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Student mobility choices in transnational education: Impact of macro-, 

meso- and micro-level factors 

This study investigates the student mobility choices at different stages in 

transnational education (TNE) and how their choices are shaped by varying level 

contexts. Combining survey and interview data collected at a US-China TNE 

program, the authors found that majority of students did not intend to be mobile 

during the program. Rather, they planned to pursue graduate degrees abroad. Further, 

the majority of students intended to work in China after the completion of their 

studies. Student mobility choices into, during and after transnational education were 

heavily influenced by the macro-level (e.g., labour market, university admissions 

policies) and meso-level (e.g., program structures) contexts. 

Keywords: transnational education; student mobility; Chinese students; 

United States; internationalisation 

Introduction 

Transnational education (TNE) is expected to become increasingly central to university 

internationalisation strategies due to COVID-19 as well as future limitations of travel in a 

‘post-mobility world’ (White & Lee, 2020). Even prior to the current pandemic, there has 

been a steady increase in the number of universities engaging in TNE over the past two 

decades (Levatino, 2017). In contrast to the traditional physical mobility of students, TNE 

encompasses educational activities in which universities offer courses, programs, and 

qualifications to students located in countries other than the ones in which they are based 

(Knight, 2016). Along with growth in the number of universities engaged in TNE, there has 

also been a growth in the types of TNE provisions that universities offer. The most 

common modalities include franchise programs, joint or dual-degree programs, co-founded 

universities, locally supported distance education programs, fully-online education 
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programs, franchise universities, and international branch campuses (Hu & Willis, 2017; 

Knight, 2016).  

TNE provides benefits for both source and host country stakeholders. Universities 

gain access to new student markets and an enhanced global reputation, and host countries 

benefit from increased human and national capacity to provide higher education (Wilkins & 

Juusola, 2018). Students benefit from accessing a foreign education without having to 

travel, making earning a foreign degree more convenient and affordable (Wilkins, 

Balakrishnan, & Huisman, 2012). For such reasons, higher education institutions are being 

urged to hone their TNE provisions in a post-coronavirus educational landscape. 

The current research aims to address some significant gaps in understanding 

mobility choices within TNE. While TNE is usually framed as an alternative to traditional 

mobility, whereby students travel across national borders for their international education, 

many TNE programs make mobility optional (Fang & Wang, 2014; Hu & Willis, 2017; 

Knight, 2016). Among the studies that have examined mobility as part of TNE, the focus 

has been on student motivations for initially enrolling in TNE programs as the option to 

stay immobile (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017; Fang & Wang, 2014; Mok, 2012; Wilkins et al., 

2012). However, the factors that shape students’ mobility choices as they progress through 

TNE programs remain under-investigated. Additionally, many past studies have not 

distinguished between personal and contextual factors that influence student decision-

making. The lack of analytical perspectives obscures the highly varied situations of TNE 

(e.g., location, provider, program structure, etc.) on students’ choices (e.g., Fang & Wang, 

2014).  

Thus, this study focuses on the factors that shape student mobility choices at 

different stages of a TNE program. More specifically, this study examines the macro-, 
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meso-, and micro-level factors that influence student choice based on a case study of a US-

China TNE program based in China. China is the world’s leading ‘supplier’ of international 

students (OECD, 2019) and is also one of the largest TNE host countries (Pohl & Lane, 

2018). Drawing from both survey and interview data, this mixed-methods study identifies 

patterns of student mobility choices and the context that helps to explain their anticipated 

trajectories. 

Literature review 

Studies that have examined TNE student decision making have focused primarily on factors 

that influence enrolment (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017; Dowling-Hetherington, 2020; Fang & 

Wang, 2014; Li, 2020; Mok, 2012; Wilkins et al., 2012). These studies have mainly utilised 

push-pull models to analyse student choices to enrol in international branch campuses 

(IBCs), which is among the most commonly referred forms of TNE (Ahmad & Buchanan, 

2017; Dowling-Hetherington, 2020; Li, 2020; Mok, 2012; Wilkins et al., 2012). Findings 

from these studies show that students are generally motivated by the opportunity to obtain a 

reputable and high-quality international education in a safe country with a comparatively 

lower cost of living. Moreover, graduates of TNE programs believe their degrees will be 

valuable on the employment market and enhance future educational and career prospects 

(Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017; Dowling-Hetherington, 2020; Li, 2020).  

While the findings are fairly consistent across different locations, providers and 

operating modes of TNE, Fang & Wang (2014) revealed some contextually specific results. 

Among the most noteworthy in relation to the current study, they found that Chinese 

students’ choice to enrol in mobility-optional dual-degree programs was highly influenced 

by the chance to earn a degree from the local Chinese university. The dual-degree programs 



5 

 

provided students with access to a highly reputable Chinese university, which for many, 

would normally not have been possible if they applied apart from the dual-degree program 

based on their academic record. The authors also found that student motivations varied 

between different operating modes of TNE. Compared to students in a mobility-optional 

dual-degree program and a Chinese degree program (foreign degree is optional), those who 

participated in a 3+1 program that only led to a foreign degree were more influenced by the 

international learning opportunity, such as improving their foreign language skills, learning 

foreign knowledge, experiencing a foreign culture, and accessing opportunities to study 

abroad. For these students, the TNE program provided a pathway to a degree from abroad 

despite their relatively low academic performance and language proficiency.  

Although TNE has primarily been conceptualised as providing students with an 

opportunity to receive an international education without having to be physically mobile, 

students and TNE providers also envision it as a route to future international studies and 

employment (Ilieva, 2014; Levatino, 2017; Li, 2020). Li (2020) found that students 

studying at an IBC in China perceived it as a pathway to obtaining a graduate degree 

abroad. Indeed, among six IBCs in China, 65 per cent of the graduates chose to pursue 

further education abroad in 2018, while the ratio for domestic education was only 3 per cent 

(Wu, Zhou, Huang, & Chen, 2020). Furthermore, a report from the Higher Education 

Funding Council for England (HEFCE) found that in 2012 and 2013, 34 per cent of first-

degree seeking international students transferred directly from UK TNE programs (Ilieva, 

2014). Further, about one-third of first-degree seeking students who started their studies in 

a UK TNE program enrolled in graduate-level studies in the UK. Similarly, a report from 

the British Council (2014) showed that students in certain fields, such as health care, seek 

employment abroad after completing their TNE degrees. However, it is important to note 
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that some TNE programs may not be successful in facilitating mobility as expected. A 

study among students from a Canadian TNE program in China revealed that only 3 out of 

262 students transferred to the Canadian partner university over three years (Wilson-Mah & 

Thomlinson, 2018). The primary barriers for students to study in Canada were financial 

concerns and language problems.  

Together, these studies explain why students choose to enrol in TNE programs, and 

more specifically, why they choose TNE as opposed to studying abroad or pursuing a 

single degree at a local university (Fang & Wang, 2014; Levatino, 2017). They demonstrate 

that at least some are motivated to enrol in TNE in order to study abroad part-time or 

prepare for future study or employment abroad (Ilieva, 2014; Li, 2020). However, students’ 

plans are not always fixed throughout their studies. Few studies have investigated how 

students make mobility choices beyond initial enrolment (Wilson-Mah & Thomlinson, 

2018) While some TNE provisions require students to study at a foreign institution’s home 

campus in order to earn a foreign degree (e.g., 2+2 dual-degree program), many TNE 

programs make mobility optional (Fang & Wang, 2014; Hu & Willis, 2017; Knight, 2016). 

Students may thus need to decide whether to study abroad, not just at the beginning, but 

also during a TNE program.  

Higher education and TNE in China 

Chinese higher education 

Chinese higher education is a vertically differentiated system with national research 

universities at the top (J. Liu & Wang, 2010). Project 211, Project 985, and the more recent 

Double First-Class University Plan are national endeavours that significantly contributed to 
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the formation of the elite cluster of institutions. Project 211 was launched in 1995 to 

develop approximately 100 key higher education institutions and disciplines in the 21st 

century. Three years later, Project 985 became a further step to improve the quality of 

higher education (Fang, 2012), which focuses on a smaller number of institutions with the 

goal of enhancing them to world-class universities. In 2017, China announced the Double 

First-Class University Plan, which extended the scope of Project 985 by focusing on 

building first-class academic disciplines from a wider range of institutions. All of these 

initiatives have resulted in a disproportional flow of funding and other resources towards 

the national elite universities. The universities that are included in the Project 211 receive a 

vast majority (86 per cent) of the doctoral students and own all the national key laboratories 

in China (Guo, 2004). As Chinese higher education has largely expanded since late 1990s 

and enrolment rate increased to 48 per cent in 2018 (Ministry of Education of China, 

2019a), college admissions have become a competition for access to elite educational 

resources, such as Project 985 and 211 universities (H. Liu & Li, 2014).  

College admissions in China are primarily based on the annual National College 

Entrance Examination (gaokao thereafter). Each higher education institution establishes 

their enrolment quota for each academic program in each province based on national 

policies, societal needs for talent, and institutional capacity (H. Liu & Li, 2014). Each 

province categorises all bachelor's programs that plan to recruit students into two or three 

tiers. Programs from Project 985 and 211 institutions are usually listed as tier 1, meaning 

that these programs have the priority to admit students and require higher gaokao scores in 

general. In terms of the TNE admissions, they are incorporated into this national college 

enrolment system (State Council of China, 2003). Therefore, a TNE institution or program 

can only recruit the students whose gaokao scores meet the minimum requirement for the 



8 

 

particular tier, while some international branch campuses have used their own admission 

assessments in addition to gaokao scores (Ministry of Education of China, 2016).   

Similarly, there is a determining test for graduate admissions. Most students must 

take the annual Unified National Graduate Entrance Examination (kaoyan thereafter) for 

graduate school. Only around one out of four students who participated in kaoyan 

succeeded to attend graduate school in 2019 (Ministry of Education of China, 2019a). 

Besides kaoyan, a small portion of undergraduates from some universities can be referred 

to a master's program in China without kaoyan, under the exam-free referral policy (tuijian 

mianshi) (Ministry of Education of China, 2019b). This policy allows universities to 

implement their own institutional policies in selecting students, and eligible students may 

choose to apply for any graduate program. This policy is often called as baoyan, which 

means guaranteed graduate admissions. 

TNE in China 

China is one of the largest host countries for TNE (Pohl & Lane, 2018). There are 88 active 

TNE institutions and 726 programs that offer undergraduate degrees (calculated by authors 

from Ministry of Education of China, 2019c). As Chinese higher education massification 

allowed more students to attend regular programs, the primary motivation for TNE at the 

national level was less about expanding capacity. Instead, the Chinese government has long 

encouraged institutions to collaborate with renowned foreign HEIs and import high quality 

educational resources through TNE (State Council of China, 2003). Driven by 

neoliberalism and globalisation, Chinese higher education institutions see TNE as an 

opportunity to enhance their competitiveness and reputations, as well as to bring financial 

gains (Zha, 2012).  



9 

 

In China, TNE is called Chinese-Foreign Cooperation in Running Schools 

(Zhongwai Hezuo Banxue). This term indicated the collaborative feature of TNE provision 

that all foreign HEIs need to partner with Chinese HEIs to provide educational services. 

TNE in China has three operating modes: (a) Chinese-foreign cooperation universities, (b) 

Chinese-foreign cooperation second tier colleges, and (c) Chinese-foreign cooperation 

programs (Hu & Willis, 2017). Chinese-foreign cooperation universities are co-founded by 

Chinese and foreign partners and have legal person status. Second-tier colleges are different 

from universities as they are affiliated with the Chinese HEI and do not have legal person 

status. Programs are run in a similarly manner as second-tier colleges but only with limited 

programs. All three modes of TNE offer double or joint degrees. For universities and 

second tier colleges, students usually complete their studies in China and have the 

opportunity to study abroad. In most cases, the programs are operated in a two-campus 

model, meaning that students must physically attend foreign HEIs for a certain period of 

time.  

Even though TNE tuition fees are generally lower than the costs of studying abroad, 

it is much higher than Chinese local universities. Given that tuition is one of the most 

important factors that influence student choice of a particular TNE programs in China 

(Yang, 2008), Chinese TNE may not necessarily lead to increased access (Huang, 2008). 

As tuition fees of TNE programs are set by partner universities without specific regulations 

by the Ministry of Education of China, tuition fees vary among different TNE programs.  

Conceptual framework 

This study examines student mobility choices into, during and after a TNE program through 

the lens of a three-layer (i.e., macro-, meso-, and micro-level) context. This perspective is 
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adopted from Haas and Hadjar (2020)’s summary based on a review of studies on higher 

education student trajectories. They found that student trajectories, defined as a series of 

transitions (e.g., from undergraduate to graduate studies) and states (e.g., part-time vs. full-

time enrolment) within a certain period of time, were often analysed through the macro-, 

meso- and/or micro-level predictors. Macro-level factors are those related to national higher 

education structures and the larger social environment, such as the labour market situation. 

Meso-level factors mainly refer to the organisational context of higher education 

institutions, and the micro-level factors are those vary at the individual level, such as 

demographic attributes. Factors at each level are able to influence student trajectories 

independent of other factors, and factors within each level and across levels interact 

simultaneously to influence student trajectories through higher education. 

In our study, students face mobility choices at a series of transitional points: (a) 

initially when they choose to enrol in a TNE program, (b) during their program when they 

choose to study abroad or stay local to complete the program, (c) near graduation when 

they choose to apply for graduate school, and (d) near graduation or completion of graduate 

studies when they seek employment. We treat these transitions as student trajectories in the 

sense of mobility. In other words, we utilise the concept of trajectories to shed light on 

students’ choices to be mobile or not at different stages of a TNE program. Thus, 

trajectories represent the different mobility pathways available to students in a TNE 

program.  

Methods 

To best account for the role of context on student choice, the study focuses on one type of 

TNE provision (mobility-optional, dual-degree program) in China. Two questions guided 
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this study: What are the patterns of student mobility choices in a mobility-optional dual-

degree program in China? How do macro-, meso-, and micro-level factors influence student 

choice of enrolling in the program, studying abroad or staying local during the program, 

pursuing an international or local graduate degree, and seeking international or local 

employment? 

The TNE program for research 

The study was conducted among students and alumni from a TNE program in China. The 

foreign partner institution, University of Arizona (UA thereafter) is a four-year research 

university in the US, and ranked 117 for national universities (US News & World Report, 

2020). The Chinese university, Ocean University of China, (OUC thereafter) is one of the 

distinguished Project 985 universities. Students who complete the program receive two 

bachelor's degrees in law, one from UA and one from OUC. Minimum gaokao scores for 

admission are determined by student demand for the particular program, with higher 

demand corresponding with higher scores. In this dual-degree case, lower scores were 

accepted in comparison to most single-degree cases at OUC. Students take Chinese law 

courses by OUC in their first two years and English courses offered by UA, then they study 

American law in their third and fourth year in China with UA professors. Students can 

choose to complete all four years of studies at OUC, or study at UA for their third and 

fourth years. If students attend the UA-OUC program, tuition is over 10 times more than 

the regular law program at OUC, but only one fourth of the international student tuition at 

UA.  The program is relatively new, and its first cohort graduated in 2019.  
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Research design and data collection 

This explanatory sequential mixed-methods study included a quantitative component 

followed by a qualitative phase to provide further explanations of the quantitative results. A 

survey was utilised to determine the extent to which students planned to be internationally 

mobile either during or after their studies. Then, interviews were conducted in order to 

understand the factors that shape the patterns of their mobility plans. 

 The online survey in English was distributed three times between 2017 and 2019. In 

2017, students in the program were invited to participate in the survey through email and 

WeChat (a popular social media platform used in China). In 2018 and 2019, the survey was 

sent to the first-year students only. Over three years, a total of 167 students participated in 

the surveys; 72 per cent were female.  Most (96 per cent) students had their education in the 

program primarily funded by their families. Two participants were international students; 

the remainder were Chinese domestic students. 

For the interviews, we employed a phenomenological approach to understand 

mobility within TNE programs based on student voices and perspectives (Laverty, 2003). 

The focus was on students’ lived experiences that influenced their decision-making 

processes to enrol and be mobile before, during, and after their TNE program. Special 

attention was given to how personal and environmental factors at the macro-, meso-, and 

micro-levels influenced their decision-making processes. Thirteen semi-structured 

interviews were conducted between November 2019 and March 2020 among continuing 

and graduated students from the TNE program. Interview participants were invited through 

the aforementioned survey, email and snowballing. The panel was purposely selected to 

include students from all five cohorts (class of 2019 to 2023). Among the interview 
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participants, 6 had graduated from the program at the time of interview. One was in the 

process of applying for graduate programs in the UA while the other 5 students were 

studying in graduate law programs in China (2), the US (2), and the UK (1). Additionally, 2 

first-year, 1 second-year, 2 third-year and 2 fourth-year students participated in the 

interviews. Depending on the stage of study, the interview protocol included questions 

about the process and motivations for choosing the program, plans for completion, going to 

graduate school, and future employment. Ten of the thirteen interviews were conducted in 

Mandarin Chinese by the first author who is a native Mandarin speaker. The other three 

interviews were conducted in English by the second author.  

Data analysis 

Survey data were analysed using descriptive statistics to calculate the number and 

proportion of students who planned to remain domestic or travel abroad for completing 

their current degree, for pursuing their next education degree, for finding a job in the near 

term, and for finding a job in the long term. The Chinese interviews were translated to 

English by the first author. In analysing the transcribed data, we adopted Saldana (2016)'s 

approach of two cycles of coding. In the first cycle, we used structural coding approach to 

separate the data into the four transitional points when students needed to make a mobility 

decision: (a) choosing the TNE program, (b) choosing whether to study abroad during the 

program, (c) choosing where to apply for graduate school, and (d) choosing where to work. 

At the same time, we coded the factors that influenced students' decisions or plans in a 

descriptive manner, such as ‘gaokao score was not high enough for a Project 985 

university’ was a reason why students enrolled in the program. Then, we incorporated the 

three-layer contextual framework in the second cycle of coding. Each finding from the first 
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cycle was further analysed within the macro-, meso-, and micro-level context. To ensure 

reliability of coding, the second author coded all interview data based on the 

aforementioned cycles of coding. Then, the first author reviewed the coded interviews and 

either agreed with the codes given or suggested different codes. If different codes were 

suggested, the first and second author discussed and agreed on a code.  

Limitations 

While our interview participants were purposely selected from different stages of the 

program from first year to post-graduation, first-year students were overrepresented in the 

survey (47 per cent). This is a result of the survey implementation approach, which only 

invited first-year students to participate in the 2018 and 2019 survey to avoid the same 

students completing the survey more than once. As students who were at the early stage of 

the program were still some months or years away from the time point when they needed to 

make a mobility choice, whether their projected plans will materialise or change in the 

distant future is unknown.  

Another limitation of this study is that all interview participants were still studying 

in the TNE program or in the process of pursuing a graduate degree at the time of 

interview. None had fully experienced the post-graduation job seeking process. Therefore, 

our understanding of the contextual factors that influence students’ employment seeking 

processes is relatively incomplete compared to what we know about their choices of 

studying abroad and attending graduate school.  
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Findings 

Enrolling in the TNE program 

Student choice to enrol in the TNE program is the result of the interaction between the 

macro-level context of the local university admission policies and micro-level factors 

including personal goals and dispositions. Interviewees did not initially intend or prepare to 

study abroad while in high school. They shared a common goal to be admitted by a desired 

major program within the best Chinese university that their gaokao score would allow. 

Before gaokao, few considered enrolling in a TNE program; instead, they considered it 

when they obtained a gaokao score that was not high enough for regular programs at a 

Project 985 university. The following quote is an example of how admissions policies and 

the goal of attending a prestigious university influenced TNE enrolment:   

When I got my gaokao score, I found I did not meet my goal. I felt worried 

because my goal was a highly ranked university, like 985 or 211. I really 

wanted to study law, so I checked the law programs from universities that were 

not 985 or 211... At beginning, I did not know about the China-foreign 

collaborative programs. Then I read about this section in the admissions 

brochure. I only saw OUC has a law program and OUC is a 985 

university…So, I chose the program because of the law major and reputation of 

OUC. 

Consistent with Fang & Wang (2014) and D. Liu & Zhu (2019)'s findings, our study 

indicates that TNE programs, which usually require a lower score than the equivalent 

domestic programs, provided an alternative way for students to enter a prestigious 

university. This strategy was a primary factor that drove many interview participants to 

choose the TNE program. Unlike other studies that found access to a reputable and high 
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quality international education as a significant factor to attract students to TNE (Ahmad & 

Buchanan, 2017; Wilkins et al., 2012), the program features at the meso-level, such as 

offering a foreign degree and opportunities to study abroad, were only important for a small 

number of students. A student who was motivated by the studying abroad opportunity 

indicated, ‘My considerations were quite different from others, and most people did not 

choose the program because of planning to study abroad.’ 

Completing the TNE program 

Even though the program provides an option for studying abroad, survey data indicated that 

less than one third (31 per cent) of the students planned to transfer to UA, and majority of 

them (58 per cent) intended to complete their dual-degree in China (Table 1). The 

interviews revealed student mobility plans at this stage were contingent on students’ 

perceived costs and potential benefits at the micro-level, while their intention of studying 

abroad might be impeded by several meso-level factors. For those who planned to study 

abroad, they were motivated to partake in an international living/learning experience. They 

looked forward to opportunities to interact with Americans, improve their English skills, 

and better understand American society. A student who transferred to UA shared her 

motivations: 

I knew I would go study abroad since the first day I came to the dual degree program... 

It is an opportunity to broaden my horizon to this world. In learning law, you cannot 

just look at rules and laws. You have to know the society and how it shapes people’s 

behaviours. 

In contrast, the students who considered studying abroad but decided to stay in 

China tended to perceive studying abroad as a less cost-efficient choice. One student 
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indicated, ‘If I can get the same degree in China and it costs less, why should I go abroad? 

It costs too much for that.’ Similarly, another student said, ‘I feel it is just unnecessary 

because we take the same courses here.’ In addition to taking the same courses and 

obtaining the same degree with lower cost, some students did not perceive transferring to 

UA as beneficial as they had expected that they would not necessarily be admitted to a 

better graduate school abroad compared to those who stayed based on their observations of 

where graduates of the program were attending graduate school.  

Moreover, factors at the meso-level related to program features and program 

structure interfered with students’ plans to study abroad. For students to study at UA, they 

needed a certain level of English proficiency. Interviewees indicated that achieving the 

required TOEFL was either a reason why they did not study abroad or a condition on which 

their study abroad plans were dependent. This finding confirmed Wilson-Mah & 

Thomlinson (2018)’s study which also reported English fluency as a factor that impedes 

transferring. Additionally, for interviewees who planned to pursue a graduate degree in 

China, they expressed concern that studying at UA would hinder their preparation for 

kaoyan. The time when students had the chance to study abroad, during their third and 

fourth years, interfered with the time when students needed to begin their kaoyan 

preparation. A student who graduated from the program recalled why he chose to stay in 

China for all four years.  

I considered about it [studying abroad] when I was a first-year student. Then when I 

actually became a third-year student, I didn’t want to go. It was related to the plan of 

attending a graduate school in China. If you want to prepare for kaoyan, you need to 

start in the second half of your third year. If you went abroad, it would not be possible 

to return and prepare for kaoyan.  
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Pursuing a graduate degree 

Most students indicated a preference to pursue their next degree abroad. Compared to plans 

for studying abroad during their current program (35 per cent), students showed a stronger 

interest in international education at the graduate level (64 per cent). Within this group, 58 

per cent desired to pursue a graduate degree in the US (Table 1). A smaller portion (23 per 

cent) of participants wanted to stay in China for graduate education. Although fewer 

students preferred domestic rather than overseas education at the graduate level, the ratio of 

students who planned to study locally (23 per cent) is noteworthy, given another study 

found that only a small fraction IBC students in China (3 per cent) pursued a local graduate 

degree (Wu et al., 2020). This suggests that dual-degree students may be more locally 

oriented than IBC students.   

Planning for graduate school was jointly shaped by the macro-, meso- and micro-

level factors. At the macro-level, the baoyan policy which allows around 10 per cent of the 

students in the TNE program to advance to a graduate program in China without kaoyan 

effectively retained top students in China. A student commented, ‘Most students who are 

eligible for baoyan can’t resist the temptation to take that opportunity.’ And a student who 

succeeded to attend graduate school through baoyan confirmed, ‘As I had the baoyan 

opportunity, I chose to stay in China.’  

The labour market at the macro-level also influenced student mobility choice at this 

stage. The law field is especially dependent on the country context. Professional certificates 

obtained in one country may not be valid in another. Students had to deliberately consider 

how their overseas graduate education would contribute to their future careers if they 
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wanted to work in China upon graduation. A third-year student who transferred to UA and 

intended to pursue a graduate degree in the US explained her related concerns: 

There is a problem that law students who study abroad will have to face unless you 

want to stay in the US to work. Not many people would do that as it is too difficult. I 

was told before that we would experience difficult 2-3 years after we return to China. 

That’s also one of the reasons why some students do not want to study abroad. 

Compared to your peers who have had a graduate degree, passed the professional 

exams, and interned with law firms, you will have nothing. By the time I finish my 

graduate degree, it’ll be 4-5 years from now. My peers in China will have built a strong 

relationship with a law firm by then. But I won’t have any networks with law firms or 

work experiences. Perhaps I have to study the Chinese laws again at that time…Law is 

not like economics or something, in which studying abroad is not so different from 

studying in China. 

Although this student still decided to pursue graduate studies in the US and expected to go 

through such potential challenges upon returning to China, the perceived differences in the 

job market in the US and China might be an important macro-level factor that hinders 

mobility for many. 

At the meso-level, students’ choices of staying local or going to graduate school 

abroad were influenced by the TNE program structure, which unequally supported students 

with different future plans. Students who planned to study abroad for graduate school 

especially benefited from the program. Compared to a regular program, the TNE program 

better facilitated students to meet the English proficiency requirements for overseas 

graduate schools, and it also allowed for easier access to graduate law programs at UA 

because UA guaranteed a number of seats in UA law programs for dual-degree program 

graduates. On the contrary, for the students who preferred a local graduate program, they 

were confronted with challenges related to the demands associated with preparation for 
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kaoyan. A student commented that the program puts students who needed to take kaoyan at 

a disadvantage, ‘Our [Chinese law] courses were fast-paced and some content was not 

covered. How is it possible to really complete the courses in two years while others need to 

study for four years?’ Also, students reported struggling to balance kaoyan study with the 

heavy coursework from their UA classes. A student who chose studying abroad instead of 

kaoyan described his rationale based on what he learned from students in previous cohorts: 

The two good directions [for students in the program] are (a) studying abroad and (b) 

baoyan. There is a big problem for those who want to attend a graduate school in China 

and need to pass kaoyan. There are so many classes that we need to take in our last two 

years, so there is not much time left to study for the exam. Many students are not really 

paying much attention to the UA courses in order to prepare for the exam.  

Overall, given the benefits that the students had for applying for overseas especially UA 

graduate programs and the disadvantages of preparing for kaoyan compared to their peers 

in a regular law program, the structure of the TNE program implicitly pushed students to 

pursue international instead of local graduate education. 

At the micro-level, student choice depended on their particular learning style 

preference. Students had the opportunity to explore two different law systems and learning 

styles. Some students indicated that they decided to pursue a graduate degree abroad 

because they preferred the American approach. A student who transferred to UA in her 

fourth year and aimed to continue her graduate studies in the US said: 

In China, we need to memorise the laws. I feel we only learn things before the exams. 

But in the US, we need to read a lot of law cases and apply what we learn in other 

cases. We learn in this way. I got better grades in my US law courses than Chinese law 

courses. 
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Seeking future employment 

Among those who reported a desired location for future employment, the majority (65 per 

cent) envisioned their future in China in the short term, and even more students (76 per 

cent) in the long term. Both the labour market at the macro-level and family relationships at 

the micro-level played important roles in shaping their aspirations. Students who planned to 

attend graduate school overseas indicated that it would be difficult to find a job abroad 

despite an interest in doing so.  

At the micro-level, family related factors also influenced some students’ choice of 

returning. Some indicated that they did not plan to work abroad in the long term because of 

their family. For one student, two micro-level factors, family expectations and one’s own 

interest in working abroad, were in conflict. This is an example of the mutual influence of 

same-level factors. She explained her considerations and strategy in this situation: 

My parents do not want me to study and work abroad. I had some arguments 

with them but I could not change their thoughts…It is not good to fight now. 

But if there was a good opportunity, I would choose to stay abroad. If I go 

abroad now, I will have to rely on my parents to pay for it, and I cannot fight 

with them. I am thinking to work for a couple of years after finishing my 

graduate degree in China. If I am unhappy with my job or feel I need a better 

platform, I’ll go abroad. At that time, I will have some savings, and it should be 

easier to convince my parents. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Our study examined the factors that shape student mobility choices as they enter into and 

progress through TNE programs. We found that the majority of students did not plan to be 

mobile during the TNE program, but instead, planned to pursue graduate degrees abroad. 
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Further, the majority of students perceived themselves working in China after the 

completion of their studies. Through the analysis of the student mobility choices at four 

different phases of the program (i.e., enrolment, graduation, graduate study, employment), 

we conclude that their mobility choices into, during and after TNE, although ultimately 

made by individual students and their families at the micro-level, were heavily influenced 

by the macro- and meso-level contexts.  

This study contributes to the TNE literature by introducing the three-level 

contextual framework to examine student mobility choices. Compared to the push-pull 

model, which has been prevalently used in studies on student motivations for choosing 

TNE (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2017; Fang & Wang, 2014; Wilkins et al., 2012), this 

framework allows us to view student choice not only as an internal weighing and selecting 

process experienced by individuals, but also a result of the interactions of the individual 

level factors with the larger contexts including higher education, labour market, and 

program structures. In addition, this study expands the application of Haas & Hadjar 

(2020)’s three-level contextual model on student trajectories through higher education 

within a single country context to TNE. In TNE, student trajectories in higher education, 

such as advancing from the undergraduate to graduate level, are intertwined with cross-

border mobility choices. Their decision making is influenced by two or more educational 

systems and labour markets. In other words, these students face a more complex multi-

national macro-level context that should be considered when understanding and studying 

student trajectories through TNE.  

This study also offers some practical insights when applying these multi-level 

factors towards TNE partnership development and student support. Both Fang & Wang 

(2014) and D. Liu & Zhu (2019) indicated that TNE in China provides an alternative option 
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for students who are unable to attend a satisfying domestic university/program. Echoing 

their findings, this study further highlights that the prestige of the Chinese partner 

university plays a significant role to attract students, generally more so than interest in an 

international education. Foreign universities planning to establish dual-degree programs in 

China should consider the hierarchical nature of China’s higher education system to 

enhance student interest in their programs. 

Beyond recruiting students, TNE needs to fulfil a dual role in facilitating mobility 

and supporting immobile students. This study confirmed a sense of in-betweenness as these 

TNE students negotiated with different cultural and learning environments (Dai, 2020). 

Although all TNE students can be seen as in-betweeners, some are more inclined to be 

mobile than others. As most students indicated an interest in pursuing a graduate degree in 

the US, our findings generally support previous studies that TNE can function as a stepping 

stone for physical mobility (Ilieva, 2014; Li, 2020; Wu et al., 2020). However, we also 

found that the program structure restrained student intentions to study abroad during the 

program. For example, TNE programs could strengthen English language teaching in the 

first and second year to better prepare students to enter an English-only academic 

environment. Also, short-term study abroad could expose students to the host country in 

order to make more informed choices about graduate school. 

The contextual conditions for immobile students must therefore be better recognised 

and addressed. A large portion of the students in our study did not have intentions to go 

abroad, at least for long-term migration. Interviewees reported challenges in preparing for 

kaoyan while managing their major courses in US law. Given TNE programs are designed 

to provide students with access to a foreign education without mobility, they could better 

support students who plan to attend local graduate schools and apply their TNE to local 
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contexts. This is particularly important during the COVID-19 pandemic when international 

mobility is not always available or safe. For TNE in China, specific approaches may 

include mitigating the course load in the semester when kaoyan takes place and expanding 

the availability of graduate level TNE, so that students do not have to choose between a 

local or international graduate school. Also, TNE programs may intentionally connect 

students with local employers who value their TNE experiences.  

Thus, as TNE will likely grow in demand and supply in the post-COVID-19 era, 

researchers, policy makers, and institutional leaders should consider the varied multi-level 

factors that are simultaneously affecting students’ choices and experiences in order to 

ensure program success. The findings of this study shed light on a selected group of 

Chinese students in an elite university but are not intended to be universal lessons for all. 

For this reason, regular assessment of their needs at macro-, meso- and micro-levels are key 

for future success and sustainability. 
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Table 1. Student Future Plans 

 In China In USA In a third 

country 

Not sure or 

no plans in 

this area 

 N % N % N % N % 

Complete current education 

degree 

71 57.7% 38 30.9% 5 4.1% 9 7.3% 

Pursue next education degree 28 22.8% 71 57.7% 8 6.5% 16 13.0% 

Find a job (short term) 61 50.0% 27 22.1% 6 4.9% 28 23.0% 

Find a job (long term) 74 60.7% 19 15.6% 5 4.1% 24 19.7% 
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