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Abstract By probing into the relationship of senior students’ demand for 
“internationalization”, students’ expected economic returns in future careers, 
and their individual concept of modernity, this study attempts to explore several 
factors that are influencing the demand for overseas higher education.

Keywords individual modernity, expected economic return, the demand for 
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摘要 本文力图了解高中生对国际化高等教育的需求状况及其与预期经济收益和

个人现代性等个人因素的关系，旨在个人层面探索中学生国际化高等教育需求的

影响因素。

关键词 个人现代性，经济收益预期，国际化高等教育的需求

1 Introduction

Higher education services are not only differentiated by quality and types 
of subjects, but also by their variations of “internationalization.” One of the 
main indications is the development of Sino-foreign cooperation’s starting 
and operating schools. Furthermore, the so-called “higher education without 
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boundaries” comes into being, which refers to the expansion of the flow of 
overseas students (Little, 2002). Since the 1980s, Chinese higher education has 
shown a diversified development after the implement of the Open Policy 
accompanied with the growing demand for higher education. In terms of the main 
body of supply, besides an education system with the government as the major 
supporter, there are private colleges founded by private individuals and various 
forms of services supplied by foreign higher education institutions in China. 
Especially after China’s entering the WTO in 2001, overseas institutions will be 
less limited in exploring Chinese higher education markets. There has been much 
attention and debate on the supply of higher education abroad (Chen, 2003; Jiang, 
2001). The development of higher education is the result of the interaction 
between the supply and demand for education. Thus, it is significant and necessary 
for the development of higher education to find out the characteristics and causes 
of Chinese senior students’ demand for overseas higher education under rapidly 
expanding and diversified supply patterns in Chinese higher education. However, 
most of the current studies on Chinese students’ demand for overseas higher 
education remain on the level of “what it should be”, and it is rare to see 
systematic study which reaches the level of “what it is”.

Since the 1950s, policymakers and scholars have been vigorous to focus on the 
factors influencing the private demand for higher education due to the great 
increase in quantity (OECD, 1987; Becker, 1992). Studies indicate that factors 
affecting individual’s demand for higher education vary, which can be divided 
into four groups: individual factors, family factors, education system factors and 
economic factors (OECD, 1978; Menon, 1998). Many studies on educational 
economics show that tuition fees, stipends and the loan policies for students have 
impact on the demand for higher education (Chung and Lu, 1999). In addition, 
SES (Socio-economic status) is also important for an individual’s demand for 
higher education (Lei, 2004). Since the generation of human capital theory, it is 
well believed that economic factors affect the demand for higher education, and 
many studies confirm that students’ demand for higher education resulted from 
the economic benefits (Heller, 1997).

Besides social, family and economic factors mentioned above, individual’s 
psychological factors are essential to influencing his/her demand for higher 
education, such as his/her ability which may affect his/her education expectation 
(Psacharopoulos and Soumelis, 1979; Kodde and Ritzen, 1988). At the same 
time, psychological studies reveal that individual’s psychological factors 
influencing senior students’ demand for higher education include self-estimate, 
inside-control point (Mau, 1995), and self-efficacy (Carpenter and Western, 
1982), etc. Based on the theory of modernity, individual modernity influences 
one’s demand for education, which means one with strong individual modernity 
tends to think highly of education and expect to receive more of it, and is willing 
to choose higher education services. However, the studies available on demand 
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for higher education indicate that empirical researches on the behavioral 
relationship between students’ individual modernity and their demand for higher 
education were very few, neither were there any studies demonstrating 
systematically how individual modernity affect the demand for higher education. 
The previous studies paid more attention to the amount of the demand for 
higher education, but in fact, there are differences of types concerning the 
demand. Therefore, this study will analyze the relationship between the interior 
construction of modernity and the demand for overseas higher education, focusing 
on exploring the factors that influence the senior students’ demand for overseas 
higher education.

Briefly this study tries to find out the characteristics of Chinese senior students’ 
demand for overseas higher education on the basis of the hypotheses of human 
capital and modernity theory on the demand for education, and the effects of 
students’ expected economic returns in the future and their individual modernity 
on their demand for overseas higher education, and to enrich the studies in this 
field.

2 Purposes and methods

The study has two purposes: (1) to identify the characteristics of Chinese senior 
students’ demand for different types of overseas higher education1; (2) to examine 
the individual factors that influence senior students’ demand for overseas higher 
education, which refers to the effects of students’ expected economic returns in 
the future and their individual modernity on their demand for overseas higher 
education. 

The survey method was used to collect data for the study. Questionnaires were 
administered to secondary school students in Beijing, Jiangsu, Hubei and Shanxi 
in 2003. The method of randomly selecting samples was used to select different 
types of high schools (including vocational and ordinary schools, key schools 
and non-key schools) in the four areas, then we selected students of different 
subjects (arts and science) in each sampled school. Our survey was conducted on 
the basis of the units per class, and there were 10  513 completed questionnaires.

Internationalization of higher education in this study refers to three types: 
overseas colleges; Sino-foreign cooperative schools (cooperation with Chinese 
universities in China to provide professional courses, and then award Chinese 
universities’ diplomas when students graduate); colleges registered by foreigners 

1 Overseas higher education’s contents are rich, which include overseas fl ow of knowledge, 
overseas fl ow of personnel, overseas cooperation of higher education, and overseas curriculums, 
etc. (Wang, 2004). In this study, it means the higher education services supplied for students 
across nations or regions.
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in China (who set up branches in China, and award their students overseas 
universities’ degrees and certifications of qualification when they finish all 
courses in China).

In the questionnaire, first, students were asked to respond to whether they were 
willing to receive various types of overseas higher education after secondary 
school, and they were instructed to indicate the degree to which each type 
was chosen by using a 6-point scale with the following descriptions for each 
point: 1 = strongly agree, 2 = agree, 3 = somewhat agree, 4 = little disagree, 
5 = disagree, 6 = strongly disagree, which were used to measure the strength of 
expectation that students choose different types of overseas higher education. 
Second, subjects were also asked to respond to 12 statements to test their 
individual modernity. More specifically, respondents were required to indicate 
the degree to which each statement was applied to their case by using the same 
6-point scale. Third, they were also asked to share their expected economic 
returns in the future, which means senior students’ estimation of their incomes 
after their graduation from college.

The data were analyzed through the following procedures: (1) reviewing the 
strength of expectation that students attend the three types of overseas higher 
education institutions; (2) identifying the main elements of senior students’ 
individual modernity by factor analysis; (3) taking the degree of agreement that 
students choose different types of overseas higher education as dependent 
variable, the factors of senior students’ individual modernity and their expected 
economic returns in the future were used as explanatory variables in a linear 
regression model.

The model was used to investigate the relation between a student’s score on 
identified individual modernity factors and expected economic returns, and his/
her score on the measured intention strength to enter overseas higher education. 
Thus, the model allowed for the measurement of the effect of individual modernity 
and expected economic returns on the demand for overseas higher education.

3 Results

This study analyzed the differences of the senior students’ demand for various 
types of overseas higher education, and individual factors influence their 
demand.

3.1 The characteristics of senior students’ demand for overseas higher 
education

Table  1 shows the characteristics of senior students’ demand for overseas higher 
education. The strength of their demand for the three types of overseas higher 
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education (overseas colleges, Sino-foreign cooperative schools, and universities 
set up by foreigners in China) is different. In the test of the demand for overseas 
universities, the proportions of senior students whose answers are strongly agree, 
agree, and somewhat agree are respectively 8.7 percent, 23.1 percent and 22.5 
percent. All of the answers to these three items reflect senior students’ positive 
attitude towards choosing overseas higher education. It is found that the 
proportion of senior students who are willing to choose overseas universities 
is 54.3 percent after summing up the three proportions above. In addition, the 
proportion of senior students who are willing to choose Sino-foreign cooperative 
schools and get Chinese universities’ diplomas is 76.3 percent; the proportion 
of senior students who are willing to choose the universities set up by foreigners 
in China and get overseas universities’ diplomas is 42.3 percent. In short, among 
the three types of overseas higher education, senior students prefer to choose the 
second type—Sino-foreign cooperative schools and get Chinese universities’ 
diplomas.

Table  1 The differences of strength among the demand for different overseas higher 
education

Strength of demand (%) Types of overseas higher education

 Overseas Sino-foreign cooperative Universities set up by
 universities universities foreigners in China

Positive 54.3 76.3 42.3
Strongly agree  8.7 12.2 5.3
Agree 23.1 40.6 14.6
Somewhat agree 22.5 23.5 22.4

Negative 45.7 23.7 57.7
Little agree 18.2 11.8 24.5
Disagree 18.1 8.2 26.3
Strongly disagree 9.4 3.7 6.9

What factors result in the differences? This study aims at probing into the 
individual factors that affect the differences of Chinese senior students’ demand 
for overseas higher education. In details, it attempts to discuss the effect of 
students’ expected economic returns in the future and their individual modernity 
on their demand for different overseas higher education.

3.2 Individual factors infl uencing the demand for overseas higher education

Based on the hypothesis of Human Capital Theory and Modernity Theory, this 
paper tries to explore the effect of individual factors on the differences of demand 
for overseas higher education, through introducing individual variables related to 
students’ expected economic returns and individual modernity.



330 DU Ping, CHUNG Yueping

3.2.1 Factors analysis: Students’ individual modernity

The questionnaire contained twelve parts with a 6-point scale that respondents 
would use to assess the importance of these values in everyday life. In Table  3, 
four factors are shown as follows: openness, positive attitude toward education, 
attitude toward gender equality, and a sense of personal efficacy. 

The first one is openness, which mainly means that one is willing to accept 
new things and ideas. One with an open attitude not only cares about their 
environment where they live in, but also concerns other places and national 
affairs; On the contrary, one with narrow provincialism always first thinks of 
their own circumstance when they look for help to solve problems, and their 
vision is just limited on themselves or the things and surroundings directly linked 
to them; they prefer to live in a closer world. 

The second factor is positive attitude toward education, which means one 
believes that taking more education is helpful to improve the family’s living 
conditions, succeeds in job and gains others’ respect. On the contrary, people 
believe the effect of hereditary ancestry and birth on gaining prestige and social 
status.

The third factor is attitude toward gender equality, which means that people 
traditionally thought men had the privilege and superior status to control 
the families, and they did not admit that men and women possessed equal 
responsibilities and status in family lives. However, modern people tend to think 
women have the equal rights to codetermine family affairs.

The fourth factor is a sense of personal efficacy, which means that one 
is confident of their own efforts and capabilities, and believes they can change 
and effectively solve social issue. On the contrary, fatalists insist the results of 
everything be dependent on exterior power, and they would believe fortune and 
contingency rather than have confidence in changing their lives and their 
surroundings. 

Table  2 shows that generally the psychological construction of senior students’ 
individual modernity and other development factors are not balanced. The score 
of attitude toward gender equality is the highest among them, the mean of which 
is 3.55, and the second is a sense of personal efficacy (3.53) and positive attitude 
towards education (3.25). The mean of openness attitude is the lowest (3.16).

3.2.2 The effect of individual modernity on the intensity of senior students’ 
demand for different types of overseas higher education

While examining the demand for education, people tend to care about the quantity, 
which refers to the number of people who receive some type or degree of 
education. In fact, the demand for education not only includes the differences on 
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Table  2 The means of the factors of senior students’ individual modernity

The factors of senior students’ Mean (M) Standard difference (SD) T-test
individual modernity

Openness attitudea 3.16 1.00 0.000***
Positive attitude towards education 3.25 0.58
Attitude toward gender equalityb 3.55 1.30
A sense of personal efficacy 3.53 1.17

a and b: The questions about this factor are reverse, which should be evaluated reversely to 
calculate the score, the size of samples: 9974
***: p<0.001

quantity, but also on different types. In order to deeply understand senior students’ 
demand for overseas higher education, this study divides the overseas higher 
education services supplied in China into three groups—overseas colleges, 
Sino-foreign cooperative schools, and universities set up by foreigners in China. 
Accordingly, there are three models of demand.

The multiple regression analyses in Table  3 allow us to assess the impact of 
individual modernity on senior students’ demand for various types of overseas 
higher education. In Model 1, it is apparent that the effects of individual modernity 
on intensity of demand for overseas universities are substantially strong, in 
which the openness attitude, positive attitude toward education, attitude toward 
gender equality and a sense of personal efficacy—four components of individual 
modernity—all affect the choices towards overseas universities. Therefore the 
stronger the individual modernity is, the more they would prefer to choose 
overseas universities. The effect of attitude toward gender equality on choosing 
the overseas universities is significant (p<0.05), and the effects of other factors 
of individual modernity are all significant (p<0.01).

Model 2 accounts for the impact of individual modernity on the intensity 
of demand for Sino-foreign cooperative universities. Openness, positive attitude 
toward education, attitude toward gender equality and a sense of personal 
efficacy—all four components of individual modernity affect the choices of this 
type of universities (p<0.01). 

Model 3 shows the impact of individual modernity on the intensity of demand 
for the universities set up by foreigners in China. Openness, positive attitude 
toward education, attitude toward gender equality and a sense of personal 
efficacy—four components of individual modernity all influence the choices 
towards this type of universities, the effect of attitude toward gender equality on 
the choice of the overseas universities is significant (p<0.05), and the effects of 
the other factors of individual modernity are all significant, too (p<0.01).

In short, openness, positive attitude toward education, attitude toward gender 
equality and a sense of personal efficacy—all four components of individual 
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modernity significantly affect the intensity of senior students’ demand for 
different types of overseas higher education. The effects are all positive, which 
means that the greater a senior student’s level of modernity is, the greater the 
demand for overseas higher education would be. However, the effect of attitude 
toward gender equality is the lowest among them.

3.2.3 The effect of expected economic returns in the future on the intensity of 
senior students’ demand for different types of overseas higher education

It can testify whether there exists the hypothesis on the demand for higher 
education in Human Capital Theory to some extent through exploring the 
relationship between the expected economic returns (beginning salaries) in 
the future and the intensity of senior students’ demand for overseas higher 
education.

As Table 3 shows, in Model 1, senior students’ expected economic returns 
after graduation significantly affect (p<0.001) their choices towards overseas 

Table  3 The regression analysis on the demand for overseas higher education

Explaining variables Dependent variables

 Overseas Sino-foreign Universities set
 universities cooperative up by foreigners
  universities in China
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Male 0.046 0.128*** 0.070***
Minorities 0.002 0.003 −0.020
Fathers’ schooling is above primary school 0.012 −0.033 −0.010
Fathers’ schooling is above junior high school 0.015 −0.018 0.002
Mothers’ schooling is above primary school 0.009 −0.034* 0.020
Mothers’ schooling is above junior high school 0.011 0.074*** 0.019
Fathers’ income previous year 0.014 −0.019 0.010
Scores of examination enrolled in senior 0.002 −0.007 −0.007
 high school
Expected beginning salary after graduation 0.048*** −0.026* −0.005
Openness attitude 0.051*** 0.043*** 0.050***
Positive attitude toward education 0.076*** 0.073*** 0.110***
Attitude toward gender equality 0.020** −0.031*** 0.028*
A sense of personal efficacy 0.060*** 0.035*** 0.074***
Constant 0.011*** 0.239*** 0.012
Adjusted R 0.017 0.030 0.022
N 9 717 9 737 9 738

The questions about the dependent variables are reverse, so the scores should be calculated 
through being evaluated reversely.
*: p<0.05, **: p<0.01, ***: p<0.001
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universities. This means the higher the expected initial salary is, the stronger the 
demand is. 

Model 2 shows the reverse effect of expected economic returns after graduation 
on the intensity of the demand for the universities operated by Chinese and 
foreign institutions, the higher the expected initial salary is, the weaker the 
willingness of choosing Sino-foreign cooperative universities is (p<0.05). 
However, in this study, there seems to have some conflicts because the willingness 
of senior students’ demand for these kinds of universities is the greatest.

Model 3 indicates that the effect of the expected economic returns after 
graduation on the demand for the universities set up by foreigners is not 
significant.

4 Conclusions and discussion

Senior students’ expected economic returns are associated with their demands 
for overseas higher education. However, the relationships with various types 
of higher education are different, because the association between expected 
economic returns and the demand for overseas universities is positive, while it is 
reverse on its relationship with Sino-foreign cooperative schools, which means 
the senior students’ with higher expected economic returns from higher education 
look forward to overseas colleges; but students with lower expected returns prefer 
Sino-foreign cooperative schools. Usually, those who have access to overseas 
higher education tend to gain higher social status after returning to China. Since 
China’s Reform and Open policy, many students have gone abroad on state 
scholarship or at their own expenses2. Against this background, senior students’ 
demand for overseas higher education maybe attribute to the higher economic 
returns in the future. From the relationship between the expected economic 
returns and the demand for overseas universities, the results of this study do 
support the hypothesis about the expected returns’ effects on the demand for 
education in Human Capital Theory.

However, the relationship between expected economic returns in the future and 
the intensity of the demand for Sino-foreign cooperative schools is puzzling. The 
results show that students’ expected economic returns are lower if they enter 
Sino-foreign cooperative schools. However, they prefer this kind of overseas 
colleges due to the level of the present Chinese economic development and 
people’s incomes, most Chinese families cannot afford overseas colleges. Senior 
students’ demand for Sino-foreign cooperative schools is stronger owing to the 

2 The number of Chinese who have studied abroad was 270  000, and 139  000 among them 
were at their own expenses from 1978 to 1996 (Chen, 2003).
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economic limits. Certainly, this explanation needs to be verified by further 
research.

Individuals are not a psychological characteristic with only a single dimension. 
This study explores four factors—openness, positive attitude toward education, 
attitude toward gender equality and a sense of personal efficacy. These 
relationships between the factors’ and senior students’ demand for overseas 
higher education are different. The other three factors’ effects on students’ demand 
are positive and significant except the attitude of gender equality. In addition, 
different factors’ affect the demand for various types of overseas higher education. 
The effect of a positive attitude toward education is the greatest indicator.

The hypothesis on the value for education expectation in the theory of 
modernity is proven. The supply of overseas higher education has risen in the 
past 20 years. Chinese students’ individual modernity’s effects on the demand 
for these overseas higher education are the same as those of studies in other 
countries (Teichler and Jahr, 2001), which reflects their open attitude towards 
new experiences. Furthermore, most of the senior students who value the prestige 
based on education and technology, agree the function of education is for 
improving an individual’s life, and believe the effects of individual efforts. These 
characteristics of individual modernity influence their demand for overseas 
higher education.

The research findings about individual modernity’s effects on senior students’ 
demand for overseas higher education in this study further add and enrich the 
studies about the demand for higher education in the field of education economics. 
In terms of the level of individuality, the important psychological characteristic 
of individual modernity also affects the demand for higher education, in addition 
to expected economic returns. Against the background of rapid social changes, it 
is very necessary to pay attention to the above influencing factors. Other factors 
affecting the demand for overseas higher education need to be further explored.
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