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Abstract: Based on the internationalization of higher education in the current global highly competi-
tive education market, the current study aims to explore the factors affecting students in the selection
of the country to continue their higher education. Following the mixed-method approach, the re-
searchers collected data from international students studying in Germany and the United Kingdom
(UK). The qualitative phase identified six themes: academic, social, personal, financial, career, and
marketing as the highly influential elements in students’ choice to study abroad. Empirical analyses
indicate that students in both countries consider academic reputation as a dominant theme in the
selection of country for HEI. However, noteworthy differences were identified in the subsequent
themes. Moreover, international students in Germany were found more satisfied with their choice
of the country as compared to the students in the UK. This study provides valuable insights to
the academic policymakers in the host and home countries concerning factors that pull and push
students to study abroad. It also proposes recommendations to counter the brain drain element.

Keywords: higher education; international students; internationalization of higher education; foreign
education; students’ decision; study abroad

1. Introduction

The preceding two decades witnessed several social, technological, economic, and
political changes [1] that have significantly modified the operational circumstances of
organizations [2], with no exception to higher education institutions (HEIs) [3]. In the
context of HEIs, some of the changes are a steady decline in states’ grants for public HEIs [4],
institutional diversity, and a sharp increase in the establishment of private HEIs [5]. The
gradual reduction of government grants has forced HEIs to increase their reliance on
students’ fees [6]. For this reason, the management of most of the HEIs considers students
as their customers and a principal source of funding [5,7].

The former two decades have also experienced the globalization of higher educa-
tion [8], which has persuaded thousands of students from least developed countries (LDCs)
to travel to developing or developed countries for better quality education and career
orientation [9]. According to the UNESCO Institute for Stat [10], the number of migrated
students has dramatically increased from 2 million in 2000 to 5.3 million in 2017. As per
OECD [11], the United States of America (USA) is the most popular destination for interna-
tional students, followed by the United Kingdom (UK), Australia, France, and Germany, as
these countries possess an excellent international reputation for high-quality education [12],
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offer a flexible academic environment and are regarded as hubs for cultural diversity, which
is a good way to enhance acceptance, tolerance, and openness to other cultures.

International students are not only the source of revenue for the HEIs but also im-
proves the economy of the host country via living expenses, jobs, and tourism, such as visits
of students’ relatives, etc. According to Stern [13], HEIs in the UK received £4.2 billion on
account of tuition fees from non-EU students in 2014–2015. Likewise, international students
contributed about £20.3 billion to the economy of the UK during 2015–2016 through on
and off-campus spending [14].

Even though students possess a variety of alternatives to study abroad, yet they
experience tough competition in the selection of educational institutions and the country
of destination. Besides, considering the challenging environment, HEIs also need to have a
competitive strategy [15] to attract more and more international students. The review of the
literature indicated that limited researchers had paid attention to factors affecting students’
in the selection of countries for higher education. Shah et al. [16] investigated the factors
influencing students’ choice to study at a private HEI in Australia and provided qualitative
evidence on the same. Zain et al. [17] also researched a similar topic and focused on local
students’ selection criteria of private HEIs in Malaysia.

The present study accentuates educational psychology to understand concerns aroused
when integrating behavioral, cognitive, and social psychology themes. This research brings
forth interesting insights to the academic policymakers in the host and home countries
concerning aspects that pull students to study in a foreign country. The authors have specif-
ically focused on exploring “what were the factors which motivated international students
to select a particular country for higher education”. The current research is in the European
context, specifically Germany and the UK, as these countries are considered as the most
popular destinations for international students. The authors also emphasized the experi-
ences of international students studying in the above-mentioned countries. The present
research effectively off-sets the inherent weakness of the qualitative and quantitative ap-
proaches by incorporating a mixed-method technique, which enhances the robustness
of the research and eliminates the flaws identified in previous studies. The results are
linked with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (theory of human motivation), which is com-
monly discussed in industry and academia [18]. In 1965, Maslow proposed his hierarchy
of needs, which significantly enhanced an individual’s understanding of a persons’ higher
and lower order needs [19]. The rationale to add this theory is to bridge the literature
gap by formulating a theoretical model by considering Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and
develop potential links to student’s needs while choosing a country to study.

2. Review of Related Material

During the last three decades, HEIs experienced significant growth with an immense
increase in students’ enrolment [9,20]. The massification of higher education has resulted
in the inability of public HEIs to accommodate all students [21] and caused expansion
in the establishment of private HEIs [22]. The internationalization of higher education
has caused an increase in the number of students traveling to other countries [23]. These
developments have given a rise in alternatives for students in an institution’s selection
and intensified the competition among HEIs to attract and retain local and international
students [24].

There are various tangible and intangible advantages linked with the provisions of
higher education across borders [25], such as economic development, quality education,
career prospects, social and cultural intellectual gains. James-MacEachern and Yun [26] and
UNESCO [10] reported that in 2000 around 2 million students traveled to different countries
for higher education. This figure increased to 4.5 million, 5 million, and 5.3 million in 2014,
2015, and 2017, respectively. The globalization of higher education benefits not only foreign
students but also local students. According to Stern [13], 78% of local students believe
that studying with international students enable them to work more efficiently in the
global environment.
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Selecting an educational institution and the country for higher education is a com-
plicated task [27] as it involves huge costs and precious time spent away from the home
country [28]. Marine [29] stated that students’ decision to study in a foreign country is
influenced by multiple “push and pull” factors. The poor quality of education in the home
country, inadequate career prospects [30], and low Gross National Production (GNP) rate
push the young generations to pursue higher education in a relatively developed coun-
try [14]. Furthermore, an assortment of pull factors makes a specific country more pleasing
than its rivals [31]. For example, the development level of a country, infrastructure and
facilities [32], career prospects, quality of its educational institutions [33], and the market
value of its graduates are among the common factors that considerably appeal to the young
generation to move there for higher education [34]. Besides, the expatriate connections
among home and host nations also have a fundamental role in choosing the direction of
the students’ international flow.

The UK and Germany are among the highly popular destinations for international
students [13]. These countries enjoy such a reputation not only for undergraduates pro-
grams but also for postgraduates and research activities [35]. During 2017–2018, 19.6%
of the total students in the UK’s HEIs were foreigners (6% from the European Union
(EU) and 13% rest of the world) [9]. Although the number of international students
traveling to the UK has reduced from European countries, this trend has been off-set by
non-European students’ enrolment, especially China [35]. Chinese students constitute
approximately 23.3% of all international students in the UK and far exceeds any other na-
tionality (more than 91,000 Chinese students in the UK). After China, the USA constitutes
around 19,000 students, Malaysia 14,970, India 19,750, Hong Kong 16,350, and Germany
13,545 have the highest number of students approaching the UK with preferences to enroll
in business and administrative sciences programs (37.6%) followed by engineering and
technology (32.5%) and social sciences (19.3%) [9].

Similar to the UK, Germany is also hosting a significant number of students. According
to SG’s [36] survey, during 2017–2018 around 375,000 international students were enrolled
in German HEIs which constitutes 13% of the total students’ population in Germany.
Contrary to the UK, during 2018 and 2019, Germany experienced a significant rise of 4.5%
in international students’ inflow as compared to 2016–2017. Similar to the UK, Chinese
students constitute the highest population in Germany (32,268 registered students in
German HEIs in 2017), followed by India, Russia, and Austria [36].

While deciding to study abroad, the majority of students remain in the dilemma of
choice of a country as well as the selection of HEI [37]. Zain et al. [17] stated that perception
and promotion initiatives by HEI devise a positive impact on student’s selection of HEI.
Besides, the global reputation of the country concerning the quality of programs and stan-
dard of living are the leading factors in students’ decision to study abroad. Shah et al., [16]
conducted interviews of 120 enrolled international students in five high tier and low tiers
HEIs in Australia and segregated the findings into six categories, i.e., student perception
about the country and HEIs, learning environment, access and opportunities, course de-
sign, quality of teachers, and graduation success. Findlay et al., [31] designated national
academic achievements, accreditations, and ethnic background as the appealing factors for
students’ enrollment.

The findings of Belch et al. [38] and James-MacEachern and Yun [26] differ from
the rest. According to them, the marketing of HEIs and information about the specific
program and personal contacts, such as parents’ suggestions, are the key elements in HEIs
selection. Students though have access to a lot of information through the web and other
resources, yet they rely more on the positive recommendations and advice from friends,
peers, parents, faculty, and students of foreign HEIs [13]. Mishra and Sinha [39] also termed
marketing factors, communication channels, and references as the key factors in students’
decision criteria. Keling, Krishnan, and Nurtjahja, [40] recreated that students frequently
judge the goodwill of countries and institutions before making the decision. Chapman and
Cattaneo [41] are of the view that along with academic reputation and teaching quality, the
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career prospects and the institute impose an extraordinary influence on overseas students’
choice of selecting any particular institution.

Cost is another critical factor for internationals as quite often, the expense of education
and living, respectively, is a colossal load for middle-class families [24,42]. Ivy [43] and
Maringe [29] stated that financial restriction considerably affects students’ choices, pre-
sumably because the undeniably high educational costs will keep some families thinking
about various best options in developed nations. Students who are sensitive to cost tend to
pick a university with high ranking and quality education but at a reasonable price [44].
Fairly close to them, Lien [45] termed financial aid provided to students as the most critical
factor in their decision to study abroad. Furthermore, the economic stability of the country
in which an individual wants to starts his/her education becomes one of the primary
considerations that influence the verdict to study in a host country [46].

Public universities in Germany are significantly subsidized by the government and
normally, they do not charge tuition fees. However, each semester students have to pay
€200–€500 that generally covers administration fees and travelcard. Germany has experi-
enced a substantial rise in the number of international students as it is a top-tier destination
where most public universities do not charge tuition fees. In 2014 Germany made a decision,
which came into power, stating that all public universities will be exempting tuition fees
from locals and international students but are required to pay only administrative costs,
which accumulate around €250 each semester [47]. Since free education was approved by
Germany, foreign student statistics have escalated, from 301,350 to 394,665, i.e., approxi-
mately a 30.9% increase in a matter of 5 years. Moreover, Germany experienced a 5.3% rise
in international students enrolment during 2018–2019 [36].

Prazeres and Findlay [35] observed that 2012’s increase in tuition fees by the UK’s
HEIs from £3000 to £9000 for students in England and Wales, intense immigration policies,
and changes in student visas policies have negatively affected the mobility of interna-
tional students towards the UK. In 2014–2015, the total number of local and international
students enrolled in HEIs in the UK was about 2,266,000 that dropped from 2010–2011
number of 2,497,000 [48]. The recent statistics of 2018/2019 illustrate that there are around
485,645 international students in the UK. The figure has experienced growth from the pre-
ceding year’s figure, which encompassed around 458,520 students. Furthermore, according
to the UK government, the number of students granted a Sponsored Study Tier 4 visa in
2019 was around 276,889. This figure has experienced a 16% rise from the former year and
is observed to be the greatest number of Study visas granted since 2011 [49]. An aggregate
number of students (including local and international) enrolled in HEI for the period
2018/2019 is approximately 2,383,970, with a 2% rise from 2017/2018 [49]. It presumes
that any further increase in tuition fees can lead to a further decline in student enrolments.
Countries such as Australia, the USA, Russia, and France are keen to amplify their market
share, and their international students’ volume is escalating faster than the UK’s share [13].
An Indian study to investigate the subjective preferences of Indian students for higher
education in Singapore over Australia, Anderson, and Bhatti, [50] explored that the main
reason for inclination is the fee structure.

3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design

The present study follows a mixed-method approach to answer the stated questions.
In the mixed-method study, the qualitative and quantitative techniques facilitate each other,
thus off-setting the inherent weaknesses of the individual approach [51]. In the first phase
(the qualitative phase), the interviews and focus group discussions were held, which, along
with the detailed literature review, led to the development of a questionnaire for empirical
analyses. In the second phase (the quantitative phase), the empirical data were collected
from HEIs in the UK and Germany.
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3.2. The Qualitative Phase

In the qualitative phase, the researchers approached different international students
and briefly explained to them the purpose of the study. Since participation in the survey was
at the discretion of the students, the researchers offered them the option of an individual
interview or focus group discussion. The authors conducted interviews of 57 international
students (32 males and 25 females) studying at 16 leading HEIs in Germany and the UK.
The selected HEIs enjoyed a good reputation in their countries and had a good ratio of
international students. Out of 57 interviews, 27 were performed in the UK, and 30 were
conducted in Germany. A total of 19 focus group sessions were also conducted in which
91 students participated. Out of 19 focus group sessions, 9 sessions were conducted in the
UK, and 10 sessions were performed in Germany. Most of the participants in the focus
group sessions and interviews were originated from China, India, Italy, Azerbaijan, Turkey,
Zimbabwe, Romania, Jordan, Pakistan, Malaysia, Nigeria, France, etc.

At the time of the interview/focus group session, the authors collected data from only
those students who had completed a minimum of 1 semester. Most of the interviews/focus
groups discussions were conducted in a face-to-face format. Most of the data were collected
within the campuses. All the interviews and focus group sessions were conducted in the
English language, and the audio of interviews and focus group sessions were recorded
using the mobile recorder. When the researchers realized that the information provided
by the participants had reached the saturation point and was becoming repetitive, they
decided to stop the further data collection. Based on the exploratory nature of the research,
in the interviews and focus group sessions, the authors tried to take international students’
opinions on the following open-ended questions developed after reviewing the literature:
RQ1: What factors pulled/motivated you to study in a foreign country?
RQ2: What factors motivated you to select this particular country for higher education?
RQ3: Which factor played a crucial role in your decision to study in this particular country?

Each question was followed up by probe questions, such as how, what, and why, thus
that detailed information concerning the topic can be obtained. The collected data were
analyzed through a narrative framework analysis following an open coding deductive
reasoning approach. Abbas [3] also followed a similar approach in their study. The
authors took the preliminary units meaning directly from the focus groups’ and interviews’
transcript and grouped similar meaning units into themes. A similar approach was also
followed in Pattinson, Cotterill, and Leyland’s [52] and Abbas’ [3] study. The qualitative
data analysis proposed 6 broad themes, namely marketing, personal, academic, social,
financial, and career. The proposed themes were classified based on the high level of
repetition of keywords and phrases. The literature provides moderate information about
academic and marketing factors. However, social, financial, career, and personal factors
have rarely been discussed.

• Academic Factor

Most of the respondents highlighted the important role of the country’s academic
reputation, such as education quality, diverse study programs opportunities, and academic
facilities, in their decision of country selection for higher education.

• Social Factor

Almost all the participants discussed the role of social factors in their decision of
country for higher education. Social elements, such as language, the attitude of natives
toward foreigners, and safety are discussed in this factor.

• Financial Factor

While sharing their thoughts many respondents focused on the financial aspect. Mul-
tiple participants talked about tuition fees, scholarships, and cost of living while deciding
on the country for higher education.
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• Personal Factor

Some students linked their decision for the country selection with personal cir-
cumstances. For example, some students said that their friends or family members
were living in this country. Some participants linked their decision with the parents’
recommendation, etc.

• Marketing Factor

A good number of respondents linked their comments with the marketing factor.
Many respondents said that this country was recommended by consultants or agents.
Moreover, some students referred to marketing and promotional events arranged by
educational institutions of this country.

• Career Factor

Some respondents referred to the career opportunities prevailing within the country.
For example, few students said that after education, it is relatively easy to find a job and
become settled in this country.

The common responses identified in the interviews and focus group sessions facilitated
the authors in the scale development.

3.3. Questionnaire Validation

The questionnaire’s items were designed by considering the literature and interviews
and focus groups’ outcomes (see Figure 1). Following Hinkin’s [53] guidelines, the initial
questionnaire draft was shared with 7 academic specialists based in Germany and the UK
(4 in Germany and 3 in the UK). This activity was aimed to ensure the validity of the ques-
tionnaire, including clarity, comprehensiveness, and the relevance of the questions. Based
on experts’ opinions, some items were modified, and a questionnaire with 6 dimensions
and 23 items were finalized for the next step. A pilot survey was conducted for the newly
designed instrument, and researchers collected 66 responses (34 from the UK and 32 from
Germany) from different international students. The initial responses indicated the internal
consistency of the constructs with values ranging from 0.79 to 0.93 and fully complied with
Hair et al.’s [54] suggestion of a minimum value of 0.7. Considering the consistency in the
pilot study results, the researchers initiated the comprehensive survey.

Figure 1. Development and Validation of Instrument.
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4. Results
Descriptive Statistics

In this study, the authors used a cross-sectional design, employing a survey method to
collect the data in a self-reported questionnaire. The researchers followed a non-probability
convenience sampling technique to collect the data. The current study relates to the
educational psychology domain since it focused on identifying the most influential factors
in students’ decision to select a country for higher education. For such studies, Miller [55]
recommended using a seven points Likert scale. The higher score means the higher
influence or importance for the students’ decision, and the lower score refers to the lower
influence. The authors collected data from June 2019 to August 2019. The quantitative
responses were collected through face-to-face contact with students as well as making the
questionnaire available online on a ‘Google Form’.

A total of 766 responses were received, out of which 15 responses were incomplete, and
13 responses were inconsistent. Therefore, the final sample comprised of 738 responses. The
descriptive analysis indicates that out of 738 useable responses, 399 were scored from Ger-
many, and 339 responses were recorded from the UK. Out of 738 responses, 495 responses
were from males, 243 from females, and 3 preferred not to disclose their gender. Most of the
respondents (361) were from the 26 to 30 years of age group. Furthermore, approximately
57.32% of the respondent were enrolled in master’s degree programs. The descriptive
analysis indicates that the majority of the sampled international students in the UK and
Germany were originated from China, Denmark, Turkey, Finland, Cyprus, Italy, Mexico,
United States, Thailand, India, Pakistan, Malaysia, Poland, etc. Detailed information about
the demographic attributes of respondents is provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Demographic Attributes.

Attributes (N = 220) Distribution Frequency %

Country
Germany 399 54.07%

UK 339 45.93%

Gender
Male 495 67.07%

Female 243 32.93%
Prefer not to say 3 0.41%

Age

Below 20 Years 47 6.37%
21–25 Years 161 21.82%
26–30 Years 361 48.92%
31–35 Years 134 18.16%
36–40 Years 26 3.52%

More than 40 Years 10 1.36%

Marital Status
Single 506 68.56%

Married 232 31.44%

Qualification

Bachelor 124 16.80%
Masters 423 57.32%

PhD 154 20.87%
Post Doc 17 2.30%
Others 20 2.71%

Country Germany 400 54.20%
UK 338 45.80%

Years of Studying
Abroad

Less than 1 Year 97 13.14%
1–5 Years 510 69.11%

6–10 Years 77 10.43%
More Than 10 Years 54 7.32%

The researchers performed statistical analyses using SPSS v. 25 and structural analyses
were performed using Amos v. 25. To ensure the adequacy of the sample size, the authors
performed the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) test, which indicated a value of 0.911. This
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value fully complied with Kaiser and Rice’s [56] minimum suggested value of 0.6 and
signified the suitability of data for further analyses. The examination of data normality
plays a crucial role in factor analysis. The authors examined the normality of data using
the Shapiro–Wilk test, which indicated a p-value of 0.089, ensuring the normal distribution
of the data and provides confidence for factor analysis.

The factor analysis was conducted to identify the dimensional structure of factors
affecting students in the selection of country for higher education. One of the prerequisites
for factor analysis is to ensure that the data matrix contains adequate correlations [54].
During the visual examination, all correlations were found significant at p = 0.01, which
offered a marvelous base for factor analysis. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was per-
formed for scale refinement. Taking into account the desired parsimony and structure of
the scale, only those variables were included that indicated factor loading greater than 0.4,
inter-item correlation above 0.4, and factors having eigenvalues higher than 1.0 [54]. The
EFA indicated six factors, where the first factor explained 38.79% variance, which is well
below the cut-off value of 50% recommended by Podsakoff, MacKenzie, and Podsakoff [57].
Overall, the extracted six factors explained 74.43% of the total variance. During the EFA,
five items were deleted (three items indicated poor factor loading, two items indicated
cross-loading). Detailed results are given below in Table 2.

After the assurance of the unidimensionality, the authors performed confirmatory
factor analysis (CFA). The authors examined composite reliability through Cronbach’s
alpha, which indicated a value of 0.952. This value fully complied with Peterson’s [58]
lowest requirement of 0.8 and Lance, Butts, and Michels’s [59] minimum suggestion of
0.7. The validity of the constructs was ensured through convergent and discriminant
validity. According to Molina, Llorens-Montes, and Ruiz-Moreno [60], for convergent
validity, the indicators should indicate a loading higher than 0.7. Moreover, Hair et al. [54]
suggested that the average variance extracted (AVE) value of constructs should be higher
than 0.5. Table 3 contains detailed information on constructs, number of items, reliability,
standardized loading and AVE values. Discriminant validity was assessed by following
Fornell and Larcker’s [61] suggestion, which states that if the square root of AVE is greater
than correlation values, it ensures the existence of discriminant validity. The result of dis-
criminant validity given in Table 4 fully complies with Fornell and Larcker’s discriminant
validity criteria. Please see Figure 2 representing CFA result.

Table 2. Measurement items and loadings.

Factor Items Items Loading Factors Loading

Academic Factor
It has a great reputation for education
quality and research opportunities 0.791

0.81
It is most innovative and highly
developed with respect to education 0.811

It provides a diverse range of bachelor,
master, and Ph.D. programs 0.642

Social Factor
It is a free country with regard to no
discrimination (based on race, religion,
gender)

0.856

0.83I believed it is safer and more peaceful 0.742
I easily can speak the local language 0.82
People are friendly and open
to foreigners 0.623

Financial Factor
The cost of living is affordable and
reasonable here 0.793

0.79
It provides excellent opportunities for
student jobs 0.835

It charges no or low tuition fee 0.692
It provides numerous numbers of
scholarships to international students 0.592
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Table 2. Cont.

Career Factor
It has good opportunities for
employment 0.832

0.89
It offers good salaries to all workers 0.893
This country’s qualification creates
great career prospects in my discipline 0.827

It offers job-search visa after study 0.636
It offers residence/nationality
after study 0.793

Personal Factor
My friends are living here 0.889

0.85
My teacher recommended studying
here 0.677

My parents suggested studying
study here 0.623

I wanted to come here 0.775

Marketing Factor
This country has a student-friendly
visa policy 0.901

0.81It was recommended by the consultant 0.829
I attended a student’s awareness event
arranged by this country’s educational
institution in my city

0.854

Table 3. Instrument reliability and validity.

Descriptions Number of Items Cronbach’s Alpha 1 Standardized Loading AVE 2

Overall model 23 0.952 - -
Academic factor 3 0.913 0.642–0.811 0.673

Social factor 4 0.878 0.623–0.856 0.612
Financial factor 4 0.823 0.592–0.835 0.701

Career factor 5 0.808 0.636–0.893 0.663
Personal factor 4 0.851 0.623–0.889 0.624

Marketing factor 3 0.792 0.829–0.901 0.693
1 Cronbach’s alpha recommended value ≥0.7 by Lance et al., [59]; 2 Average variance explained (AVE) recommended value ≥0.50 by [60].

Table 4. Constructs’ Discriminant Validity.

Construct Academic Social Financial Career Personal Marketing

Academic 0.820
Social 0.593 0.782

Financial 0.573 0.499 0.837
Career 0.535 0.512 0.536 0.814

Personal 0.672 0.533 0.527 0.524 0.790
Marketing 0.576 0.523 0.491 0.529 0.575 0.832
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Figure 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis.

Values on the diagonal represent the average variance extracted; the other values are
the squared correlations among the variables.

The goodness-of-fit of the statistical model describes how well it fits into a set of
observations. Among the absolute fit indicators, CMIN/DF (also known as χ2/df) is the
minimum discrepancy divided by its degrees of freedom. The observed values for χ2/df
for the measurement and structural models were 1.798 and 1.823, respectively. These values
fully comply with Bagozzi and Yi’s [62] ideal suggested value of less than 3. According to
Kaynak [63], normative fit index (NFI), the goodness of fit index (GFI), adjusted goodness
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of fit index (AGFI), comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), root mean square
error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root means square residual (SRMR) are
the key indicators that represent the goodness of model fit. Detailed results of measurement
and structural model for the above-mentioned indices along with ideal recommended
values are given in Table 5. The results indicated an excellent fit of the model from the
collected data.

Table 5. Measures of the model fit.

Goodness of fit Measures χ2/df NFI GFI AGFI CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

Recommended value ≤3 1 ≥0.902 2 ≥0.90 2 ≥0.90 2 ≥0.90 2 ≥0.90 2 ≤0.08 3 ≤0.80 4

Measurement model 1.798 0.921 0.929 0.922 0.943 0.951 0.051 0.0256
Structural model 1.823 0.943 0.933 0.943 0.956 0.987 0.063 0.0279

1 [62], 2 [62,64,65], 3 [66], 4 [67].

After ensuring the model fit, to identify the hierarchy of influential factors in the
selection of country for higher education, the authors adopted the ranking technique. The
international students were requested to rank six identified factors, i.e., academic, career,
social, marketing, personal, and financial factors that may have influenced their decision to
select the UK or Germany for their higher education. The mean result indicated academic
factors as the most influential determinant in deciding to study abroad, followed by career,
social, financial, personal, and marketing factors. While making a comparison between
the students in the UK and Germany, significant differences were found in financial,
career, academic, and social factors. However, insignificant differences were identified in
marketing and personal factors. (see Table 6).

Table 6. Complete data results.

Data Distribution Academic Career Social Marketing Personal Financial

Overall data 5.65 4.97 4.9 3.47 3.88 4.64
Germany 5.81 5.2 4.65 3.3 3.83 4.97

UK 4.8 3.13 4.18 3.73 3.97 4.17

The contextual analysis indicated that most of the students were originated from Asia,
followed by Europe, Africa, and Arabs countries. Considering the minimal number of
respondents originated from the USA, Canada, New Zealand, and Australia, the author
created the fifth group and named it “other” and respondents from these regions were
clubbed there. While making comparisons among these regions, Asian, European, and
other regions students gave the highest importance to academic factors followed by career,
social, financial, personal, and marketing. However, this trend is not consistent with
students from Africa and the Arab regions (see Table 7). The examination of result responses
in the context of degree level indicated that after the academic aspect, most master and
bachelor students gave high preference to networking and socialization (i.e., social factor)
followed by career, financial, personal, and marketing elements. However, students at
the Ph.D. level termed the financial aspect as the second most influential aspect, followed
by social, career, personal, and lastly, marketing factors (see Table 8). Finally, the authors
examined students’ overall experience with their chosen country. The empirical result
indicated that 79.55% of international students were satisfied with their decision to study in
Germany, while 76.14% of respondents expressed satisfaction with their experience in the
UK. The satisfaction aspect was measured in terms of their expectations and experiences
within the respective country in terms of quality of education, life standard, social life,
and financial situation. See Figure 3 representing results from the UK, Germany and
overall responses.
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Table 7. Region-wise results.

Regions Academic Career Social Marketing Personal Financial

Asia 5.78 5.14 4.94 3.58 4.05 4.70
Europe 5.72 5.16 5.19 2.93 3.73 4.74
African 4.64 3.27 4.42 3.18 3.08 4.08

Arab 5.43 4.50 4.65 3.87 4.00 4.46
Others 5.47 5.03 4.58 2.57 3.00 4.55

Table 8. Degree-wise results.

Degree Academic Career Social Marketing Personal Financial

Bachelor 5.51 5.05 5.26 3.40 3.66 4.42
Master 5.74 5.17 4.82 3.51 3.95 4.71

PhD 5.52 4.39 4.69 3.42 3.91 4.79

Figure 3. Visual representation of the UK, Germany and overall responses.

5. Discussion of Results

This study aims to determine the factors influencing students to select a particular
country for higher education. The researchers focused on international students studying
in the UK and Germany and asked them to identify the prominent factors that entailed as
driving forces in their decision to select this country. The decision to move out from the
home country to the host country is based on several push-pull factors. The qualitative
phase proposed six themes, namely academic, career, social interaction, financial situation,
personal circumstances, and marketing, as the prominent factors that have influenced
international students living in both countries. The structural analysis identified academic,
career, and social factors as comparatively more significant than personal and marketing
factors in both samples. The results of this study can be associated with Maslow’s theory of
human motivation, which is commonly discussed in industry and academia [18]. In 1965,
Maslow proposed his hierarchy of needs, which significantly enhanced an individual’s
understanding of a persons’ higher and lower order needs [19].
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According to Maslow, every individual possesses five types of needs, i.e., physiologi-
cal, safety, love, and belonging (social), esteem, and self-actualization needs. These needs
act as a driving force to reach self-fulfillment and one’s perspective in life. In the context
of students’ choice to study abroad, the academic factor can be linked with students’ ba-
sic/physiological needs. Quality of education is an elementary need of students and failure
to fulfill this need acts as a driving force to go to a foreign country for better education.
Jupiter et al. [68] also termed the quality of education and marketing initiatives as the
dominant factors in students’ choice of HEI. For this reason, home countries must take
this important factor under consideration and strive to improve the quality of education,
otherwise, brain drain will be a common dilemma in upcoming years.

According to Maslow’s framework, safety need refers that the individual feels phys-
ically and emotionally safe in their life. This includes safety not only from a physical
perspective but also from financial and future scenarios. From the students’ perspective,
safety needs are attributed to financial factors that the host country’s economy is strong and
students feel mentally safe that if they make efforts, they will not have to face financial con-
straints and the host country contains plenty of opportunities to grow. It is also considered
as a driving factor because of the higher exchange rate of the host country as compared to
the country of origin. In addition to this, fee structure and scholarships provided by the
foreign country also significantly influences the students’ and their guardians’ decision
for the selection of the country. Besides financial factors, a peaceful, free country with a
minimal crime rate and without any type of discrimination gives an edge in choosing a
particular country. This finding is in accord with Lörz, Netz and Quast [69] conclusion that
financial factor plays a critical role in students’ intention to study abroad and as a matter of
fact, students from deprived households are less likely to anticipate to study abroad.

The social need, which refers to that individuals seek friends, affiliations, and need
of belongingness in a group/society, is another aspect in Maslow’s hierarchy, and this
perfectly fits with social factors which significantly attract international students to select a
particular country. The social factor is not an exaggeration but considering globalization
and international cultural perspectives, a student desires to connect and socialize in their
daily life. For this reason, several international students consider the level of social life,
cultural diversification, interaction, and environment of the host country for international
students as key indicators in their decision. International students bring financial and
cultural benefits to the host country in the form of living expenses, tuition fees, knowl-
edge sharing, etc. Thus a friendly, accommodating, and flexible social life encourages
international students to choose their country for higher education.

After the three needs are fulfilled, the individual moves up the hierarchy towards
esteem needs. Self-esteem refers to confidence in your abilities and worth, and this can be
attributed to students’ factors as foreign exposure and challenges can help you in reaching
your self-esteem and self-actualization goals. However, it can also be the other way round
and make students demotivated, depending upon personality type, career affirmations,
and self-efficacy. Individuals who are low in self-efficacy do not accept challenging tasks
and prefer not to leave their comfort zones. Besides, they undermine themselves and feel
discouraged when faced with complex facets. Whereas individuals high on self-efficacy are
self-assured and do not feel apprehensive about leaving their comfort zone or indulging in
any complex task. However, generally, international assignment boosts one’s confidence,
gives a sense of attainment and respect within society, which boosts self-esteem.

Finally, individuals can channelize self-actualization themselves. This last higher-
order need is linked with career prospects, which allows them to experience, grow, and
understand their potential. Future career prospects play a vital role in exercising self-
actualization as students are assured that the chosen country possesses a plethora of
opportunities in their respective fields. As students can combine academic standings
with prospects such as indulging in research, doing internships, or gaining practical
experience by working in desired professions. In a nutshell, a student packs their bags
for an outstanding study adventure in a country that fulfills their basic requirements as
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discussed above. Thus, a country that constitutes all essentials and supports in achieving
whatever an individual has planned for a future career; from providing quality education
to experienced faculty that comes from all around the world enriching social capital and
enlarging horizons of students along with providing a safe and multicultural environment
and future career prospects.

The current research is not without limitations. Firstly, the authors focused only on
international students studying in the UK and Germany and ignored other European
countries. Therefore, future researchers are encouraged to expand their respondents’ scope
by including students in other European countries. Secondly, most of the responses (67.07%)
were received from male students, and only 32.93% were generated from female students.
Similarly, 57.32% of responses were given by students from master’s degree programs and
42.68% from all other programs, such as bachelor’s, Ph.D., etc. Future researchers should
try to provide results by having more balanced data.

6. Conclusions

This research intrigues significant information regarding factors affecting students’
decisions in the selection of country for higher education. Following the mixed-method
approach, the authors collected qualitative data from international students stationed
in the UK and Germany through interviews and focus group sessions and analyzed it
via narrative framework following an open coding deductive reasoning approach that
proposed six broad dimensions, namely academic, social, personal, marketing, financial,
and career as the prominent factors in students’ decision of country for higher education.
The identified themes provided the foundation for the scale development used in the
current study. The comparative analysis of students in the UK and Germany indicated
academic quality as a common dominant factor in both countries’ international student’s
decision of country selection. However, significant differences were identified in the
subsequent factors, such as international students in Germany termed career and financial
factors as the second and third most crucial element in their decision; however, international
students resided in the UK termed social interaction as the second most imperative element
in their decision. This study provides valuable insights to the academic policymakers in the
host and home countries concerning factors that pull and push students to study abroad.
By focusing on the identified themes, the policymakers in the home country can counter
the brain drain element.
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