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Abstract:   
An online survey of  374 US college students was conducted in April, 2015 to examine whether and 

how subjective norm, direct and indirect experiences related to China, their perceptions of  China 

(China’s country reputation), and media coverage of  China influence their interests of  studying in 

China. Statistical results show that their subjective norm, China’s reputation, and media coverage of  

China positively predicted their attitudes toward studying in China (R2 = 51.5), whereas their intent 

to study in China (R2 = 35.2) was determined by their attitudes, subjective norm, and China 

experiences. The study indicates that social influence or normative pressure is a much more 

important factor to shape their attitudes toward studying in China than their overall perceptions of  

China and media coverage of  China. Social influence is also the second most significant predictor of  

their intent to study in China. The important theoretical and practical implications are discussed. 

 

Following the exponential growth of  China’s economy in the past two decades, the number of  

international students in China has been on the rise steadily (Liu, 2014). The total international 

student enrollment in China surged from 110,844 in 2004 to 377,054 in 2014. Similarly, the number 

of  U.S. college students studying in China had increased rapidly from 10,299 in 2005 to 25,312 in 

2013 and the United States had become the No. 2 sending country since 2008, second only to South 

Korea (MOE, 2017). However, since 2013, a slow declining trend set in, suggesting a dwindling 

interest among US college students, as the number of  US college students in China dropped to 

23,838 in 2016 (MOE, 2017). At the same time, the number of  U.S. students who chose China as 

their destination for study abroad decreased by 8.6% in 2016, while the total number of  Americans 

studying abroad grew by 3.8% over the prior year (IIE, 2017).  

Both the U.S. and Chinese governments have considered educational exchanges as a powerful 

strategy of  public diplomacy by encouraging international students to study in the USA/China and 

sending U.S./Chinese students abroad as citizen ambassadors. A country’s institutions of  higher 

education are viewed as sites of  national image-construction (Wang, 2011). In November, 2009, U.S. 

president Barack Obama announced the “100,000” strong initiative to increase the number and 

diversify the composition of  American students studying in China. The goal of  supporting 100,000 
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students to study in China was achieved in July, 2014 (The 100,000 Strong Foundation, 2015). 

Annually, the Chinese government offers about 20,000 scholarships for U.S. students to study in 

China (Jue, 2010; Shambaugh, 2015). The Chinese government planned to attract 500,000 

international students to study in higher education institution, elementary and secondary schools in 

Mainland China by 2020 (MOE, 2012). In the recent years, China’s educational exchanges initiatives 

have been especially successful in developing countries in Asia, Africa and the Americas (Liu, 2014; 

Siow, 2015). Nevertheless, a report produced by Education Intelligence, the British Council’s global 

higher education research service, found that only 1% of  American and British students interested 

in study-abroad options wanted to go to China, after polling more than 10,000 students in both the 

U.S. and U.K. (Chen, 2014). According to the IIE (2017), only 3.6% of  U.S. students chose China as 

their study abroad destination in 2016. The low interest of  U.S. college students in studying in China 

and low market share of  China in international student market baffle the mind of  international 

education scholars and policy makers.  

A big majority of  U.S. colleges and universities has listed the goal of  preparing globally oriented 

and interculturally competent graduates as one of  their important goals of  higher education. One 

study showed that 85% of  top-ranked national universities and 68% of  top-ranked liberal arts 

colleges in the U.S. considered the development of  intercultural competence as one of  their primary 

higher education objectives (Stemler, 2012). Most employers believed that U.S. colleges should place 

greater emphasis on improving college students’ ability to understand the global context of  

situations and decisions (AAC&U, 2010). One of  the best options to cultivate the global awareness 

and intercultural competence of  U.S. college students is the study abroad programs offered by over 

90% of  US colleges and universities (Hoffa & DePaul, 2010; Twombly, Salisbury, Tumanut, & Klute, 

2012). To date, many education scholars agree that U.S. college students’ time abroad is a life-

changing educational experience with many short-term and long-term benefits to enhance their 

competitiveness in an increasingly diverse and globalized world (e.g., Williams, 2005; Paige et al., 

2009). Most of  empirical studies to measure the short-term effects of  cross-border education linked 

studying abroad to significant personal changes in attitudes, intercultural and international 

awareness, self-efficacy, independence and other indicators of  personal growth (e.g., Black & 

Duhon, 2006; Cai & Sankaran, 2015; Jochum, 2014). Some studies also demonstrated the long term 

impacts of  studying abroad such as the increase of  foreign languages fluency, intercultural 

competencies or sensitivity, global or civic engagement, knowledge production, philanthropy, social 

entrepreneurship (e.g., Hansel, 2008; Paige et al., 2009; Murphy et al., 2014). Accordingly, to study in 

China will help U.S. college students achieve those beneficial outcomes (e.g., Dixon, 2013), in light 

of  China’s growing economic and political powers. The world has witnessed the phenomenal rise of  

China as the second largest economy in recent years. The double digit growth of  China’s real GDP 

in 1990s and 2000s was hailed as a miracle and lifted millions of  people out of  poverty (Morrison, 

2015). Since 2015, China has become the largest trading partner of  the United States with a total 

trade value of  $578.6 billion in 2016 (U.S. Census, 2016). The importance of  U.S. and China 

economic and political relationships has attracted a lot of  serious attention from policy makers and 

scholars in the United States and Asia-Pacific countries (e.g., Li, 2011; Meijer, 2015; Oh, 2012; 

Saunders, 2014). Why are many US college students not motivated to consider China as their 

preferred destination for studying abroad?  
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Previous studies have revealed some barriers and obstacles that refrained U.S. college students 

from choosing China for their international education. U.S. students are said to prefer more familiar 

and closer destinations (Chen, 2014). Chinese universities remain unknown in the United States with 

only three Chinese institutions featured in the Times Higher Education’s ranking of  the world’s top 

100 universities (Shambaugh, 2015). Other possible explanations of  U.S. students’ low interest in 

China as a study-abroad destination include traditionally unfavorable coverage of  China in the U.S. 

media (Wang & Shoemaker, 2011; Zhao, 2014) and negative views of  China among Americans 

(Wang, 2011). Nevertheless, no empirical study can be retrieved from U.S. and Chinese databases of  

academic journals that attempted to connect these influence factors directly with U.S. college 

students’ attitudes toward and intent of  studying in China.  

The present study is intended to examine whether and how U.S. college students’ subjective 

norm, personal experiences related to China, exposure to media coverage of  China, and perceptions 

of  China influence their attitudes toward and intent of  studying in China, in the context of  an 

online survey of  374 U.S. college students.   

Theoretical Framework  

Literature Review on Study Abroad and Study in China 

Our current research considers studying abroad as a high involvement service that is time 

consuming, cost-intensive, but has life changing outcomes (Morrish & Lee, 2011; Srikatanyoo & 

Gnoth, 2002). We regard U.S. college students as rational consumers of  higher education who are 

capable of  making wise decisions after weighing the benefits and costs of  studying abroad, based on 

previous studies (e.g., Finney & Finney, 2010; Obermiller, Fleenor, & Raven, 2005; Watjatrakul, 

2010). 

Previous studies on motivations of  education abroad show that, when considering study abroad 

opportunities, U.S. college students are driven by such facilitators as: (1) the desire to improve 

understanding of  other countries and cultures (Kuzma, Kuzma, & Thiewes, 2012; Luo & Jamieson-

Drake, 2015; Movassaghi, Unsal, & Göçer, 2014); (2) the motivation for personal growth (Hackney, 

Boggs, & Borozan, 2012; Movassaghi et al., 2014; Pope et al., 2014); (3) subjective norm including 

parental and peer influences (Brux & Fry, 2010; Fornerino, Jolibert, Sánchez, & Zhang, 2011; Salyers 

et al., 2015; Shirley, 2006), (4) professional and career development (Fornerino et al., 2011; Salyers et 

al., 2015), (5) having fun or seeking pleasure (Fornerino et al., 2011), (6) faculty or administrative 

support (Salyers et al., 2015), (7) improving social status (Fornerino et al., 2011), (8) meeting new 

friends and contacts (Kuzma et al., 2012), and (9) having a good friend or relative in a foreign 

country (Nyaupane, Paris, & Teye, 2011). These studies usually applied the classic push-pull model 

of  international student motivation (Altbach, 2004; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002).  

Recent research also indicates that study abroad participants are more likely to be female, white, 

to major in the humanities or social sciences, and to study in liberal arts colleges than male, minority 

students, natural science and engineering majors, and those studying at research universities, regional 

institutions, and community colleges (e.g., Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2015; Salisbury et al., 2009; 

Salisbury, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2010, 2011; Stallman et al., 2010; Twombly et al., 2012).  
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The inhibiting factors for education abroad were identified as follows: (1) lack of  foreign 

language interest or knowledge (Deviney, Vrba, & Mills, 2014; Goldstein & Kim, 2006), (2) costs of  

time or opportunities such as delay of  graduation, loss of  job/internship opportunity (Shirley, 

2006), (3) financial restraints (Brux & Fry, 2010; Deviney et al., 2014; Gordon, Patterson, & Cherry, 

2014; Matthews, Hameister, & Hosley, 1998; Toncar, Reid, & Anderson, 2005; Schnusenberg, de 

Jong, & Goel, 2012), (4) lack of  awareness or information about study abroad programs (Matthews 

et al., 1998), (5) concerns about safety or security (Deviney et al., 2014; Gertner, 2011; Gordon et al., 

2014); (6) academic issues such as credit transfer, completion of  one’s major, and the program fit 

(Goldstein & Kim, 2006; Toncar et al., 2005); and (7) lack of  faculty/administrative support 

(Gordon et al., 2014; Matthews et al., 1998).  

Current research on cross-border education demonstrates that U.S. college students can garner 

the following short-term benefits from their international education experiences: (1) sophisticated 

cognitive skills such as critical/creative thinking and problem solving skills (Cai & Sankaran, 2015; 

Cho & Morris, 2015; Lee, Therriault, & Linderholm, 2012), (2) improved intercultural competencies 

(Pedersen, 2010; Stemler, Imada, & Sorkin, 2014; Williams, 2005), (3) intercultural awareness, 

sensitivity, and openness (Black & Duhon, 2006; Braskamp, Braskamp, & Merrill, 2009; Rexeisen et 

al., 2008; Williams, 2005), (4) advanced second-language skills (Duperron & Overstreet, 2009; 

Jochum, 2014), (5) increased interest in international economic, political, and cross-cultural issues 

(Paige et al., 2009; Ryan & Twibell, 2000), (6) higher commitment to peace and international 

cooperation, and greater friendliness for visiting foreign nationals (Gary et al., 2002; Nesdale & 

Todd, 1993), (7) enhanced personal development and global citizenship (Geelhoed et al., 2003; 

Wynveen et al., 2012), (8) better academic performance such as higher engagement and graduation 

rates (Dolby, 2004, 2007; Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2015; Posey, 2003; Vande Berg, 2007) 

In addition, several studies have identified many long term impacts of  study abroad experiences 

including some lasting qualities of  personal development (outgoing, independent, friendly, self-

assured, uninhibited, worldly, open etc.); sustained interest in international affairs; improved 

intercultural competencies such as intercultural communication skills and intercultural sensitivity; 

increased foreign language proficiency and knowledge of  foreign countries (AIFS, 2013; DeGraaf  et 

al., 2013; Franklin, 2010; Hansel, 2008); the higher levels of  civic engagement, knowledge 

production, philanthropy, social entrepreneurship, voluntary simplicity, and participation in 

internationally-oriented activities for personal enjoyment or leisure (DeGraaf  et al., 2013; Paige et 

al., 2009; Murphy et al., 2014); and better educational or career choices (DeGraaf  et al., 2013; 

Hansel, 2008; Paige et al., 2009; Mulvaney, 2017).  

 Many U.S. and Chinese scholars have examined the motivations or benefits or challenges 

or satisfaction of  studying in China among international students (e.g., Bian, 2013; Ding, 2016; 

Dixon, 2013; English, Allison & Ma, 2016; Foster, 2001; Jiani, 2017; Li, 2015; Li, Guo, & You, 2017; 

Song & Liu, 2014; Wen et al., 2013), whereas quite a few studies focused specifically on U.S. college 

students. Almost all studies involving U.S. college students were conducted to assess their learning 

outcomes or barriers or challenges as a result of  a short-term study abroad program in China so as 

to tease out effective pedagogies (e.g., Bai, Larimer & Riner, 2016; Chen, 2008; Core, 2017; Diao, 

2016; Cai & Sankaran, 2015; Deans, 2011; Du, 2013; Du, 2015; He & Qin 2017; Liu, 2009; Lumkes, 

Hallett, & Vallade, 2012; Riggan et al., 2011). It is also noteworthy that a lot of  these studies are 
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concerned with Chinese language acquisition (e.g., Diao, 2016; Du, 2013; Du, 2015; Foster, 2001; He 

& Qin, 2017; Liu, 2009). Corroborating previously reviewed studies, research showed that, after their 

visit, U.S. college students reported very similar short-time benefits and long-term impacts such as 

Chinese language proficiency (Du, 2013; Foster, 2001; Liu, 2010), development of  intercultural 

competences (Bai et al., 2016; Li, 2015), improved critical thinking skills (Cai & Sankaran, 2015), 

increased global learning (Core, 2017; Lumkes et al., 2012), personal growth (Du, 2015; Riggan et al., 

2011), and professional career development (Deans, 2011; He & Qin, 2017). Only a few researchers 

investigated the antecedents or influencers or predictors of  study abroad attitudes, intent and 

behavior among international students in China. They revealed that international students were 

influenced and/or motivated to study in China by China’s rapid economic development, good 

bilateral economic relationships, high quality of  China’s education (especially in science and 

technology), mutual recognition of  academic credentials and degrees (Liu, Wang, & Hung, 2013; 

Song & Liu, 2014; Jiani, 2017), government support for international education and educational 

cooperation, competitive advantage, maintaining and pursuing Chinese cultural identity (Fang, 2015, 

Jiani, 2017), bright prospects of  learning the Chinese language, the desire of  experiencing a different 

culture, and professional career development (Li, 2017; Liu et al., 2013; Jiani, 2017). However, 

almost no empirical study was conducted to discover the factors influencing U.S. college students’ 

attitudes toward, intent, and behavior of  studying in China except Yang’s (2016) narrative study of  

one American student.  

In addition, our extensive research in U.S. and Chinese databases of  academic journals did not 

yield any quantitative study that integrated the theory of  planned behavior, country image theory, 

and media theory of  cultivation effects to examine the influence of  subjective norm, personal 

experiences, China reputation, and media coverage on U.S. college students’ attitudes toward and 

intent of  studying in China. The current study intends to fill the gap of  the extant research literature 

and to make some original contributions to study abroad theories and practices.   

The Theory of Planned Behavior and Study Abroad 
Ajzen (1991) proposed the Theory of  Planned Behavior (the TPB) to explain people’s 

intentions to perform different kinds of  behaviors. He contends that people’s behavior is primarily 

driven by their intention which can be predicted with high accuracy from attitudes toward the 

behavior, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 1991). In the case of  studying in 

China, attitude is defined as a college student’s overall evaluation of  the desirability of  studying in 

China while subjective norm refers to a student’s perception of  the expectations of  important 

people in his/her life (parents and good friends) about studying in China. Subjective norm and 

normative pressures are used interchangeably in this study. Perceived behavioral control, in the 

context of  international education, means that one has sufficient means and resources to study 

abroad. Thus, perceived behavioral control can be substituted by a college student’s annual family 

income and monthly personal income in this study.  

 The TPB will be adopted in this study to investigate U.S. college students’ attitudes toward 

and intent of  studying in China. The TPB has been widely adopted to predict consumers’ intention 

to purchase products (e.g., Lin, 2013; Tang, Luo, & Xiao, 2011) and intention to adopt new services 

such as e-commerce and mobile services (e.g., Pavlou & Fygenson, 2006; Yang, 2013). Armitage and 

Conner (2001) conducted a meta-analysis of  185 independent psychological studies and concluded 
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that the TPB explained 27% and 39% of  the variance in behavior and intention. As far as innovation 

adoption is concerned, the most recent quantitative review of  information systems research 

concluded that attitude and behavior were highly correlated with r = .53 (Weigel et al., 2014).  

Moreover, quite a few studies have successfully employed the TPB to examine U.S. college 

students’ intent and behavior of  studying abroad (e.g., Fitzsimmons, Flanagan, & Wang, 2013; Kang 

& Megehee, 2014; Presley, Damron-Martínez, & Zhang, 2010; Schnusenberg et al., 2012). 

Based on the review of  related studies above, this study posits that: 

H1:  U.S. college students’ attitudes toward studying in China positively predict their  

intent of studying in China.  

H2: U.S. college students’ subjective norm positively predicts their (a) attitudes toward  

studying in China and (b) intent to study in China.  

Prior Experiences with Foreign Cultures/Countries 
 In this study, prior experiences with China were operationalized as one’s previous travel 

experience in China, participation in cultural events related to China (such as Chinese New Year 

celebrations), viewership of  sporting events related to China (such as Beijing 2008 Olympic Games 

and Nanjing 2014 Youth Olympic Games), and indirect experiences with China through family 

members and friends. Although a few studies could not find any relationship between previous 

international experience and participation in study abroad (e.g., Goldstein & Kim, 2006), most 

studies demonstrate that the prior experience of  international travel or cross-border education is a 

positive predictor of  a student’s desire to study abroad (e.g., ACE, 2008; Hackney et al., 2012; Lewis 

& Niesenbaum, 2005; Owen et al., 2013; Pope et al., 2014).  

 Research suggests that participation of  cultural or sporting events related to a foreign 

country will foster positive attitudes toward and intent of  studying in the country (e.g., Heslop, 

Nadeau, & O’Reilly, 2010; Manzenreiter, 2010). Previous studies also revealed a strong motivation of  

study abroad – the desire to learn more about a different culture and a foreign country (Kuzma, 

Kuzma, & Thiewes, 2012; Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2015; Movassaghi, Unsal, & Göçer, 2014). It is 

safe to assume that participants of  cultural or sporting events related to a foreign culture such as 

Chinese New Year’s celebration share the same desire to improve their understanding of  a different 

culture and a foreign country. Indeed, some scholars contend that linguistically and culturally 

prepared students are more likely to maximize their learning opportunities in foreign countries (e.g., 

Allen & Dupuy, 2012; Goldoni, 2015). The participation of  cultural or sporting events related to a 

foreign country may become a catalyst for favorable attitudes toward and intent of  studying abroad.  

 Family members and friends’ satisfactory experiences with a foreign country may also 

enhance one’s favorable attitudes toward and intent of  studying in the country. Research shows that 

family members and friends can exert powerful influences on college students’ motivations, 

perceptions and intent of  studying abroad (Brux & Fry, 2010; Fornerino et al., 2011; Nguyen, 2014; 

Salyers et al., 2015; Shirley, 2006). Some studies on the long-term impacts of  cross-border education 

found that international education alumni are more likely to encourage their children to study 

abroad (e.g., Hansel, 2008). Hence, we hypothesize that:  
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H3: U.S. college students’ direct and indirect experiences with China positively predict  

their (a) attitudes toward and (b) intent of studying in China.  

Country Reputation, Media Coverage, and Study Abroad 
Country reputation, country image, and study abroad.  Based on previous studies on 

country image (CI), country-of-origins (COO) image, and nation branding, we conceptualize a 

country’s reputation as the sum of  general perceptions, beliefs and attitudes that people have 

formed overtime about a country (Anholt, 2009). Thus, country reputation and country image are 

used interchangeably in this study, referring to a broader view of  country image in marketing and 

business literatures (e.g., Lala, Allred, & Chakraborty, 2009; Parameswaran & Pisharodi, 2002; 

Pereira, Hsu, & Kundu, 2005; Rojas-Méndez, 2013).  

In the present study, China’s reputation is operationalized as 20 characteristics measuring four 

dimensions (feelings about China, perceptions about China’s economy, beliefs about Chinese culture 

and environment, and impressions of  the Chinese government), adapting from the most recent 

scales of  country reputation (Passow, Fehlmann & Grahlow, 2005; Ponzi, Fombrun, & Gardberg, 

2011; Reputation Institute, 2012; Yang et al., 2008).  

According to Reputation Institute (2012), reputation of  a country is formed through (1) direct 

experiences of  stakeholders (e.g., travel); (2) knowledge of  what country does and says (e.g., 

branding, marketing, public relations, and politics); and (3) exposure to what others say about it (e.g., 

traditional and social media, NGOs, politicians, friends, and family). The more positive those three 

factors are, the more people are interested in visiting, living, working, studying in or buying from the 

country.  

Hundreds of  marketing and business studies on the country image or country-of-origins effect 

show that consumers’ general perceptions of  a country’s image (reputation) have significant positive 

or negative influences on their product/advertising evaluations and intent to purchase a brand, a 

product, or a service. For excellent reviews of  the literature on CI or COO effect, please refer to 

Pharr (2005) and Bloemer, Brijs, & Kasper (2009).  

Although limited research has examined the country image (reputation) effect on U.S. college 

students’ study abroad attitudes and intent, existing studies of  international education have revealed 

a significant, positive connection between the country image (reputation) and the decision to study 

abroad (e.g., Cubillo, Sánchez & Cervino, 2006; Cubillo-Pinilla et al., 2009; Morrish & Lee, 2011; 

Srikatanyoo & Gnoth, 2002; Yang & Wang, 2017; Zatepilina-Monacell & Kinsey, 2013). Studies 

suggest that the country of  origin of  prestigious universities (e.g., those in the Ivy League) is not the 

most important aspect in the decision-making of  international consumers to choose those 

universities. However, the less familiar are potential students (and their parents) with a specific 

university, the more likely they will rely on the reputation of  the university’s country of  origin 

(Cubillo-Pinilla et al., 2009; Srikatanyoo & Gnoth, 2002). Therefore, it is expected that: 

H4: U.S. college students’ perceptions of China (China’s reputation) positively predict their (a) attitudes 
toward and (b) intent of studying in China.  
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Media coverage, country reputation, and study abroad. In this study, the construct of  

media coverage was broadly defined as a consumption of  news, analysis, commentary, entertainment 

and sports about China in U.S. and international media such as TV/radio programs, websites, films, 

newspapers, magazines and books. The construct also included both traditional and new media 

outlets. 

Public diplomacy scholars argue that country reputation management entails three levels of  

engagement: mediated public diplomacy, nation brands/reputation level, and the relational level (e.g., 

Golan, 2014). They contend that a big majority of  foreign citizens receive their information about 

any nation from mass media outlets as most of  them usually are not exposed to or participate in 

many different kinds of  educational and cultural exchanges that help build a nation’s soft power (e.g., 

Bennett & Paletz, 1994; Golan, 2006). Therefore, the fundamental relationship between any 

government and foreign publics occurs, first and foremost, through mass media channels (Golan, 

2014). Media effects on the country reputation are also discussed in the nation/place branding 

literature (Anholt, 2009, 2015; Fullerton et al., 2007; Rivas, 2011).  

Cultivation scholars also believe that foreign citizens’ perceptions of  a country are greatly 

shaped by their vicarious experience and perceptions of  a particular country in mass media (e.g., 

Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Shrum et al., 1991). Communication research has confirmed that people’s 

perceptions of  foreign countries are under the strong influence of  media coverage (e.g., Song & 

Sung, 2013; Wang & Shoemaker, 2011; Zhang & Meadows, 2012). For example, previous studies 

demonstrate that people’s general perceptions, beliefs, attitudes and social stereotypes regarding the 

USA (U.S. country image) are derived primarily from U.S. media products, especially television 

programs, films, and newspapers (e.g., Harris & Krafta, 1999; Randolph, Fullerton, & Kendrick, 

2010).  

Numerous tourism studies demonstrate that the consumption of  foreign media products, 

especially films and TV programs, can enhance viewers’ intent to visit a destination/country, and 

positively predict their actual visits (e.g., Im & Chon, 2008; Iwashita, 2009; Mitchell & Stewart, 

2012). In the context of  international education, a few studies also demonstrated the media 

influence on young students’ attitudes toward and intent of  studying abroad (e.g., Li, 2017; Yang & 

Wang, 2017; Zatepilina-Monacell & Kinsey, 2013). 

Based on the previous studies reviewed before, we proposed the following hypotheses: 

H5:  U.S. college students’ exposure to media coverage of China positively predicts their perceptions of China 
(China’s country reputation). 

H6: U.S. college students’ exposure to media coverage of China positively predict their (a) attitudes toward 
and (b) intent of studying in China. 

Figure 1 summarizes and presents all six proposed hypotheses.  
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Figure 1. The Conceptual Model of Predicting Studying Abroad Attitudes and Intent 

Method 
An online survey was administered on www.qualtrics.com in April, 2015 to collect data from 

undergraduate students at a big public university in a U.S. Southeastern state with a large majority of  

White residents (71%), a sizable percent of  Black or African Americans (22%) and a small percent 

of  Asians (2.9%). Online survey is an appropriate research method frequently adopted by 

international education scholars and researchers (e.g., Cho & Morris, 2015; DeGraaf  et al., 2013). A 

college student sample is appropriate as well-educated young adults are more likely to consider 

pursuing advanced studies in foreign countries than their peers. The state university is a Master’s 

comprehensive regional university with an enrollment of  over 18,000 students. Although the student 

population is not very racially diverse (minority students make up 16%), its Quality Enhancement 

Plan is global learning and the participation rate for study abroad is 25% compared to the national 

rate of  14%. While there is a very small community of  Asians and Asian Americans in the college 

town, the university sponsors at least five programs for studying in China.  

After the approval of  the Institutional Review Board (IRB), a pilot online survey was tested 

among 30 students. When minor revisions were done, a solicitation letter was emailed to 3,000 

randomly selected students, followed by two additional email remainders at a three-day interval. To 

boost the response rate, an incentive was offered and conspicuously announced that one participant 

would be chosen in a random drawing to receive a $100 Amazon online gift certificate after the 

survey. Studies show that cash and non-cash incentives can significantly increase the response rates 

of  both mail surveys and Web-based surveys (e.g., Dillman, 2007). After three e-mail requests, 374 

responses were collected in eleven days, resulting in a response rate of  12.5%. The response rate is 

comparable to many web surveys with email contacts among college students (e.g., Valenzuela et al., 

2009; van Veen, Göritz, & Sattler, 2016). The cases with a lot of  missing data were deleted and some 

missing values in a few cases were replaced by the linear trend at point method (Little, 1992). The 

cleaned survey data were subject to statistical analyses including t-test, partial correlation analysis, 

multiple regression analyses, and structural equation modeling (SEM) with SPSS-22 and Amos-22. 

http://www.qualtrics.com/
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The survey questionnaire consists of  65 questions (see Appendix A). Perceptions of  China 

(China Reputation) were tapped by a 20-item scale that integrated the Reputation Institute’s (2012) 

Country RepTrak scale, Passow et al.’s (2005) Country Reputation Index, and Yang et al.’s (2008) 

Country Reputation Scale. These items measuring China’s reputation include “I admire China,” 

“China is an important contributor to global economy,” “China is a beautiful country,” “China has a 

rich historical past,” and “China is run by an effective government.” The exposure to media 

coverage on China (nine items) was specifically developed for this project based on past research 

(e.g., Wang & Shoemaker, 2011; Zhao, 2014). Inspired by Yang et al.’s (2008) study of  South Korea, 

we created a five-item scale to investigate one’s direct and indirect experiences with China: visiting 

China, using Chinese made products (omitted), participating in China-related cultural and sporting 

events, hearing about China from family members or friends. Following the example of  Yang et al. 

(2008), we also measured participants’ knowledge about China by asking eleven questions but this 

construct was omitted from further statistical analyses as it did not correlate with any dependent 

variable significantly. Based on previous studies (e.g., Terry & Hogg, 1996), we developed a five-item 

scale to understand one’s subjective norm of  studying in China: to what extent their parents and 

friends approve and support their wish to study in China. The scales measuring our respondents’ 

attitudes toward and intent of  studying in China were also derived from previous studies (e.g., 

Fitzsimmons et al., 2013; Presley et al., 2010 & Schnusenberg et al., 2012). Four questions examined 

their attitudes, including “I like the idea of  studying in China,” and “Generally, I believe that it would 

be good for me to study in China.” Four questions were asked to measure their intent, such as “I 

intend to study in China in a year or so,” and “I would recommend studying in China to my friends.” 

We also asked five demographic questions about their gender, age, race, family income (socio-

economic status) and personal income. They were considered control variables for multiple 

regression analyses and not included in the structural equation modeling.  

Table 1. Construct reliability and EFA results 

Construct Cronbach α Variance Explained* 

Exposure to Media Coverage on China .813 41.1% 

Experiences related to China .638 31.5% 

Subjective norm .903 63.3% 

China Reputation .882 50.9% 

Attitudes toward studying in China .915 73.8% 

Intent to study in China  .810 61.5% 

Note. N = 374. Exploratory factor analysis with maximum likelihood estimation and promax rotation. *Extracted sums of squared 

loadings. 

 

The composite reliability analyses and exploratory factor analyses (EFA) were employed to 

determine the dimensionality of  six key constructs. Table 1 presents the Cronbach coefficients (α) 

of  six multi-item scales and the EFA results. The maximum likelihood estimation with promax 

rotation was adopted for the EFA as we expected some correlation among different factors of  six 

constructs (Costello & Osborne, 2005). The performance of  five scales is deemed satisfactory (α > 

0.70), and the reliability of  China experiences scale is acceptable (α > 0.60) (Nunnally & Bernstein, 

1994). In addition, the extracted variance of  four concepts exceeded the 0.50 recommended level 

(Fornell & Larcker, 1981). To cross-validate these findings, confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) were 

conducted to fit the measurement models of  six multi-item scales to the survey data. The fitness 
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indexes are shown in Table 2. Six measurement models have outperformed or approached the 

following conventional standards after correlating error terms within some factors: the normed chi-

square (the model chi-square divided by the degree of  freedom) should be in the range of  1-5, the 

Root Mean Square Error of  Approximation (RMSEA) ≤ 0.06, Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) ≥ 0.95, 

and Comparative Fit Index (CFI) ≥ 0.95 (Byrne, 2010; Hu & Bentler, 1999). The results also 

demonstrated that the China reputation scale measured four dimensions of  China reputation 

reasonably well: emotional bond, advanced economy, social-cultural environment, and effective 

government. Therefore, we decided to retain all six measurement models for further statistical 

analyses.  

Table 2. Fit indices for confirmatory factor analysis of six key constructs 

Construct χ2(df) Normed χ2 RMSEA TLI(NNFI) CFI 

China Media Coverage  37.13 (24)* 1.55   0.038 0.978 0.985 

Experiences related to China 5.97 (2)† 2.99 0.073 0.932 0.977 

Subjective norm 1.44 (1) 1.44 0.034 0.997 1.000 

China Reputation 391.14 (151)** 2.59   0.065 0.892 0.914 

Studying in China attitudes .357 (2) .178   0.000 1.004 1.000 

Studying in China intent  .026 (1) .026   0.000 1.007 1.000 

Note. RMSEA: root mean square error of approximation, TLI: the Tucker-Lewis index or NNFI: non-normed fit index, CFI: 

comparative fit index. † p < .10 * p < .05. ** p < .01.  

Results 
The descriptive statistics of  374 respondents are reported in Table 3. The majority of  the 

sample is female (66.3%), white (85%), and young (92.8% under 25) (mean = 21.8 and median = 

21). Their family annual income distribution is quite even under $100,000, except that 24.1% of  

their families earn over $100,000 annually. However, a big majority of  their monthly personal 

income falls below $800 (88.5%).   

Table 3. Descriptive Statistics 

 Male Female  Mean SD Median 

Gender 32.6% 66.3% Age 21.77 4.08 21 

 White Hispanics American Indians Asian Black Racially Mixed Other 

Race 85% 3.5% 0.5% 2.7% 2.4% 4.8% 1.1% 

Family Annual Income (SES) % Personal Monthly Income % 

Less than $30,000 12% Less than $200 41.4% 

$30,001 - $40,000 10.4% $201 - $400 28.4% 

$40,001 - $50,000 6.4% $401 - $600 11.2% 

$50,001 - $60,000 11% $601 - $800 7.5% 

$60,001 - $70,000 11% $801 - $1,000 6.4% 

$70,001 - $80,000 9.4% $1,001 - $1,200 2.1% 

$80,001 - $90,000 8.8% $1,201 - $1,400 1.1% 

$90,001 - $100,000 7.0% $1,401 - $1,600 0.3% 

More than $100,000 24.1% More than $1,600 1.6% 

Note. N = 374. 

 

Table 4 shows the means, standard deviations and independent samples t-test results by gender 

of  key concepts. There was no significant difference in their exposure to media coverage on China, 

China experiences, subjective norm, and perceptions of  China (China reputation) across gender. 

However, male respondents reported more favorable attitudes toward studying in China and 
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stronger intent to study in China than females. Therefore, gender will be entered for further analyses 

as an important control variable.  

Table 4. Means, standard deviations, and t-test results of key concepts  

Concept Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis Male Mean Female Mean t df p 

China Media 

Coverage  

23.55 4.97 .060 .60 23.84 23.33 .924 239 .357 

China Experiences 7.93 2.69 1.32 2.95 7.87 7.94 -.244 228 .808 

Subjective Norm 19.70 6.60 -.19 -.16 20.36 19.44 1.227 219 .221 

China Reputation 96.06 14.20 -.04 -.002 95.40 96.38 -.631 242 .529 

Studying in China 

attitudes 

17.19 6.20 -.16 -.84 18.13 16.69 2.037* 217 .043 

Studying in China 

intent  

9.59 4.40 1.04 1.04 10.41 9.14 2.470* 198 .014 

Note. SD = Standard Deviation. Total N = 374. Female N = 248. Male N = 122. Independent samples t-test by gender 

(equal variances not assumed). * p < .05, ** p < .01, 2-tailed. 
 

 

The maximum likelihood method of  structural equation modeling was employed to fit the 

research model of  Figure 1 to the survey data and test the hypotheses. Figure 2 displays the fitness 

indices of  the revised model and the standardized path estimates of  all variables after removing 

three dotted, insignificant paths. Compared with four cutoff  criteria listed in the previous section 

(Byrne, 2010; Hu & Bentler, 1999), the normed chi-square value and RMSEA of  the revised model 

satisfied the requirements and the other two fitness indexes approached the standards closely: the 

normed χ² = 1.91, RMSEA = .049, TLI = .890, and CFI = .899. We concluded that both models 

had achieved acceptable fit. As the revised model fit the survey data slightly better than the original 

model, it was retained for hypothesis testing and recommended for future research.  

 

Figure 2. The Tested Model of Country Reputation and Studying Abroad with Standardized Path Estimates 

Note. N = 374. Significance of the path estimates is shown in parentheses (critical ratio). †p < .10, *p < .05, **p < .01, ns = 

not significant. Model fit: χ2 = 1817.86, df = 950, p = .000; RMSEA = 0.049; TLI = 0.890; CFI = 0.899. 
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A hierarchical multiple regression modeling was also used to determine what demographic, 

psychological and behavioral factors predict US college students’ perceptions of  China (China’s 

reputation), their attitudes toward and intent of  studying in China. Three regression models were 

tested for each criterion variable by entering independent variables into three blocks (three steps). 

Nine model testing results are presented in Table 5. Only the results of  the last three full regression 

models were used to test six hypotheses. 

Table 5. Predictors of U.S. college students’ perceptions of China, studying in China attitudes and intent  

 China Reputation Studying in China attitudes Studying in China intent 

  β   β   β  

Gendera ns ns .079† -

.097† 

ns -.064† -.114* -.089* -.076† 

Raceb ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns 

Age ns ns -.096† .128* ns .075† ns ns ns 

Family income ns -.120* -.086† ns -.095* -.068† ns -.078† ns 

Personal income ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns ns 

China media 

coverage 

 ns ns  .103* .085*  ns ns 

China experiences  ns ns  .077† .083†  .234*** .214*** 

Subjective norm  .413*** .188**  .626*** .532***  .402*** .228*** 

China reputation __ __ __   .226***   ns 

Study in China 

attitudes 

  .348***      .270*** 

Study in China 

intent 

  ns   __    

Total R2  .007 .178*** c .243*** c .026 .473*** c .515*** c .023 .312*** c .352*** c 

Note. Multiple regression results. N = 374.  † p < .10, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001, ns = not significant. a Gender: 

dummy-coded as 1 = male, 2 = female. b Race: dummy-coded as 1 = whites, 2 = Non-whites. c indicating that the R square 

change is statistically significant. 

Discussions and Implications  
This pioneering study built and tested a conceptual model to examine whether and how U.S. 

college students’ subjective norm, China experiences, exposure to media coverage of  China, and 

their perceptions of  China predicted their attitudes toward and intent of  studying in China. We 

found that their subjective norm, China’s reputation, and media coverage of  China positively 

predicted their attitudes toward studying in China (R2 = 51.5), whereas their intent to study in China 

(R2 = 35.2) was determined by their attitudes, subjective norm, and China experiences. Their 

perceptions of  China were significantly shaped by their attitudes toward studying in China and 

subjective norm. Their gender, age, and family income were marginally significant predictors of  their 

attitudes toward studying in China but only their gender emerged to predict their intent negatively (p 

< .10). These interesting findings carry important theoretical and practical implications for 

international education scholars, recruiters, communication specialists, administrators and even 

policy makers.  

First of  all, we discovered that the Theory of  Planned Behavior can be applied to predict U.S. 

college students’ attitudes toward and intent of  studying in China as H1 and H2 were both strongly 

supported by our results. Our respondents’ attitudes toward studying in China led to stronger intent 

to study in China. Their subjective norm turned out to be the most important predictor of  their 

attitudes toward studying in China and the second most important predictor of  their intent to study 
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in China. These findings are consistent with previous studies on U.S. college students’ intent and 

behavior of  studying abroad (e.g., Fitzsimmons et al., 2013; Kang & Megehee, 2014; Schnusenberg 

et al., 2012). Our findings highlighted the powerful influences of  parents and friends on U.S. college 

students’ decision-making process when it comes to studying in China. We believe that more U.S. 

college students will choose China as their destination for education abroad if  their parents and 

friends think highly of  cross-border education experiences in China and/or they are willing to 

support their decision to study in China morally and financially. It suggests that the marketing and 

promotional efforts of  international education professionals will become more effective if  they are 

targeting U.S. college students whose parents and/or friends had favorable opinions about China 

and studying in China.   

Second, the present study shows that U.S. college students’ direct and indirect experiences with 

China will motivate them to consider studying in China because H3b was firmly supported by the 

results in Table 5 and Figure 2. However, H3a was only marginally supported in Table 5 and not 

supported in Figure 2. Their direct and indirect experiences with China might have shaped their 

attitudes toward studying in China to some extent but the influence might have been mediated and 

mitigated by their friends’ and parents’ views. Our research results are generally consistent with 

previous studies that showed the influence of  international travel and cross-border education on 

students’ willingness to study abroad (e.g., Hackney et al., 2012; Lewis & Niesenbaum, 2005; Owen 

et al., 2013; Pope et al., 2014). In addition, we provided some evidence that cultural exchange 

programs, sports event sponsorship, and interpersonal relationship building can help solidify U.S. 

college students’ inclination to study in China. In this sense, our research findings validated the soft 

power of  public diplomacy efforts over international education. Our study is one of  the first studies 

to link public diplomacy efforts with study abroad intent in the context of  U.S. college students and 

education abroad in China. This linkage is an interesting addition to the current research literature 

of  public diplomacy and international education.  

Our results show that China’s country reputation had a direct effect on U.S. college students’ 

attitudes toward studying in China with or without controlling demographics, whereas no direct 

effect of  China’s country reputation on U.S. college students’ intent to study in China was detected 

in both the structural equation modeling and hierarchical regression modeling. Our SEM results also 

revealed an indirect effect of  China’s country reputation on U.S. college students’ intent to study in 

China (β = 0.064, p < 0.05). Thus, H4a was firmly supported but H4b was rejected. The present 

study is probably one of  the first studies that tested the direct and indirect effects of  China’s country 

reputation on U.S. college student’s attitudes toward and intent of  studying in China with structural 

equation modeling and hierarchical regression modeling. The current research sheds a new light on 

the role of  country image (reputation) in the context of  international education exchanges and 

cross-border education. The effects of  country image or reputation or country of  origins (COO) 

have been extensively researched by marketing scholars and detected in various product categories 

and services (Pharr, 2005; Bloemer et al., 2009). Nevertheless, limited studies focused on the 

influence of  country image (reputation) on college students’ decision to study abroad (e.g., Cubillo 

et al., 2006; Cubillo-Pinilla et al., 2009; Morrish & Lee, 2011; Zatepilina-Monacell & Kinsey, 2013). 

Our finding of  the positive influence of  China’s reputation on U.S. college students’ attitudes toward 

studying in China is consistent with these studies. It is a new finding regarding the indirect effect of  

China’s country reputation on their intent to study in China. Overall, the empirical evidence points 
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to the potential benefits of  governmental and public diplomacy efforts to build China’s reputation in 

Western developed countries such as the United States. A good country reputation of  China will 

very likely foster U.S. College students’ favorable attitudes toward studying in China. It may 

indirectly affect their intent to choose China as their study abroad destination, through their China 

experiences, families and friends. As it is a correlational study, the results also suggest that young 

Americans’ perceptions of  China are shaped by their families and friends directly. China’s reputation 

can be strengthened by friendly cultural and educational exchanges including but not limited to 

tourism, study abroad, mission trips, and even business trips to China.  

Additionally, we have uncovered little or weak effects of  media coverage of  China on U.S. 

college students’ perceptions of  China, their attitudes toward and intent of  studying in China. Our 

respondents’ reported exposure to media coverage of  China failed to predict China’s country 

reputation when demographics were controlled, although China media coverage and China’s country 

reputation were positively correlated in our SEM model. Hence, H5 was not supported. China media 

coverage emerged as a significant predictor of  U.S. college students’ attitudes toward studying in 

China in both SEM modeling and hierarchical regression modeling, while having no effect on their 

intent to study in China in both models. Thus, H6a was supported and H6b was rejected. The fact 

that we could not find any media influence on our participants’ perceptions of  China speaks 

volumes about the diminishing role of  mass/interactive media to shape U.S. citizens’ overall 

impressions of  foreign countries. U.S. citizens have become less reliant on traditional and new media 

to understand China. Besides, their trust and confidence in the mass media had dropped to 32%, the 

lowest level in its polling history, according to Gallup (2016). As the world has become a global 

village, they have growing opportunities to personally experience China through travel, cultural 

exchanges, and interpersonal communications to form their independent opinions about China. On 

the other hand, the scant and infrequent coverage of  China in traditional and new media is also the 

culprit. The mean score of  our respondents’ exposure to media coverage of  China is 23.55 with a 

standard deviation of  4.97, below the hypothetical score of  27 which they would get if  they 

answered that they were sometimes exposed to media coverage of  China in nine media 

classes/vehicles. Further research is needed to find whether the media effect on their perceived 

China reputation will become significant, given the increased media coverage of  China in a special 

time period such as the Beijing Winter Olympics 2022. The weak media influence on U.S. college 

students’ attitudes toward studying in China might become stronger when China has suddenly 

become the center of  U.S. traditional and new media attention. Based on our empirical research 

findings, we continue to encourage the Chinese government and non-governmental organizations to 

improve their relations with U.S. traditional and new media establishment to earn favorable coverage 

of  China and news events in China. To reach U.S. youths, they should also consider securing paid 

and earned positive portrayals of  China and Chinese universities on social media sites such as 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, LinkedIn, Pinterest, Tumblr and Google+. 

Finally, we have to acknowledge a few limitations of  this study. Our findings can only be 

generalized to similar medium-size and big public universities in the United States. Future 

researchers should employ a large national representative sample to generalize their findings to the 

population of  U.S. college students. A mixed method approach is also suggested to provide deep 

insights into U.S. college students’ perceptions of  China, Chinese universities, study abroad 
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motivations, attitudes, and intent. Other important predictors should also be included in further 

studies such as language barriers, costs, and cultural (dis)similarities.      
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Appendix A. Major Measures of the Survey on Studying in China  
Media Coverage on 

China1 

Please tell us how often you come across media coverage regarding China such as news, 

analysis/commentary, consumer information, literature, sports or entertainment: 

(1) Never. (2) Seldom. (3) Sometimes. (4) Often. (5) All the time. 

1.I have been exposed to TV programs about China. 

2.I have been exposed to radio programs about China. 

3.I have been exposed to the content about China on non-social media websites (including 

mobile websites) such as Google, Yahoo, Time, the New York Times etc. 

4.I am exposed to the content about China on social media websites (including social media 

apps) such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Tumblr, Buzzfeed etc. 

5.I have been exposed to the content about China in movies. 

6.I have been exposed to the stories about China in print newspapers. 

7.I have been exposed to the stories about China in print magazines. 

8.I have been exposed to advertisements about China and/or Chinese companies and/or 

products. 

9.I have been exposed to the stories about China in books. 

Perceptions of 

China/China 

Reputation2 

Please tell us to what extent you agree with the following statements regarding China: 

(1)Strongly disagree. (2) Disagree. (3) Somewhat disagree. (4) Neither agree nor disagree. 

(5) Somewhat agree. (6) Agree. (7) Strongly agree 

1. I have a good feeling about China. 

2. I respect China. 

3. I admire China. 

4. I trust China. 

5. China produces high quality products and services. 

6. China has many well-known brands. 

7. China is an important contributor to global economy. 

8. China is technologically advanced. 

9. China has a well-educated and reliable workforce. 

10. China has a good infrastructure such as roads, buildings, and telecommunications. 

11. China values education. 

12. China is a beautiful country. 

13. China has a rich historical past. 

14. China has a distinct culture. 

15. Chinese people are friendly and welcoming. 

16. China offers a favorable environment for doing business. 

17. China is run by an effective government. 

18. China has adopted progressive social and economic policies. 

19. China is a responsible participant in the global community. 

20. China is a safe place to live and travel. 

Experiences related 

to China3 

Please tell us about the direct and indirect personal experiences related to China you have had 

in the following categories: 

(1) None. (2) A little. (3) Some. (4) Considerable. (5) A lot. 

1.Traveled to/visited China. 

2.Used products or services manufactured in China. (Omitted) 

3.Participated in cultural events related to China such as Chinese New Year celebrations. 

4.Attended/Watched sporting events related to China such as Beijing 2008 Olympic Games. 

5.Heard about China from family members or friends. 
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Subjective Norm5 As you know, U.S. universities offer various opportunities to study abroad in countries such 

as China, from spending a semester at a Chinese university to getting a degree at a Chinese 

university. Please tell us to what extent you agree with the following statements about 

choosing China for a study abroad opportunity: 

1.My parents think it would be good for me to study in China. 

2.My parents would want me to study in China. 

3.My parents would support my wish to study in China. 

4.Most of my friends believe it would be a good thing to study in China. 

5.Most of my friends would want me to study in China. 

6.Most of my friends had good experience if they visited China before (omitted) 

7.Most of my relatives (including parents, siblings etc.) had good experience if they visited 

China before. (omitted) 

Attitudes toward 

Studying in China5 

As you know, U.S. universities offer various opportunities to study abroad in countries such 

as China, from spending a semester at a Chinese university to getting a degree at a Chinese 

university. Please tell us to what extent you agree with the following statements about 

choosing China for a study abroad opportunity: 

1. I like the idea of studying in China. 

2. My attitude toward studying in China is positive. 

3. Generally, I believe that it would be good for me to study in China. 

4. Honestly, I don’t like the idea of studying in China. (Reversely coded) 

Intent to study in 

China6 

As you know, U.S. universities offer various opportunities to study abroad in countries such 

as China, from spending a semester at a Chinese university to getting a degree at a Chinese 

university. Please tell us to what extent you agree with the following statements about 

choosing China for a study abroad opportunity: 

1. I intend to study in China in a year or so. 

2. I am planning to apply to some Chinese universities in a year or so. 

3. I am learning Chinese to prepare for my future study in China. 

4. I would recommend studying in China to my friends. 

Note: All response options ranged from 1, “strongly disagree” to 5, “strongly agree” if not provided.  
1 Developed for this study based on previous studies. 
2 An integrated scale adapted from the Reputation Institute’s (2012) Country RepTrak Scale, Passow et al.’s (2005) Country 

Reputation Index, and Yang et al.’s (2008) Country Reputation Scale.  
3 Developed based on Passow et al. (2005) and Yang et al. (2008). 
4 Developed by the authors based on Fitzsimmons et al. (2013), Presley et al. (2012), & Schnusenberg et al. (2012). 
5 Developed by the authors based on previous studies (e.g., Yang & Wang, 2017). 

6 Developed by the authors based on previous studies (e.g., Yang & Wang, 2017).  

 


