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International Students’ Motivations and  
Decisions to do a PhD in Canada: Proposing a 

Three-Layer Push-Pull Framework

Abstract
The study aims to explore which factors influence international students’ decision to pursue doctoral studies in Canada. 
Drawing on the push-pull model and the mechanism of educational decision making, this study uses semi-structured inter-
views to gather data and explores themes such as political and economic forces, institutional factors, social background and 
experience, and individual motivation in students’ decision making. Our study identifies multiple factors at the individual, 
institutional, and country levels that influence students’ decision making, including students’ past experiences, funding, faculty 
members, and immigration policies. Moreover, it finds that the factors vary by students’ regions of origin and disciplines of 
study. Our findings, focused on international doctoral students in Canada, add to the ongoing conversation about student mo-
bility and add nuances on international students’ decision-making process in times of shifting landscape of higher education 
internationalization. 
Keywords: Canada, decision making, international doctoral students, push-pull model

Résumé
Cette étude vise à explorer les facteurs qui influencent la décision des étudiants internationaux de poursuivre des études 
doctorales au Canada. S’inspirant du modèle « push-pull » et du mécanisme de prise de décision éducative, elle utilise des 
entretiens semi-dirigés pour collecter des données et explorer des thèmes tels que les forces politiques et économiques, les 
facteurs institutionnels, le contexte social et l’expérience ainsi que la motivation individuelle dans la prise de décision des 
étudiants. Notre étude recense plusieurs facteurs individuels, institutionnels et nationaux qui influencent la prise de déci-
sion des étudiants. Nos résultats, axés sur les doctorants internationaux, ajoutent à la conversation en cours sur la mobilité 
étudiante et jettent un éclairage nouveau sur le processus décisionnel des étudiants internationaux à l’approche de la fin de 
la troisième vague d’internationalisation de l’enseignement supérieur.
Mots-clés : Canada, prise de décision, doctorants internationaux, modèle « push-pull »

Introduction
We carry out our research at a time when the internation-
al education landscape shifts significantly and approach-
es the end of the third wave of international student mo-
bility (Choudaha, 2017). The United States, the world’s 
historic leader in attracting international students, has 
experienced a slowdown in international education 
growth, and is currently facing competition, not only from 

traditional Anglophone competitors, such as Canada and 
Australia, but also new destination countries such as 
China (Institute of International Education [IIE], 2020). 
Many crises and geopolitical uncertainties complicate 
the decision making of international students. These 
include Chinese-Canadian political tensions over the 
Chinese technology giant Huawei, a sharp rise in Chi-
nese–US tensions, and Brexit, among others (Mascitelli 
& Chung, 2019). More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic 
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has added more uncertainties in the field of higher ed-
ucation internationalization. At the same time, Canada, 
joined by higher education institutions (HEIs) interested 
in reaping the benefits of internationalization, has made 
immigration a national priority (Government of Canada, 
2020). These larger geopolitical tensions, in addition to 
the pandemic, might affect international student mobility. 

Scholars have extensively explored factors affecting 
international students’ decisions to study abroad (see 
Chen, 2016; Jafar & Legusov, 2021; Wu, 2020). The 
most dominant framework considers push-pull factors, 
such as the attraction of overseas education or lack of 
program availability in students’ home countries (Maz-
zarol & Soutar, 2002). However, this framework pays 
inadequate attention to the impact of the political envi-
ronment on students’ attitudes toward destination coun-
tries and individual-level factors such as students’ social 
background and individual motivation. Students com-
pare which countries as they consider studying abroad 
(Chen, 2007); therefore, it is important to pay attention 
to national policies. Yet, studies have also shown that 
national policies affecting international students seem to 
have little impact on overall student numbers (Sá & Sab-
zalieva, 2018). Therefore, the impact of the geopolitical 
environment and national policies on international stu-
dents is still debated in the field. We argue that more se-
vere recent changes in the global political environment 
might have an adverse effect on students’ attitudes and 
decision making. This could affect the number of interna-
tional students in certain countries, and ultimately the in-
ternational student mobility landscape globally. Similarly, 
Chen (2016) recognizes this weakness of the push-pull 
model and proposes a three-level framework—micro, 
meso, and macro—to understand students’ decisions to 
study abroad while acknowledging that much scholar-
ship is needed to understand the meso- and macro-level 
dynamics.

Against this backdrop, our study explores interna-
tional doctoral students’ motivations to study in Cana-
da using the push-pull model of international student 
choice (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002) as our basic concep-
tual framework. To expand this framework and address 
its shortcomings in explaining forces at the meso and 
macro level, we investigate the influence of various fac-
tors such as individual motivation, social background 
and past experience, institutional features, and political 
and economic forces. In addition, we flesh out this basic 
push-pull skeleton with additional layers from Gambetta’s 

educational decision-making mechanism (1984), which 
examines individual-level decision making amid various 
external constraints, to better understand the dynamics 
at the individual level. Through interviews with 20 doc-
toral students at a large, public, research university in 
Canada (later referred to as “Canadian University” or 
“CU”), we explore the following research question: How 
do institutional features, national political and economic 
factors, and students’ motivation and social background 
influence the decision making of international doctoral 
students when they decide to pursue doctoral studies in 
Canada? To better understand the nuances in students’ 
decision making, we also explore potential variation by 
students’ region of origin and program disciplines. 

We find that students are primarily drawn by pull 
factors at individual, institutional, and country levels, in-
cluding countries’ immigration policies, funding provid-
ed by institutions, and individual motivations. Students 
from different regions display a different mix and ranking 
of institutional-level, country-level, and individual-level 
motivations. Interestingly, students from social scienc-
es and humanities tend to give more weight to funding 
and immigration policies, compared to students from 
sciences. The study contributes to a more nuanced un-
derstanding of the complexity of students’ decision mak-
ing, which is influenced by factors in both the origin and 
destination countries, institutional features, disciplines, 
and constraints from an individual’s life background and 
personal experiences. 

Literature Review
International student mobility is not new: students moved 
around cross-nationally in medieval times in Europe and 
in Asia centuries ago (De Wit & Merkx, 2012). That said, 
massive international student mobility has intensified in 
the late 20th and early 21st centuries against the back-
drop of globalization (Shields, 2013). Over five million 
students in tertiary education studied in a foreign coun-
try in 2017, up from fewer than two million in 1997 (UN-
ESCO Institute for Statistics, 2021). This global flow of 
tertiary students, however, is uneven and has changed 
over the past two decades. Western countries, particu-
larly English-speaking countries, attract more students—
mainly from developing countries (Altbach, 2007; Bar-
nett et al., 2016; Chen & Barnett, 2000). 

 The landscape is shifting in terms of the top desti-
nation countries and the share of international students 
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they enroll. While the United States remains the top des-
tination country, its share of international students de-
creased from 28% in 2001 to 20% in 2020 (IIE, 2020). 
On the other hand, some countries have seen growth in 
their share, including China, Canada, and Russia (IIE, 
2020). For example, the growth of the total number of 
international students in Canada grew by 15.6% in 2019 
from the previous year, the largest among these three 
new top destination countries (IIE, 2020).

These changes reflect the importance of internation-
al students to destination countries for several reasons. 
For example, some argue that the Great Recession of 
2008 and the resulting financial strain placed on high-
er education budgets triggered an intense global com-
petition for international students and their tuition fees 
(Choudaha, 2017). Therefore, numerous countries have 
implemented policies to attract international students, 
such as Canada’s commitment to retain international 
students as a type of ideal immigrants in Canada to fill 
local skilled labour shortages (Sá & Sabzalieva, 2018). 

At the institutional level, international students are 
desirable for other related reasons. Their tuition fees 
represent an important revenue stream for institutions, 
amidst decreasing public funding for institutions (Alt-
bach & Knight, 2007). In addition, international students 
are framed as contributing to diversity and intercultural 
learning on campus amidst a push for global learning 
and internationalization (Buckner et al., 2020; Pandit, 
2013). Finally, international graduate students are partic-
ularly valued for contributing to research and innovation 
(Chellaraj et al., 2008).

Given the contributions of graduate students to 
funding, research, teaching, and innovation in destina-
tion countries, they deserve special attention in the field. 
However, the literature on international students’ motiva-
tion to study abroad typically does not differentiate be-
tween students’ levels of study, treating their motivations 
as the same. In some sense, regardless of their level of 
study, international students share common motivations 
to study abroad. Students may be pushed by the lack 
of availability of programs or institutions in their home 
countries and pulled by institutional reputation and so-
cial links in host countries (Chen, 2007; Mazzarol & Sou-
tar, 2002). Students may also be motivated by academic 
and professional growth, and the prestige associated 
with a foreign degree (Li & Bray, 2007).

However, graduate students may have different 
considerations due to the level of programs (master’s 

or doctoral) and the influence of previous academic and 
life experiences. In a study of international students in 
Canadian graduate schools, Chen (2007) found that 
graduate students tend to prioritize program availability 
rather than countries when they decide to study abroad. 
This is different from undergraduate students who prior-
itize countries when they consider study abroad (Chen, 
2007). Therefore, further investigation is needed into 
what factors inform international graduate students’ de-
cisions to study abroad, especially at the doctoral level. 
Current studies on doctoral students in Canada tend to 
focus on their experiences, such as their sense of be-
longing and identity (see Gao, 2019), while rarely asking 
why they come to Canada in the first place.

Other influences on students’ motivations to study 
abroad involve broader social, economic, and political 
contexts. Students’ decisions may be directly informed 
by their personal aspirations and specific conditions, 
such as program availability and social networks, as sug-
gested by the push-pull factors (Li & Bray, 2007; Mazza-
rol & Soutar, 2002). Additionally, the decision to study in 
certain countries may be indirectly related to the broader 
social, economic, and political environment of both the 
origin and destination countries, as well as international 
relations between countries. Studies have found that stu-
dents consider the image or reputation of a country when 
they decide where to study abroad (Ghazarian, 2016). 
For example, students who had significantly more pos-
itive views of South Korea and the United States chose 
to study abroad in those two countries, compared to 
their peers who chose to study abroad in other countries 
(Ghazarian, 2016). Indeed, similar studies suggest that 
uncertain political situations affect students’ decisions to 
study in a specific country (Chen, 2008). 

Despite a broad understanding of multiple factors 
that affect international students’ choice of a destination 
country, several limitations impede a nuanced and sys-
tematic understanding of the phenomenon. First, inter-
national students are largely treated as a homogeneous 
group, and the factors associated with doctoral students’ 
choices are not understood comprehensively, particular-
ly in Canada. Secondly, the identified factors affecting 
international students’ choices mostly focus on individ-
ual- and institutional-level factors. Much more scholar-
ship is needed to examine institutional and national-lev-
el contexts (Chen, 2016). In addition, although there 
seems to be a consensus on the influence of political 
contexts and country image, it is not known how this af-
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fects students’ choices compared to more direct factors. 
Moreover, despite these external factors, it is still not 
clear to what extent individuals have agency in making 
a choice as they weigh advantages and disadvantages 
in light of their academic interests, family influence, past 
experiences, and social relations. Lastly, it is unclear if 
students from different world regions or disciplines have 
different motivations to pursue doctoral studies abroad.

To fill this gap in the research, our study provides a 
more nuanced understanding by focusing on one cate-
gory of students pursuing advanced degrees—interna-
tional doctoral students in Canada, a fast-growing desti-
nation for international students. Moreover, we provide a 
more systematic and comprehensive account of factors 
affecting international students’ choices, by including in-
dividual-, institutional-, and country-level factors. Impor-
tantly, we seek to understand the impact of political and 
geopolitical changes on international graduate students’ 
decision making. Lastly, we explore potential variations 
by world regions and disciplines.

Theoretical Framework 
To examine the complexity of decision making and the 
various factors influencing educational choice, we draw 
on two theoretical frameworks to guide our data anal-
ysis: the push-pull model and the decision mechanism 
of educational choices. We situate Gambetta (1984)’s 
individual decision-making process within the push-pull 
framework, which mainly focuses on the individual agen-
cy in the process of decision making.

The push-pull model is designed to explain the forc-
es influencing migration: push factors from the country 
of origin and pull factors from the host country, such as 
the political, environmental, and economic context (Lee, 
1966). When applied to student mobility, the push-pull 
model of international student choice states that the 
availability of local programs, the prestige of foreign de-
grees, immigration intention, reputation of foreign insti-
tutions, the perceptions of the foreign country of study, 
cost issues, and social links affect students’ choices 
to study abroad (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). We expect 
that these factors influence the decision making of in-
ternational doctoral students in the Canadian context. 
However, we are interested in the extent to which cer-
tain factors are more visible in Canada and the identi-
fication of factors that influence the decision to pursue 
doctoral-level studies. To further examine the nuances of 

the factors, we divided them into three levels—individu-
al-level, institutional-level, and country-level. Using this 
three-level mode, we discuss which push and pull factors 
are important and at which level.

 To further investigate the dynamics in individu-
al-level factors such as motivation and agency, we draw 
on Gambetta’s framework (1984) that looks at educa-
tional decision making through a mechanism of three 
different approaches working together. These three 
theoretical approaches, used to examine influencing 
factors of educational decision, are the structuralist 
view, the push-from-behind view, and the attract-from-
front view. The structuralist view sees decision making 
as mainly channelled by external constraints, leaving 
little room for individual agency. The push-from-behind 
view assumes that unconscious factors propel decision 
making. It regards individual agents as inactive—either 
constrained by a lack of alternative choices or pushed 
from behind by causal factors, such as political turmoil 
in their home country. The attract-from-front view posits 
that educational decision making is a result of intention-
al choice and a reflection on future alternatives. When 
facing multiple choices, individual agents weigh them 
and make intentional choices that provide them future 
rewards attached to the action. Gambetta (1984) finds 
that none of the three views is sufficient alone to explain 
education decision making, and the mechanism cannot 
be reduced to only one factor from either the pushing 
or the pulling side. In this study, we examine individual 
agency by exploring how much flexibility students have 
in making a decision while considering other factors 
mentioned above. By examining the three views and the 
way in which these complex mechanisms work together, 
we seek to understand the extent to which these three 
perspectives work together in influencing the decision of 
international doctoral students in Canada. 

Our conceptual framework is based on a model that 
combines education decision-making mechanisms and 
push-pull factors (Figure 1); neither one of the two the-
ories alone is sufficient to account for the complexities 
of decision making. These complexities include both 
external factors and internal factors at the individual, in-
stitutional, and country levels. Using the first framework, 
a push-pull model, we look into the push factors from 
the countries of origin and also explore the pull factors. 
Given the limitations of the push-pull model in explaining 
mechanisms of decision making at the individual level, 
we include Gambetta’s (1984) decision making mecha-
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nism at the individual level. This mechanism involves 
three elements: external constraints, push-from-behind, 
and attract-from-front. We add the concept of individual 
agency in decision making to the individual level and 
systematize the model by differentiating among individ-
ual-, institutional-, and country-level factors, which the 
push-pull model does not. As we apply this model to our 
exploration of doctoral students’ motivations to study in 
Canada, it contributes to a further examination of the 
complexity of decision making in socio-political-eco-
nomic contexts and adds nuances and systematizes ex-
ternal and internal factors in the push-pull model.

Methods
This is a qualitative study using semi-structured inter-
views (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Using purposeful snow-
ball sampling (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015), we contacted 
international doctoral students in our professional and 
personal networks and asked them to introduce our 
study to other international doctoral students who could 
contact us if interested. We selected 20 international 

doctoral students and conducted face-to-face interviews 
at Canadian University between December 2019 and 
February 2020. We reached data saturation (Hennink et 
al., 2019) after conducting 20 interviews. The interview 
participants are from different fields of study (humanities, 
social sciences, engineering, and natural sciences) and 
five different world regions (see Table 1). The interviews 
lasted from 30 minutes to one hour and included ques-
tions regarding factors influencing students’ decision 
making in choosing their doctoral study institutions. 
The interviews were audio-recorded with permission 
and then transcribed into text. We entered the interview 
transcriptions into NVivo document analysis software 
(Silver & Lewins, 2014) and carried out three rounds of 
coding and memoing. After testing a draft codebook, we 
arrived at a completed codebook (Table 2 in Appendix) 
that includes three parent codes corresponding to our 
conceptual framework: a three-level analysis of individu-
al-, institutional-, and country-level factors. 

Figure 1

Conceptual Framework
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Findings

Influential Factors
Certain codes and child codes had higher frequency 
than others during the coding process (See Table 3 in 
Appendix). In the interviews, institutional-level codes 
were most commonly noted (210 times), followed by in-
dividual-level (127) and country-level codes (87) (See 
Figure 2 in Appendix). The top three child codes were 
all at the institutional level: faculty member, location, and 

funding. Among the top 10 sub-theme codes, five were 
institutional-level factors, three were individual-level fac-
tors, and two were country-level factors. 

Individual-level Factors
At the individual level, we identified four factors that 
occur most frequently in the interviews: individual mo-
tivation, preparedness, social background, and personal 
and family finance. 

Table 1

Research Participants’ Profile (N=20)

Category N %

Gender   

Male 9 45

Female 11 55

Nationality   

China (People’s Republic) 10 50

United States 3 15

India 3 15

Other 4 20

Region

Central Asia 1 5

East Asia 11 55

South and Southeast Asia 4 20

North America 3 15

West Africa 1 5

Disciplines

Humanities 4 20

Social Sciences 8 40

Natural Science 4 20

Engineering 4 20
Note. N = the total number of participants; % = percentage of participants
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Individual Motivation
Regarding individual motivation, we analyzed the 
themes related to students’ personal experiences, inter-
ests, and capabilities. Among them, academic interest 
served as a crucial factor as, for many students, doing 
a PhD is motivated mainly by passion and personal re-
search interest. Some students were drawn to certain 
faculty, not only because of shared academic interest, 
but because of their particular approaches to research 
and scholarship. For example, Feng, a Chinese student, 
said, “One particular reason I picked Canada University 
is because one of my previous teachers graduated from 
Canada University. I studied under her supervision. She 
was always a model for me as a scholar.”

Second to academic interest was the notion of as-
piration: a student’s desire to seek out challenging new 
life experiences and to break the status quo. For exam-
ple, Daniel (North America) reports, “Frankly, I was just 
desperate for a challenge…I desperately wanted to do 
something useful with my acquired skills and innate 
talents.” Ning (China) also reported his desire to seek 
a new challenge: “My motivation is to make changes. I 
think that I have learned enough from my previous work.”

Academic and Psychological Preparedness
Many participants also mentioned the importance of pre-
vious life, work, and academic preparation, as they weigh 
the difficult decision to study abroad. Some noted their 
experience in universities or workplaces offered them a 
chance to interact with English-speaking countries and 
broaden their horizons. Others described research and 
lab experience or participation as psychological prepara-
tion for undertaking research and for developing interest 
in theoretical work. Mei (China) described the influence 
of her previous work in international programming: “The 
international program experience really helped me to 
think that way. It helped me to catch up to this program. 
And also, since we were doing an international program 
back in China, our working language was English.” 

Social Background
Family influence, network, and peer influence were the 
main themes in this category. Among them, family in-
fluence played a significant role, as several participants 
mentioned that their choice of programs and pursuit of 
higher education are influenced by family preferences, 
parental support, and parent’s professional and educa-

tional backgrounds. Emma (US) described the influence 
of her family, saying “I grew up in a very stable mid-
dle-class household and both of my parents have grad-
uate degrees, which I know is definitely a huge factor 
from a young age in making me think I could take an 
academic path.” 

Peer influence served as another important factor 
when students make decisions. Some mentioned that 
the trajectories of the senior students or their romantic 
partners influence their decision making of studying 
abroad. In addition, personal networks can be another 
factor when they consider a specific program or super-
visor. Hao (China) said personal networks shaped his 
choice: “As for why Canada University, my supervisor 
recommended it, because my master supervisor knows 
the current supervisor there. Then I became his first PhD 
student.”

Personal and Family Finance
Several students mentioned explicitly that financial fac-
tors are a major concern when considering pursuing a 
PhD, and only consider the institutions that offer schol-
arships. Jian (China) indicated that he only considered 
institutions with funded programs and scholarships. Tr-
ish (India), described the influence of her family financial 
situation:

Economic factors [matter] for sure. No one in my 
family has done a PhD before or a bachelor’s degree 
before. My sister did a master’s [degree] for the first 
[time]. She waited for quite a few years to do that, 
because we were not financially stable.… My dad 
was retiring so I didn’t want to be any sort of financial 
problem [for my family]. I did have opportunities to 
work in India. I did apply for jobs, and they were good 
paying jobs for India. 

Country-level Factors
Our analysis revealed two major factors that fall at the 
country level: immigration and political climate. These 
two factors were intertwined in students’ decision-mak-
ing process to pursue their PhD. Eventually, Canada 
was often chosen because of its favourable immigration 
policies compared to other English-speaking countries, 
and comparatively stable political climate compared to 
its neighbour, the United States. 

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe


International Students’ Motivations and Decisions                                                                                                                                   
Y. Zhang, M. O’Shea & L. Mou

Canadian Journal of Higher Education  |  Revue canadienne d’enseignement supérieur 
51:2 (2021)  

68

Immigration
Immigration was an important factor when students con-
sider studying abroad. Some students explicitly men-
tioned that they chose to go to Canada because its im-
migration policies are friendly to international students, 
especially relative to the United States. This was also in 
consideration of their future plans vis-à-vis family mem-
bers. Mei, for example, explicitly referred to immigration 
as the main purpose of studying in Canada.

The decision to apply for Canadian universities 
comes along with this immigration purpose…in terms 
of immigrant countries, America is not optimistic. 
Canada was my best choice at that time. So, I de-
cided to get a chance to study and…find a way to 
immigrate to Canada. 

Immigration motivated students differently according 
to academic discipline. Only one student in the natural 
sciences mentioned that he preferred the institution in 
Canada because of immigration policies. Four students 
in the social sciences and one student in the human-
ities mentioned immigration and some of them consid-
ered immigration as an important factor in their decision 
making. For example, a student in social science can-
didly responded that she primarily wanted to immigrate 
to Canada through her PhD program. 

Political Climate
Interestingly, the political climate was an important factor 
for some students’ decisions to go to one country instead 
of another. Although not all students considered the po-
litical environment, some students did so by comparing 
the political climate in the United States to that in Can-
ada. Restrictive immigration policies under the Trump 
administration have made it harder for international stu-
dents to enter the United States, while the administra-
tion’s anti-immigrant rhetoric may have made students 
feel unwelcome and uncertain about pursuing their 
studies or careers in the United States (Johnson, 2018). 
Feng’s quotations showed her sincere doubts when she 
was considering studying in the United States and why 
she eventually chose Canada. She says: “I was apply-
ing when the trade war between the United States and 
China was still ongoing. That created a lot of uncertainty 
within my family and myself. What would be the prospect 
if I go to the United States?”

Abdoulaye, though he had already enrolled in a PhD 

in Canada, was unable to take up a fellowship at an elite 
US institution because of the difficulty he faced in se-
curing a visa. He connected this problem to the Trump 
administration’s immigration and travel restrictions, par-
ticular for students from Muslim or Arab backgrounds: 
“It’s because of the current administration. As you know 
I had this visiting fellowship at [elite US institution] but I 
couldn’t take it up. Because I didn’t get the visa.”

Regional Variations 
The 20 interview participants came from countries that 
can be grouped into five regions: Central Asia, East Asia, 
South and Southeast Asia, and North America (see Table 
1). While these groupings are imperfect and contain a 
varying number of interviews, they reveal geographic or 
regional trends in student motivations. As shown in Table 
4 (see Appendix), there is variation in the frequency and 
ranking of themes, though there are some similarities 
across regions. For example, in three of the five regions, 
institutional themes occurred most frequently in student 
interviews. Notably, the only region to have country-level 
codes as the most common code was West Africa, while 
the only region to have individual-level codes as the 
most common code was North America.

There was great variation in child codes among 
the five regions, as no two regions displayed the same 
rank or number of child code references, but there were 
some overlaps between regions. The frequency of sub-
codes also tended to follow the frequency of parent 
codes. For example, institutional sub-codes, especially 
“faculty member,” were most common in both East Asia 
and South and Southeast Asia, where institutional-level 
codes were most frequent overall. For West Africa and 
Central Asia, country-level political factors were the most 
frequent child codes. 

The educational pathway of Abdoulaye (West Afri-
ca) was strongly shaped by country-level factors, spe-
cifically political factors and immigration. His decision 
to pursue his master’s in Canada was influenced by his 
family’s decision to immigrate to French-speaking Cana-
da, itself a decision related to their linguistic background 
(French). His decision to stay in Canada was indirectly 
and directly affected by the rhetoric and immigration pol-
icies of former US President Trump. 

That individual-level factors predominated among 
some North American students could reflect the region’s 
individualistic culture. One student from the region em-
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phasized her personal research interests: 

From an early age I knew I wanted to pursue astro-
physics…. I also wanted to leave my home state to 
go somewhere generally warmer…. CU matched my 
research interest the best with professors.… The re-
search is really important to me. I’ve always been fas-
cinated by questions about the early universe. 

Another North American student, Daniel, talked about 
his desire to have an academic challenge as motivation 
to pursue his PhD. For him, the country was not as im-
portant as being able to pursue his work and research: 
“Frankly, I was just desperate for a challenge, desperate 
to feel like I was in a place that mattered, where useful 
work was being done.”

In both the East Asia and South and Southeast Asia 
regions, where institutional parent codes predominat-
ed, “faculty member” was the most frequent child code. 
Ting (East Asia), for example, describes how an email 
exchange with a faculty member led them to accept 
Canadian University: “I got this email from my current 
supervisor after a while…. So, he was the one who re-
ally reached out to me, and I was super flattered and 
surprised.” 

Discussion and Conclusion
In this study, we interview 20 international students about 
their decision to pursue a PhD in Canada. Applying our 
three-level analysis, we discuss findings from each layer 
below and its relevance to our conceptual framework that 
modifies the push-pull model (see Figure 1).

Individual Level
At the individual level, we find the factors influencing stu-
dents’ decision making are interwoven into the external 
and internal aspects of individuals’ complex social webs. 
These aspects include individual motivation, academic 
preparedness, social backgrounds, and personal and 
family finances. Rather than being influenced directly by 
push or pull factors, the decision to do a PhD is more 
influenced by individual academic interest and motiva-
tion, family members and peers, personal and family 
financial capital or opportunities, and skills or abilities 
gained from past experiences. Viewed through Gambet-
ta’s mechanism of education decision making (1984), 

the strong influence of the environment, such as a su-
pervisor changing institutions or the strong aspiration 
of studying abroad in the family, can be regarded as 
the push from behind, while the motivation of making a 
change in career and aspiring to realize their academic 
passion is closer to the view of attracting from the front.

Notably, some students say that they had no choice 
at all in their decision. The combination of background, 
experience, and motivations act as constraints, pushing 
them to a point where there seems to be only one direc-
tion forward. This situation can be understood through 
the lens of the constraints from the external environment, 
in which the decision making is mainly channelled by 
external factors, leaving no room for individual agency 
or flexibility in decision making. However, in most sit-
uations, it is a combination of the three: pushing from 
behind, pulling from the front, and constraints from the 
external environment. By no means is the decision influ-
enced by a single factor, as most students admit that the 
decision-making process is very challenging and com-
plex. Our use of the individual decision-making mech-
anism, particularly at the individual level, complements 
the push-pull model which has largely overlooked the 
complex process of educational decision making. 

Institutional Level 
Institutional-level factors are primarily pull factors for 
students and are the most dominant among the three 
levels. Among our interviewees, the most reported in-
stitutional-level factors are faculty, strength of academic 
program, and funding.

Frequently, these factors supersede political or so-
cial factors. For example, despite rising Chinese-Unit-
ed States tensions and restrictive immigration policies, 
Chinese students are often still drawn to apply to US 
universities because of their ranking, funding oppor-
tunities, and the individual faculty members. For many 
students, two factors—(1) funding, and (2) acceptance 
into a program—are determining factors. These findings 
echo Chen’s (2008) findings that graduate students are 
more likely to make decisions about international study 
based on programs versus location. 

In addition, we find new evidence that suggests 
funding as a factor works in a more nuanced way. Stu-
dents in the social sciences and humanities tend to 
be more concerned with funding and elaborate on the 
importance of funding more often than students in the 
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natural sciences and engineering. This finding adds 
disciplinary nuances to the current literature on factors 
influencing students’ decision making. However, future 
research could examine why there are disciplinary dif-
ferences in the consideration of funding in international 
students’ decision making.

Country Level
We also find some influence of national policies on in-
ternational students’ decision making, particularly immi-
gration and political climate. Friendly immigration poli-
cies for international students, such as in Canada, serve 
as a strong pull factor. This is especially salient when 
students compare immigration opportunities alongside 
educational ones. This, however, seems to play out dif-
ferently across disciplines. Immigration tends to be more 
important for students in the social sciences and human-
ities, compared to students in the natural sciences and 
engineering. In addition, students from West Africa and 
Central Asia tend to stress political factors more than 
students from other regions. This finding is an indication 
of the impact of immigration policy on students’ decision 
making, which is further complicated by students’ disci-
plines and country of origin.

In addition, we observe that restrictive and often er-
ratic immigration policies or anti-immigrant rhetoric in 
the United States create uncertainty and doubt for stu-
dents as they consider studying in the United States. 
Such rhetoric and policies include Executive Orders 
restricting travel from seven majority Muslim countries, 
often referred to as the Muslim Ban, disparaging refer-
ences to immigrants from certain African and Caribbean 
countries, and greater scrutiny of study visas and uni-
versities overseas ties with Chinese universities and 
the government (Fischer, 2019; Lanktree, 2018; Pierce 
& Meissner, 2017). We argue that these discouraging 
policies create further uncertainty and negatively affect 
students’ attitudes toward the United States.

Therefore, we see some evidence of Chen’s de-
scription of “aversive factors” that deter international 
students (Chen, 2016, p. 130). In this case, a student 
may be attracted to the United States because of rank-
ings and existing social networks, but ultimately may be 
pushed away because of immigration policy and political 
climate. This phenomenon seems especially relevant to 
Canada, as many students discussed Canada and the 
United States as their top study abroad choices. Several 

students opted to study in Canada after being rejected 
from their first-choice graduate programs in the United 
States, not receiving sufficient funding, or feeling uncer-
tain about US immigration policies and political climate. 

These factors, we argue, might partially explain 
the substantial growth of international students in Can-
ada. The interviews were conducted prior to the global 
COVID-19 pandemic which is a critical moment that cre-
ates further uncertainty in international student mobility. 
Specifically, the Trump administration’s decisions sent 
unfriendly signals to international students. We contend 
that the Trump administration’s decisions, though now 
partially reversed by President Biden, have injected un-
certainty in international students regarding the attrac-
tiveness of the United States as a destination country 
and may benefit countries such as Canada. Future re-
search may explore the decision making of internation-
al doctoral students in other countries, particularly their 
consideration in light of restrictive US policies toward 
immigration and international students in the Trump era. 
Future research could also explore the extent to which 
COVID-19 accelerates the trend in international student 
mobility, where more destination countries are available 
in the global south. Our research confirms Chen’s (2007) 
findings that international students prioritize programs 
over countries, with one caveat. Many of the students in 
our study applied to a number of programs in the Unit-
ed States and Canada. Their eventual decisions are 
sometimes guided by politics, immigration policies, and 
reputation (Ghazarian, 2016) of individual countries, but 
more often by supervisor, ranking of program, available 
funding, and, simply, which program accepted them. 
How students prioritize study abroad destinations may 
also differ by their country of origin.

Applying our theoretical framework, there are, gen-
erally, more pull factors than push factors when students 
go about choosing an institution, including the pres-
tige, ranking, city location, and future opportunities for 
working or immigrating. Push-pull factors operate more 
strongly at the institutional and country levels than at the 
individual level. All the factors working together shape 
the individual student’s decision (Figure 1). Importantly, 
our empirical findings confirm the importance of modify-
ing the frequently adopted push-pull models in interna-
tional student decision making. Specifically, it is import-
ant to include a three-level analysis, particularly adding 
country-level factors and explaining mechanisms at the 
individual level, which our conceptual framework does. 

http://journals.sfu.ca/cjhe/index.php/cjhe


International Students’ Motivations and Decisions                                                                                                                                   
Y. Zhang, M. O’Shea & L. Mou

Canadian Journal of Higher Education  |  Revue canadienne d’enseignement supérieur 
51:2 (2021)  

71

We see that the three-level analysis is a useful frame to 
understanding student motivation. It is essential, how-
ever, to understand how these three levels may interact 
with each other and can operate as both push or pull 
factors.

Our findings contribute new data to the understand-
ing of the push-pull model in changing, uncertain times 
for international higher education. We also advance the 
literature on international student mobility through a 
modified, more nuanced push-pull model that accounts 
for the many factors at the individual, institutional, and 
country levels—as well as the interplay of those factors 
for each student. Our move to complicate the push-pull 
model is in line with other authors who find a complex 
web of factors that shape international student experi-
ences that may also vary by country, program/discipline, 
and level of study (Chen, 2008). Particularly, our findings 
on regional and disciplinary variations highlight import-
ant nuances in international doctoral students’ decision 
making. 

Our research provides insight for the higher educa-
tion administrators and governments as they try to at-
tract more international students and reap the financial, 
intellectual, and cultural benefits of internationalization 
(Fischer & Green, 2018). It is also useful for international 
higher education practitioners to understand the deci-
sion-making processes of international doctoral students 
in changing and uncertain times. Particularly, it calls for 
considerations of regional and disciplinary differences 
in policy making and in institutions’ practices in student 
service.

This study focuses on academic-stream doctoral 
students at one public research university located in a 
large city in Canada, and therefore, the findings may not 
be applicable to institutions in other contexts, such as 
those located in rural areas. Additionally, the factors af-
fecting doctoral students in professional streams might 
be different, which is an area for future research. Future 
research may also investigate the interplay of individ-
ual-, institutional-, and country-level factors influenc-
ing international students’ decision making in different 
types of institutions in the Canadian context. Moreover, 
our data collection ended before the global pandemic of 
COVID-19. Many changes have occurred and will con-
tinue to evolve in global and national politics and eco-
nomic development. These changes will undoubtedly 
affect students’ choice of destination countries, and fu-

ture research may probe how international students are 
impacted by the global pandemic. 
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