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ABSTRACT

Research on migration is shifting from comparisons
between migrants and non-migrants in destination
countries to a multi-sited origin-destination perspec-
tive, which allows us to address the issue of migrant
selectivity. Selectivity implies that migration results
from a systematic bias according to which emigrants
differ from non-migrants in origin. The literature on
selectivity has overlooked educational migrants, an
important contributor to the flow of highly skilled
international migration. We investigate whether
international students in tertiary education replicate
the pattern of positive selection that is systematic-
ally found among the general migrant population.
Our paper compares leavers and stayers using social
background and selected individuality traits to study
this phenomenon. Using the first large-scale repre-
sentative survey of Chinese students enrolled in ter-
tiary education in China, Germany, and the UK, we
provide two critical findings. Firstly, we find a pat-
tern of hyper-selection by social background among
Chinese students abroad compared with stayers at
home, although international education is a more
democratic phenomenon than is generally believed.
Secondly, we find that selection in terms of
“unobservable” individuality traits is rather modest.
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Introduction

Between 2000 and 2019, the stock of internationally mobile students
increased almost 165% reaching global figures far beyond 5 million
(UNESCO 2021)". The status of world regions as sending and receiving
contexts is unbalanced. According to pre-pandemic figures, one out of
every two educational migrants is based in one of only six countries: the
US, the UK, Australia, France, Germany, and the Russian Federation. As
for their origins, Asia is the main sending region and China is the largest
single source country—the number of Chinese studying abroad in 2020
was around 993,367—followed, at some distance, by India with 375,055
students. The massive contribution of Asia to the global flow of educa-
tional migrants is already considered a distinct regional specificity (IOM
2018, 59).

The asymmetries notwithstanding, educational migration is increas-
ingly part of international and national agendas. Governments regard
educational migration as strategically relevant for economic and demo-
graphic reasons. International organizations designate international stu-
dents as part of the “much desired” skilled migrants due to their
projected impact on economic growth and productivity (Kerr et al. 2016).
Despite these developments, much academic research stubbornly treats
international student mobility as a separate research field from migration
in which mainstream theories on cross-border mobility and integration
are scarcely applied (but see De Haas, Natter, and Vezzoli 2016; Findlay
2016; Hawthorne 2008). While some research considers macro-level push
and pull models as driving factors involved in educational migratory
flows, a vast literature focuses on capital accumulation and social repro-
duction functions of international education (IE) and interpersonal ties
and specialized infrastructures that facilitate it (see Lipura and Collins
2020 for a review). International students and their experiences are rarely
discussed in relation to those of other highly educated migrants and long-
standing migration theories and their related empirical regularities.

In this paper, we seek to bring together research on international
student mobility with current theoretical and empirical debates from
migration scholarship to address one such regularity: migrant selectivity.
To do so, we use the Bright Futures Survey (2021). To the best of our
knowledge, this is the first-ever large-scale multi-sited representative sur-
vey of students in tertiary education, allowing origin China-destination
(Germany and the UK) comparisons. This unique empirical tool enables
us to document whether educational migrants are a selected population
relative to their comparable peers in origin who did not cross borders to
pursue education and, if so, in which crucial aspects. More broadly, it
helps us gain insights into the selection among highly skilled migrants.
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Migration and educational migration as a selection bias

The idea that migrants are a non-representative sample of their
co-nationals in origin countries is not new (Borjas 1987; Chiswick 1978;
Feliciano 2005; Lee 1966; Ravenstein 1885) but has been gaining renewed
momentum in research (Feliciano 2020). According to this idea, migrants
are supposed to be a selected group that systematically differs from non-
migrants in crucial aspects that, under certain conditions, account for
their long-term socioeconomic integration. Contrary to conventional wis-
dom, migrants rarely come from the most disadvantaged segments of the
population in their countries of origin. Those who participate in inter-
national migration are less likely to have more vulnerable social profiles
and tend to be among the most educated (Dao et al. 2016; Van Dalen
and Henkens 2007). This relative advantage of migrants by social back-
ground is generally signaled as a positive selection in terms of observable
characteristics (Belot and Hatton 2012; Portes and Rumbaut 2006), which
commonly refer to background variables such as class of origin or educa-
tional attainment. Hyper-selection has been documented in absolute and
relative terms compared with the average educational profile of non-
migrants in the origin countries (Chiquiar and Hanson 2002; Feliciano
and Lanuza 2017; Ichou 2014). Scholars have also commented on whether
migrants are selected in terms of other factors, such as certain individual-
ity traits, that are rarely measured in mainstream surveys. These traits are
generally labeled in the literature as unobservable, or as Feliciano (2020,
253) puts it “difficult-to-measure characteristics”. This branch of the litera-
ture shares the analytical approach, design and methods used in research
on migration as selection bias but applies this logic to a plethora of
dependent variables. Unobservable often overlaps with ambition, motiv-
ation, work ethic, inclination to take risks or resilience. It has been sug-
gested that migrants tend to be more optimistic (Cebolla-Boado and
Soysal 2018), agentic (Soysal and Cebolla-Boado 2020), ambitious (Portes
and Rumbaut 2006), motivated (Frieze et al. 2004), secure and less dis-
missive (Polek, Van Oudenhoven, and Ten Berge 2011), and, with some
exceptions, achievement-oriented and willing to take risks (Polavieja,
Fernandez-Reino, and Ramos 2018).

Documenting whether migration responds to observable or unobservable
selection biases is crucial for grasping the drivers of migration and fully
understanding how migrants integrate in their destinations. Overlooking
migrants’ possible systematic differences from their co-nationals who did
not move prevents us from isolating the effect of the migration experience
itself on integration outcomes. Yet, as several authors have pointed out,
selectivity is a commonly ignored confounder in research on integration pol-
icies and studies analyzing integration outcomes including earnings and
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earning trajectories (Hamilton 2014), educational attainment (Lee and Zhou
2015; Van de Werfhorst and Heath 2019), and health (Ichou and Wallace
2019; Riosmena, Kuhn, and Jochem 2017). Furthermore, understanding
selection also helps explain the so-called paradoxes of immigrant integration,
such as the aspirations-achievement paradox (Feliciano and Lanuza 2017) or
the healthy immigrant effect (Kennedy et al. 2015).

Part of the reason why selection is not adequately addressed in migra-
tion research is the lack of appropriate data. The strongest test of selectiv-
ity requires longitudinal data to assess emigrants’ attributes prior to
migration and comparisons with native-borns in origin and destination
(Garip 2016; Guveli et al. 2017; Massey and Zenteno 2000; Mussino,
Tervola, and Duvander 2019). Building on such comparisons, our paper
presents two novel contributions. On the one hand, it combines data
from the origin with samples across two European destinations, thus
increasing the robustness of our results. On the other hand, while most
research on selection refers to the general migrant population, ours pro-
vides evidence on educational migrants who, together with other highly
educated migrants, are poorly represented groups in the literature on
selectivity (Parey et al. 2017). Note that the available multi-sited surveys
providing data in origin and destination do not provide sufficiently large
sub-samples of the highly skilled to be able to conduct multivariate
research, a difficulty that is even harder to overcome if the interest is in
educational migrants.

Selection among educational migrants

While no previous research has specifically theorized the selection of edu-
cational migrants, several arguments in the literature about migration,
higher education, and IE invite us to think differently about it.

The most straightforward implications are regarding selectivity based
on observable background variables. Mainstream theories of social stratifi-
cation predict little selection among international students by social
background since dropping out of school and transitioning into non-
compulsory education is already a non-random behavior (Mare 1980).
Those who reach tertiary stages of educational careers are already a popu-
lation selected by cognitive skills and, ultimately, social background
(Boudon 1974). This provides grounds to suspect that the family back-
grounds of international students are like that of their peers in origin
enrolled in higher education. However, the expectation of social back-
ground homogeneity is contradicted by scholars in the field of IE, who
draw on Bourdieusian conceptions of education as an investment in sym-
bolic capital that produces distinctiveness (Bilecen and Van Mol 2017).
From this perspective, IE is essentially a form of elite reproduction based
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on parental choice and social class strategies that attempt to guarantee
social advantage over the life-course (Brooks, Fuller, and Waters 2012;
Waters 2008). Accordingly, the motivation for studying abroad is often
depicted as a means to building human and cultural capital by attending
“world-class” education (Findlay et al. 2012) or realizing broader mobility
plans beyond education (Bilecen 2014). In the search for increasing social
opportunities, advantaged families may also seek to support their oft-
spring to gain traits that could be considered valuable assets in the global
knowledge economy, such as global awareness, intercultural competencies,
and new experiences (Chao et al. 2017; Wintre et al. 2015). As such, the
view that connects IE with social reproduction implies significant selectiv-
ity by those from the highest social backgrounds.

Little research has focused on the extent to which educational migrants
are selected on hard-to-measure individuality traits. The highly educated
tend to be exposed to standardized conceptions of the individual as
agentic persons supplied by transnationalized systems of higher education
(Lerch et al. 2017, 2022; Soysal 2015). This suggests that certain individu-
ality traits could be rather homogeneous across countries and relevant
social groups (Soysal and Cebolla-Boado 2020), indicating little hyper-
selection among migrants.

Our research focuses on migration from China to two European desti-
nations: Germany and the UK. These two countries score as the leading
destination for Chinese international students in Europe. On average,
Chinese migrants to Europe appears to be less qualified than those head-
ing the US (Echeverria-Estrada and Batalova 2020), where they are clearly
more educated than other migrants in that country (Rosenbloom and
Batalova 2023). Within Europe, highly skilled Chinese migrants are 26%
in the Netherlands, 22% in France, and 19% in the UK, clearly outper-
forming other large European countries like Germany, where only 6%
entered through the Blue Card program (Plewa 2020). Despite its poor
ability to attract the most skilled Chinese economic migrants, Germany
ranks second, only after the UK, in the continent for its stock of inter-
national students coming from China (Plewa 2020, 33-37).

Different arguments in the literature on IE allow us to speculate about
cross-country heterogeneity in the selection of educational migrants.
Beyond the well-known effect of social ties and previous connections
(Nyaupane, Paris, and Teye 2011), the prestige of education systems and
the presence of highly ranked universities according to international clas-
sifications could favor hyper-selection. The increasing dominance of
world rankings in higher education plays a significant role in signaling
“reputation” and “quality” in a globally imagined and expanding field
(Soysal, Baltaru, and Cebolla-Boado 2022). This might be particularly
important for Chinese international students, given that the massive
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demand for tertiary education in China (Jingming 2007) makes it difficult
to enroll in the most prestigious institutions locally (Yan 2013), which
may eventually push students, possibly the most advantaged ones who
can afford high fees, to engage in IE. Thus, fees and more generally
speaking the cost of educational migration to countries where the cost of
tertiary education is high (such as the UK) are one of the contextual limi-
tations for the generalization of high aspirations to materialize (Marzi
2016), favoring hyper-selection.

The following table summarizes (Table 1) the different arguments
emerging from our review and systematizes them according to their
expected impact on observable and unobservable characteristics. The first
two hypotheses present contradicting predictions regarding hyper-selec-
tion by social background. H1 is based on the social stratification of edu-
cational attainment and suggests little selection beyond compulsory
education. In contrast, regarding the dominant Bourdieusian view of IE
as a means of elite reproduction, H2 predicts strong selection by social
background. Our third hypothesis, H3, expects little to no selection on
individual traits because of the transnational standardization of higher
education institutions, which shapes the cultural construction of
personhood.

Finally, H4 speculates about differences in selection across countries of
destination. We hypothesize that the UK might attract more selected
international students by social background for two reasons: Firstly, the
longstanding prestige of some of its universities and their systematic rep-
resentation in international rankings might favor the UK as an expected

Table 1. Summary of hypotheses.

# Name Prediction Main references

H1 Social stratification Strong selection by social background into Mare (1980)
tertiary education already leads to a large
homogeneity of migrant and non-migrant
university students by social origin, so no
selection on observable characteristics is

expected.

H2 Elite reproduction IE provides means for ensuring future status  Bilecen and Van Mol
and social advantage to the offspring of (2017); Waters
elites in origin so selection on both (2008)

observable and unobservable
characteristics is expected.

H3 Transnationalized Standardized models of tertiary education Lerch et al. (2017);
nature of tertiary produce similar views of self across Soysal (2015)
education countries so no selection on unobservable

characteristics.

H4 World stratification of ~ The higher stratification of British tertiary Cebolla-Boado and

tertiary education education in world rankings and its fee Soysal (2018)

structure fosters the positive selection of
educational migrants to the UK compared
to Germany on observable characteristics.
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destination for the most advantaged students seeking to signal the “value”
of their education. Secondly, the high cost of fees in British higher educa-
tion makes the UK a somewhat unrealistic option for students from less
advantaged family backgrounds.

Materials and methods
Data

The Bright Futures survey is a representative online survey of Chinese stu-
dents enrolled in tertiary education in China, Germany, and the United
Kingdom. The data were collected in 2017 and 2018 in all countries using
equivalent questionnaires cross-translated into Mandarin Chinese and
German. The sample was constructed using two different approaches for
Europe and China (a full description of the technical details is provided in
Bright Futures Survey 2021). Background research prior to the construction
of the samples showed that two factors, the ranking of the university and
the number of Chinese students enrolled in the university the previous year,
significantly explained the sorting of Chinese students across the higher edu-
cation institutions in the destination (Cebolla-Boado and Soysal 2018).
Accordingly, the survey adopted a two-stage sampling logic in the UK and,
for comparability, also in Germany. Universities were first stratified into
groups according to ranking and the number of Chinese students enrolled
in each institution to ensure that students from different types of universities
were proportionally represented. Within each university selected, random
samples of undergraduate and master students of Chinese and native-born
German and British backgrounds were obtained. In China, a similar strategy
was followed. Universities were first stratified based on region (provinces in
the north, south, and east of the country) and prestige. Students were then
randomly selected within the sampled 22 universities distributed across the
provinces to participate in the survey. In each country, the respondents were
individually invited to participate in the online survey, and compensation
for completed questionnaires was provided.

Table 2 describes the sample size for each analytic group in this paper:
international Chinese students in tertiary education in China, Germany, and
the UK. The table presents the analytical sample of respondents to the sur-
vey and the sample (1= 4,562 cases) used in the analysis. Twenty percent of
the initial sample was lost due to missing data in our variables of interest.

Variables

Our hypotheses necessitate that we assess whether there are differences
between migrant and non-migrant students as well as across destination



CHINESE SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW 449

Table 2. Total and analytic samples of Chinese students.

Analytical sample

Entire BF sample

Country N N % entire sample
China 3419 2,914 85.23
Germany 814 606 74.45
UK 1,523 1,042 68.42
Total 5,756 4,562 80.65

Source: Bright Futures Survey.

countries regarding several observable and unobservable characteristics
which work as our dependent variables in the analyses. Regarding observ-
able characteristics, we picked two variables commonly used to represent
family social background: the level of parental education (grouped into
three categories: primary or less; secondary; and tertiary education) and
the father’s occupation based on three categories (“professional/technical
occupations and higher administrators”, “clerical, service, and sales
occupations” and “unskilled workers and farmers”).

To boost the robustness of our analysis, we scrutinize the selection on
unobservable characteristics along three different dimensions, which are
embedded in educational and cultural narratives as standard qualities of
an agentic self in the context of knowledge societies (Meyer and
Jepperson 2000; Soysal 2015). Traits such as belief in one’s capabilities,
belief in sustained effort as the basis of success, and being ambitious and
independent are not only promoted by education but also shape individu-
als’ own projections and strategies of self (Frye 2012). The Bright Futures
Survey includes different sets of questions we use to operationalize these
three dimensions.

First, we use an index of “self-efficacy”, defined broadly as one’s belief
in their own ability to shape relevant events in their life (Bandura 1997),
which brings together four variables: whether the student thinks that
someone who “finds a way to get what they want", "sticks to their aims",
"deals efficiently with the unexpected,” and "thinks of a solution to prob-
lems" is similar or not to them (not at all like me, somewhat unlike me,
neither like nor unlike me, somewhat like me, very much like me). These
variables were merged using a factorial analysis in which a single dimen-
sion, “someone who finds a way to get what s/he wants”, was retained
(results are available upon request).

Secondly, we use a variable measuring the extent to which respondents
identify the source of success as rooted in their own effort. Referred to as
(internal) “locus of control” in the psychological literature (Lefcourt
1991), it addresses how strongly individuals believe they have control
over their life outcomes. In education, it is discussed in the context of
how students perceive the causes of their success or failure, or more gen-
erally, as meritocratic beliefs. Specifically, our questionnaires asked
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students about their beliefs in whether their own talent, hard work, and
self-confidence matter for success. Students replied choosing whether
each of these factors is “not at all important”, “slightly”, “moderately”,
“very,” or “extremely important”. Similarly to our strategy with the self-
efficacy variable, a factor analysis was conducted collapsing the last three
variables into a synthetic index of internal locus of control (results avail-
able upon request).

Thirdly, we use an “agentic personality” index defining proactive, inde-
pendent, and goal-oriented individuals (Meyer and Jepperson, 2000).
Bright Futures questionnaires collected views from students regarding
whether they would describe themselves as someone creative, makes their
own decisions, looks for adventures and risks, and are success oriented.
Answers were registered using a five-point scale. As before, we merged all
four variables into a unique factor (results available upon request).

Table 3 describes all the variables in our analysis.

Methods

Since our data is representative of both stayers in China and Chinese
educational migrants, the contrast of H1 and H2 basically requires report-
ing the average differences between these groups by observable character-
istics across migrant status and destination countries since the parental
social background is not causally determined by engaging in IE. However,
this simple approach is inappropriate for testing our hypotheses on the
unobservable dependent variables, given that migration might, at least
partially, determine the views that individuals have of themselves®. To
render any systematic difference between migrant and non-migrant stu-
dents both in origin and destination unconditional, we control for both
social background and several socio-demographic factors (gender, age,
past hukou, i.e., the family registration status while in secondary school
in China) and prior school results (self-reported percentile of perform-
ance in high school).

To empirically address the overdetermination of migrant status by fac-
tors that can simultaneously impact on individuality scores, we estimated
treatment effect models, which produce quasi-experimental inferences
using observational data. Treatment effects allow the modeling of system-
atic differences in the likelihood of being migrants or stayers, together
with the effect of other covariates on the dependent variable. Since educa-
tional migration from China is certainly not a random reality, our out-
comes of interest may not be independent of treatment. To avoid the
implications of this non-randomness in treatment assignment, the average
treatment effect (ATE) is estimated after conditioning on covariates that
crucially determine treatment status.
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In our models, treatment (migrant) status is predicted as a function of
parental education and hukou in secondary school (to discriminate
between rural and urban areas of origin). Since we expected that exposure
to the transnational environment might increase the likelihood of out-
migration (Soysal and Cebolla-Boado 2020), we also created a synthetic
index to capture inequalities between Chinese provinces in which stu-
dents lived before migration. This index is built from regional data
obtained from the Chinese National Bureau of Statistics on the number
of patents by province population; the number of foreign visitors to the
province by province population; the number of Internet domains in the
province by province population; foreign investment by GDP per capita
and the total value of imports and exports of foreign-funded enterprises
(1,000US dollars) by GDP per capita. These indicators were pulled
together into a single meaningful factor representing the level of
“exposure to the transnational environment”.

Results
Observable characteristics

Educational migrants from China are positively selected on social back-
ground. Figure 1 summarizes the distribution of the occupation of Chinese

Distribution by parental occupation

80
1

67.5

60
L

Percentage
40

China (stayers) Germany (migrants) UK (migrants)

[ Professionalitechnical & higher [ Clerical, service & sales
[ Workers & farmers

Figure 1. Selection on observables: distribution of parental occupation across sample.
Table info: Overall Pearson Chi®> = 0.00***; Cramér's V = 0.34. Partial Pearson Chi*:
China-Ger: 429.17***; China-UK: 951.66*** Ger-UK: 28.20***,
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students’ fathers across our four involved countries. In the UK, Chinese stu-
dents from the most advantaged backgrounds (i.e., those whose fathers are
professionals, technical personnel, or higher administrators) in our threefold
classification represent 67.5%. In comparison, this figure in Germany is
around 60.8%. The percentage of students with fathers from the intermedi-
ate professional categories (i.e., clerical, service, and sales) is rather balanced
across countries. By contrast, in China, the students predominantly come
from the lowest social backgrounds, 49.6%, compared to 10.5% in Germany
and below 5% in the UK. In China, the students whose fathers belong to
high-status occupations are only 23.2%.

We reach a similar conclusion if we use the highest level of parental
education to measure social background (Figure 2). Chinese students
abroad whose parents only have primary education or less are signifi-
cantly under-represented (systematically below 5% across the three destin-
ation countries) compared to those in China (17.1 percent). More
revealing is the comparison between students whose parents have second-
ary and tertiary education. Among Chinese students in China, 60.7% of
their parents have secondary education, while this figure shrinks to 23.8%
in the UK, and 35.2% in Germany. The opposite happens however if we
look at the prevalence of tertiary education among parents. While in
China only 22.3% of students have parents with university degrees, in the
UK a striking 73.8% do, followed by 60.4% in Germany.

Distribution by parental education

8 =
73.8
60.7 60.6

o |

©
[0}
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ot
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o |
5 < 35.3
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203 23.8
- 17.1
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[ Tertiary education

Figure 2. Selection on observables: distribution of parental education across samples.
Overall Pearson Chi® = 0.00***; Cramér's V = 0.34. Partial Pearson Chi*: China-Ger:
424.35%**: China-UK: 1100.00***; Ger-UK: 38.16™**,
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In other words, the selection of educational migrants by observable
characteristics corresponds less to our first hypothesis (H1), which pre-
dicts similar social backgrounds across students beyond compulsory edu-
cation and is more in line with the elite-reproduction understanding of
IE (H2). Yet, our evidence also suggests that IE, in the case of China, is a
more democratic phenomenon than generally expected by such an under-
standing. In the UK, where there is a high positive selection regarding
social backgrounds, more than one out of every three Chinese inter-
national students are not from the most advantaged occupational back-
grounds, and one out of four are children of parents without university
degrees. While there is indeed a social background slope in access to IE,
the constant of the regression suggests that it is also a viable option for
many less advantaged Chinese students. Two facts support this rather
unexpected result. First, the massive economic expansion China experi-
enced over the last two decades, combined with the tight demographic
control imposed until recently by the one-child policy, ultimately allowed
families to pool resources accumulated across generations to invest in
education (Xiao 2016). Second, IE is increasingly promoted by various
sending and receiving country policies and funding, contributing to an
overall normalization of the experience3. More broadly, however, the
finding may also reflect the heightened aspirations among contemporary
students on a worldwide scale who imagine themselves easily moving and
learning across national borders and higher education systems and being
able to carry their knowledge and degrees with them wherever they may
go (notwithstanding parental backgrounds and much of the restrictively
imposed visa and immigration regulations).

Our findings show that the UK attracts the most hyper-selected flow
of Chinese international students by social background, confirming the
fourth hypothesis (H4), likely because of higher fees in the UK than in
alternative destinations, as well as the international reputation of the
British higher education, buttressed by the widespread endorsement of
world rankings.

Individuality traits

The results are radically different when focusing on unobservable charac-
teristics; our evidence suggests much weaker evidence of migrant hyper-
selection across our countries of analysis. Figure 3 reports descriptive
(unconditional) averages of our indexes of self-efficacy (panel on the left),
internal locus of control (center), and agentic personality (right) prior to
the estimation of treatment effects. Since all three indexes are standar-
dized, the results should be interpreted in standard deviations. The scale
of the vertical axes in the plot corresponds to interquartile ranges.
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Figure 3. Selection on unobservables: average self-efficacy, internal locus of control
and agentic personality across samples.

Several observations stand out from this basic description of cross-
country differences. Firstly, the differences between China and our destin-
ation countries are minor, with most differences being insignificant.
Secondly, these unconditional results mean we can discount the idea of a
clear-cut pattern of hyper-selection. Only in the case of self-efficacy do
stayers in China score lower than educational migrants across both desti-
nations, a significant but small effect. Differences in internal locus of con-
trol are also negligible and, if anything, suggest higher values among
stayers in China than among migrants abroad. Finally, in the plot corre-
sponding to agentic personality, differences between China and Germany
are insignificant, with a slightly significant difference between China and
the UK being the only notable effect.

While this first set of results tentatively confirms the expectation of
our H3, namely that the current transnationalized nature of tertiary edu-
cation grounds visible similarities among students in different countries, a
sound test of this hypothesis requires a more demanding empirical
approach. As suggested, we use treatment models to tackle any systematic
difference in our dependent variable that could result from a non-random
distribution of crucial variables by treatment status. Table 4 presents the
results of our treatment effects estimations. The results are presented in
three blocks. The first part of the table shows the average treatment effect
isolating the impact of being a Chinese educational migrant in Germany
and the UK as opposed to being a stayer in China (Py means). The ATE
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for our destinations indicates no systematic differences in migration sta-
tus in self-efficacy, internal locus of control, or agentic personality after
controlling for our covariates and modeling non-random selection into
migration. None of the country estimates are significantly different from
stayers in China, with the only exception which is not aligned with the
prediction of migrants being positively selected: being a Chinese educa-
tional migrant in the UK is associated with lower levels of internal locus
of control score than it is for Chinese students elsewhere. Thus, if any-
thing, this points to a pattern of negative selection. Uniformity across
cases suggests confirmation of H3, pointing at isomorphism in terms of
how unobservable characteristics are distributed across students in differ-
ent locations due to the transnationalization of tertiary education globally.

The second part of the table shows the regression adjustment to our
treatment estimations. ATEs are controlled for gender, age, prior school
performance, rural vs urban hukou registry while in secondary education,
and parental educational background.

Finally, the third part of our table shows the logistic equations that
model selection into migration (i.e. selection into treatment status). To
model potential biases in how our sample is distributed among migrants
and stayers we used parental education and a synthetic index of exposure
to the transnational environment in the Chinese province in which stu-
dents completed secondary education.

Our models confirm no composition effects behind the remarkable
uniformity in individuality traits. Taking into consideration the selected
controls and selection into migration status, the average scores for
Chinese in China and Chinese in European countries are not statistically
distinguishable, though with unimportant exceptions.

Our selection equations show that our predictors of treatment status
contribute intrinsic biases into migration. Across countries of destination,
those whose parents are more educated are more likely to engage in IE;
students from provinces that are more exposed to transnational environ-
ments are similarly more likely to engage in IE, as are those coming from
urban origins.

In summary, while our overall findings show evidence of selection in
terms of observed characteristics, they do not lend full support for the argu-
ment that IE should be conceptualized as a mere strategy of elite reproduc-
tion. As we have seen, Chinese students from rather diverse social
backgrounds participate in IE. Furthermore, selection on the bases of unob-
servable characteristics is far from evident. The distribution of students on
these characteristics is similar across countries. This supports recent research
which suggests that the transnationalization of higher education produces
standardized conceptions of the self, shared by students across countries and
migrant status (Soysal and Cebolla-Boado 2020).
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Robustness checks

Our results are stable when controlling for a large list of aspects, such as house-
hold structure and alternative controls for family background and student
characteristics. Our results are also robust if separately estimated by gender.

Selection on parental education relative to the average level of educa-
tion in the province where the student did their secondary education
(relative education) follows a similar pattern to the one described for par-
ental education in absolute terms.

Finally, we have also modeled the variation associated with having opted
for IE driven by social networks that can disseminate information and
reduce travel costs. Researchers into IE have often highlighted the important
role played by social networks and agents as facilitators of educational
mobility (Collins 2008). We have not found any association between these
arguments and selection patterns into IE or selection into destinations.

Discussion

To the best of our knowledge, our paper is the first to use representative
and multi-sited micro-level data to document patterns of migrant selectiv-
ity among international students, a much-understudied topic despite the
growing and dynamic scholarships on educational migration and migrant
selectivity. Our evidence shows that there are grounds for recognizing
hyper-selection based on social background but clearly less supporting
evidence for selection by individuality traits.

Students from the most advantaged social backgrounds are, as suggested
by a large part of the literature, over-represented in the flows of educational
migrants. While this is in line with the predictions of the elite reproduction
hypothesis, we argue that hyper-selection based on the family background
does not necessarily assume strategic transmission of advantage. It may sim-
ply reflect the unavoidable gap between aspirations for social mobility and
behavior, and ultimately the unequal ability to afford the cost of mobility
for education (e.g. travel expenses, cost of living abroad, and tuition fees).

There are two qualifiers to the mainstream argument linking IE and
elite reproduction. On the one hand, there are important country differ-
ences. Educational migrants to the UK are clearly more selected than
those heading elsewhere in Europe. Since learning English as a foreign
language is the most prevalent choice globally, including in China, one
could expect the UK to attract a more diverse flow of students by family
background. The same could be said about the perceived prestige of
British higher education, which should make British universities attractive
to all student profiles. We interpret the stronger selection of Chinese stu-
dents in the UK because of its fee-based structure, which imposes the
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highest cost to international students* and is radically different from the
German model with low fees for all students in higher education.

On the other hand, while hyper-selection by social background is con-
firmed, it should be noted that our evidence shows IE to be a much more
heterogeneous flow of migrants by social background than scholars
inspired by Bourdieusian arguments might imagine. Almost one out of
every three Chinese students abroad appear to come from non-privileged
backgrounds, suggesting that IE is a more democratic practice than mere
descriptions of it as an elite reproductive strategy suppose. It is likely that
the one-child policy, which reduced the number of children in China for
decades, bolstered this result by allowing families to pool resources inter-
generationally to support the single descendant of many households.
However, to the extent that governments, including the Chinese one, stra-
tegically and explicitly pursue internationalization strategy and educa-
tional aspirations are increasingly internationalized (Cebolla-Boado and
Soysal 2018), we are likely to find that such a result is not unique to
Chinese international students.

In terms of the literature on migrant selection on the bases of hard-to-
measure or unobservable characteristics, our evidence is clear. Taking into
consideration the proper controls and covariates, no pattern of selection
could be confirmed using three relevant individuality traits as dependent
variables (self-efficacy, internal locus of control, and agentic personality).
Using treatment effects, we modeled the average differences between
Chinese educational migrants and stayers in China after correcting for the
fact that educational migrants generally come from more educated back-
grounds, urban settings and provinces that are more exposed to the trans-
national environment. Again, we found no patterns of hyper-selection. We
interpret this homogeneity as being due to the transnationalization of edu-
cation around the world, which helps diffuse similar conceptions of the
self and produces, as we have seen, a significant homogeneity in those
individual traits considered crucial in a knowledge society.

In sum, our paper describes, for the first time, patterns of selection
among international students, specifically those from China. It documents
hyper-selectivity only on observable characteristics, whereas we find homo-
geneity across migrant status on unobservables among international stu-
dents. It should be noted that this population is increasingly seen as part of
the broader migratory flows of the highly skilled. We suspect that a similar
pattern of migrant selectivity applies in the case of other educated migrants.

Future research should see if the patterns of selection described here
for Chinese students abroad also apply to other flows of international stu-
dents. It would be particularly interesting to study if our prediction
matches the selection pattern of Chinese in the US, whose system of ter-
tiary education is, at least, as stratified as the British one and requires
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enormous financial efforts from enrolled students and their families.
Future research should also unveil if the same patterns hold for other
highly skilled migrants who are likely to display homogenous individual-
ity traits across countries. We consider this paper as an invitation to
interested scholars to pursue these lines of thought.

Notes

1. https://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow (accessed 21st August 2023).

2. An alternative modeling strategy in our case would be structural equations, a
method widely used in research on higher education (Green 2016). Despite
its obvious advantages for identifying causal relations between observable and
latent variables, our paper does not hypothesize the association between
observable and unobservable characteristics, a question that we expect to be
the focus of further research using Bright Futures data.

3. In the case of China, government funding is mainly reserved for research
degrees and doctoral studies (Fedasiuk 2020).

4. In addition, our data was drawn at the time of Brexit, with heightened and

negative public debate on migration, which may have disincentivized the
choice of students with ultimate migration motivations.
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