

[image: image1]
The Impact of the “Belt and Road Initiative” on International Scholarship Students












	
	ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 27 April 2022
doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2022.793018






[image: image2]

The Impact of the “Belt and Road Initiative” on International Scholarship Students

Lea Shih*† and Wei Cao†

Department of Business Administration, Trier University, Trier, Germany

Edited by:
Yongjing Zhang, University of Ottawa, Canada

Reviewed by:
Zai Liang, University at Albany, United States
 Yik Chan Chin, Beijing Normal University, China

*Correspondence: Lea Shih, shil@uni-trier.de

†These authors have contributed equally to this work

Specialty section: This article was submitted to Migration and Society, a section of the journal Frontiers in Sociology

Received: 11 October 2021
 Accepted: 04 April 2022
 Published: 27 April 2022

Citation: Shih L and Cao W (2022) The Impact of the “Belt and Road Initiative” on International Scholarship Students. Front. Sociol. 7:793018. doi: 10.3389/fsoc.2022.793018



The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has had a significant impact on China in political, economic, and cultural terms. This study focuses on the cultural domain, especially on scholarship students from the countries that signed bilateral cooperation agreements with China under the BRI. Using an integrated approach combining the difference-in-differences method and the gravity model, we explore the correlation between the BRI and the increasing number of international scholarship students funded by the Chinese government, as well as the determinants of students' decision to study in China. The panel data from 2010 to 2018 show that the launch of BRI has had a positive impact on the number of scholarship students from BRI countries. The number of scholarship recipients from non-BRI countries also increased, but at a much slower rate than those from BRI countries. The sole exception is the United States, which has trended downward for both state-funded and self-funded students.
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INTRODUCTION

Since its launch in 2013, China's Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) has received response from more than 100 countries, regions and international organizations. The core of the BRI is the networking of countries and people who not only trade with each other but also engage in cultural exchange, as cultural exchange is the basis on which transnational cooperation can be enhanced in all aspects (Luan and Sun, 2018; Kuah, 2019; Michael, 2020). Studying in China belongs to the essential part of cultural exchange within the framework of BRI. According to the latest release from the Chinese Ministry of Education (MOE), there were close to 500.000 international students from 196 countries and regions by 2018, ranking China as the third popular destination country for international students after the United States and the United Kingdom. It is remarkable that 77% of the international Students hail from Asia and Africa. In contrast, the number of students from North America has been shrinking since 2014, which was the only region with a declining trend (MOE, 2019). Since many countries in Asian and Africa are overlapping with the countries that signed bilateral cooperation agreements with China regarding BRI, we assume that similar structure can be found in the following analysis.

Beyond this quantitative growth, China has also undergone several structural changes in terms of the international student education by 2018. First, the number of full degree students, a critical indicator of the quality of higher education, increased significantly, especially the students from Africa countries grew the fastest (up 183% compared to 2013), while the scholarships students from Asian countries pursuing full degree studies in China expanded the fastest (up 111% compared to 2013). In addition, engineering has become the most popular major among the scholarship students, with an increase of 123.90% compared to 2013. For comparison, more than 50% of students from western countries such as United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, and France visited China on exchange and short-term programs to immerse themselves in the language and culture (Zhou and Wit, 2019). This difference indicates that China's attractiveness for international students varies greatly by country.

According to Zheng and Ma (2016), international students studying in China from the BRI countries had already steadily increased from 2004 to 2014, that was before the introduction of the BRI, however, their research provides very little evidence on scholarship students. We assumed this part was the most dependent on policy and the change in policy should be directly reflected in the figures, thus, we focused on this specific part of the international students. Since 2016, the Chinese Ministry of Education additionally added the Silk Road Scholarship to the original scholarship and offered 10,000 government scholarships to BRI countries each year (MOE, 2016). This measure was intended to encourage more students from BRI countries to study in China, which is considered the first evidence of the extent to which the BRI influences the decision of international scholarship students.

Our paper is organized as follows: the first section reviews the literature on push and pull factors affecting the mobility of international students, focusing primarily on Chinese scholarship policy related to the BRI, which is considered a crucial pull factor for scholarship students. The second section explains in detail the empirical methodology and data analysis we conducted to examine the conjunction of different pull and push factors that influence both international students and grant recipients. The third section summarizes the results of the empirical analysis, and the final section wraps up with a discussion.



THE PUSH AND PULL FACTORS OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENT MOBILITY

There are widely varying factors affecting international student mobility. In many studies, these factors are classified into two categories: “Push” factors include those that operate within the country of origin to influence the decision of international students to study abroad. “Pull” factors include those factors that are found in the destination country and make it attractive to international students. Since the final decision of international students to choose a particular country is based on the conjunction of the push and pull factors in both the home and destination home countries. Explanations about the international student mobility therefore vary from country to country (Altbach, 1998; Mazzoarol and Soutar, 2002; Wei et al., 2018; Yuan and Gao, 2020).

Regarding China, the most available studies discuss the pull factors such as the economic development, geographical distance, quality of education, language similarity, acceptance of Chinese culture, cost issues (including the living expenses, travel costs etc.) and work opportunities after graduation etc. And the different effects of these factors on students from developing and developed countries has been noted in several studies. According to Song and Liu, students from developing countries are more attracted by the development prospect and relatively high education level in China compared to their origin countries, while students from developed countries are more likely to be affected by domestic happenings (Song and Liu, 2014). Moreover, international students from developing countries put the same weights on educational and economic factors for peer developing countries as potential destinations, while only economic factors are taken into consideration for developed countries as potential destinations (Liu et al., 2013; Wei, 2013). The effect of scholarship has only been marginally researched, according to Wei, government granting could to some extent offset the negative effects of distance and language differences to bring international students to China (Wei et al., 2018). However, the previous studies mostly did not distinguish government grant recipients from self-financed students. As scholarship students are an integral part of international students, do the above factors also influence the decision of the scholarship recipients in the same way? Or are they more influenced by the government policies of the destination countries that presumably reduce the effects of overall push factors in home countries? Before we examine the differential impact of pull and push factors in the empirical section below, we briefly review the evolution of China's policy on international students, which essentially frames the BRI and is considered an important pull factor for international scholarship students (see Table 1).


Table 1. China's policy on international students.
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In retrospect, China started hosting the international students through student exchange, which usually followed the establishment of diplomatic relations with other countries and was government-oriented rather than university-oriented (see Table 1). In the 1950s, for example, it primarily served to support the independence movement of the former colonial states in Asia and Africa, following China's participation in the 1955 Bandung Conference, which promoted economic and cultural cooperation among developing countries. Then in the 1970s, students from Western countries were allowed to study in China after diplomatic relations between the U.S. and other Western countries and China normalized. However, the student exchange at that time was limited to a modest number due to a tight budget (Wen, 2018; Wu and Chan, 2019).

The first turning point occurred in 1984, when educational assistance was formally incorporated into China's foreign aid program together with economic cooperation. The Chinese government then began to gradually increase the number of government scholarships, which became the most frequently mentioned in official documents as an essential instrument of education aid to other developing countries (Yuan, 2014). This trend remained unchanged until the launch of the BRI, and China extended its scholarships to even more developing countries.

Another fundamental shift was the transformation of the Chinese education system in the 1990s. With the adoption of the “Higher Education Law,” the Chinese universities were assigned responsibility in the recruitment of international students, including the selection of scholarship applicants. Since then, universities have emerged as key actors in the recruitment, enrollment, management and teaching of international students. The number of international students jumped after that, and the number of self-funding students overtook government scholarship students to become the majority of international students (Li, 2020). After entering the WTO in 2001, Chinese universities pursued an internationalization strategy primarily aimed at enhancing their reputation internationally as providers of educational assistance. In this context, the Chinese Ministry of Education began to adopt several long-term programs for attracting international students. The most far-reaching program was called “Study in China” which ran from 2010 to 2020. The main targets of this program were to host 500,000 international students by 2020 and make China the largest destination country for study abroad in Asia. It also proposed a steady increase in Chinese government scholarships for international students, but without explicitly mentioning country preference (MOE, 2010). In retrospect, the main target of “Study in China” was according to statistics published by the Chinese Ministry of Education already achieved in 2018 (MOE, 2019).

The most recent boost for recruiting international students was the implementation of the BRI. Since 2013 the Chinese President Xi Jinping has announced several times at Forum on China-Africa Cooperation or during his visits to Indonesia and South America, etc., to increase government scholarships to developing countries. Furthermore, the Chinese Ministry of Education announced in 2015 an additional 10,000 government scholarships named “Silk Road Scholarship” would be offered annually to the student from BRI countries (MOE, 2016). Some provincial governments also adopted policies to support international students, often specifying specific geographic regions, such as Yunnan, a border province in southern China, which focuses on Southeast and South Asian countries, Guangxi, which focuses on ASEAN countries, and Inner Mongolia in northern China, which has scholarships for international students from Mongolia. As of 2018, a total of 30 provincial governments that have set up scholarship programs for international students (Lu, 2021). Under the BRI, various forces worked together to attract international students coming to China. The extent to which they are effective, however, depends on their conjunction with other factors, which we explore in more detail in the following section.



DATA ANALYSIS


Difference-in-Differences Method

To examine whether the change in the number of grantees from BRI countries is related to the implementation of the BRI, we will use the difference-in-differences (DID) method, which provides a more precise picture of the differential effects before and after the implementation of the BRI, while controlling for group and time effects. The basic principle of the DID model is to group the samples twice. The first differentiation before and after the launch of the BRI generally only reflects the apparent effect. Because additional determinants besides the BRI before and after the launch of BRI in 2014 also differed, the effect of the policy implementation cannot be determined by comparing the difference in the number of scholarship students alone, the different trends between the treatment group and the control group should be additionally examined.

In the following, we will divide the data of scholarship students into two groups according to their home countries. The treatment group includes the countries that have signed bilateral cooperation agreement with China regarding BRI, while the control group include those countries that did not signed official cooperation agreements. As we only have data of scholarship recipients through 2018, those countries that signed cooperation agreements after 2018 are assigned to the control group rather than the treatment group. Based on the data collected before and after 2014, the amount of change in the dependent variable for the treatment group can be calculated. For the control group, the change in the same variable was also calculated before and after 2014. Finally, the difference between the two variables is calculated, which is a common method for estimating the treatment effect.

The basic regression model can be based on the generalized linear model expression for DID therefore be obtained as follows:
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where j and t represent country and time, respectively. The dependent variable, ln ScholarshipStudentjt, represents the number of students from country j who received a scholarship in year t; treatj denotes a country fixed effect and postt denotes a year fixed effect. The core explanatory variable treatj·postt indicates whether country j signed up for the BRI in year t. The coefficient β3 indicates the growth effect of the change in the number of scholarship students after the BRI was carried out. ϕXijt indicates other observable control variables and εijt indicates the error term.

Furthermore, we conducted a robustness check by changing the year in which the BRI was introduced to exclude the possibility that it may have affected common trends between the treated and untreated groups. This allows us to check whether the number of scholarship holders was also increased in another year.



Gravity Model

The gravity model was originally applied to measure the determinants of international trade flows. In recent years, it has been used extensively in the study of migration, tourism, international student mobility, and other topics (Beine et al., 2014; Song and Liu, 2014). In this study we combine gravity model with DID method to obtain a more accurate econometric model. In the Model 1, ϕXijt denotes the control variables, which include both proxies for the core explanatory variables as well as dummy variables. In this study, we consider the common determinants such as GDP per capita, trade flow, geographical distance, and common language tested in the Gravity model as the control variables denoted with ϕXijt. Using a logarithmic form, the model 1 is rewritten in the following form after the inclusion of control variables:
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where the interaction term treatj·postt constructed in this way represents whether country j was involved in BRI in year t, which is the core explanatory variable in this section. ln GDPjt denotes the gross domestic product of the scholarship student's country of origin j; ln distij denotes the geographical distance from scholarship student's country of origin capital j to China's capital I; lnTradeflowij denotes the buying and selling of goods and services between China i and country of origin j; the dummy variable DChinesej indicates whether Chinese is used in the official and private sectors of the country of origin.



Sample Selecting

The variables are defined in Table 2. The dependent and control variables are in logarithmic form, except for the dummy variables.


Table 2. Variable description.
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Dependent Variable

The sample of the dependent variable, ln ScholarshipStudentjt selected for this section is based on Brief Statistics for International Students in China, published by the Ministry of Education of China. We collected panel data from 2010 to 2018 on countries and regions with or more than 500 international students coming to China, covering 108 countries and regions in total, and including both self-funded and scholarship students. Among them, the statistics of students from South Sudan coming to China in 2010–2011 are missing because the Republic of South Sudan became independent from Sudan in 2011, so the sample data of South Sudan was excluded from the data collection and regression analysis. The sample therefore comprises a total of 107 countries and regions which have a total number of students coming to China of more than 500.

We divide these 107 countries into treatment and control groups (see Table 3). The treatment group contains 38 countries that signed cooperation agreements with China as of 2018. Some countries such as Bosnia and Herzegovina, Greece, Azerbaijan, and Lebanon have also signed agreements, but from which <500 students had come to China and no data are available, they are not included in this study. The remaining 68 countries then form the control group. The ranking in the following table is in descending order of the number of scholarship students.


Table 3. Samples of treatment group and control group.
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Control Variables

GDPjt: Size of the economies of the countries of origin of the scholarship students. GDP per capita is the main indicator of a region's development. The higher the GDP of a region, the higher the level of economic development and the more frequent the economic activity.

Tradeflowij: The volume of trade between the countries of origin of the scholarship students and China. The higher the frequency of bilateral trade, the higher the exchange of economically active people between the two countries.

distij: The geographical distance between the scholarship student's country of origin and the country of destination. Geographical distance is also an important factor influencing international student mobility. Social, economic and cultural exchanges between two countries are easier if they are geographically close. The cultures between the two countries are likely to be more similar, so the geographical distance variable can also represent the cultural factors variable to some extent. In contrast, the greater the geographical distance, the greater the cultural differences between the two countries, which usually has a negative impact on the transport costs as well as the psychological costs of going abroad (Beine et al., 2014; Liu et al., 2018).

DChinesej: Dummy variables. It indicates whether the country of the student receiving the scholarship uses Chinese in the official and folk languages. The cultural differences between countries can be an obstacle to the cultural identification of international students with the destination country.

Table 4 shows the statistical descriptions of each control variable. For each of these variables, we collected 963 observations. It can be seen that the difference between the minimum, maximum, and standard deviation values of the number of scholarship students and the volume of trade flow is relatively large. It indicate that the distribution of scholarship students by country is uneven and that there are large differences in the volume of trade between their countries of origin and China.


Table 4. Descriptive statistics (including dummy variable).
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Empirical Test

The Table 5 summarizes our test results. The R2 and p-values indicate that the overall model is statistically significant and that the model setup and choice of control variables are relatively reasonable. The results of the ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions with and without control variables show that the coefficient on the interaction term for treatj·postt is significant and positive, indicating that the BRI is statistically correlated with the number of scholarship students. The coefficient (0.611, significant at the 1% level, without any control variables) shows that the number of recipients of national scholarships benefits from the BRI.


Table 5. Estimated results.
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For the above variables we ran ordinary least squares (OLS) as well as fixed effects regressions (FE), respectively. In Columns (l) and (2) we fixed the countries and could see that the R2 values were not ideal, with R2 values of 0.099 and 0.293, respectively, indicating that the model didn't fit well-enough to explain how the number of scholarship students was affected by the BRI. We therefore ran a further fixed effects regression. By running the regression with both the year and country factors fixed, we found that the R2-value in Column (4) outperformed that in Column (2) and the p-value was significant at the 10% level. Therefore, Column (4) was finally chosen for subsequent interpretation in this study.

As reported in the regression results, the coefficients on the variables lnGDPjt, lnTradeflowij, and Dchinese were positive in all regressions, with GDP being significant at the 1% level of significance, which indicates a significant positive correlation between GDP and the total number of scholarship students coming to China. And the number of scholarship students from high-GDP countries is much higher compared to the number of scholarship students from low-GDP countries. Although international students from low-income countries are more sensitive to scholarships (Zong and Li, 2020), we find that the GDP value of the country of origin of the scholarship students also positively influences the number of scholarship recipients.

The results for the variable lnTradeflowijas well as Dchinese were not significant. There is no significant relation between the number of students receiving scholarships and the trade between the two countries. And there is no significant correlation between the use of Chinese and the number of scholarship students. However, overall, Chinese is not spoken in a wide range of countries and regions. A large proportion of scholarship students also choose to study in China for the purpose of learning Chinese and learning about traditional Chinese culture, usually as short-term students. The common language does not greatly influence the international scholarship students in choosing the study destination.

We conducted a robustness test based on determining that the coefficient on the interaction term of treatj·postt was significant and positive. The test was conducted by changing the year in which the policy was introduced. The introduction of the BRI is set at a period prior to 2014 to examine whether there is still a boosting effect on the number of scholarship students. Double differencing presupposes that there is no significant difference in the trend of growth in numbers between the treatment and control groups prior to the 2014. Therefore, if the policy event is set at a period prior to 2014 then the estimated coefficients on the core variables will be insignificant. If the results are contrary to expectations, then this implies that there are indeed some underlying unobservable factors that also drive the increase in the number of people in the treatment group, and that the boosting effect of BRI implementation is not the sole driving force. Therefore, three experiments were conducted with the timing of 2011, 2012, and 2013, respectively. The results of the tests are shown in Table 6. As can be seen from the test results, the estimated coefficients on the core variables of the interaction term are not significant and therefore the effect of other potentially unobservable factors on the number of scholarship students in this section can be excluded.


Table 6. Result of robustness test: change of time.
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From the Robustness test it is possible to demonstrate in reverse that the BRI is statistically correlated with the number of scholarship students. On this basis we include control variables that have a measurable effect on the treatment effect, and the coefficient remains significant and positive after considering the control variables. Based on the OLS regression, we used a fixed effects model to estimate the treatment effect of the BRI and found that the coefficient was still positive and significant at the 5% level. It not only indicates that the BRI contributed to the increase in the number of scholarships, but also statistically verifying that the BRI did contribute to the number of scholarships from the 38 BRI countries selected for the sample. That is, the number of scholarship students from BRI countries is significantly different from the number of scholarship students from non-BRI countries.




A DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

This paper mainly explores the impact of the BRI on China from education perspective. Our empirical analysis combine DID method with gravity model and found that the number of scholarship students from countries along the Belt and Road is significantly higher than the number of scholarship students from non-BRI countries (significance level of effect of 1%). And among the factors affecting the number of scholarship students, geographical distance is negatively related to the number of scholarship students. In general, the greater the bilateral geographical distance, the higher the migration cost which weaken the propensity of international students to study abroad. However, this determent does not affect the scholarship students from the BRI countries, even though they are largely developing countries. Our results also validate (Wei and Lai, 2017) findings that students from developing countries tend to choose countries that are geographically farther away as study destinations. The GDP volume of the country of origin of the scholarship students is positively and significantly related to the number of scholarship students. It shows that the level of economic development between China and the country of origin of the scholarship students is an important economic factor contributing to the inflow of scholarship students. There is no significant effect of the volume of trade flow between the scholarship student's country of origin and China. In general, economic and trade exchanges can reduce the information cost of international students moving between two countries, and the larger the total amount of import and export commodity trade between two countries, the more favorable the inflow of international students to China (Wei et al., 2018). However, we did not confirm a significant effect of bilateral trade volumes on the number of scholarship students. However, in terms of the coefficient (0.014), Trade flow still has a positive effect on the number of scholarship students. The use of Chinese in the home countries has no significant impact on the number of scholarship students. The higher the linguistic similarity between the two countries, the higher their cultural similarity. However, in the case of scholarship students, linguistic similarity did not have a significant effect on them. The reason for this may be that there are very few countries in the world where Chinese is an official language. In addition, scholarship students choose Chinese as their major, and many of them come to China to study for the purpose of learning Chinese. Overall, the value of GDP as an economic factor and geographical distance as a socio-cultural factor, they have a higher impact on scholarship students in BRI countries than in non-BRI countries.



CONCLUSION

The empirical research of this paper shows that the implementation of BRI has a boosting effect on the number of scholarship students. After 2014, the number of scholarship students from the BRI is significantly higher than the number of scholarship students from non-BRI countries. This finding suggest the Government policy of host country plays a crucial role in upgrading the supply side of higher education. Over time, this “pull” factor could likely reduce the impact of traditional “push” factors, especially with the increasing international competition to attract foreign students. Host governments and their education institutions need to consider the importance of “pull” factors that influence students' study destination choice. However, this study is limited by the fact that the BRI countries are not further subdivided by economic development level. Future research could be conducted to explore whether there is a difference in the BRI countries by further refining the groupings. It is also instructive for future research to examine the structural changes in the scholarship students, which will provide additional evidence on the quality of Chinese higher education and the effect of the Chinese education policy.
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