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Abstract

International branch campuses (IBCs) are becoming an alternative to domestic higher
education institutions. Through interviews with Chinese undergraduates at a British IBC
in China, this article examines the choice of a British IBC, using a combined model as
the conceptual framework. It finds that the factors both affecting college choice and
impacting study abroad influence the choice to study at an IBC, because of the nature
of IBCs as foreign presences in the host countries. Academic achievement and supply
of resources are necessary but not sufficient conditions for the choice of IBC. Further,
students choose IBCs over other universities with similar entry requirements because of
their capital and habitus, represented by their socio-economic status. Both students
and their parents hope to leverage their accumulated cultural capital to reproduce
their cultural capital, or to convert their existing economic capital into cultural capital.
Moreover, social capital affects the choice to study at an IBC, and its impacts depend on
the volume, strength and quality of the social network. Parents are the most influential
persons, impacting the choice of IBC with their capital. Last, institutional characteristics,
particularly as a gateway to studying abroad, attract students to study at IBCs.

Keywords internationalisation; transnational higher education; international branch
campus; college choice; socio-economic status; habitus; capital; China
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Introduction

An international branch campus (IBC), which is a higher education institution (HEI) wholly owned by the
home HEI or a joint venture with partners physically located in another country to provide degrees from
the original country, is becoming a significant strategy of internationalisation for some HEIs. The choice
to study at an IBC for domestic students is similar to the process of college choice, which is described
as part of a process whereby students transfer from secondary to postsecondary education, including
whether or not to attend college and enrolment in a specific institution (Hossler and Stage, 1992).
However, the choice of IBC is different from the choice of traditional HEI because of the institutional
characteristics of IBCs, which are foreign presences in the host countries.

Recent studies on the choice to study at an IBC have mainly been carried out in Gulf countries
(Wilkins and Huisman, 2013, 2015), Malaysia (Ahmad and Buchanan, 2015; Pyvis and Chapman, 2007;
Sim et al., 2020) and China (Lee, 2016; Li, 2019; Mok and Han, 2016; Tsang, 2013; Yang and Wu, 2021;
Yu, 2020), which are the largest host countries of IBCs (Yang, 2023). Studies in the Chinese context have
revealed that the choice to study at an IBC is impacted by a series of factors at the individual level.
First, study abroad in the future is seen as one of the most important motivations for students and their
parents to choose IBCs (Mok and Han, 2016; Tsang, 2013). China’s middle class nurtures their children
to study at IBCs by utilising their capital, and then to study abroad with the qualifications obtained
from IBCs to reproduce their social status, even though their children fail to apply to Chinese first-tier
HEIs (Tsang, 2013). Their children do not study abroad directly as they want to acquire cosmopolitan
cultural capital for future international mobility beforehand (Yu, 2020). For example, students choose
to study at IBCs for their personal development, such as improvement in English-language ability,
international/intercultural experience and future career prospects (Li, 2019). Second, the gaokao (the
National College Entrance Examination of China) score is another dominant factor at the individual level
(Lee, 2016; Li, 2019). In China, the HEIs sponsored by Project 211 and Project 985 – the programmes
of the government of China to build about one hundred key universities, disciplines and specifications,
as well as world-class universities in the twenty-first century, respectively – are usually the first choice
of students, as they represent the ‘best’ HEIs in China. Only a few students studying at an IBC put
the IBC as their first choice (Yu, 2020). These students could not meet their goals to be admitted into
Project 985 universities. Students perceived that the IBC in this study was as competitive as Project 211
universities, but not as competitive as Project 985 universities. They chose IBCs over other HEIs with
similar entry requirements because of their opposition to certain Chinese social rules, and their curiosity
about foreignness, including the desire for novelty and uniqueness and their interest in Western culture.
Third, most students at IBCs in China are from socio-economically advantaged families. Therefore, their
families are knowledgeable about IBCs, and can afford the costs of IBCs (Yang and Wu, 2021).

Furthermore, the choice of studying at an IBC is impacted by particular institutional characteristics,
including relatively lower costs, location, international study opportunities, ranking and reputation,
faculty and programme quality, qualification recognition by employers and the host country’s
government, and foreign-language environment (Lee, 2016; Li, 2019; Mok and Han, 2016). First,
although the costs of IBCs are much higher than those of domestic HEIs, they are much lower than
the costs of studying abroad. Studying in the home country makes living costs affordable, and seems
less daunting than studying abroad (Lee, 2016). Second, study abroad opportunities are important in
the decision to study at IBCs (Mok and Han, 2016; Tsang, 2013), which matches students’ motivation
at the individual level to choose IBCs for study abroad in the future. Third, the choice of IBC is
influenced by institution image, programme evaluation and ‘city effect’ (Li, 2019). Students evaluated
institution image from the perspectives of quality of teaching, prestige, social recognition and facilities,
and legality. According to Li (2019), there are many pseudo-Sino–foreign cooperative institutions and
projects in China. Students and/or their parents propose a choice set when they choose an IBC to
avoid selecting these pseudo-institutions and projects. Students evaluated programmes with proposed
criteria, including the host university’s recognition, the foreign university’s recognition, the quality of
programmes, total costs and finance, graduates’ achievements and programme suitability. The impacts
of the city effect on decision-making included city image, geographic distance and cultural distance (Li,
2019).

Moreover, the choice of studying at an IBC is impacted by a variety of national characteristics. These
national characteristics, including inadequate access, the lack of international recognition or exposure,

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16



Choice of international branch campus 3

the poor development of English-language proficiency and the perceived lower quality of domestic HEIs,
push students to choose IBCs rather than domestic HEIs in China and Malaysia (Lee, 2016).

Overall, the choice to study at an IBC is influenced by the factors at the individual, institutional and
national levels in China. However, current studies examine the choice to study at an IBC from a single
econometric or sociological perspective. The influences of cultural factors and significant persons, to
which more attention should be paid for the institutional characteristics of IBCs, are not well studied.
This study aimed to comprehensively examine the choice to study at an IBC using a combined model,
which integrated econometric and sociological indicators in the decision-making process. The following
research questions were considered:

1a. How does demand for IBC, represented by academic achievement, shape the choice to study at
an IBC?

1b. How does the supply of resources, represented by family income, impact the choice to study at
an IBC?

2. What is the relationship between students’ habitus and the choice to study at an IBC?

3. How do significant persons affect the choice to study at an IBC?

4. What is the relationship between institutional characteristics and the choice to study at an IBC?

Conceptual framework

Over the past decades, econometric, sociological and combined models have been developed to
describe and explain the college choice process (Hossler et al., 1989). Econometric models, based on
human capital theory and rational choice theory, posit that students are rational and seek to maximise
their utility while minimising risk. Econometric models effectively link college choice decisions to
influential factors. Sociological models, informed by status attainment theory, explain how social and
cultural factors shape educational aspirations. Recently, Bourdieu’s (1986) theories of capital and habitus,
referring to ‘the physical embodiment of cultural capital, to the deeply ingrained habits, skills, and
dispositions that we possess due to our life experiences’ (Longhofer and Winchester, 2016: n.p), have
been adopted in studies of college choice (see, for example, Hong and Zhao, 2015; Y. Wu, 2008; X. Wu,
2013; Yang and Chen, 2016), which establish relationships between capital, habitus and college choice
decisions. However, neither econometric nor sociological models can fully explain how the development
of perceptions of college benefits and costs, and the impacts of these perceptions, shape college choice
decisions, or how an individual student processes and integrates information into the decision-making
strategy (Young and Reyes, 1987).

To address the limitations of econometric and sociological models, combined models, which
incorporate the most influential indicators from both models, have been developed to provide a more
comprehensive conceptual framework for college choice research. The combined models are proposed
as a sequence of stages in the decision-making process (Hossler and Gallagher, 1987). Perna’s (2006)
combined model is highly cited today (see, for example, Ashraf et al., 2017; Bell et al., 2009; Bennett,
2022; Koricich et al., 2018; Means et al., 2016). This combined model puts the econometric model at the
forefront, in which students’ decisions are based on the comparison of expected benefits and costs. The
expected benefits include both monetary and non-monetary benefits, and the expected costs include
college costs and foregone earnings. The comparison of expected benefits and costs is shaped by
factors at different layers, including the demand for higher education and the supply of resources at the
core layer, habitus at the first layer, school and community contexts at the second layer, higher education
context at the third layer, and social, economic and policy contexts at the outermost layer. The demand
for higher education is indicated by academic preparation and academic achievement; the supply of
resources is represented by family income and financial aid. An individual’s habitus is represented by their
demographic characteristics, and their social and cultural capital. The school and community contexts
include the availability of resources, type of resources, and structural supports and barriers. The higher
education context recognises the role that HEIs play in shaping college choice, and the social, economic
and policy contexts recognise the influences of wider contextual factors. The social context includes
the demographic characteristics of the population. The economic context is typically represented by
the labour market. The policy context includes financial aid and tuition policy, and a broader range of
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policies, such as K–12 (kindergarten to twelfth grade) educational policies and affirmative action policies
(Perna, 2006).

Perna’s (2006) combined model overcomes the limitations of both econometric and sociological
models that investigate college choice from just a single perspective. It provides a conceptual framework
for researching college choicewith factors at different levels. It has been successfully adopted to examine
college choice in China (Ashraf et al., 2017).

Method

Research context

This study focused on a British IBC in China, chosen due to the significance of China and the UK as host
and home countries for IBCs, respectively. In China, foreign HEIs have to partner with Chinese HEIs in
order to operate IBCs (Yang, 2023). An IBC can be either a full-scale HEI or an academic unit within
an HEI (Yang and Wu, 2021). This study was conducted at a full-scale IBC in Zhejiang Province, China.
There are over eight thousand students, and more than seven hundred and fifty faculty and staff, who are
from over seventy countries. Its reputation and quality are high: according to the Academic Ranking of
World Universities (Shanghai Ranking Consultancy, 2021), it ranked in the top 100 in China in 2021. The
academic standards and the quality of student learning experience have been judged to be equivalent
to those of its home campus, which is ranked in the top 101–150 universities in the world, suggesting
that the academic standards and learning experiences of this IBC are high. It is very selective: admitted
students ranked in the top 5.8 per cent of the gaokao participants in China in the academic year 2019/20,
and there is an additional English subject performance requirement due to the instructionmedium being
English. The education system of the IBC is British style, and it largely adopts the pedagogy, curriculum
and quality assurance of the home campus. The estimated annual costs for students living and studying
at this IBC are approximately RMB 140,000 to 170,000, which are significantly higher than those of other
Chinese HEIs.

Sample

All Chinese undergraduate students at this IBC received an email invitation to participate in interviews to
discuss their choice of IBC. Fifteen participants were purposefully selected with respect to year of study,
programme and gender, based on their responses to a short questionnaire about their demographic
characteristics. The demographic characteristics of the interviewees are presented in Table 1.

Table 1 shows that all the interviewees are from families with incomes over RMB 100,000 per year,
which are classified as middle-income and high-income families in China (Li et al., 2020). Although
Helen has two siblings, the income per child for her family is still over RMB 500,000. The parents
are well-educated: 13 fathers and 12 mothers have received higher education, and they work as
officials, managers, private entrepreneurs, professionals and clerks, and as self-employed individuals,
and therefore belong to the upper and middle classes in China (Lu, 2002). In short, the parents are
comparatively wealthy, very predominantly well-educated and in privileged occupations. This is a
representative sample of Chinese undergraduates at this IBC, where most Chinese undergraduates are
from socio-economically advantaged families (Yang and Wu, 2021).

Data collection and analysis

The demographic characteristics presented in Table 1 were collected from a questionnaire. The
measurement of capital and habitus was a challenge. Lu (2002) presented the political, economic, social
and cultural capital possessed by different occupations in China. Han et al. (2015) found that social
capital is significantly positively related to family socio-economic status (SES), which is a composite
comprised of family income and parental education and occupation. Further, the embodied form of
cultural capital and external wealth can be converted into habitus through appropriate experiences
accumulated over time (Bourdieu, 1986). Therefore, capital and habitus were represented by proxies
of SES. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to collect qualitative data. In the case when the
interviewees were not clear about their family incomes, their perceptions of the affordability of the costs
of this IBC were measured.
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The following interview questions were designed as a guide for the semi-structured interviews:

1. How easy is it for your family to afford the costs of this IBC: very difficult, difficult, neutral, easy or
very easy?

2. What were the attitudes of your family, friends and peers, as well as your teachers, regarding your
choice of this IBC?

3. Why did you choose to study at an IBC?

The interviews – conducted in Chinese, as both the interviewer and interviewees are Chinese – were
recorded with the participants’ consent, and then translated into English. Thematic analysis was
employed to analyse the qualitative data.

Ethical issues

Approval was obtained from the research ethics committee of the IBC, and informed consent was
obtained from all interviewees. To ensure the anonymity of the participants, no record was kept of their
names, and pseudonyms are used in this article.

Results

Research Question 1a: demand for IBC and choice to study at an IBC

The demand for IBC was indicated by academic achievement, which is represented by the gaokao
score. Overall gaokao score was one of the highlighted topics, which was a focal point for 5 of the 15
interviewees. The interviewees’ achieved gaokao scores were not high enough to allow them to enrol in
prestigious ChineseHEIs. These interviewees chose this IBCbecause it was the best destination available
in their choice sets, which were limited by their gaokao scores. Of the 15 interviewees, 13 prioritised this
IBC in their choice sets. For example, Betty responded:

Because one of my high school schoolmates was studying at this IBC and I cannot be admitted
to a good ‘985’ or ‘211’ university because my gaokao score isn’t good. This was the best
university [I could get into] with my gaokao score.

Helen said:

My gaokao score was embarrassing. I didn’t want to study at those Chinese universities. We
[my parents and I] thought there were more opportunities for change at IBCs.

The other two interviewees did apply to other prestigious Chinese HEIs in the hope of being accepted,
often strategically listing their choices in descending order of university ‘quality’, but they ended up
being admitted to this IBC because their gaokao scores were inadequate for those HEIs. For instance,
Ina failed in her application to other HEIs, and she was eventually admitted to this IBC. She expressed:

I didn’t think too much ... The admission score for this IBC was very high, I applied to
universities from top to bottom, and then I was admitted to this IBC.

Kathy used the same strategy to apply to HEIs:

I had applied to other universities but wasn’t successful. Finally, I was admitted to this IBC.

Research Question 1b: supply of resources and choice to study at an IBC

Given the high costs of IBCs, the supply of resources is becoming increasingly important. Family income
(shown in Table 1) was the main supply of resources. Despite the high costs of this IBC, financial support
was not widely highlighted by the interviewees. It seems that the interviewees were not sensitive
to financial support, which may be due to their high family incomes. Only Cathy and Lewis, whose
annual family incomes were between RMB 200,000 and 300,000 and between RMB 100,000 and 200,000,
respectively, perceived that the costs of this IBC were difficult to afford. Cathymentioned the importance
of financial support from her parents:
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Myparents weren’t very wealthy, as they were wage earners. It wasn’t so easy for them to afford
the tuition fee, but it wasn’t very difficult. The tuition fee possibly gave them some pressure,
but the pressure wasn’t very big.

Financial aid provided another supply of resources. Although this IBC provides a few scholarships, the
value of each individual scholarship is small compared to the costs. There is a national student loan
scheme in China. However, the cap for this loan was only RMB 8,000 per student per year in 2019.
Therefore, the financial assistance provided by this IBC and the government is not significant compared
to the high costs.

Research Question 2: habitus and choice to study at an IBC

The composites of SES, including family income, parental educational attainment and parental
occupational status, are proxies of capital and habitus. As shown in Table 1, SES indicates different
amounts of capital (Han et al., 2015; Lu, 2002).

Intercultural attitude influences the choice of IBC. In contrast to local students, who perhaps do not
welcome the unfamiliar, three interviewees (Ada, Cathy and Jenny) saw this IBC as a platform from which
to open new cultural horizons. Ada, whose parents were private entrepreneurs possessing economic
capital (Lu, 2002), wanted to acquire cultural capital through IBCs:

At that time, I had a feeling that I should go out to see a wider world and experience different
cultures, if my score and other conditions were sufficient.

Cathy’s father was an official, and her mother was a professional. Thus, her family possessed political
and cultural capital (Lu, 2002). Cathy also wanted to broaden her outlook through this IBC, which may
be affected by her accumulated cultural capital:

I listened to a lot of European and American popular music, and watched movies and dramas
when I was in junior and senior high school; I was very interested [in them], and my English was
very good from my childhood ... I wanted to broaden my outlook and get to know the world
outside through this IBC.

Foreign language ability and interest may be barriers for students to choose to study at an IBC, while
they may also bemotivating factors. English language interest motivated the interviewees to choose this
IBC. Daisy and George hoped to improve their English language abilities through their studies at this
IBC. Daisy’s parents, who were self-employed individuals possessing little economic capital (Lu, 2002),
had shown their English language interest. They expected their child to acquire English language ability
through her studies at this IBC:

The English-teaching environment was novel. My parents thought I could get two skills:
professional knowledge and English language ability.

English language ability also motivated the interviewees to choose this IBC. Emma, whose father was an
official possessing political capital and mother was a clerk possessing little political and cultural capital
(Lu, 2002), demonstrated her English language ability:

My English was very good. My gaokao score in English subject is 138 [out of 150]. I got to
know that the instruction medium of this university is English ... So, I applied to it.

Research Question 3: significant persons and choice to study at an IBC

This study identified the influences of significant persons on the choice to study at an IBC. Parents
play a significant role in the choice to study at an IBC. Of the 15 interviewees, 11 stated that they
had received positive encouragement from their parents. Parents are a channel of information, which
is particularly important at the search stage. Frank’s parents, bachelor’s degree holders and officials
possessing political capital (Lu, 2002), recommended IBCs to him:

My parents told me there were some IBCs in China, such as this IBC, which I could consider.
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Choice of international branch campus 8

In addition to recommendations, parents may search for information to help their children to make
decisions. George’s father, a junior college graduate and a manager possessing cultural capital and
some political and economic capital (Lu, 2002), searched for information about this IBC for him:

My father searched for some information about this IBC. Others, includingmy family members,
classmates, friends and teachers, didn’t know this university well.

Parents, particularly those with little or no cultural capital, sometimes made decisions on behalf of their
child, even if their child did not have a strong will to apply to IBCs. Those parents possessing economic
capital and little or no cultural capital were concernedwith the opportunities to improve their social status
through their children’s studies at IBCs. For example, Helen chose this IBC mainly due to her parents
– who did not receive a college education, worked as private entrepreneurs and possessed economic
capital (Lu, 2002) – who were seeking opportunities for change:

In the beginning, it was mainly the idea of my parents that I applied to this university. My
gaokao score was embarrassing, and I didn’t want to study at those Chinese universities. We
thought there were more opportunities for change at IBCs.

Kathy, whose parents were clerks who possessed little political and cultural capital (Lu, 2002), also listed
this IBC in her choice set because of her parents’ will to seek opportunities at IBCs, although she did not
have such a will:

At that time, my parents’ wills were very strong. They thought, according to my gaokao score,
I couldn’t be admitted into a very good Project 985 university. Compared with others, this
university offers a better opportunity and platform ... I applied to other universities, but was
not successful. Finally, I was admitted to this IBC.

Study abroad in the future was seen as one of these opportunities by parents with varying amounts of
cultural capital. Nancy’s father was a bachelor’s degree holder and an official, and her mother was a
junior college graduate and a professional, and so her family possessed political and cultural capital (Lu,
2002). Her parents wanted her to study abroad to increase her competence:

Today, society is very competitive. My parents thought it would be very beneficial if there was
an opportunity to study abroad.

Jenny’s mother, a high school graduate and a self-employed individual who possessed little economic
capital (Lu, 2002), always wanted her daughter to study abroad:

My mother heard of this IBC from a friend. She wanted me to study at a Sino–foreign high
school before, but I didn’t. She always wants to send me abroad.

However, parents may not support their children in applying to IBCs because they lack knowledge about
IBCs. Betty’s father, a manager possessing cultural capital and some political and economic capital (Lu,
2002), and her mother, a self-employed individual possessing little economic capital (Lu, 2002), were not
aware of this IBC before they further investigated it:

My father and mother didn’t agree with me applying to this university. They agreed after they
investigated the university and thought it was OK.

Although Emma’s father, a bachelor’s degree holder and an official possessing political capital (Lu, 2002),
recommended this IBC to her, her mother, a junior college graduate and a clerk possessing little political
and cultural capital (Lu, 2002), did not know about this IBC, and worried about its quality:

My father suggested that I applied to this university, but my mum, relatives and classmates
didn’t know this university well. They thought of it as a degree mill.

Not all parents got involved in the college choice process. Lewis’s parents, who were junior college
graduates, and an official and a professional, respectively, possessed cultural capital and some political
and economic capital (Lu, 2002). They did not give Lewis any suggestions, and said that he could apply
to any place of his choice. Hemade the decision himself, although he thought it was difficult for his family
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Choice of international branch campus 9

to afford the costs of this IBC. His parents’ attitudes suggest that his perception of his family income and
wealth may not be accurate.

Friends and peers were another significant group influencing the choice to study at an IBC. IBCs
are not a common choice among high school students, and most friends and peers lack knowledge of
IBCs. As a recruitment strategy, this particular IBC sends its current students back to the high schools
where they studied to promote itself. It is not surprising to find that friends and peers who were studying
at, or would like to apply to, IBCs had positive influences on the choice to study at an IBC. Betty said:

One of my high school schoolmates was studying at this IBC. They promoted this university in
my class. So, all my classmates knew this university and thought it was good.

Jenny stressed:

My friends and peers didn’t know this university except for one. They also wanted to apply to
this IBC but were not successful. They were happy for me when I was admitted.

However, friends and peers who lacked knowledge about IBCs, and who thought of them as degree
mills, had negative influences on the choice to study at an IBC. For example, Martin’s peers thought that
this IBC was a degree mill:

I talked to seven or eight peers ... The rest didn’t hear about it and thought it was a degreemill.

High school teachers were also identified as influencing the choice to study at an IBC. Their influences
on the choice to study at an IBC were varied, perhaps giving their opinions when they were approached
by their students and/or students’ parents. Teachers who had a good understanding of IBCs sometimes
gave positive recommendations to the students and/or students’ parents, as indicated by Daisy:

My teachers didn’t know this IBC very well, except for my history teacher. She wanted her son
to study at this IBC. She mentioned this IBC one time, but without detail.

Ina said:

My teachers also thought this university was suitable for me. They said I should apply to this
university if I wanted a good campus environment.

However, teachers who did not have a good understanding of IBCs and thought that prestigious
Chinese universities such as Project 985 and Project 211 universities were better than IBCs, gave negative
recommendations to their students and/or students’ parents. Jenny said:

They [high school teachers and relatives] thought it was better to apply to a Project 985 or
Project 211 university, and this IBC was not credible. That was in 2015, this university was
not well-known.

Martin’s high school teachers also had negative impacts on his choice of IBCs:

My high school teachers didn’t hear about this university and advised my mum to be careful.

High school teachers may not have been contacted for advice because they lacked knowledge about
IBCs, or because they did not have good relationships with their students. Emma did not contact her
teachers for advice because she thought they lacked knowledge about IBCs. Lewis did not approach his
teachers because his relationships with his teachers were not good.

The interviewees with good academic performance received more encouragement from their
teachers. Cathy was supported by her high school teachers because she was top in her class. She
explicitly expressed:

Almost all [my teachers] knew [I was applying to this IBC] at that time. They all were very
supportive because I was top in my class. They would like to try their best to help good
students ... For example, they contacted the alumni studying at this IBC to ask for information
about the 3-in-1 exam, and then they toldme the information and how to prepare for the exam.
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In addition, relatives were identified as influencing the choice of IBC, providing either positive or
negative recommendations to the interviewees. Martin’s relatives recommended this IBC to him, while
Jenny’s relatives recommended Project 985 and Project 211 universities rather than IBCs, which may
be due to the different social capital, indicated by SES, which their families possessed. Both Martin’s
parents had bachelor’s degrees and were professionals, with a family income between RMB 200,000 and
300,000, while Jenny’s parents were junior college and high school graduates, and were a clerk and a
self-employed individual, with family income between RMB 750,000 and 1,000,000.

Research Question 4: institutional characteristics and choice to study at an IBC

The findings reveal that the influences of institutional characteristics of this IBC on the choice of IBC relate
to college costs, geographical location, education system, teaching quality, reputation, programme
availability, facilities and transition to study abroad.

First, students’ perception of the high costs of this IBC was one of the reasons for high school
students not choosing this IBC. The costs of this IBC are high, and the estimated annual costs for students
living and studying at this IBC are approximately RMB 140,000 to 170,000, which is 10 times more than
the cost of public HEIs in China. Despite the high costs, most interviewees perceived the costs as being
affordable. However, the costs may be a barrier for some high school students in choosing this IBC. The
concerns about the costs of this IBC can be seen in the responses of friends and peers, indicating that
the costs of this IBC were perceived as being high. Cathy’s friends thought that her family was wealthy
when they heard that she would apply to this IBC:

I discussed [the application to this IBC] with some best friends ... They thought my family must
be wealthy to afford my studies at this IBC.

Matin’s peers had the same response:

I talked to seven or eight peers ... Two or three peers seemed envious that my family
was wealthy.

The geographical location of this IBC was also considered by the interviewees. The desire of many ‘local’
students and their parents to remain in Zhejiang Province, where this IBC is located, was highlighted.
Cathy, who is from Zhejiang Province, stressed:

The parents from Zhejiang Province would not like their children to leave Zhejiang Province.
They hope their children can stay in Zhejiang Province or Yangtze Delta Area.

Ina, who is from Zhejiang Province too, also wanted to study in Zhejiang Province:

Because I’m from Zhejiang Province, I only wanted to study in Zhejiang, but there were not
many choices.

This IBC does, however, attract students from other provinces, so that distance from home does not
necessarily present a barrier, although the reasons for choosing it may be very difficult to anticipate. For
instance, Daisy chose this IBC for the very personal reason that she likes the sea.

Furthermore, the education system, including pedagogy and student experience, which is inherited
from its British partner, and which is different from those of Chinese public HEIs, attracted students to
study at this IBC. First, British pedagogy attracted the interviewees to study at this IBC. Ada wanted to
experience British education:

The UK is a developed country. I thought its education, such as the educational model, would
be different, I would like to experience it.

In addition to the attraction of British education, the dissatisfaction with domestic education pushed
the interviewees to apply for IBCs. Lewis chose IBCs because he did not like the traditional Chinese
educational style:

British education attracted me, and I disliked the traditional Chinese educational style.
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Second, the student experience attracted the interviewees to study at this IBC. Kathy’s parents supported
her in studying at IBCs because they thought her characteristics were ‘more suitable for a freer
environment’, which is provided by IBCs. Third, as an outcome of the internationalisation of higher
education, IBCs offer more international exchange opportunities, which attracted the interviewees.
Nancy clearly expressed:

There’re exchange opportunities at this kind of university ... I will apply for an exchange
opportunity to study at the home campus.

Moreover, college quality influences the choice to study at an IBC. The perception of the low quality of
Chinese HEIs drove the interviewees to choose IBCs, while the perception of the high quality of IBCs
drew the interviewees to study at IBCs. Jenny clearly expressed her perception of the low quality of
Chinese HEIs:

I always think the teaching in Chinese universities is bad, it’s widely presented that students
learn nothing.

Furthermore, as a joint venture, the reputations of this IBC itself, its Chinese partner and its foreign
partner have impacts on the choice of IBC. Cathy clearly expressed her consideration of the reputations
of this IBC and its Chinese partner when she chose this IBC:

The word of mouth of this university was better year by year, and its promotion was also
effective. We thought this university was very trustworthy, and we never thought of it
as a diploma mill from its inception. As we are local, we knew its Chinese partner was
also trustworthy.

In addition, programme availability was considered by the interviewees. Betty chose this IBC because
she was interested in all its programmes and had the flexibility to change her programme:

I’ve looked at the programmes of this IBC, and I was interested in all its programmes. I may
even change to another programme if I cannot be admitted into my first-choice programme,
so I can still study here.

The facilities, including teaching faculties and accommodation, also influence the choice of IBC. Ina was
attracted by the campus environment:

I was thinking about the campus environment, like teaching facilities and accommodation.
From this perspective, I thought this university was in the top two in Zhejiang Province.

Last, it was commonly believed by the interviewees that study at this IBC was a transition to study abroad.
They did not study abroad for undergraduate studies because there were some challenges for them
to study abroad at that time. These challenges included the procedure for study abroad, the lack of
confidence in their abilities and their financial difficulties. Frank applied to this IBC because he did not
have enough time to prepare for study abroad:

It was too late to study abroad because there wasn’t enough time to prepare for IELTS
[International English Language Testing System]. So, I applied to this IBC.

George chose this IBC because of the complicated procedure to apply to foreign HEIs, and because
of his lack of confidence. He would like to improve his ability to study abroad in the future through his
studies at this IBC. He stressed:

I had a plan to study abroad, but I was afraid my English wasn’t good enough to live abroad.
Here, there is foreign teaching and learning, and [this IBC] is in China, giving time for me
to prepare and practise my English ... I also wanted to pursue postgraduate studies abroad.
I heard it was very complicated to apply to undergraduate studies abroad, which requires
preparing many items, such as ability, curricular activity and programmes, while I focused on
study in high school. I only had a gaokao score, I did not prepare anything else.

Jenny chose this IBC because she had some financial difficulty studying abroad at that time. She stressed:
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There was some financial difficulty if I studied abroad directly at that time. This IBC was used
as a springboard during this period.

Although the costs of this IBC are high, they are relatively low compared to those associatedwith studying
abroad. Thus, Jenny’s family had time to accumulate wealth to support her studies abroad in the future.
Another reason that the interviewees did not study abroad for undergraduate studies was that they
wanted to improve themselves through their studies at this IBC, and then apply to better HEIs abroad in
the future. Betty hoped that she would be able to apply to a better HEI abroad for postgraduate studies
through her studies at this IBC:

Because my gaokao performance was not good, I hoped I could apply to a better university
abroad for my postgraduate studies. So, I could catch up [with peers].

Discussion

This study reveals that the academic achievements of the admitted students, represented by gaokao
scores, are comparatively high – enough to be admitted by Project 211 universities, but not enough to
be admitted by Project 985 universities. However, higher academic achievement does not necessarily
correspond to higher demand for IBCs. Academic achievement is a necessary but not a sufficient
condition for enrolling at IBCs. Students may choose other prestigious Chinese HEIs if they get better
gaokao scores. In contrast to a previous study that found that only a few students studying at an IBC put
it as their first choice (Yu, 2020), this study finds that most students studying at this IBC put it as their first
choice. The difference may be attributed to the different time periods of data collection, during which
the reputation of this IBC has improved.

IBCs in China have favoured students from socio-economically advantaged families, where the
parents are comparatively wealthy, very predominantly well-educated and in privileged occupations.
The relatively high family income is expected, given the high costs of attending IBCs. Family income is a
dominant determinant of entry to IBCs, because of the high costs, so its influence is stronger for IBCs than
for other Chinese HEIs. The demographic characteristics of students suggest that IBCs are becoming
‘elite universities’ in China. IBCs provide more and different types of educational opportunities to fulfil
the demand for higher education in China, while they may cause problems of equitable access.

Students choose IBCs over other HEIs with similar entry requirements because of their habitus,
once they meet the entry requirements and can afford the costs. First, the choice to study at an IBC
requires more knowledge, because IBCs are a new type of HEI. Parents with high SES can recommend,
provide information and make decisions on behalf of their children. Second, students and their parents
possessing cultural capital would like to reproduce their cultural capital through students’ studies at IBCs,
while students and their parents possessing economic capital and little or no cultural capital would like
to convert their economic capital into cultural capital through students’ studies at IBCs. Both groups
see study abroad in the future through study at IBCs as an important way to reproduce or produce
their cultural capital. Intercultural attitude, foreign language ability and foreign language interest have
impacts on study abroad decisions (Goldstein and Kim, 2006; Stroud, 2010). They also influence students
to choose IBCs because of their positive intercultural attitudes, their good English language abilities and
their positive interest in further developing their English language abilities. This suggests that the choice
of IBC is influenced both by the factors influencing college choice and by the factors influencing study
abroad, because of the nature of IBCs as foreign presences in the host countries.

Furthermore, significant persons influence the choice of IBC through their comments, their direct
advice or their own choices, and through their impacts on the images of IBCs constructed by students
through their recommendations and feedback. Parents influence the choice of IBC by providing
information to their children; their high SES ensures that they are knowledgeable about IBCs. Some
parents, particularly those having little or no cultural capital, even make decisions on behalf of their
children, which suggests a strict parent–child relationship in these families. This hints that parents play
a significant role in the choice of IBC in Confucian countries. Unlike the positive influences of parents,
the influences of friends and peers, as well as of high school teachers, on the choice of IBC are more
varied. Friends and peers who are studying or would like to study at IBCs have positive influences on
the choice to study at an IBC, while the rest may have negative influences due to their lack of knowledge
of IBCs. High school teachers who have a good understanding of IBCs may recommend that their
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students choose IBCs; otherwise, they may not suggest that their students choose IBCs. This suggests
that there are limitations for high school teachers to play the role of counsellors, because they lack the
knowledge of college choice. This study also reveals that students with better academic achievements
receive more encouragement from their teachers. This leads to the discussion of inequality in education
in senior secondary schools. The strength of contact between teachers and students depends on their
relationships, and the family relations in students’ social networks affect the choice of IBC differently.
This suggests that the impacts of social capital on the choice to study at an IBC relate to the volume,
strength and quality of the social network. Further, the various influences on the choice to study at an
IBC suggest that, as a recruitment strategy, IBCs should promote themselves to parents, who are most
influential on the choice to study at an IBC, and also improve their visibility among high school teachers
who are not knowledgeable about them.

Moreover, the institutional characteristics of IBCs have strong influences on the choice to study at an
IBC. The high costs of IBCs may be a barrier for high school students to choose IBCs. However, despite
the high costs, students at IBCs are not very sensitive to the costs. This may be explained by the fact
that students from families with high incomes are not sensitive to the costs. Further, the current student
loan policy is not very helpful to students at IBCs, as the amount of the loan is not enough to cover the
costs of IBCs.

The geographical locations of IBCs are taken into consideration by students. Students prefer to
study in economically developed areas and/or areas with better living environments. HEIs, including
IBCs, in economically developed areas tend to retain local students and attract students from other
areas, and HEIs, including IBCs, in areas with better living environments – in a broader sense than just
economic development – lure students from other areas.

The pedagogy, quality and reputation of IBCs have strong impacts on the choice to study at an
IBC. The foreign pedagogy attracts students to study at IBCs, while the Chinese model pushes students
towards choosing IBCs. This suggests that IBCs cater to the diverse demands of students. Further, the
quality of IBCs pulls students to choose IBCs, while the quality of Chinese public HEIs pushes them to
choose IBCs. This implies that IBCs fulfil the demand for high-quality education. Chinese public HEIs
should reflect on their pedagogy, and enhance their quality to meet the needs of students. As a joint
venture, the reputations of an IBC itself, its Chinese partner and its foreign partner influence the choice
of IBC. In addition to the above, student experience, exchange opportunities, programme availability
and campus environment also influence the choice of IBC, although these influences are not as powerful
as those of costs, teaching and learning model, quality and reputation.

Transition to study abroad is an important motivation for students to choose IBCs. IBCs are often
seen by students and their parents as stepping stones to better foreign HEIs. First, students do not study
abroad for undergraduate studies for a variety of reasons, such as worries about their abilities to live and
learn abroad, financial hardship and complex application procedures. Second, students choose IBCs
to prepare for study abroad in the future. They hope to acquire cosmopolitan cultural capital for future
international mobility (Yu, 2020). This implies that IBCs are a gateway to studying abroad for students.

Conclusions

This study comprehensively presents and discusses the factors influencing the choice to study at an IBC
in China, which encompass student characteristics, significant persons and institutional characteristics.
IBCs are perceived as the best HEIs in the choice sets of the students with comparatively high gaokao
scores. Nonetheless, students may not put IBCs as their first choice once they get better gaokao
scores. This indicates that academic achievement and family income are necessary but not sufficient
conditions for students to choose IBCs. Students opt for IBCs over other Chinese HEIs with similar
entry requirements due to other influential factors. First, they choose IBCs for their accumulated cultural
capital, or aspiration for cultural capital to reproduce or produce their cultural capital. Since IBCs are
foreign presences in the host countries, it is not only the traditional factors influencing college choice, but
also the factors influencing study abroad, including intercultural attitude, language ability and interest,
that affect the choice of IBC. Second, the impacts of social capital on the choice of IBC depend on the
volume, strength and quality of the social network. Parents are the most influential persons in the choice
to study at an IBC. They recommend, provide information andmake decisions on behalf of their children,
which depend on the capital and parent–child relationship in the family. Third, students choose IBCs for
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the perceived superior pedagogy, quality and reputation, and the perceived inferior pedagogy, quality
and reputation of Chinese HEIs with similar entry requirements. Transition to study abroad is one of the
most important motivations for students to choose IBCs, and IBCs can fulfil these motivations.

This study has comprehensively examined the choice to study at IBCs in China with a combined
conceptual framework, which overcomes the limitations of the models that employ a single perspective.
The study has highlighted the cultural factors and significant persons in the choice to study at an IBC,
which have been neglected in previous studies. The study is beneficial for practitioners of IBCs to
recruit students, especially during the outbreak of Covid-19, when IBCs have been facing challenges
to recruit high-quality students. It is also advantageous for policymakers to make decisions about the
establishment of IBCs, to tackle the inequity caused by IBCs, and to adjust student loan policies.

Declarations and conflicts of interest

Research ethics statement

The author declares that research ethics approval for this article was provided by the University of
Nottingham Ningbo China ethics board.

Consent for publication statement

The author declares that research participants’ informed consent to publication of findings – including
photos, videos and any personal or identifiable information – was secured prior to publication.

Conflicts of interest statement

The author declares no conflicts of interest with this work. All efforts to sufficiently anonymise the
author during peer review of this article have been made. The author declares no further conflicts with
this article.

References

Ahmad, S.Z. and Buchanan, F.R. (2015) ‘Motivation factors in students decision to study at international
branch campuses in Malaysia’. Studies in Higher Education, 42 (4), 651–68. [CrossRef]

Ashraf, M.A., Liu, S., Ismat, H.I. and Tsegay, S.M. (2017) ‘Choice of higher education institutions:
Perspectives of students from different provinces in China’. Frontiers of Education in China, 12 (3),
414–35. [CrossRef]

Bell, A.D., Rowan-Kenyon, H.T. and Perna, L.W. (2009) ‘College knowledgeof 9th and 11th grade students:
Variation by school and state context’. The Journal of Higher Education, 80 (6), 663–85. [CrossRef]

Bennett, C.T. (2022) ‘Untested admissions: Examining changes in application behaviors and student
demographics under test-optional policies’. American Educational Research Journal, 59 (1),
180–216. [CrossRef]

Bourdieu, P. (1986) ‘The forms of capital’. In J. Richardson (ed.), Handbook of Theory and Research for
the Sociology of Education. Westport: Greenwood Press, 241–58.

Goldstein, S.B. and Kim, R.I. (2006) ‘Predictors of US college students’ participation in study abroad
programs: A longitudinal study’. International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 30 (4), 507–21.
[CrossRef]

Han, H., Chu, X., Song, H. and Li, Y. (2015) ‘Social capital, socioeconomic status and self-efficacy’.Applied
Economics and Finance, 2 (1), 1–10. [CrossRef]

Hong, Y. and Zhao, Y. (2015) ‘From capital to habitus: Class differentiation of family educational patterns
in urban China’. The Journal of Chinese Sociology, 2 (1), 18. [CrossRef]

Hossler, D., Braxton, J. and Coopersmith, G. (1989) ‘Understanding student college choice’. In J.C. Smart
(ed.),Higher Education: Handbook of theory and research. Vol. 5. New York: Agathon Press, 231–88.

Hossler, D. and Gallagher, K.S. (1987) ‘Studying student college choice: A three-phase model
and the implications for policymakers’. College and University, 62 (3), 207–21. Accessed
25 March 2023. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234741450_Studying_Student_College_
Choice_A_Three-Phase_Model_and_the_Implications_for_Policymakers.

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1067604
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11516-017-0029-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2009.11779039
https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312211003526
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijintrel.2005.10.001
https://doi.org/10.11114/aef.v2i1.607
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40711-015-0021-y
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234741450_Studying_Student_College_Choice_A_Three-Phase_Model_and_the_Implications_for_Policymakers
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/234741450_Studying_Student_College_Choice_A_Three-Phase_Model_and_the_Implications_for_Policymakers


Choice of international branch campus 15

Hossler, D. and Stage, F.K. (1992) ‘Family and high school experience influences on the postsecondary
educational plans of ninth-grade students’. American Educational Research Journal, 29 (2), 425–51.
[CrossRef]

Koricich, A., Chen, X. and Hughes, R.P. (2018) ‘Understanding the effects of rurality and socioeconomic
status on college attendance and institutional choice in the United States’. Review of Higher
Education, 41 (2), 281–305. [CrossRef]

Lee, C. (2016) ‘International Branch Campus Students: Choices, experiences and perceptions of
employability’. PhD thesis, University of Nottingham. Accessed 25 March 2023. https://eprints.
nottingham.ac.uk/id/eprint/33684.

Li, F. (2019) ‘Factors influencing Chinese students’ choice of international branch campuses’. Journal of
Studies in International Education, 24 (3), 337–51. [CrossRef]

Li, P., Chen, G. and Wang, C. (2020)社会蓝皮书：2020年中国社会形势分析与预测 [Blue book of China’s
society: Society of China analysis and forecast 2020]. Beijing: Social Sciences Academic Press.

Longhofer, W. and Winchester, D. (2016) ‘Pierre Bourdieu’. Social Theory Re-wired: New connections
to classical and contemporary perspectives. Accessed 29 March 2023. https://routledgesoc.com/
profile/pierre-bourdieu.

Lu, X. (2002)当代中国社会阶层研究报告 [Report on social stratification in contemporary China]. Beijing:
Social Sciences Academic Press of China.

Means, D.R., Clayton, A.B., Conzelmann, J.G., Baynes, P. and Umbach, P.D. (2016) ‘Bounded aspirations:
Rural, African American high school students and college access’. Review of Higher Education, 39
(4), 543–69. [CrossRef]

Mok, K.H. and Han, X. (2016) ‘From “brain drain” to “brain bridging”: Transnational higher education
development and graduate employment in China’. Journal of Higher Education Policy and
Management, 38 (3), 369–89. [CrossRef]

Perna, L.W. (2006) ‘Studying college access and choice: A proposed conceptual model’. In J.C. Smart
(ed.), Higher Education: Handbook of theory and research. Dordrecht: Springer, 99–157. [CrossRef]

Pyvis, D. and Chapman, A. (2007) ‘Why university students choose an international education: A case
study in Malaysia’. International Journal of Educational Development, 27 (2), 235–46. [CrossRef]

Shanghai Ranking Consultancy. (2021) ‘2021 academic ranking of world universities’. Accessed 30 March
2021. https://www.shanghairanking.com/rankings/arwu/2021.

Sim, A.K.S., Tan, K.M., Sia, J.K.M. and Hii, I.S.H. (2020) ‘Students’ choice of international branch campus
in Malaysia: A gender comparative study’. International Journal of Educational Management, 35
(1), 87–107. [CrossRef]

Stroud, A.H. (2010) ‘Who plans (not) to study abroad? An examination of US student intent’. Journal of
Studies in International Education, 14 (5), 491–507. [CrossRef]

Tsang, E.Y.H. (2013) ‘The quest for higher education by the Chinese middle class: Retrenching social
mobility? ’ Higher Education, 66 (6), 653–68. [CrossRef]

Wilkins, S. and Huisman, J. (2013) ‘Student evaluation of university image attractiveness and its impact
on student attachment to international branch campuses’. Journal of Studies in International
Education, 17 (5), 607–23. [CrossRef]

Wilkins, S. andHuisman, J. (2015) ‘Factors affecting university image formation amongprospective higher
education students: The case of international branch campuses’. Studies in Higher Education, 40
(7), 1256–72. [CrossRef]

Wu, X. (2013) ‘The power of social capital in school choice in a Chinese city’. Australian Journal of
Education, 57 (1), 48–59. [CrossRef]

Wu, Y. (2008) ‘Cultural capital, the state, and educational inequality in China, 1949–1996’. Sociological
Perspectives, 51 (1), 201–27. [CrossRef]

Yang, H. (2023) ‘China’s regulatory framework for transnational higher education: Development, impacts,
and rationales’. International Journal of Chinese Education, 12 (1). [CrossRef]

Yang, H. and Wu, M. (2021) ‘Who are studying at International Branch Campuses in China? A case study’.
International Journal of Chinese Education, 10 (3). [CrossRef]

Yang, W. and Chen, L. (2016) ‘Political capital and intergenerational mobility: Evidence from elite college
admissions in China’. Chinese Journal of Sociology, 2 (2), 194–213. [CrossRef]

Young, M.E. and Reyes, P. (1987) ‘Conceptualizing enrollment behavior: The effect of student financial
aid’. Journal of Student Financial Aid, 17 (3), 4. [CrossRef]

Yu, J. (2020) ‘Imaginative travellers in-situ: A case study of Chinese students at a UK transnational higher
education institution’. PhD thesis, University of Manchester.

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16

London Review of Education
https://doi.org/10.14324/LRE.21.1.16

https://doi.org/10.3102/00028312029002425
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2018.0004
https://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/id/eprint/33684
https://eprints.nottingham.ac.uk/id/eprint/33684
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315319835539
https://routledgesoc.com/profile/pierre-bourdieu
https://routledgesoc.com/profile/pierre-bourdieu
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.2016.0035
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2016.1174409
https://doi.org/10.1007/1-4020-4512-3_3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2006.07.008
https://www.shanghairanking.com/rankings/arwu/2021
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-01-2020-0027
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315309357942
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-013-9627-7
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315312472984
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.881347
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004944112468701
https://doi.org/10.1525/sop.2008.51.1.201
https://doi.org/10.1177/2212585X231162208
https://doi.org/10.1177/22125868211046016
https://doi.org/10.1177/2057150X16641046
https://doi.org/10.55504/0884-9153.1447

	Introduction 
	Conceptual framework 
	Method 
	Research context 
	Sample 
	Data collection and analysis 
	Ethical issues 

	Results 
	Research Question 1a: demand for IBC and choice to study at an IBC 
	Research Question 1b: supply of resources and choice to study at an IBC 
	Research Question 2: habitus and choice to study at an IBC 
	Research Question 3: significant persons and choice to study at an IBC 
	Research Question 4: institutional characteristics and choice to study at an IBC 

	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	Declarations and conflicts of interest
	Research ethics statement 
	Consent for publication statement 
	Conflicts of interest statement 


