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Abstract  This qualitative study explores how to better attract international 
students as perceived from the viewpoints of both international students and 
university administrators. The 7Ps marketing mix conceptual framework and 
thematic analysis were utilized to analyze qualitative data solicited from both 
focus group discussions involving 75 international students and in-depth 
interviews with four administrators at two public universities in Yunnan province, 
China. The results indicate that two factors mainly affect students’ decisions on 
an international education destination: geographical location (Place) and cost of 
study (Price). Furthermore, the study recommends applying the 7Ps as a totality 
in university recruitment practices. 
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Introduction 

Over the past 30 years, internationalization of higher education has been a major 
growth industry worldwide (Bodycott, 2009). Firstly, hosting international 
students is regarded as the most important hallmark of internationalization of a 
country’s higher education. The ability of a university to attract international 
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students and faculty around the world is key to its success on the world stage. 
According to the performance indicators that the Times (2017b) utilizes to judge 
the internationalization of a university, the ratio of international students to 
domestic students accounts for a one-third weight. Secondly, international 
students can make a considerable economic contribution to the country of 
destination through their expenditure on tuition fees and living expenses (Becker 
& Kolster, 2012). For instance, in Australia, the international education industry 
comprises 15 % of the revenue of Australian universities, which is the third 
largest source of Australia’s export income (Becker & Kolster, 2012). Thirdly, 
international students can contribute to the scientific field of the destination 
country via transferring their implicit knowledge by conducting research together 
with native students and teachers. 

Many countries have attached great importance to the international education 
market. China is no exception. The Chinese government has provided proactive 
policies and strong financial support to promote the internationalization of higher 
education. Since the 1990s, the number of international students studying in 
China has rapidly increased. Recently, China has become a new academic hub 
for international students. The State Council of the People’s Republic of China 
(2015) released a statement on the “Overall Plan of Constructing World-Class 
Universities and First-Rate Disciplines”. The plan aims to establish a good brand 
and image for Chinese public universities and to strengthen the international 
competitiveness of China’s higher education system. Chinese public universities 
are required to attract more high-quality foreign students.  

However, currently, only two public universities in China rank among the top 
100 universities in the world: Tsinghua University and Peking University (Times, 
2017a). Tsinghua University ranks at number 29 and Peking University is ranked 
35 (Times, 2017a). Thus, for most Chinese public universities, much remains to 
be done in “constructing the world-class universities and first-rate disciplines” as 
well as in promoting the quantity and quality of international student recruitment. 
Moreover, in order to fulfill the requirements of the Chinese government, 
Chinese public universities not only need to compete with world-class higher 
education institutions in developed countries but also have to compete with each 
other. Therefore, to achieve the objectives assigned by the Chinese government 
and to develop a good reputation in international educational markets, Chinese 
public universities have an increasing need to consider how to better attract 
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international students.  
In recent years, an increasing number of studies have discussed international 

student recruitment. Many Western studies have focused on exploring factors 
influencing students’ decision of an international education destination 
(McMahon, 1992; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Djafarova, Rudd, & Waring, 2012; 
Gong & Huybers, 2015; de Oliveira & Soares, 2016; Ahmad & Buchanan, 2016). 
A few Western studies have discussed strategies for recruiting international 
students (Becker & Kolster, 2012; Özturgut, 2013). Some Chinese studies 
provide strategies for Chinese universities to recruit international students (Cao, 
2006; Chen, 2011; Jin, 2012). However, little research has investigated both the 
factors affecting students’ choice of an international education destination and 
the strategies implemented by a higher education institution to attract 
international students, particularly in the Chinese context.  

This study views international students as the customers in the international 
education market. Trying to recruit more international students is similar to 
selling them more educational products. Thus, the problem investigated in this 
research can be situated within the field of marketing. McCarthy (1964) firstly 
proposed a 4Ps (Product, Price, Place, and Promotion) marketing theory. 
Product was defined as a tangible physical good or an intangible service, or a 
blend of both (McCarthy, Cannon, & Perreault, 2013, pp. 201–202). In this study, 
educational product is intangible services provided by a Chinese university to 
international students. Thus, the research subject of this study relates to services 
marketing. In services marketing, the original 4Ps marketing model was extended 
to 7Ps, by adding People, Process, and Physical evidence (Booms & Bitner, 
1981). 

Price refers to “the amount of money that is charged for the certain product” 
(McCarthy et al., 2013, p. 421). In this study, price is tuition fees for international 
education, including scholarships offered by a Chinese university. Place refers to 
the venue or location that provides products, which should be convenient for 
consumers to access (McCarthy et al., 2013, p. 254). In this study, place is the 
geographic location where a Chinese university is located. Promotion refers to 
“communicating information between the seller and potential buyers” through 
certain channels to encourage or persuade people to begin or to increase the 
consumption of products (McCarthy et al., 2013, p. 330). In this study, 
promotion is viewed as the various channels by which Chinese universities 
deliver recruitment information to international students.  
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Additionally, People refers to the personnel who participate in service delivery 
(Hoffman, Bateson, Elliot, & Birch 2010). In a service industry, people are not 
only the producers but also the products themselves, which are essential in 
marketing (Ivy, 2008). In this study, people are the personnel who are in charge 
of recruiting, educating, and managing international students. Process refers to 
the procedures by which service is delivered (Booms & Bitner, 1981). In this 
study, process is a set of activities that people conduct in delivering service to 
international students by communicating with them, providing educational 
programs to them, and offering administrative service to them. Physical evidence 
refers to the environment in which service is delivered, including equipment, 
furniture and facilities (Booms & Bitner, 1981). In this study, physical evidence 
is the university’s equipment, furniture and facilities. 

In adopting the 7Ps marketing model as the conceptual framework of this 
study, we assumed that the model could fit both the factors affecting students’ 
choice of an international education destination and the strategies implemented 
by a Chinese university to attract international students.  

In order to provide valuable suggestions for Chinese public universities to 
better attract international students, the author conducted a qualitative study in 
China’s Yunnan province. Yunnan province is located in Southwest China, 
bordering Vietnam, Laos, and Myanmar (People’s Government of Yunnan 
Province, n. d.). Currently, around 90 % percent of international students 
studying in Yunnan are from Southeast Asia. Yunnan province has a relatively 
weak economy; its GDP per capita in 2016 was the 30th out of 32 provinces in 
mainland China (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2016). A total of 21 
public universities are located in Yunnan province (Ministry of Education of the 
People’s Republic of China, 2016a), but only two of them rank in the top 100 
universities of China (China University Alumni Association, 2017). Thus, the 
prestige of its universities is relatively low. Consequently, Yunnan may not at 
first glance be attractive to international students. However, in 2015, Yunnan 
province received 12,078 international students, ranking 11th among 32 
provinces in the Chinese mainland (Ministry of Education of the People’s 
Republic of China, 2016b). This is reasonably impressive and merits exploring 
the reasons why Yunnan has achieved such a performance in recruiting 
international students. 
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International Higher Education Destination Choice 

With the international student market becoming increasingly competitive, 
international student recruitment is becoming more complex. An increasing 
number of studies have discussed this issue from different points of view.  

Many Western studies have explored factors impacting students’ choice of an 
international education destination, and have demonstrated a range of attraction 
factors. For example, McMahon (1992) conducted quantitative research on the 
flow of international students from developing countries to developed countries. 
McMahon (1992) found that students’ attraction to a host country was influenced 
by three main factors: the economic power of the host country; the economic, 
political, and cultural links between the home and host country; and the host 
country’s support for international students via scholarships or other assistance. 
More recently, Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) conducted mixed methodology 
research involving 1,621 prospective students in four localities: Indonesia, 
Chinese Taiwan, India, and the Chinese mainland. They proposed a “push-pull” 
model to describe a student’s desire to study overseas and the decision process 
for selecting a final study destination. In addition, they presented six factors that 
can influence international students’ decisions: knowledge and awareness of the 
host country, personal recommendations, cost issues, environment, geographic 
proximity, and social links.  

Djafarova, Rudd, and Waring (2012) conducted a qualitative study by 
interviewing 51 Chinese students enrolled in a UK business school. The study 
suggested five factors that impacted Chinese students’ destination choice: the 
desire to experience Western culture, the academic reputation of the UK, the 
reputation and image of the school, the facilities of the school, and external 
factors related to the destination city. Similarly, Gong and Huybers (2015) 
conducted two focus group discussions with a total of 17 Chinese students 
enrolled at two Australian universities. They identified only two key factors 
affecting Chinese students’ choice of an international education destination: 
university ranking and destination safety. 

De Oliveira and Soares (2016) conducted a qualitative study by interviewing 
298 international students at a public university in northern Portugal. The results 
showed that the academic reputation and quality of the university were the most 
important attraction factors and that international students mainly rely on 
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personal contacts for information sources. Ahmad and Buchanan (2016) 
conducted qualitative research using interviews of 24 international students 
studying at an international branch campus in Malaysia. The findings showed 
that international students were attracted by the country’s image, low tuition fees, 
low cost of living, stable government, safe living circumstances, cultural and 
regional proximity, and freedom from discrimination. 

A few Western studies have discussed strategies for recruiting international 
students. For instance, Becker and Kolster (2012) provided an overview of 
international student recruitment policies implemented by the national 
governments of 11 countries. These national policies were divided into four 
categories: tuition fees and scholarships, student visa and employment 
regulations, degree programs taught in other languages, and the university’s 
promotional literature. Similarly, Özturgut (2013) conducted qualitative research 
with administrators working with international student affairs in the 40 US 
institutions with the largest numbers of international students. The findings 
showed that the best practices in the recruitment of international students 
included eight themes: attending international recruitment events and education 
fairs, establishing partnerships with other organizations, conducting passive 
marketing (online advertising, brochures and booklets), utilizing campus 
resources and providing academic support, utilizing word of mouth, utilizing 
faculty and staff, utilizing alumni, and utilizing third-party agents.  

Some Chinese studies provide strategies to Chinese universities regarding the 
recruitment of international students. Cao (2006) conducted qualitative research 
on university policy for recruiting international students at Beijing Language and 
Culture University. He offered some recommendations, namely to increase the 
diversity of recruitment advertisement, improve the quality of education and 
administration, promote the reputation of the university, offer university 
scholarships to international students, and establish more collaborations with 
foreign institutions. Chen (2011) conducted a Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis at the Shanghai Institute of Foreign 
Trade. She proposed practical recruitment strategies, including using the 
geographic proximity of Shanghai, concentrating on advanced subjects, and 
utilizing multi-channel publicity instruments. Jin (2012) conducted a qualitative 
study on university policies for recruiting international students in Jiangsu province. 
She suggested that Jiangsu provincial universities improve the quality of education 
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and administration, increase the number of teachers with an international education 
background, improve the university’s facilities, improve the quality of 
administrative service, and provide university scholarships to highly qualified 
international students. 

In summary, these studies provide a considerable amount of valuable 
information. However, other than applying relatively simple theoretical models, 
such as a “push-pull” dynamic, the majority of studies appear to have been 
exploratory in nature (see Babbie, 2017), concerned at a very high level with 
deriving factors, sometimes using factor analysis, influencing the 
internationalization of higher education. Furthermore, little research, if any, has 
been conducted on this subject from both sides simultaneously, i.e., factors 
affecting students’ choice of an international education destination and strategies 
for attracting international students, particularly at an institutional level in China. 
Whether the educational products sold by Chinese universities to international 
students meet their expectations could directly affect the performance of a 
university in its recruitment of international students and would appear crucial. 
Therefore, this study attempts to partially remedy this gap, employing one of the 
most sophisticated models to date. 

Methods 

Sample 
 
The study purposively selected two public universities in Yunnan as the target 
universities: University A and University B. These two universities have the 
largest numbers of international students among all universities in Yunnan 
province. University A ranks in the 130s among all universities in China, while 
University B ranks in the 80s (China University Alumni Association, 2017). 
University A is more specialized in Humanities and Social Sciences, while 
University B is more specialized in Physical Sciences. Both universities are 
located in Kunming, the capital city of Yunnan. In short, University A has a lower 
academic ranking and smaller number of total enrolled students than that of 
University B, but it receives more international students than that of University B. 
Thus, it is also interesting to know why University A achieved better 
performance in international student recruitment than University B, even though 
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it had weaker comprehensive strength than University B. 
In order to answer the research question of how to better attract international 

students, 75 international students studying at these two universities were 
purposively recruited as key informants to understand their decision-making 
process when deciding whether or not to study in China. The characteristics of 
participants that were taken into consideration in the data analysis were related to 
gender, countries of origin (developed and developing countries, countries closer 
to Yunnan, and countries far away), study programs (degree programs and 
non-degree programs), and financial resources (scholarship and self-financed). 
Additionally, in order to better provide suggestions for policy makers in Chinese 
public universities, two high-level and two mid-level administrators of the 
School of International Education at the two selected universities, who were in 
charge of recruitment, education, and management of international students, were 
purposively recruited as key informants regarding the university’s efforts in 
recruitment practice. 

To meet the ethical concerns of research which could impact the participants, 
all research sample subjects remain anonymous.  

 
Instruments 
 
Focus groups were adopted to understand the sample students’ choice of 
international education destination. The focus group is an efficient and 
economical method of obtaining data from multiple participants in a qualitative 
study (Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech, & Zoran, 2009). The sense of belonging 
to a group can help participants feel safe to talk freely and share their opinions 
and feelings (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). For focus group discussions, Bloor, 
Frankland, Thomas, and Stewart (2000) and Wilkinson (2011) suggested six and 
ten people in one group who usually share common characteristics (e.g., single 
mothers under the age of 40). In addition, Morgan (1997) recommends between 
three to five sessions of focus groups should be held. For this study, in order to 
collect data from 75 sample students, at each selected university, four sessions of 
focus groups were organized from August to November 2016, comprising the 
following: degree students from developing countries, degree students from 
developed countries, non-degree students from developing countries, and 
non-degree students from developed countries. Each focus group contained eight 
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to ten international students, who shared common characteristics in their origins 
or their study programs.  

Additionally, in-depth interview was utilized to explore the recruitment 
practices conducted by the two selected universities. Conducting intensive 
interviews with a small number of respondents, using open-ended and 
discovery-oriented methods, allows interviewers to deeply explore the 
respondents’ perspectives, experiences, and expectations on a subject (Boyce & 
Neale, 2006). Thus, for the study, in-depth interviews were conducted with the 
four sample administrators to understand their experience and opinions.  

In this study, thematic analysis was adopted to analyze the qualitative data 
solicited from both the focus group discussions and in-depth interviews. 
Thematic analysis is devoted to identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or 
themes within data, which organizes and describes the data in rich details (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006, p. 79). Based on the six phases of thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, pp. 86–93), firstly, the researchers transcribed the qualitative data 
collected from both focus groups and interviews, according to the voice-records 
of both focus group discussions with international students and in-depth 
interviews with university administrators. Then, the researchers read and re-read 
the data in order to become more familiar with and dig deeper into the details of 
the transcribed data, paying great attention to the patterns that occur in the data. 
Secondly, through constantly comparing and collapsing the information delivered 
by the participants of each focus group, among different focus groups, and 
between focus groups and in-depth interviews, the researchers reduced and coded 
the data by creating categories for overlapping patterns. Thirdly, the researchers 
combined codes and categories into four overarching themes. For example, the 
ranking and reputation of a university, the degree programs taught in English, the 
administrative services offered by the university, and the university’s facilities 
can be all categorized into quality of education. Fourthly, after considering the 
implication of the findings, the researchers provided reasonable explanations for 
the findings. Fifthly, the researchers checked whether the theme accurately 
described the meaning of the data and improved on missing details. Finally, the 
researchers produced a report of the data analysis, which follows. 

Results 

The results indicate that the factors affecting international students’ choice of a 
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Chinese university can be categorized according to seven basic themes: (1) 
quality of education, (2) cost of study, (3) geographical location and culture, (4) 
information sources, (5) university personnel, (6) administrative service, and (7) 
university facilities. Throughout the study, no significant differences emerged 
based on genders of international students. Correspondingly, the efforts made by 
the two selected Chinese public universities are specifically analyzed in 
accordance with these seven themes. 
 
Quality of Education (Product) 
 
The data shows that the participating students considered the quality of education 
mainly through the ranking and reputation of a university and its academic 
disciplines, when choosing a Chinese university. 

Most participants who had a desire to pursue a higher degree in China were 
from developing countries. They expected to obtain a better quality education in 
China than in their home countries. Consequently, they expected to have a better 
future after graduation. For example, one Vietnamese student mentioned that 
obtaining higher education in China, and consequently speaking fluent Chinese, 
could be very helpful with finding a good job in Vietnam (focus group discussion, 
August 13, 2016). Moreover, they reasoned that China is becoming more 
powerful and more influential regionally and globally.  

Since the overall academic rankings of these two universities are not high in 
China, many students were more conscious about the quality of their specific 
academic disciplines. Regarding the practice of university administrators, data 
shows that University A understands well the expectations of international 
students. University A made great efforts in developing its flagship disciplines, 
Chinese Linguistics and Literature, and it focused on attracting international 
students from Southeast Asia who were interested in this subject. As 
Administrator A, a senior official of University A, noted, 

 
Our progress is rooted in our earlier construction of good disciplines and development of 

good teacher resources. Our advantage is in the classical disciplines of Chinese 

Linguistics and Literature, which offers different courses, such as Chinese Language and 

Culture, Business Chinese, and Tourism Chinese. (in-depth interview, September 15, 

2016) 
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  On the other hand, it seems that University B did not capitalize on its 
advantage in attracting international students. As mentioned previously, 
University B is more specialized in Physical Sciences. However, University B 
also prioritized the recruitment of students interested in Chinese language and 
culture. As Administrator C of University B noted,  

 
Our university focuses more on the disciplines of science and technology, which may be 

a disadvantage in attracting international students. Many international students who want 

to pursue a degree in the physical sciences may choose to go to Western countries rather 

than China. (in-depth interview, October 20, 2016) 

 
This viewpoint, however, was not entirely supported by the findings of focus 

group discussions, since some students chose to study at University B because of 
the good quality of its scientific disciplines. For example, a Pakistani student, 
who was pursuing a PhD in Geology Science at University B, noted, 
 

My major is Geology Science. Before I made my decision, I focused on two universities. 

One is the China University of Geo-sciences in Wuhan. Its discipline of Geology Science 

ranked on the first of all Chinese universities. The other one is University B. Its 

discipline of Geology Science ranked on the fourth of all Chinese universities. I submit 

my proposal to two supervisors from these two universities, and got the acceptance letter 

from both of them. Professor Xue of University B is interested in Mineral Resources 

Prospecting and Exploration, which is very close to the subject of my master’s degree. In 

addition, Pakistan is rich in mineral resources, and Yunnan province has a number of 

minerals that are similar to my country. Thus, finally, I chose to study at university B. 

(focus group discussion, September 24, 2016) 

 
Thus, according to the statement of this student, the scientific disciplines of 

University B were actually an advantage in attracting at least some international 
students. 
 
Cost of Study (Price) 
 
The data shows that the participating students commented on the availability of 
scholarships as well as the cost of tuition fees and living expenses before 
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applying to a Chinese university.  
Most degree students, in particular those from developing countries, were 

greatly concerned about the possibility of receiving scholarships. Some of them 
mentioned that they selected a Chinese university depending on how well they 
could compete with others for scholarships. In fact, most of them chose to attend 
the university that first issued them the offer of a scholarship. The reason why 
scholarships are quite influential as regards the decision making of international 
students could be concerns about the cost of study. Students studying abroad 
usually need to pay higher tuition fees than students studying domestically, for 
expensive travel costs between their hometowns and the study destination, and 
for various living expenses when they live abroad. Thus, the availability of 
scholarships can be very attractive for international students. The main issue is 
whether and from where students could obtain scholarships. For example, one 
student from Mali mentioned,  

 
Compared with Western countries, it is easier to apply for a scholarship from China. 

Most of us didn’t understand Chinese at all before we came to China. The Chinese 

Government Scholarship covers one year of language study and four years of major 

study. If we cannot pass level 4 of the HSK (the Chinese proficiency test) after one year, 

we should choose to give up the scholarship or pay by ourselves for another year of 

language study. (focus group discussion, September 24, 2016) 

 
However, scholarships are not available for everyone. Some participants could 

not receive scholarships, but they were still determined to study in China. For 
them, the second choice was a Chinese university that charges lower tuition fees 
and is located in a city with lower living expenses. Some participants mentioned 
that they chose to study in Yunnan province primarily because of the low price of 
tuition fees of its universities and its low living expenses. Indeed, compared with 
the two best universities in China, Beijing University and Tsinghua University, 
the tuition fees charged by the two universities are relatively low. For instance, 
for undergraduate programs, both Yunnan universities charge RMB15,000 [about 
USD2,200] per year for Humanities and Social Sciences and RMB17,000 [about 
USD2,500] per year for Physical Sciences. In comparison, Beijing University 
and Tsinghua University charge RMB26,000 [about USD3,800] per year for 
Humanities and Social Sciences and RMB30,000 [about USD4,400] per year for 
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Physical Sciences (Beijing University, 2017; Tsinghua University, 2017). 
However, the tuition fees cannot be freely adjusted by the university. 

In addition to scholarships issued by the central government, Yunnan 
provincial government also provides special scholarships to students from the 
Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) countries. Furthermore, both 
universities offered various scholarships to international students. For example, 
Administrator D, a middle level administrator of University B, specifically 
introduced the scholarship program designed by University B for international 
students. She stated, 

 
In addition to the Chinese Government Scholarship and the Yunnan Provincial 

Government Scholarship, we offer a ten-month scholarship to every self-financed fresher, 

which provides an allowance of RMB1,000 [about USD150] per month. Moreover, for 

outstanding students in their previous year’s study, we provide them a reward of RMB 

10,000 [about USD 1,500] per year. We also have some other scholarship schemes, and 

we have built up a mature scholarship system. (in-depth interview, October 12, 2016) 

 
In summary, the cost of study was a great concern for students, particularly for 

those from developing countries. Both Yunnan universities were aware of 
international students’ concerns about costs. Thus, low tuition fees, the low cost 
of living, and various scholarships make Yunnan attractive to international 
students. 
 
Geographical Location (Place) 
 
Data shows that the participating international students tended to favour an 
international education destination with close geographical and social links to 
their hometowns. 

Most participants from Southeast Asian countries mentioned that they chose to 
study in Yunnan because it was near to their home countries. One student from 
Vietnam mentioned that he was working for a Vietnamese public university. He 
simply wanted to obtain a PhD, no matter where he could get it. So, he preferred 
a place that was not far from his hometown (focus group discussion, September 
17, 2016). These participants also stated that studying near home could save 
travel expenses and could mean ease in returning home during vacations. 
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Other participants mentioned that they chose to study in Yunnan because of its 
good environment and living conditions. As one American student mentioned, 

 
I used to study in Beijing, which was my first choice in China. One year ago, I travelled 

to Yunnan. I was totally attracted to it. It’s so beautiful, quiet, and clean. It’s not noisy 

and crowded like Beijing. Moreover, it has good weather. So, I decided to come to study 

here. (focus group discussion, September 3, 2016) 

 
These participants were typically from Western countries, with the main desire 

to experience a different life in China rather than merely pursue a higher degree. 
Most of these students attended non-degree programs at their own expense.  

Furthermore, a few participants chose to study in China because their family 
are of Chinese descent, not only students from Asian countries but also some 
from Western countries. For instance, one French student, whose father is 
Chinese, wanted to stay in China for a period of time, to see China with his own 
eyes, to learn some Chinese, and to experience life in China.  

Regarding the practice of university administrators, both universities 
understood well the preference of international students as regards geographical 
proximity and cultural similarity. Yunnan borders Vietnam, Laos, and Myanmar, 
and it has close geographic, economic, social, and cultural links to Southeast 
Asian countries (People’s Government of Yunnan Province, n. d.). Thus, both 
universities targeted their recruitment at the Southeast Asian market. As 
Administrator C, a senior-level official of University B, mentioned, 

 
Compared with the famous universities in Beijing and Shanghai, we have our 

disadvantages. But we also have our advantages. We have better weather. We are closer 

to Southeast Asia, which is more convenient for the students from these countries. Some 

of them just travel across the border by bus. We also have many minorities in our 

province, whose food and culture are similar to the people of Southeast Asian countries. 

This can make Southeast Asian students feel close to us and feel more comfortable 

communicating with us. (in-depth interview, October 20, 2016) 

 
To summarize, most international students studying in Yunnan province are 

from Southeast Asia. It can be inferred that geographical proximity and cultural 
similarity may be key elements for the success of these two universities in 
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recruiting international students, particularly students from neighboring countries. 
However, both universities did not pay enough attention to how to attract 
students from Western countries. 
 
Information Sources (Promotion) 
 
Data shows that participating students obtained information about Chinese 
universities mainly through five sources, in order of importance: the internet, 
family members and personal contacts, collaborative programs established 
between their home institutions and foreign institutions, and Confucius Institutes.  

In today’s information era, the internet is a crucial promotional channel. A 
number of participants obtained information about Chinese universities from the 
internet. Google was the main search engine used by the majority of participants 
to view web pages that introduced relevant information about Chinese 
universities. Three kinds of web pages were mentioned by these participants: the 
homepage of the Ministry of Education of their home countries, the homepage of 
the Chinese Scholarship Council, and the homepages of Chinese universities. It 
needs to be mentioned that one Malaysian student complained: 

 

The information provided on the home pages of some Chinese universities seems to be 

out of date and only in Chinese. It is better for the university to provide information in 

English or in multiple languages, since many international students don’t understand 

Chinese and some students are not good at English, either. Furthermore, they should 

offer more details about educational programs and facilities. (focus group discussion, 

August 27, 2016) 
 

From this statement, it can be inferred that the information on the homepages 
of some Chinese universities was out of date and only in Chinese. This is a 
barrier to international students obtaining more details about educational 
programs and other aspects of universities. Moreover, sometimes, they may 
abandon choosing these universities because of this obstacle. 

Some participants obtained information about Chinese universities from their 
family members and personal contacts, such as friends, teachers, senior 
classmates, and so on. Most of these people used to study or work in China, or 
they are ethnically Chinese. A few of these participants in the focus groups 
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mentioned that, before they came to China, they knew nothing about Chinese 
universities. If their family members and personal contacts told them that a 
specific Chinese university was good, they would also regard this university as 
good.  

Some participants chose a Chinese university because it was conducting 
collaborative programs with their home high schools or universities. A few of 
them were conscious of the fact that they came to study in China via international 
collaborative programs, such as student exchanges between a foreign university 
and a Chinese university. Other participants were not aware of this aspect. They 
only knew that somebody from a Chinese university had introduced it to them.  

A few participants mentioned that they obtained information about Chinese 
universities through Confucius Institutes and Classrooms established by Chinese 
universities at their home institutions. Confucius Institutes and Classrooms are 
non-profit organizations which offer for free the curricula of Chinese language 
and culture to students who are interested in such subjects or have the intention 
of studying in China (Confucius Institute Headquarters, 2015). So far, 
approximately 500 Confucius Institutes and 1,000 Confucius Classrooms have 
been established around the world (Confucius Institute Headquarters, 2015). The 
Chinese government has also offered Confucius Institute Scholarships to 
international students through these institutions. Confucius Institutes can be one 
specific way for international students to obtain information about Chinese 
universities. 

Regarding the practice of university administrators, both universities were 
aware of and utilized all of these channels to deliver their information to 
international students. Both of them have advertised on the internet, and 
information was provided on their home pages in both English and Chinese, but 
not in multiple languages. Both of them have received help from their alumni, 
staff, and students to introduce the university to new students. Both of them have 
conducted various international collaborative programs. Both of them established 
Confucius Institutes overseas.  

In terms of international collaborative programs, University B presents a 
successful example, via a “Thai High School Student Project” that was 
established between University B and a Thai educational company. Through this 
program, within four years, over 400 Thai students have come to study at 
University B.  
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However, there inevitably were shortcomings in their efforts, in terms of 
promotion on the internet. As Administrator D, a middle-level official of 
University B, mentioned, 

 
We advertised on both domestic and foreign websites. However, I investigated and found 

that very few students come because of our advertisements on the internet. This may be 

because most international students use the internet just to check the university rankings, 

but our university doesn’t rank at the top of the ranking list. (in-depth interview, October 

12, 2016) 

 
It can be seen that the results of internet promotion conducted by University B 

are not satisfactory, so they may not persist in trying to use it more. In addition, 
the Google search engine as well as the social media services of Facebook and 
Twitter, which are popularly used around the world, cannot be used in China. 
This can be an obstacle for Chinese universities in delivering information to 
international students.  
 
Administrative Service (Process) 
 
The student participants paid attention to the quality of administrative services 
offered by the university. Usually, based on the general information obtained 
from the various channels mentioned above, these students targeted specific 
universities. They decided to obtain more detailed information about the target 
universities, such as the price of tuition, nature of educational programs, and type 
of facilities of the target universities. Some of them wrote emails or made phone 
calls to officials in charge of recruitment. Some other participants who had been 
studying in China and just wanted to change university paid personal visits to the 
target university. One statement by a Canadian student is noteworthy in this 
regard. She said,  
 

Before I came to China, I searched on the internet, and found two universities in Yunnan: 

University A and University D. Firstly, I made phone calls to the office of University D, 

because its tuition fee was lower than that of University A. But I cannot get clear 

information because the English of the girl who picked up the phone was hard to be 

understood. I also wrote emails to them, but they responded to the email very slowly. 
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Then, I called University A. They introduced everything to me clearly, and promised me 

to pick me up from the airport when I arrive in Kunming for the first time. (focus group 

discussion, September 3, 2016) 

 
From this statement, it can be inferred that the efficiency of response, 

proficiency in foreign language, and attitudes of officials could strongly impact 
the choice of international students.  

Regarding the practice of university administrators, both universities paid 
attention to the quality of administrative services and facilities. At both 
universities, a special department had been set up to manage administrative 
affairs for international students, including picking up students at the airport on 
their first visit, helping with visa issues, arranging accommodation, and so on. In 
addition, the administrators of both universities stated that they had been 
efficiently and effectively responding to the inquiries of all potential students. 
Moreover, the administrators mentioned they were building new dormitories 
especially for international students. Furthermore, in order to enrich students’ 
after-class time, they held many activities for international students, such as 
evening parties, sports meetings, and cultural tourism trips. 
 
University Personnel (People) 
 
Some participants want Chinese universities to provide more degree programs in 
English. As one Indian student complained, 

 
There are only a few graduate degree programs, and almost none of the undergraduate 

programs taught in English at Chinese universities. It is too difficult for us to understand 

what teachers teach in Chinese. In addition, in order to attend degree programs, most 

Chinese universities require us to pass the HSK [the Chinese language proficiency test], 

even if we are paying by ourselves. (focus group discussion, September 17, 2016)  

 
However, both universities only provide degree programs in Chinese. In fact, 

only a few elite universities in China can provide degree programs in English. 
The main reason is a shortage of professional teaching staff who can fluently 
teach academic subjects in English or in other foreign languages. 
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Educational Environment (Physical Evidence) 
 
Some participants paid attention to the university facilities, such as 
accommodation. For instance, a student from Myanmar, who initially had studied 
at University C (another public university of Yunnan) when he first came to 
China, after one year’s study transferred to University B. This student said, 

 
The accommodation condition of University B is much better than that of University C. 

Furthermore, University B treats international students much better. For example, I 

attended calligraphy classes at both universities. University B prepared papers and brush 

pens for us, but University C requires us to buy these things by ourselves. University B 

also hold all kinds of activities especially for international students, such as evening 

parties and sports meetings. (focus group discussion, October 15, 2016) 

 
Regarding the practice of university administrators, both universities paid 
attention to the quality of administrative services and facilities. The sampled 
administrators mentioned that dormitories are specially prepared for international 
students, with single rooms for doctoral students, two-bed rooms for master’s 
degree candidates, and four-bed rooms for undergraduates. In addition, both 
universities were building new dormitories especially for international students, 
with kitchens and washing machines. 

Discussion 

As analyzed above, the 7Ps marketing model fit well with both the factors 
affecting students’ choice of an international education destination and the 
strategies implemented by a Chinese university to attract international students as 
derived from thematic analysis. 
 
Comparisons of the Findings of the Current Study with Other Related 
Studies 
 
The findings of this study can be discussed through comparison with the findings 
from other related studies. 

Effectiveness of the quality of education (Product) is emphasized both in this 
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study and in previous studies (Cao, 2006; Chen, 2011; Djafarova, Rudd, & 
Waring, 2012; Gong & Huybers, 2015; de Oliveira & Soares, 2016). Cost of 
study (Price) was identified as a great concern for international students, both in 
this study and in previous studies (McMahon, 1992; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; 
Cao, 2006; Jin, 2012; Becker & Kolster, 2012; Ahmad & Buchanan, 2016). 
However, the cost issues discussed by Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) involved 
travel costs and substantial support from part-time jobs, which were not 
considered in this study. Regarding recruitment strategies, offering university 
scholarships in addition to government scholarships was important in both this 
study and in other Chinese studies (e.g., Cao, 2006; Jin, 2012). The issue of 
university scholarship is less emphasized in Western studies. 

Agreeing with the previous studies (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Chen, 2011; 
Ahmad & Buchanan, 2016), this study found that international students prefer an 
international education destination that is not far away from their hometowns 
(Place). The importance of information sources (Promotion) was emphasized 
both in this study and in previous studies (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Cao, 2006; 
Chen, 2011; Becker & Kolster, 2012; Özturgut, 2013; de Oliveira & Soares, 
2016). Influence of the quality administrative service (Process) was discussed both 
in this study and in previous Chinese studies (Cao, 2006; Jin, 2012). In line with 
previous studies (Djafarova, Rudd, & Waring, 2012; Jin, 2012), educational 
environment (Physical evidence) was identified to be influential on the destination 
choice of international students. However, destination safety (Gong & Huybers, 
2015) and freedom from discrimination (Ahmad & Buchanan, 2016) were not 
mentioned in this study.  

It is worth mentioning that university personnel (People) was only emphasized 
in this study and cannot be found in previous studies. As mentioned previously, 
people are the personnel in charge of recruiting, educating, and managing 
international students. These people are not only the producers responsible for 
delivering educational service but also the products themselves, just like the 
example given in this study whereby teachers who are capable of teaching 
professional subjects in English are also part of the educational product.  

To sum up, it is further confirmed that the 7Ps business model can be utilized 
in the field of education, in agreement with researchers such as Ho (2015). 
Moreover, the seven key attraction factors affecting international students’ 
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decision-making processes are good candidate variables for further randomly 
sampled quantitative researches. 

  
How to Better Attract International Students? 
 
Based on the research findings and via comparison with other relevant studies, 
this study provides practical recommendations to policy maker and 
administrators of Chinese universities and higher education institutions 
worldwide as well as recommendations for further research. 

In general, in this case study, in agreement with Ho (2015), geographical 
location (Place) may be the most important factor affecting international 
students’ decision-making processes for studying abroad. As mentioned 
previously, Yunnan province is geographically close to Southeast Asia, and 
around 90 % percent of international students studying in Yunnan are from 
Southeast Asia. Thus, geographical proximity may be the main reason why 
Yunnan province has achieved a relatively good performance in recruiting 
international students. It can be inferred that Chinese universities with 
advantageous unique locations should especially stress this factor. Furthermore, 
they can highlight good weather and environment in recruitment practice, 
particularly for non-degree students from Western countries.  

The second most influential factor in this study may be tuition fees, including 
scholarships (Price). The cost of study is a great concern for many students who 
study abroad, particularly those from developing countries. Chinese Government 
Scholarships tend to be issued to students from developing countries. Yunnan 
Provincial Government Scholarships are specially designed for citizens of 
neighboring South and Southeast Asian countries. In addition, the price of tuition 
and living cost in Yunnan is relatively low, compared with big cities in China. 
Thus, economic considerations may also be a reason why so many international 
students studying in Yunnan are from Southeast Asia. In addition to the 
scholarships issued by central and local governments, Chinese universities can 
consider offering various university scholarships. The amount may not be large, 
but in some cases, like scholarships offered for outstanding students, university 
scholarships can be more effective than directly reducing the price of tuition fees 
because they also encourage better quality. 

In this case study, place and price both show a strong influence on 
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international students’ decisions for study abroad. However, this does not mean 
that these two factors are influential in the case of every student. For example, as 
analyzed above, most students from developed countries choose to attend 
short-term non-degree programs in China. They intend to experience a different 
life in China and they have better financial situations, so most of them care little 
about the cost of study and the distance from their native countries.  

Furthermore, these seven factors are not immutable and dispensable. They are 
interactive and synergetic. Supposing that a university has a good quality of 
educational product, but its tuition fees are too high, it is too far away, or it lacks 
appropriate promotions, then international students will be less likely to buy this 
good product. Conversely, supposing that a university has low tuition fees, a 
good location, and great promotions, but a poor international education product, 
or it lacks good personnel to provide good administrative service, then the 
university will gradually lose its international customers. Thus, in order to better 
attract international students, Chinese public universities should apply the 7Ps as 
a totality in their recruitment practices. 

In terms of promotion, Chinese universities should utilize multiple channels to 
conduct proactive promotional activities in order to offer accurate, specific, and 
sufficient information to potential students, The successful example of University 
B in recruiting Thai students through a collaborative program indicates that 
Chinese universities can make more substantial efforts in conducting 
international collaborative programs, rather than simply signing a number of 
Memoranda of Understanding with foreign institutions. Moreover, one 
Belorussian suggested that Chinese public universities should organize short 
tours for international students who had never been to China, in order to visit the 
university and to learn more about the university personally before they made a 
final decision to join a degree program (focus group discussion, August 20, 2016). 
Furthermore, Chinese universities must overcome obstacles in conducting 
promotional activities on foreign websites, for example by employing a foreign 
company that specializes in educational marketing. 

In terms of product, as mentioned previously, the academic rankings of most 
Chinese universities are not high, and they find it hard to be promoted rapidly. 
Chinese universities can take advantage of their flagship subjects to attract their 
first international students. In terms of process, Chinese universities should 
efficiently and effectively respond to the inquiries of all potential international 
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students. In addition, in order to retain the enrolled students and improve the 
image of the university, Chinese universities should provide good quality 
administrative services and organize rich after-class activities for international 
students in order to retain them. In terms of physical evidence, Chinese 
universities can keep continuously refining university facilities. 

The factor of people was not discussed in previous studies, but actually, this 
invisible factor is quite important, especially in education. It can impact the 
implementation of the other six factors, as the whole process of recruiting, 
educating, and managing international students need to be conducted by people. 
Thus, good university personnel are needed, ones who can produce effective 
promotional activities, good quality administrative services, and good quality 
educational products. Furthermore, in order to overcome the problem of 
educational programs mainly taught in the native language, Chinese universities 
should invite more foreign professional scholars to teach domestically as well as 
send more native teachers abroad to improve their English. In short, how these 
seven factors are comprehended and operated by a Chinese university can impact 
the capacity of a university in attracting international students. 

Inevitably, this study has some limitations. For instance, it did not conduct a 
heterogeneous group interview involving diverse participants, such as groups 
involving international students with different characteristics or groups involving 
both international students and university administrators. In addition, the sample 
size is relatively small and purposively selected, which cannot explore the 
viewpoints of all international students studying in China and of all Chinese 
public universities accepting these students. Moreover, the sample targets of the 
study focused on international students who actually attended Chinese public 
universities, rather than potential students who were not recruited at Chinese 
public universities but had a desire to study abroad. 

Therefore, further substantial researches are required. For future research, we 
recommend conducting a study involving both international students enrolled at 
Chinese public universities and potential students globally who have the desire to 
study abroad. Secondly, further studies could employ the nominal group 
technique (Delbecq & Van deVen, 1971), which has previously been employed 
in education management (e.g., Chapple & Murphy, 1996) to put Chinese 
university recruitment specialists into conversation with potential or actual 
foreign students in order to examine opinions, interactions, and reasoning, 
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identify weaknesses requiring development, as well as understand strengths. 
Finally, this study recommends using either quantitative or mixed quantitative 
and qualitative methodologies to conduct more robust studies based on the 
candidate variables of this study, involving a larger and randomly selected 
sample of both international students and Chinese public universities.  

Via such additional studies, research can develop clear and detailed 
suggestions for international recruitment practices for Chinese public universities 
and will assist the Chinese Ministry of Education in assessing the present 
situation and in designing effective policy guidelines for promoting international 
education in China. While such research will be more costly, this area of study is 
significant because of the educational and economic implications. Theoretical 
refinement towards greater responsiveness towards international students, 
especially in Chinese universities, requires additional empirical tests to verify the 
findings of this modest study. This study is just one small first step towards such 
an effort. 
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