminated these countries 
as a destination for graduate studies at 
a later stage of the decision-making 
process. The common reasons that 
turned international students away 
from these countries included the 
higher cost of education, length of the 
program, academic credibility, research 
environment, political relations, 
discrimination, and visa availability. 
In effect, these reasons represented 
another set of negative push factors 
from third countries — international 
students were pushed away from them 
and pushed toward selecting Canadian 
graduate schools. 

 These international students said 
that they shied away from Australian 
graduate schools for two main 
reasons — academic year cycle and 
image problems. These international 
students found that the Australian 
academic year cycle did not coincide 
with the school year in their home 
countries, which was an important 
factor for those students who wanted 
to continue their graduate studies right 
after their undergraduate program. In 
addition, Australia ’ s aggressive 
marketing and recruiting effort 
targeting undergraduate-level studies in 
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the East Asian countries has had a 
negative impact on highly qualifi ed 
potential graduate students. They saw 
Australian universities as mainly for 
under-prepared undergraduate students 
who could not pass university entrance 
examinations in their home countries. 
They associated this with poor quality 
or lack of academic credibility on the 
part of the university. This may in part 
explain why Australia has had a 
challenge in attracting highly qualifi ed 
graduate students from these East 
Asian countries. 

 The universities in the United 
Kingdom were generally considered to 
be of high quality by these students. 
The most mentioned reasons for not 
choosing the British universities were 
the higher cost of living, high tuition 
fees, and the length of the program. A 
few MBA students commented on the 
length of the program at the British 
universities that were one year in 
length. They stated a preference for a 
two-year program, as they wanted to 
gain knowledge in the subject area, to 
experience the Western world, and 
to learn the English language. For 
many, a one-year study abroad was 
considered insuffi cient for doing all 
these things. 

 As discussed earlier, the United 
States was the fi rst-choice country for 
many international students, which in 
itself represents a strong pull factor. 
However, there were factors that 
pushed international students away 
from choosing American universities 
including visa, political relations, 
research environment, fear of 
discrimination / not fi tting in, and the 
higher cost. 

 Visa was the most mentioned reason 
for Chinese students not to go to the 
American universities. This is a strong 

negative push factor that pushed 
Chinese students away from the United 
States and pushed them toward 
Canada. Two students mentioned 
political relations and political stability 
as reasons for not choosing the United 
States as a host country, and they were 
concerned about security and safety. In 
the post-September 11 era, some 
international students prefer to pursue 
foreign graduate studies in a country 
perceived to be more peaceful, 
politically stable, and 
nondiscriminatory. They feel more 
than ever the importance of the 
diversity and tolerance of a society 
when choosing a host country. 

 International students, in general, 
considered the research environment to 
be better in the United States, mostly 
because there is more funding for 
research and closer ties to the 
technology and to corporations. 
However, a few international students 
stated that they preferred the research 
environment and the working 
atmosphere and style in Canadian 
graduate schools to their American 
counterparts, despite American 
universities offering more scholarships 
to their graduate students. A few of 
the Japanese students reported that 
their fear of discrimination or their 
fear of not fi tting in were their main 
reasons for not choosing American 
graduate schools. The cost of 
education was an important factor 
especially for those self-funded 
professional students. Many students 
stated that the tuition fees in the 
United States were much higher, and 
they would get  “ the same degrees at a 
lower rate ”  in Canada. 

 These negative push factors from 
third countries made Canada and 
Canadian graduate schools the 
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preferred host country and host 
institutions, respectively. It is apparent 
that these international graduate 
students regarded American education 
highly in terms of research capability, 
but they also considered Canadian 
graduate schools as strong substitutes 
because of the high quality of 
education. In addition, unlike 
Australia, Canada does not have an 
image problem. In comparing the cost 
of education, Canada compares 
favorably with the British and 
American schools. In considering all 
these factors, the cost of education 
factor needs close monitoring, as cost 
is a controllable factor and these 
international students are sensitive to 
the cost issue. Other factors, such as 
the cultural environment and the 
perception of quality, are diffi cult to 
manipulate. 

 The traditional push – pull model, 
originally used in the theory of 
migration to explain the factors 
between the home – host countries that 
infl uenced the movement of people, 
has to be broadened to understand 
international student fl ows and the 
international students ’  choice of a 
country. The research fi ndings show 
that the push – pull forces are not 
limited to home and host countries, 
but are related to the geopolitical 
dynamics of home, host, and third 
countries. The third country may exert 
both pull and push forces during the 
international students ’  decision-making 
process, as exemplifi ed by the situation 
between the United States and 
Canada — international graduate 
students were pulled to North America 
by the desirable features offered by the 
United States and its universities, but 
then, some were pushed away by the 
United States to Canada.   

 Internationalization versus 
Marketing 
 Internationalization and marketing are 
two different concepts; however, both 
concepts play a useful role in 
explaining international students ’  
choice of a host country and a host 
institution. As revealed in the fi ndings, 
market segments, for example, students 
enrolled in research programs versus 
professional programs, fi eld of studies, 
or country of origin, also provided 
important insights for higher 
educational institutions to consider 
when they compete for and attract 
international graduate students. The 
fi ndings illustrate that the effects of the 
internationalization of education are 
more applicable to international 
graduate students enrolled in research 
programs, while the applications of 
marketing strategies and tactics are 
more applicable to international 
students enrolled in professional 
programs. 

 The  “ activity ”  approach is most 
applicable to international students. In 
interviews in which they described 
how they chose to study at a Canadian 
graduate school, one of the very 
important pulling factors was meeting 
their current professor during 
 “ international ”  activities. The three 
most mentioned activities were 
international conferences, presentations 
by guest speakers, and exchange 
programs. Many of the international 
graduate students met their current 
professors at international conferences; 
some met their current professors at 
their home country where the latter 
were invited to be guest speakers; and 
some met their current professors 
because professors in their home 
country had exchanges or working 
experience with their current 
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professors. A small percentage of 
students mentioned that they 
themselves had participated in 
exchange programs. 

 Internationalization activities benefi t 
both higher educational institutions 
and international graduate students. 
Overall, as seen in the Canadian case, 
there are at least three major benefi ts 
of internationalization activities 
accruing to international graduate 
students throughout the whole process 
of overseas graduate study and 
beyond. First, these activities help 
Canadian higher educational 
institutions promote their profi le and 
reputation, which helps increase 
awareness of Canadian graduate 
education among the international 
academic society. In turn, these 
activities are important to international 
students in gathering study-abroad 
information and in learning about new 
research projects / directions during the 
 “ predisposition ”  and  “ search / selection /
 application ”  stages, and subsequently, 
in helping international students make 
enrollment decisions. Secondly, during 
their studies in Canada, international 
activities in the institution also provide 
all students and international students 
in particular with opportunities to gain 
knowledge in various subject areas 
from professors and students of 
different backgrounds. Finally, these 
international students are typically 
economically sensitive, and in general, 
they pay attention to the return on 
their investment. Most international 
graduate students agreed that they 
would like to work in an international 
environment in the future. This means 
that the more international activities 
the university and program arranged, 
the higher the profi le they would enjoy 
and the more international employers 

would be familiar with graduates from 
these universities and programs. 
Consequently, international students 
benefi t from possible future career 
enhancements and improved job 
prospects in an international setting. 

 Like internationalization, marketing 
has also played a signifi cant role not 
only by providing professional students 
with information to support their 
decision-making but also in helping 
higher educational institutions to 
attract and recruit international 
students. The concept of market 
segmentations is crucial in this regard. 
Professional programs, such as the 
MBA, are very different from the 
research-intensive programs, and so the 
marketing strategy for the professional 
programs must be different. For 
example, MBA students found that 
MBA Fairs were helpful not only in 
gathering information but also in 
networking with the prospective school 
representatives; in addition, ranking 
information is also a crucial marketing 
tool, with a strong pulling effect on 
the application and choice decision. 
Research-oriented students found that 
journal articles and research papers in 
academic journals and other 
publications, which may be seen as 
one aspect of internationalization 
activities, were important marketing 
tools, as they could learn about the 
new research topics of particular 
faculty members. Any MBA offering 
business school that decides not to 
participate in an MBA Fair will miss 
out on the opportunity to increase 
program awareness and reach potential 
students, whether or not the events 
will directly result in enrollment. On 
the other hand, research-oriented 
programs participating in educational 
fairs will probably be wasting their 
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resources because their target students 
will be unlikely to attend those fairs. 

 Based on the above discussion, 
internationalizing graduate education 
through activities such as international 
strategic alliances including 
collaborations in research and 
technology exchanges and international 
consortia, student, and academic staff 
movement represents a soft or an 
 implicit  way, and perhaps the best 
way, of marketing higher education to 
international students in research 
programs. Indeed, by participating in 
international activities such as 
conferences and faculty / student 
exchange programs, universities or 
particular programs are engaging in 
marketing their research capabilities 
and program quality, and in increasing 
their institutional profi le; as a 
consequence, the core competencies of 
graduate education are promoted 
through the internationalization effort. 
Marketing, on the other hand, is an 
 explicit  approach to promoting higher 
education in general and to increasing 
awareness, which is important in 
attracting international students at all 
levels. As shown previously, it is 
apparent that factors such as 
 Marketing of Canadian Education  and 
 Information on Studying in Canada  
played a small role in infl uencing 
students ’  choice of Canada and 
Canadian graduate school. This can be 
viewed as an opportunity for Canada 
to improve, thus yielding greater 
returns in pulling international 
graduate students to Canada. Although 
students can access information on 
studying in Canada online, it would be 
more convenient for many of them to 
talk to someone, such as alumni, in 
their home country or to get printed 
materials in their local language. 

Making information available locally 
exerts a strong pulling effect initially 
that helps eliminate many barriers 
especially for those who have weak 
English skills. 

 In conclusion, the concepts of 
internationalization and marketing 
although different in nature, 
nonetheless act in combination in 
infl uencing international students ’  
choice of a host country and a host 
institution. To forward the goal of 
attracting international graduate 
students and increasing enrollment 
numbers, it seems clear that 
internationalization efforts should be 
undertaken in a decentralized manner 
at the program level, while marketing 
and communication efforts should be 
undertaken at the institution or 
country level to increase the image and 
branding of a country and its higher 
education system.   

 Implications for education-
exporting countries and higher 
education institutions 
 This section reviews the dynamics of 
important factors raised by international 
students that infl uenced their decision-
making process and choice, and the 
implication of these factors for 
education-exporting countries and higher 
educational institutions. The key issues 
include (1) tuition fees and scholarships, 
(2) academic reputation / quality and core 
competencies of graduate education, (3) 
visa and immigration, and (4) 
recruitment of international graduate 
students.   

 Tuition fees and scholarships 
 Tuition fees and scholarships were the 
most discussed items during the 



 Liang-Hsuan Chen 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL ADVANCEMENT. VOL.7 NO.4 271–306
© 2007 PALGRAVE MACMILLAN LTD. ISSN 1744–6503 $30.00

298

interviews. As reported in the previous 
discussion, international students 
decided to come to Canada because 
they considered that the cost was 
lower or they received fi nancial aid 
or scholarships. Contrary to the 
conventional perception that most 
of the international students are from 
higher socio-economic backgrounds in 
their society, many of these East-Asian 
international graduate students 
reported that their parents were not 
wealthy and / or their parents were 
not well educated. This is crucial 
in understanding this group of 
international students — they are 
different and should be treated 
differently from other international 
students. 

 They are different because despite 
higher educational institutions ’  
expectations that international students 
would bring in revenue, these 
international graduate students depend 
on the institutions to provide them 
with fi nancial support. In other words, 
the host institutions need to make an 
investment in these international 
graduate students. Without fi nancial 
support such as scholarships or 
assistantships from the institutions, 
many of them would not be able to 
pursue graduate education. To be more 
specifi c, an offer of admission without 
a scholarship will defi nitely not draw 
international graduate students, 
especially research-oriented students. 
Many stated that they received offers 
from the British universities without 
scholarships, and decided not to accept 
these offers. Therefore, in order to 
increase the number of international 
graduate students, especially in the 
research programs, scholarships or 
assistantships are a requirement. 
However, the amount of the 

scholarship above the level required to 
pay tuition and basic necessities may 
not be a strong infl uencing factor in 
the enrollment decision. The extent of 
the infl uence of this excess amount is 
not the focus of this research and may 
warrant future study. Several students 
commented that they received higher 
scholarships in the United States; 
however, they chose to forfeit these 
larger scholarships and enrolled in 
Canadian graduate schools that offered 
them substantially lower scholarships. 
The common reasons are professors, 
program specialty, and research 
projects. This suggests that academic 
factors exerted a stronger infl uence 
in the enrollment decision than 
scholarship and fi nancial aid factors. 

 Self-funded or masters ’  students, if 
they have excellent academic records, 
will be able to choose from a set of 
offers. Therefore, the tuition cost can 
be one of the important factors in 
making an enrollment decision. Again, 
the sensitivity of the tuition fee (in 
terms of the amount differential) 
on the choice of a graduate school 
is unknown. However, many 
international students in the MBA 
programs stated that ranking is a very 
important factor. This indicates that 
academic factors (i.e. ranking and 
reputation in this case) may exert more 
infl uence in the enrollment decision 
than purely fi nancial concerns.   

 Academic reputation / quality 
and core competencies 
of graduate education 
 All things being equal, the academic 
reputation / quality of graduate 
education has the most pulling effect 
on the enrollment decision. This is 
verifi ed by the survey results that the 
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academic-related reasons, such as 
reputation, quality, ranking of 
university, and program, have very 
high means (approximately 4 out 
of 5 in the Likert scale, as shown in 
 Table 5 ). Many international students 
also confi rmed this during the 
interviews, as one Chinese student 
pointed out:  

 When we choose between two 
universities, funding is not a big 
deal. Normally, we choose which 
university is better, but do not 
care too much about fi nancial 
support. Also, because ranking for 
the university will also impact our 
future career.  

 Owing to their cultural background 
and the educational system, many 
East-Asian students perceive the 
reputation, quality, and ranking of the 
university and program to be very 
critical. Attending a well-known 
university with good quality and 
ranking not only has a  “ signaling 
effect, ”  but is also perceived to have a 
direct correlation with future benefi ts, 
such as higher earnings and social 
status. Therefore, some students may 
forgo a short-term fi nancial reward 
(e.g. the level or amount of scholarship 
or assistantship) in exchange for higher 
future earnings by attending a top-tier 
university. 

 Canadian graduate education is 
generally perceived as comparable to 
American graduate education, in terms 
of the standard, research capability, 
and quality. How did East-Asian 
students learn about the research 
capability and quality of Canadian 
education, if, as they claimed, it was 
more diffi cult to fi nd information 
about studying in Canada, or that 
people did not know about Canadian 

education? There are two plausible 
explanations. First, the proximity to 
the United States has some impact on 
forming this positive perception of 
Canadian graduate education. There is 
a perception that there is much 
academic and / or cultural exchange 
between the two countries. Second, the 
high living standard, the diversity and 
tolerance of Canadian society, and the 
image of a peaceful country may have 
contributed to the image of high-
quality education. 

 International graduate students came 
to Canada for academically related 
reasons, such as the university / program 
reputation, quality, and ranking. What 
especially drives the university / graduate 
program reputation, quality, and to a 
certain extent, its ranking, is the 
strength of the research and knowledge 
creation. These international students 
often mentioned the faculty and their 
research topics as important factors 
infl uencing their choice of a Canadian 
graduate school. 

 At the graduate level, reputation and 
quality can hardly be manipulated by 
regular marketing hype. At the 
 “ search / selection / application ”  stage, 
some international students looked for 
books and other academic publications 
written by university faculty members, 
and contacted the authors directly to 
gather information about where they 
should apply. During the application 
process, it was the one-on-one 
interaction and contact with the 
faculty and staff that pulled 
international students closer to the 
enrollment decision. In essence, 
research, creation of knowledge, and 
publication are at the core of a high 
quality of graduate education, and 
without these elements, a graduate 
program and a university will not be 
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able to attain a great reputation and 
be considered high quality. 

 As  Figure 2  illustrates, the innermost 
circle —  Academic Pulling Factors  — is 
the magnet for attracting international 
graduate students to Canada. This is 
an argument for strengthening 
graduate education by investing in 
research, and by attracting and 
encouraging  “ the best and brightest ”  
to pursue graduate education and to 
conduct research and create 
knowledge. However, it is important to 
note that the benefi t of strengthening 
graduate education is not mainly about 
attracting international students. There 
are other benefi ts more centrally 
associated with a strengthened 
graduate education system. First, 
investing in research and technology 
has a direct correlation to a country ’ s 
productivity and prosperity ( Task 
Force on Competitiveness Productivity 
and Economic Progress Ontario, 
2003 ), as a prosperous economy 
depends on a highly educated work 
force and a strong research capability, 
which also helps attract the  “ best and 
brightest ”  from elsewhere who 
contribute further to the creation of 
knowledge, the betterment of society, 
and even to improving international 
relations. International graduate 
students, who belong to the  “ creative 
class ”  ( Florida, 2002 ) and are highly 
mobile, will choose a destination that 
promises prosperity, creativity, and 
innovation for their study and future 
work. It is in the national interest to 
attract the  “ best and brightest ”  
international students as a complement 
for their domestic counterparts. 
Therefore, strengthening core 
competencies by investing in graduate 
education and research is crucial to the 
future of an education-exporting 

country and institution. Secondly, 
strengthening graduate education will 
result in enhancing the overall quality 
of education, and the spillover effect 
will infl uence international students at 
all levels in choosing a host country 
and host institution. This helps to 
build  “ country loyalty ”  and  “ brand 
awareness. ”  In fact, investing in 
research and ensuring quality of 
graduate education are the most 
important ingredients in building 
 “ country loyalty. ”  This extends to 
direct investment in international 
graduate students, via fi nancial aid 
that supports the enrollment decision. 
However, it is important to note that 
fi nancial aid by itself will not be 
enough to induce enrollment decisions, 
as the core competencies — reputation, 
quality, ranking, and research 
capabilities — play far more important 
roles in attracting students. Therefore, 
effectiveness in recruiting international 
graduate students in research programs 
requires both strengthening core 
competencies and also providing 
competitive fi nancial support.   

 Visa and Immigration 
 The research fi ndings show the 
importance of visa and immigration 
policy on the choice of a host country 
for study and possible immigration, as 
many Chinese students reported that 
they chose Canada as a host country 
because of  “ the ease and speed of the 
visa process ”  and  “ the possibility of 
applying for immigrant status. ”  Thirty-
six percent of the survey respondents 
ranked  “ the possibility of applying 
for immigrant status ”  with high 
importance (4 and 5 in the Likert 
Scale) in choosing Canada as a host 
country. In addition, the interviews 
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revealed that Chinese students rated 
the ease of visa processing as an 
important factor due to their 
experience with the student visa 
process in the United States. They 
expressed that it was extremely 
diffi cult to obtain a US student visa 
after September 11, 2001. It was  “ the 
ease ”  of obtaining Canadian student 
authorization rather than  “ the speed ”  
that was important to these Chinese 
graduate students. There are two 
reasons why the speed of visa 
processing is relatively unimportant. 
First, a graduate student would 
typically make an enrollment decision 
before applying for a visa. Unlike the 
search / selection / application process of 
an institution, where international 
students consider multiple countries 
and multiple institutions 
simultaneously to inquire about and to 
make applications, the visa application 
is performed sequentially. Throughout 
the interviews, no students reported 
that they made multiple visa 
applications to different countries 
simultaneously. Some Chinese students 
reported that they applied to the 
United States for a student visa, and 
only after they were rejected did they 
apply for Canadian student 
authorization. Secondly, when a 
graduate student makes a decision to 
study in a certain host country and 
institution, he / she considers various 
factors, such as reputation, quality, 
ranking, scholarships, tuition fees, 
learning environment, etc. It is 
doubtful that a graduate student with 
a good academic background and with 
a particular fi eld of study or research 
in mind would easily be swayed away 
by the speed of visa process of another 
lesser-desired country. The key factor is 
the ability to obtain a student visa 

from the host country. If too many 
students fi nd that it is extremely 
diffi cult to obtain a student visa from 
a particular country, then they will 
start to fi nd an alternative country, 
as in the case of the United States. 
The speed of the visa process is less 
relevant to the choice of a host 
country for this particular group 
of students. 

 This research also explores the 
relationship among education, 
immigration, and the mobility of the 
overseas graduate students. 
International students perceived that 
with a Canadian graduate education, 
they would be highly mobile, and 
many stated that they could stay in 
Canada, go to the United States, go to 
Europe, or return to their home 
country after completing their studies. 
By reviewing the international 
students ’  future plans, the research 
fi ndings shed some light on the 
relationship among education, 
immigration, and mobility. Twenty-
eight percent of the respondents agreed 
that they would like to stay in Canada 
permanently, and 47 percent of the 
respondents agreed that they would 
like to stay in Canada for a short 
period of time. Thirty-six percent of 
the respondents reported that they 
would like to go to another country, 
which indicates the existence of pull 
factors from other countries, and a 
relatively weak loyalty for these 
students to Canada. 

 In short, there is a causal 
relationship between immigration and 
choosing a host country. As seen in 
Canada ’ s case, more than one-third of 
these students came to Canada with 
the possibility of immigrating to 
Canada in mind. This acts in Canada ’ s 
favor in attracting and retaining highly 
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talented workers from around the 
world, and Canada should be able to 
continue to attract this group of 
people as potential immigrants. Owing 
to the fact that these are international 
graduate students, who can be 
categorized as highly skilled workers in 
the world market, they are highly 
mobile and their future plans are not 
fi xed. The economics of overseas 
graduate education is important for 
them, and they will likely choose a 
path that generates a high return on 
their investment; in other words, they 
will go to a place where they can have 
a satisfying career experience and a 
high monetary return.   

 Recruitment of international 
graduate students 
 One of the objectives of marketing 
higher education to international 
students is increasing the general 
awareness of educational services 
of a particular host country, while 
one of the objectives of the 
internationalization of education, in 
the context of international graduate 
students, is on enhancing university 
and program-specifi c exchanges, 
learning and research collaboration, 
and awareness. Recruitment, on the 
other hand, is an effort made with 
the objective of enrolling students. 
Recruitment of international graduate 
students takes more than 
internationalization and marketing 
efforts. 

 As discussed previously, fi nancial aid 
is the second most important factor 
following the importance of university 
reputation and quality. Many 
international graduate students have to 
give up the opportunity to study 
abroad, when they prove unable to 

secure fi nancial aid from the university. 
In such a case, fi nancial aid is a 
pulling mechanism for enrolling 
students. However, it is important to 
note that fi nancial aid by itself will not 
be enough to induce enrollment 
decisions, when students have more 
than one choice. To compete for top 
students, universities need to use 
fi nancial aid and scholarships as 
inducements to lure these potential 
great researchers to their institutions. 
Therefore, to effectively recruit top 
international graduate students in 
research programs, the host country 
and host institutions must have a 
balanced package, that is product and 
promotion / price; in other words, they 
need to invest in graduate education 
and research, including both capital 
and human assets, as well as providing 
competitive fi nancial aid packages to 
research-oriented graduate students. 

 As for the recruitment of graduate 
students in the professional programs, 
improved ranking of the program or 
university, where applicable, is a key 
element in marketing these programs 
and increasing the program profi le and 
awareness. Since international students 
pay particular attention to program 
and university rankings, efforts made 
to improve graduate programs and 
their rankings are most critical. 
Specifi cally, each institution has to 
decide which strengths to highlight and 
build upon, and which differentiation 
strategies they want to pursue in order 
to attract their target students.   

 Recommendations 
 The graduate education market has 
been seen as  “ fragmented ”  rather than 
 “ segmented ”  ( Hesketh and Knight, 
1999 ); however, the research fi ndings 
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show that graduate education can 
indeed be  “ segmented ”  by the nature 
of the program of studies, that is, 
research programs versus professional 
programs. The marketing of graduate 
education to attract international 
graduate students can utilize the 
concept of  “ market segmentation ”  —
 utilizing internationalization 
approaches to reach research-oriented 
students and marketing approaches to 
reach students in professional 
programs. To summarize the above 
discussion, three recommendations are 
made to advance the goal of an 
education-exporting country and its 
higher education institutions to attract 
and recruit international graduate 
students. The fi rst recommendation is 
to strengthen core competencies by 
investing in research and ensuring a 
high quality of graduate education. 
The second recommendation is to 
devote efforts and resources to the 
internationalization of higher 
education, especially graduate 
education and research, and to 
initiatives and activities that are more 
appropriately conducted in a 
decentralized manner at the program 
level. The third recommendation is to 
craft a national marketing strategy that 
raises the profi le of the host country 
while promoting its graduate 
education. The overall marketing 
efforts would be better carried out in a 
centralized manner to ensure the 
effective creation of a particular brand 
and image.    

 Conclusion 
 This research, the fi rst study focusing 
on both the process and the factors in 
international graduate students ’  study 
abroad decisions, offers some useful 

insights into why East Asian students 
choose Canadian graduate schools. It 
reveals that international students are 
attracted by strong pulling factors 
related to the perceived high quality of 
Canadian graduate programs at a 
competitive cost and the diverse, 
multicultural, and tolerant Canadian 
environment. It confi rms the 
importance for East Asian graduate 
students of Canada ’ s reputation for 
tolerance and diversity — consistent 
with Florida ’ s claim about the 
importance of the  “ creative class ”  in 
attracting others like themselves — and 
for public safety. It fi nds that many 
students, especially from China, choose 
Canada because of their diffi culties in 
obtaining a visa in the United States —
 a strong negative  pushing  factor from 
the United States and also a strong 
 pulling  factor for Canada, which 
benefi ts from its geographic proximity 
to the United States. It becomes clear 
that push – pull forces extend beyond 
home and host countries — the 
geopolitical dynamics of home, host, 
and third countries play a critical role 
in choosing a host country. 

 The research also offers a college 
choice model of the decision process 
undertaken by international graduate 
students and shows a three-stage 
process, guided fi rst by the focus of 
the program (i.e. research-oriented 
versus professional programs), 
followed by other factors — country, 
institution, and city — that interplay 
simultaneously rather than in sequence 
at the later two stages (i.e. search /
 selection / application and choice). 
The activity approach to the 
internationalization of higher education 
plays a critical role in guiding research 
students ’  decision-making process, and 
marketing efforts and tactics, such as 
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MBA Tours and / or reputational 
rankings, play a key role in infl uencing 
professional students ’  decision-making 
process. Internationalization and 
marketing act as a set of infl uential 
factors in pulling these students to 
Canadian graduate schools. 

 In analyzing the key infl uencing 
factors and the dynamics among these 
factors, the quality of graduate 
education and research capability 
outweigh the importance of fi nancial /
 economic factors in making the 
enrollment decision. From this 
Canadian study, three 
recommendations are made for 
education-exporting countries and 
institutions to forward their respective 
goals in competing for and attracting 
the  “ best and brightest ”  international 
graduate students. It is hoped that this 
study will generate further discussion 
and research in this area.   

 Summary Statement 
 International graduate students are a 
unique group of international students 
who often do not share common 
characteristics with undergraduate 
international students in terms of 
background (both social-economic and 
academic), factors infl uencing their 
choice of a host country and a host 
institution, and the decision-making 
process. The college choice literature 
gives little consideration to their 
unique characteristics and in fact 
typically groups them with other 
graduate students or with 
undergraduate international students. 
However, graduate students themselves 
can be categorized into two 
subgroups — research graduate students 
and professional graduate students. 
This leads to the concept of market 

segmentation that helps determine the 
applicability of internationalization 
and / or marketing of higher education 
to each group of students. Research 
fi ndings show that activities related to 
the internationalization of higher 
education play a critical role in 
infl uencing the research-oriented 
students ’  choice of a host country and 
a host institution, while marketing 
activities have a direct impact on 
students ’  choice in professional 
programs. To successfully attract top 
international graduate students, a 
higher education institution needs to 
have a balanced package — program 
excellence backed by research 
capability, promotion through 
competitive scholarships and other 
forms of fi nancial aid, international 
collaborations and exchanges, a strong 
reputation, and a high-perceived value 
for the education.                 

  Notes 
   1    Parts of this article are based on the 
following two articles:  ‘ Attracting East 
Asian students to Canadian gradu-
ate schools, ’   The Canadian Journal of 
Higher Education , 36, 2, pp. 77 – 105; 
 ‘ Choosing Canadian graduate 
schools from afar: East Asian students ’  
perspectives, ’   Higher Education , 
54, 5, pp. 759 – 780.   
   2    The statements made by the interviewees 
were largely quoted verbatim, with only 
minor modifi cations made in the inter-
est of clarity.    
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