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ABSTRACT

In the context of globalization and the rise of Asian countries as new study abroad destinations,
this research explores the factors motivating Laotian and Cambodian students to study abroad
and the specific factors attracting them to choose Vietnam as their destination country. As intra-
ASEAN student mobility grows, understanding the dynamics of these flows to emerging hubs like
Vietnam—a nation with strategic goals to internationalize its higher education—becomes critical.
Employing a multiphase mixed-methods design, this study provides a nuanced analysis by inte-
grating quantitative and qualitative data. The research process involved exploratory interviews to
inform the development of a survey instrument, followed by concurrent data collection through
quantitative surveys with 67 Laotian and Cambodian students and in-depth qualitative interviews
with 11 students and diplomatic representatives. The findings indicate that the primary "push"
factors are not merely practical but also aspirational, including a strong desire for a transforma-
tive international student experience and the perception that foreign degrees offer higher quality
and greater value, providing a competitive edge in their home job markets. The most significant
"oull" factor attracting students to Vietnam is overwhelmingly the availability of comprehensive
government scholarships. This is followed by a combination of other attractions: the positive and
stable bilateral relations between the nations, Vietnam's impressive economic development, and
the increasingly recognized quality of its higher education system. This study contributes to the
limited body of literature on international student mobility to non-traditional, non-Anglophone
destinations, particularly within the context of ASEAN. It offers concrete management implications
for Vietnamese universities. Findings and recommendations from this study can help Vietnamese
universities more effectively attract international students, particularly those from Laos and Cambo-
dia, to enrich their academic communities, strengthen regional ties, and ultimately enhance their
international standing in a competitive global landscape.

Key words: International students, pull factors, push factors, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, higher
education, ASEAN

INTRODUCTION

In the context of globalization, international student

the host country but also promote skills transfer, en-

hance the capacity of sending nations, and strengthen
: iagh5
mobility has become a prominent trend, reshaping relations between countries™”,

gl obal high er education. The number of students pur- In the Vietnamese context, internationalization of

suing education in countries other than their own higher education is identified as a central measure

has significantly increased, from approximately 2 mil- for quality improvement. This has been consistently

lion in 2000 to over 6 million in recent yearsl, re- emphasized in key strategic documents, from the Ed-

flecting a growing demand for international educa-
tion. The flow of international students is regarded as
a *bedrock” element?, making a core contribution to
the international character of universities. While in-
ternational students comprise a small fraction of the
global higher education population, their presence is
a key factor in institutional reputation and a powerful
driver for internationalization efforts at higher edu-
cation institutions®. International students not only
enrich cultural capital and bring economic benefits to

ucation Strategy 2011-2020 (Decision 711/QD-TTg
by the Prime Minister, June 13, 2012)°, which spec-
ified “expanding and enhancing international coop-
eration in education,” to Resolution No. 29-NQ/TW
(by the Politburo, November 4, 2013)7, which di-
rected “proactive and active international integra-
tion to develop education and training” Subsequently,
the Higher Education Quality Improvement Project
2019-2025 (Decision 69/QD-TTg by the Prime Min-
ister, January 15, 2019) 8 set specific targets for inter-
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national exchange and rankings. Most recently, the
Education Development Strategy to 2030, with a vi-
sion to 2045 (Decision 1705/QD-TTg by the Prime
Minister, December 31, 2023)?, continues to set more
ambitious goals for university rankings with at least
05 universities in the world’s top 500, 05 universities
in Asia’s top 200, and enhancing the position of Viet-
nam’s higher education system in the region.

To realize these ambitious ranking goals, alongside
enhancing the research and teaching capacity of fac-
ulty, attracting international students to study in Viet-
nam has become a matter of urgency. The presence
of international students and faculty is an important
indicator in prestigious ranking systems such as QS
(accounting for 5%) and THE (accounting for 2.5%).
Although the weightage is not excessively large, this
is one of the most challenging metrics for Vietnamese

universities 1°

. This necessitates strong investment
in measures to attract and support international stu-
dents, making them a strategic "asset” in the global
university rankings race. The urgency of attracting in-
ternational students, particularly those pursuing de-
gree programs, is further affirmed by Decision No.
1600/QD-TTg (by the Prime Minister, December 19,
2024) ' approving the Project on International In-
tegration in Education and Training to 2030. This
project sets a specific target to increase the propor-
tion of international students pursuing degree pro-
grams in Vietnamese higher education to 1.5%” by
2030.

Academically, with the rise of Asian countries as
emerging destinations for global international stu-
dent mobility, a series of studies has begun to explore
the experiences of international students in coun-
tries and territories such as China >-!%, Taiwan 1618,
South Korea®-21, Malaysia and Singaporezz, and
Thailand %°.
dents at Vietnamese universities has also recently

Research interest in international stu-

shown diverse approaches to various aspects of inter-
national student groups, such as studies using large-
scale quantitative data??, interviews with lecturers
who have taught Vietnamese to international stu-
dents?, or surveys at a specific higher education in-
stitution >?. The number of studies exploring differ-
ent aspects of international students’ experiences in
Asian higher education institutions, including Viet-
nam, continues to grow, indicating that this research
topic is deepening and requires further contributions
to diversify the picture of international education.

However, research on this phenomenon in Viet-
nam?4~?” and more broadly between member coun-
tries of the Association of Southeast Asian Nations
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(ASEAN) remains nascent. This study seeks to com-
plement this research gap by investigating factors in-
fluencing decisions to study in Vietnam of Laotian
and Cambodian students as they make up the dom-
inant majority of international students of the coun-
try. As a result, findings from the research would
be a timely and critical contribution for policy devel-
opment and institutional strategies, enhancing Viet-
nam’s appeal as an international education hub

In order to do so, the article addresses two key re-
search questions:

1.What factors motivate Laotian and Cambodian stu-
dents to pursue international education?

2.What specific factors attract these students to
choose Vietnam as their study destination?

LITERATURE REVIEW

The Classic Push-Pull Framework

The push-pull framework offers a robust lens through
which to examine international student mobility.
Originating in migration studies and subsequently
adapted for research on international student flows 28
this model has become a cornerstone for understand-
ing the complex interplay of factors influencing stu-
dents’ decisions to study abroad and their destination

choices?’.

Historically, Western developed coun-
tries, particularly English-speaking nations like the
USA, UK, Canada, and Australia, have been primary
destinations, attracting a majority of international
students. This dominance stems from their long-
standing academic reputations, the role of English as
a global language in science and commerce, histori-
cal ties, and extensive international networks. Con-
sequently, pioneering research on factors attracting
international students was largely initiated and con-
ducted by scholars within these host nations.

The framework categorizes influential factors into
”push” factors—reasons, circumstances, or pressures
within the home country motivating departure—and
“pull” factors—the attractive features and advantages
of a specific host country. While both sets of factors
can be present in both sending and receiving coun-
tries, conventionally, push factors are primarily exam-
ined from the perspective of the sending country, and
pull factors are associated with the characteristics of
the host country>°.

Early research, such as that by McMahon 3!, focused
McMahon
identified key push factors from the home coun-

significantly on economic dimensions.

try, including its economic situation, the degree of
global economic integration, governmental priority
for higher education, and the availability of desired
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specialized or advanced training programs. For pull
factors, McMahon?! emphasized the role of bilat-
eral relations between the home and host countries,
specifically economic correlations, stable and amica-
ble political relations, and the availability of scholar-
ships and financial aid. Her research pointed to an
interesting paradox: home countries with lower eco-
nomic development but high international integra-
tion often generates strong push factors, while a sig-
nificant economic development gap with the sending
country and close economic ties are key pull factors
for a destination country.

Mazzarol and Soutar> further refined the model by
detailing a three-stage decision-making process for
international students: 1) the initial decision to study
abroad (often driven by push factors at home and an
initial awareness of the benefits of international ed-
ucation); 2) the choice of a destination country; and
3) the selection of a specific institution. Each stage is
impacted by intertwined push and pull forces. They
identified push factors such as the perception that
overseas education offers better quality and opportu-
nities, a desire to escape intense domestic competi-
tion for university entry, a lack of specialized or high-
quality programs at home, an aspiration to explore
different cultures and lifestyles, or even long-term
settlement goals post-study. Regarding pull factors,
Mazzarol and Soutar® distinguished between coun-
try attractiveness—built on the overall reputation of
the education system, international recognition of de-
grees, academic prestige, word-of-mouth recommen-
dations, cost of living and tuition, social costs, the
presence of a sizeable compatriot student community,
natural environment, geographical proximity, and so-
cial connections—and host institution attractiveness.
For the latter, they ranked factors in decreasing or-
der of importance: employer recognition of qualifi-
cations, the institution’s reputation for teaching and
research quality, the quality and reputation of faculty,
a strong and helpful alumni network, and the size and
diversity of the international student body.
Altbach 2, sharing similar perspectives with Maz-
zarol & Soutar*’, also highlighted fierce competition
for reputable public universities, a lack of truly world-
class institutions, limitations in offering new or in-
ternationally trending disciplines, and sometimes the
absence of an environment of academic freedom in
some home countries serves as significant push fac-
tors. These elements drive students to seek educa-
tional opportunities in developed nations. In terms
of pull factors, Altbach3? pointed to the established
reputation of the host country’s education system,

potentially less stressful admission processes (espe-
cially for international students), and, importantly,
the prospects for employment after graduation, either
in the host country or on the global labor market.
Building on these foundations, de Wit developed
a more detailed and multidimensional push-pull
model, categorizing factors into three main groups,
namely educational, socio-political-cultural, and eco-
nomic factors. While this model acknowledged the
central role of economic factors, similar to McMa-
hon3!, Mazzarol & Soutar [30], and Altbach??, de
Wit’s 33 significant contribution was his emphasis on
and deeper analysis of socio-political-cultural aspects.
He highlighted the importance of historical-cultural
ties, linguistic similarity or attraction, regional co-
hesion (within blocs like the EU or ASEAN), strate-
gic partnerships between sending and receiving coun-
tries, and the growing role of direct cooperation
agreements between higher education institutions in-
ternationally.

While the push-pull model has proven invaluable in
identifying, categorizing, and explaining the factors
influencing study abroad decisions, particularly the
flow of students to Western countries, it exhibits cer-
tain limitations when applied mechanistically to the
context of Asian countries and territories. Nations
such as South Korea, China, Taiwan, and Vietnam are
increasingly asserting themselves as emerging and at-
tractive international education destinations. Inter-
national students choosing these Asian destinations,
while sharing some common motivations (like aca-
demic advancement and better career opportunities)
with those studying in English-speaking countries,
are often attracted or pushed by factors unique to
the region and its distinct cultures. This necessitates
more nuanced, context-sensitive research approaches
to fully illuminate the reasons for their choices and
their diverse experiences in these rising destinations.
Push-Pull Framework and the Rise of Asian Desti-
nations

Recent research focusing on international students
in Asia reveals a more complex picture of academic
mobility drivers. Beyond universal motivations like
educational quality or career prospects, decisions to
choose Asian destinations and higher education in-
stitutions are strongly influenced by region-specific
push-pull factors, reflecting shifts in global educa-
tional geopolitics.

In Taiwan, pull factors are diverse. While Lee '® em-
phasized academic reputation, Wang and Chang '8
highlighted the comparable importance of scholar-
ship opportunities, the allure of unique cultural expe-
riences, and the chance to learn Mandarin Chinese.
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This is supported by Roberts et al.!”, who found that
scholarship opportunities and high-quality Mandarin
language programs were the most decisive factors.
The economic and political rise of mainland China
has made Mandarin a strategically valuable language
in the global job market, positioning Taiwan, with
its Mandarin-speaking environment and open, demo-
cratic society, as an attractive alternative or comple-
ment for language learning '°~'8. Additional factors
include positive referrals from peers, the reputation
of specific university language programs, and the role
of Taiwanese diplomatic missions in promoting study
opportunities 7.

For China, a rapidly growing destination for inter-
national students, studies by Dinglz, Jiani'4, and
Ahmad and Shah? concur that learning Mandarin
is a primary, if not the most important, attraction.
This linguistic appeal is tied to Chinas remarkable
economic development, creating perceptions of nu-
merous business and career opportunities '>!4. Fur-
thermore, policies offering attractive scholarship pro-
grams play a significant role'>120. Substantial in-
vestment in higher education has also significantly
enhanced the reputation and international ranking of
Chinese universities. Ding '? found university quality
to be the third most important pull factor in Shanghai,
while Ahmad and Shah?° considered it paramount
in their sample. Jiani'* suggested that a univer-
sity’s overall reputation and brand significantly influ-
ence institutional choice. Research by Lu et al.** in
Chengdu further underscored the role of perceived
educational quality, reliable recommendations from
friends and family, and positive bilateral relations be-
tween the student’s home country and China, espe-
cially for students from developing nations and those
along the Belt and Road Initiative. Beyond academic
and economic factors, the “distinctive Chinese cul-
tural experience”—exploring an ancient civilization,
tourism, language immersion, and diverse cultural
exchanges—is a major draw, helping China differen-

tiate itself from traditional Western destinations2°.

In South Korea, Jon et al.'’

identified learning and
practicing the Korean language, coupled with expe-
riencing contemporary Korean culture as the most
significant attractions, followed by scholarship op-
portunities and prospects of employment with Ko-
rean companies or Korea-related businesses post-
graduation. However, motivations differ among stu-
dent groups with students from neighboring East
Asian countries may choose South Korea for its rel-
atively more affordable costs, geographical proxim-
ity, cultural similarities, and higher sense of safety,
whereas students from North America and Europe
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are often drawn by the desire for language immer-
sion, firsthand experience of a unique culture known
through media, and specialized research on Korean
society, economy, or politics. Alemu and Cordier?!
also confirmed the desire to explore a novel culture,
the strong appeal of Korean popular culture, and
the availability of scholarships as key drivers, along-
side the growing reputation of specific academic pro-
grams. For Chinese students studying Korean, Lee >
pointed to more pragmatic factors such as somewhat
less stringent admission standards compared to top
universities in China or other countries, the influence
of parental and peer advice, and, to some extent, em-
ployment prospects related to Sino-Korean economic
ties.

Overall, while foundational factors identified in clas-
sic models—such as bilateral political and economic
relations®*, financial aid and scholarships 12141621,
perceived educational quality of the destination coun-
try and its universities 34 influence from social net-

12,14,17

works via recommendations , and the reputa-

12,14,17 remain

tion of specific institutions or programs
crucial across Asian destinations, certain distinctive
elements appear more prominent. These include the
opportunity to learn strategically important local lan-
guages and to directly experience unique and rich in-

digenous cultures 121416-21,

These factors not only
meet academic needs but also satisfy students’ curios-
ity and desire for exploration and personal develop-

ment in an increasingly globalized world.

Vietnam as a Destination for International
Students

While Vietnam’s role as a significant source of out-
bound students is well-documented, scholarly atten-
tion to its increasing appeal as a destination country,
especially for Southeast Asian students, notably from
Laos and Cambodia° , is relatively recent?*~%’. Only
in recent years, with its socio-economic development
and deeper international integration, has Vietnam’s
role as a host country received more academic discus-
sion.

Vietnam’s attractiveness as a study destination is
closely tied to its diplomatic, historical, and eco-
nomic relationships with sending countries. This is
clearly demonstrated by the student demographics,
with a large proportion coming from neighboring
Laos and Cambodia, primarily through government-
to-government scholarship agreements3”*.  More
recently, the strong and comprehensive development
of the strategic partnership between Vietnam and
South Korea, especially in investment, trade, and
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cultural exchange, has led to a significant increase
in Korean students enrolling in Vietnamese studies
or short-term Vietnamese language and culture pro-
grams at Vietnamese universities 2>/,

Research into specific factors influencing the deci-
sion to choose Vietnam indicates several key drivers.
Pham et al.>* emphasized the crucial role of scholar-
ships, particularly government scholarships, as a pri-
mary attraction for international students enrolling
in undergraduate programs at local public universi-
ties. Meanwhile, Mai and Chau?® offer a more mul-
tifaceted perspective, identifying a set of main pull
factors including the reputation and perceived qual-
ity of the desired academic program at a specific in-
stitution, the perception of Vietnam’s dynamic eco-
nomic prospects and attractive investment environ-
ment, the desire to directly experience the rich and
unique local culture, the awareness of good and stable
bilateral relations between Vietnam and the student’s
home country, and the influence of reccommendations
and shared experiences from friends and family mem-
bers who studied or lived in Vietnam.

Beyond traditional push-pull factors, recent studies
have begun to highlight the role of intrinsic moti-
vations, or students’ internal drives, in shaping the
choice of Vietnam. Phan et al.?> provided insight-
ful analysis on how long-term living and working in
Vietnam can spark interest and a need among middle-
aged Koreans for formal study in Vietnamese stud-
ies programs offered by local universities, as a way to
deepen their understanding of the environment they
are part of. Similarly, the inspiring story in Mai and
Chau's?” research about a visually impaired student
from Thailand overcoming difficulties to pursue his
dream of mastering the Vietnamese language in Viet-
nam underscores the role of personal will, determina-
tion, and agency in making educational mobility de-
cisions. These cases suggest that while Vietham may
not yet be a top-tier international education destina-
tion globally, it possesses a "hidden appeal” for certain
student groups. This appeal lies not only in providing
access to affordable education but also in the potential
for unique experiences, personal development, and
maturation that other traditional destinations might
not offer.

Factors Influencing Laotian and Cambodian
Students’ Mobilities

Both Cambodia and Laos have witnessed a steady and
increasing number of students pursuing higher edu-
cation abroad in recent years®’. In terms of destina-
tions, Vietnam has emerged as a top choice for Laotian

students3® and is one of the most popular destination
countries for Cambodian students>°.

Research examining factors influencing these stu-
dents’ choices to study abroad, particularly those
choosing China, reveals specific dynamics. For Cam-
bodian students studying in China, Li et al.** iden-
tified key push factors including recommendations
from relatives, teachers, and the community, as well
as a local shortage of Mandarin-speaking profession-
als. The primary pull factors towards China included
its favorable scholarship policies for Cambodian stu-
dents, cultural attractions, China’s growing economic
influence, and associated employment opportunities
for returnees proficient in Chinese “°. For Laotian stu-
dents choosing China, Wen and Hu*! suggested that
easier access to top Chinese universities could be a
major pull factor, alongside bright job opportunities.

RESEARCH METHODS

This study employs a multiphase mixed methods de-
42,43

sign“*~*°, an approach that flexibly allows for the
sequential or concurrent integration of qualitative
(QUAL) and quantitative (QUAN) data collection and
analysis phases to achieve the overall research objec-
tive which is identifying the factors attracting Laotian
and Cambodian students to study in Vietnam. The re-
search process is structured into four main phases.
The initial phase, Phase 1: Exploratory Interviews (Se-
quential - QUAL), focused on qualitative data collec-
tion through in-depth interviews. The purpose was
to explore the specific issues, aspects, and experiences
of Laotian and Cambodian students studying in Viet-
nam, and to gather insights from lecturers and admin-
istrative staff experienced with this student cohort.
The findings from this phase not only supplemented
and refined the theoretical framework and allowed for
comparison with previous studies but also provided
foundational insights from the participants’ perspec-
tives, thereby laying the groundwork for developing
research instruments in the subsequent phase.
Following this, Phase 2: Instrument Development
(Sequential - QUAL — QUAN Tool, QUAL Tool),
concentrated on constructing data collection instru-
ments. Based on the findings from Phase 1 and a
review of relevant literature, a quantitative survey
questionnaire (QUAN Tool) and a semi-structured
qualitative interview guide (QUAL Tool) were de-
signed and finalized. The survey questionnaire was
translated into Laotian and Khmer languages, pre-
sented bilingually (Vietnamese-Lao and Vietnamese-
Khmer), to facilitate responses. This instrument was
then pilot tested with one Laotian and one Cambo-
dian student to refine language clarity and practical
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usability before full deployment.

Phase 3: Data Collection (Concurrent - QUAN +
QUAL), involved the parallel collection of quantita-
tive and qualitative data. Quantitative data (QUAN)
was gathered through the survey administered from
April 2023 to December 2023 to Laotian and Cam-
bodian students enrolled at five member universi-
ties of Viet Nam National University Ho Chi Minh,
yielding 67 valid completed questionnaires. Concur-
rently, qualitative data (QUAL) was collected through
semi-structured interviews with 09 Laotian and Cam-
bodian students. Additionally, interviews were con-
ducted with representatives from the Laotian and
Cambodian Consulates General in Ho Chi Minh City
to gain further multi-dimensional information.

The final stage, Phase 4: Data Analysis and Integra-
tion (Concurrent - QUAN + QUAL Analysis & Inte-
gration), entailed the independent analysis of quan-
titative and qualitative datasets, followed by their in-
tegrated interpretation. Qualitative data from in-
terviews, which were audio-recorded with consent
and subsequently transcribed (and translated if nec-
essary), were analyzed using thematic analysis guided
by Tracy’s * phronetic iterative approach. This rigor-
ous process involved an initial coding phase to iden-
tify recurring themes, or first-level codes. This was
followed by the selection and refinement of relevant
codes based on their contribution to addressing the
research questions, which constituted the axial codes.
Quantitative survey data were processed using SPSS
software, with descriptive statistics such as frequen-
cies and percentages employed to present the char-
acteristics of the research sample and the factors in-
fluencing students’ academic decisions. The findings
from both data types were then synthesized to en-
hance the robustness and validity of the conclusions.
Relevant secondary literature and contextual docu-
ments further enriched the interpretive process, pro-
viding a deeper understanding of the broader factors
influencing international student choices.

The research design is presented in Table 1:
Regarding the specifics of data collection, semi-
structured interviews involved nine Laotian and
Cambodian students and two officials from diplo-
matic missions of Laos and Cambodia in Ho Chi
Minh City selected through purposive and conve-
nience sampling. A key criterion for student partic-
ipants was their ability to communicate relatively flu-
ently in Vietnamese. Access to participants was facil-
itated by university departments and the diplomatic
missions of Laos and Cambodia in Ho Chi Minh
City. Interviews, typically lasting 40-60 minutes, were
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conducted primarily in Vietnamese, with one inter-
view with a Cambodian Consulate General represen-
tative conducted in English. Ten of the eleven inter-
views were audio-recorded, while the unrecorded one
was meticulously noted and content-verified, with in-
formed consent.

The survey questionnaire targeted full-time Laotian
and Cambodian students under intergovernmental
agreements studying at five VNUHCM member uni-
versities hosting these groups of students. VNUHCM
was selected due to its prominent position as one
of Vietnam’s largest university systems, comprising
eight member universities and affiliated institutions
with over 90,000 students across more than 200 un-
dergraduate programs. Consequently, findings from
this study at VNUHCM member universities are ex-
pected to have significant implications for higher ed-
ucation institutions throughout Vietnam, particularly
public universities. At the time of the study, the Lao-
tian and Cambodian full-time student population at
VNUHCM numbered 81, representing approximately
0.085% of VNUHCM’s total student body. This figure
is slightly below the national average of approximately
0.1% for these student groups® . Given that larger pro-
portions of Laotian and Cambodian students are typ-
ically found in the Northern part of the country, the
percentage of them at VNUHCM can be considered
reasonable.

Out of the total, 67 valid responses were collected,
achieving a response rate of 82.7%. The questionnaire,
developed from literature reviews and exploratory in-
terview findings, was translated and presented bilin-
gually. It was administered with support from inter-
national student affairs offices, with one instance of
email distribution due to a holiday break. Ethical con-
siderations were paramount throughout the research.
All interview participants were fully informed about
the study’s purpose, procedures, privacy rights, and
data confidentiality. Informed consent was obtained
prior to interviews and recordings. Personal data was
anonymized to ensure confidentiality.

According to Figurel, the majority of participants
were female (over 60%), while just over a third were
male. In terms of nationality, Figure2 shows that
nearly four-fifths of the participants were Laotian,
with the remainder being Cambodian. As for host
institutions (Table 2), over 70% of participants came
from University C and University D. The remaining

A 2024 British Council report* indicates that Vietnam hosted
2,094 full-time students from Laos and Cambodia in academic year
2022-2023, increasing to 2,476 in 2023-2024. These figures rep-
resent 0.1% and 0.095% of Vietnam’s total undergraduate enroll-
ments, which were 2,036,689 and 2,355,711 in the respective aca-
demic years“° .
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Table 1: Research design (Source: Authors)

Phase Phase 1: Phase 2: Questionnaire Phase 3: Concurrent Phase 4:
Exploratory Development Data Collection Concurrent
Interview Analysis
Activity Interview Overview + Tool Development Survey (QUAN) + QUAN + QUAL
(QUAL) (QUAL — QUAN Tool) Interview (QUAL) Analysis
Process Sequential Sequential Concurrent Concurrent
Characteris-
tics
61%
B )\ale = Female

Figure 1: Gender ratio of participants (Source: Authors)

H L aotian

Cambodian

Figure 2: Nationalities of the surveyed participants (Source: Authors)

participants were unevenly distributed among three
other VNUHCM member universities. Information
regarding the interviewees is detailed in Table 3.

FINDINGS

Push factors motivating Laotian and Cam-
bodian students to study overseas

This section reveals key motivations driving Laotian
and Cambodian students to pursue higher education
abroad. Quantitative data (Figure3) indicate that the

desire for an international student experience was the

most frequently cited push factor (over 70% of re-
spondents), surpassing considerations of educational
quality (47.76% citing quality of training; 44.78% cit-
ing degree value) and job prospects abroad (34.33%).
Influence from relatives was a less significant factor
(14.93%), while influence from friends was negligible.
These quantitative findings align with qualitative in-
terview data. The desire for a transformative expe-
rience beyond the confines of their home countries
emerged as a central theme, mirroring broader trends
in Asian student mobility22 47, Participant B_ST, for
example, highlights the significance of this motiva-
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Table 2: Host institutions (Source: Authors)

Host institutions ~ Types of programs offered Location Frequency  Percentage
UniversityA Agriculture, Business, Laws, Education =~ Mekong Delta 17 25.37 %
UniversityB Engineering, Management Ho Chi Minh City 2 2.99 %
UniversityC Economics, Business, Laws Ho Chi Minh City 21 31.34 %
UniversityD Social Sciences, Humanities Ho Chi Minh City 26 38.81 %
UniversityE Science, Computing Ho Chi Minh City 1 1.49 %
Total 67 100%

Table 3: Interviewees’ Information (Source: Authors)

STT Interviewees Nationality
1 CG_01 Laotian
2 CG_02 Cambodian
3 A_ST 01 Cambodian
4 A_ST_02 Cambodian
5 A_ST 03 Cambodian
6 A_ST_04 Laotian
7 A_ST_05 Cambodian
8 A_ST_06 Cambodian
9 B_ST Cambodian
10 D_ST Laotian
11 E_ST Laotian

Gender  Institutions

Male Consulate General
Male Consulate General
Male University A

Male University A

Male University A

Male University A
Female  University A
Female  University A

Male University B
Female  University D

Male University E

tion, as he decided to apply for a Vietnamese schol-
arship program without prior planning, solely driven
by a desire for an international experience.

The perceived higher quality and greater value of for-
eign degrees also constituted significant push fac-
tors, echoing the findings of Mazzarol and Soutar
[30]. Interview data show that participants repeat-
edly emphasized the enhanced career prospects and
social prestige associated with a foreign credential,
using terms like “higher;” more opportunities,” and
“more successful” to describe these perceived ad-
vantages (A_ST_01, A_ST_02). One respondent ex-
plicitly contrasted the ease of finding employment
with a foreign degree compared to a domestic one
(A_ST_03). This finding reflects the limitations of the
higher education systems in Cambodia and Laos, par-
ticularly in science and technology fields, underscor-
ing the perceived necessity of international study for
improved employment prospects>!,

While the survey indicated limited influence from
family (14.93%), interview data reveal a more nu-

anced role. Parental influence, particularly from
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fathers with prior international study experience
(A_ST_04, A_ST_05), significantly shaped the deci-
sions of some students. Even without personal expe-
rience abroad, parental encouragement was driven by
practical considerations such as the improved earning
potential associated with a foreign degree (A_ST_03).
However, the role of family appears less pronounced
compared to studies of Asian students pursuing edu-

cation in English-speaking countries .

A noteworthy finding was a third of the participants
(34.33%) expressing a desire for work opportunities
abroad, despite the study’s focus on full-time students
who are mandated to return to their home country.
This suggests that international work experience is
valued for post-graduation career prospects. Respon-
dents frequently cited internships and practical train-
ing as strategies to acquire such experience prior to

their return.
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Figure 3: Push factors (Source: Authors)

HYes HNo

Figure 4: Is Vietnam your first choice? (Source: Authors)

Pull factors attracting Laotian and Cambo-
dian students to choose Vietnam as a study
destination

Among the 67 surveyed Laotian and Cambodian stu-
dents, Vietnam was the primary destination of choice
for a majority (68.66%) (Figure 4). However, 31.34%
initially considered alternative locations, with China
being the most frequently cited alternative (over 52%
of those considering other destinations) (Figure 5).
This preference for China likely reflects the country’s
increasing investment in attracting international stu-
dents from developing nations, particularly Cambo-
dia and Laos3*1*®, While developed nations such
as the US, UK, and Australia were also considered,

Vietnam’s dominance highlights its competitive ad-
vantage in attracting students from these countries.

Data in Figure 6 show that scholarship support
emerged as the most significant pull factor, influenc-
ing 71.64% of respondents’ decisions to study in Viet-
nam. All participants received full, four-year scholar-
ships covering tuition and living expenses. The crucial
role of scholarships is further emphasized by compar-
ing responses regarding recommendations to others.
With scholarship availability, almost all respondents
(96%) indicated they would encourage others to study
in Vietnam but only approximately 40% would do so

without one (Figure 7 & 8).
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Figure 5: Other destination countries that participants considered before coming to Vietnam (Source: Authors)
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Figure 6: Factors attracting international students from Laosand Cambodia to choose Vietnam as a study desti-

nation (Source: Authors)

Other key pull factors, each attracting between 35%
and 40% of respondents, included positive bilateral
relations, Vietnam’s economic development, and the
quality of Vietnamese higher education. Less influen-
tial factors included the presence of Vietnamese busi-
nesses in their home countries and the availability of
specific programs (25.37% and 22.39%, respectively);
influence from relatives remained minimal (14.93%).
The long-standing relationship between Vietnamese
institutions and governmental agencies in Laos and
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Cambodia, providing training for civil servants and
professionals, was also identified by slightly over 10%
of the respondents as a key influence. A detailed ex-
amination of each factor is provided below.

Scholarship

The availability of scholarships was overwhelmingly
the most significant pull factor, consistently empha-
sized by all interview participants. The comprehen-
sive scholarships, covering tuition, transportation, a
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HEYes BNo

Figure 7: Students’ responses on recommending Vietnam as a study destination WITHscholarships (Source: Au-

thors)

HEYes BNo

Figure 8: Students’ responses on recommending Vietnam as a study destinationWITHOUT scholarships (Source:

Authors)

one-time stipend, and monthly living allowances. The
monthly allowance has been revised recently from ap-
proximately 150 US dollars per month to almost 200
US dollars per month. Albeit modest compared to in-
ternational student financial aid or scholarship in de-
veloped destinations, the tuition waiver and monthly
stipend significantly reduced the financial burden for
students and their families (A_ST_03). This is fur-
ther underscored by the fact that several participants
such as B_ST actively sought scholarship opportuni-
ties, even changing academic paths, prioritizing full
scholarships that covered both tuition and living ex-
penses over partial scholarships that only covered tu-
ition. The near-universal endorsement (96%) (Figure
7) of recommending Vietnam as a study destination
among scholarship recipients highlights the profound
impact of this financial support on study choices.

Bilateral Relations

Vietnam’s strong, friendly relationships with Laos and
Cambodia represent a second significant pull factor,

as highlighted by diplomatic representatives (CG_01).
The collaborative "Project Improving the quality and
effectiveness of Vietnam-Laos cooperation in the field
of education and human resource development for
the 2021-2030 period” exemplifies the commitment
to strengthening educational ties and training human
resources. This positive relationship is evident not
only at the governmental level but also in initiatives
such as the Vientiane-Ho Chi Minh Friendship High
School, funded by Ho Chi Minh City demonstrating
long-term investment in education cooperation. This
established trust and partnership systemically influ-
ence student choices.

Vietnam’s Economic Growth

Vietnam’s remarkable economic progress since Ddi
M6i*, with a tenfold increase in GDP and substan-
tial per capita income growth, surpasses that of Laos
and Cambodia significantly. In 2024, in terms of eco-
nomic size, Vietnam’s GDP is 10 times that of Cam-
bodia (45.14 billion USD) and 30 times that of Laos
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(15.19 billion USD) . In terms of per capita income,
Vietnam is 1.76 times higher than Cambodia (2,630
USD/person/year) and 2.3 times higher than Laos
(1,980 USD/person/year)>°.
growth, providing a development model for South-

This robust economic

east Asia®! and highlighting innovation in areas such
as renewable energy>?, presents a strong pull factor,
consistent with trends in international student mobil-
ity towards economically developed nations. The fact
that nearly 70% of respondents chose Vietnam as their
primary choice underscores this economic appeal.

Higher Education Quality

While not yet a top-tier global competitor, the qual-
ity of Vietnamese higher education has emerged as a
significant pull factor for Laotian and Cambodian stu-
dents in this study (38,82%). This perception of qual-
ity is substantiated by tangible improvements in the
sector, evidenced by the increasing presence of Viet-
namese universities in global rankings and the strong
reputation of leading institutions 53 (A_ST_01). Cru-
cially, the appeal of this educational quality is ampli-
fied when combined with other advantages, such as
scholarships, strong bilateral relationships, and eco-
nomic opportunities, creating a compelling overall
value proposition for regional students.

Other Influential Factors

Four out of eight surveyed pull factors were chosen by
less than 30% of the participants. The most significant
of these is the presence of Vietnamese enterprises in
the home country (25.37%). The growth of these en-
terprises in Laos and Cambodia creates a considerable
incentive by offering clear and attractive employment
opportunities (A_ST_01). These companies have a
practical need for personnel who understand the local
culture and hold Vietnamese educational qualifica-
tions, opening up distinct career prospects. Further-
more, proactive recruitment activities by these com-
panies at Vietnamese universities strengthen the tan-
gible link between education and future careers, mak-
ing this a compelling driver for students.

The availability of desired fields of study, although
chosen by just over a fifth of the participants (22.39%),
is a factor that demonstrates the competitive advan-
tages of Vietnamese universities in fields with labor
shortages in Laos and Cambodia, such as Agricul-
ture (A_ST_02). Additionally, encouragement from
social networks (14.93%), particularly from success-
ful alumni, serves as a credible source of information
that attracts potential students (A_ST_03, A_ST_01).
Finally, a more specific channel is the nominating
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agency (10.45%), through which students are sent by
state agencies from their home country, reflecting
strategic cooperation and trust in the quality of Viet-
namese education.

Beyond the surveyed factors, additional elements
emerging from interview data also contribute to
Vietnam’s appeal. These include enhanced career
prospects upon return, as a Vietnamese degree and
language proficiency provide a significant competi-
tive advantage in the domestic job market (A_ST_01,
A_ST_02, A_ST_04, B_ST). Geographical proxim-
ity is a practical advantage, reducing travel costs and
the psychological burden of being far from home
(A_ST_01, B_ST). Lastly, a pre-existing familiarity
with the Vietnamese language, especially for students
from border regions, lowers the initial language bar-
rier and facilitates a smoother cultural and academic
integration (A_ST_01, A_ST_02).

DISCUSSIONS

This study reveals a complex interplay of push and
pull factors shaping the decision-making processes
of Laotian and Cambodian students pursuing higher
education abroad, with Vietnam as a preferred des-
tination. The primary push factor was the desire
for a transformative international educational expe-
rience, often outweighing considerations of institu-
tional prestige. This aligns with studies highlight-
ing the prioritization of personal growth and global
perspectives over purely academic criteria®>*’. This
drive is further fuelled by limitations within the Lao-
tian and Cambodian higher education systems, no-
tably in STEM fields>*>°, and the perceived superior
value of foreign credentials in the domestic job mar-
ket>*. This "vertical mobility” towards neighbouring
countries with stronger educational systems is a sig-
nificant trend within Asia>®. The desire for interna-
tional work experience, even under return-to-home-
country mandates, underscores the broader relevance
of career prospects in international student decision-
making?’. While family and peer influences played
a role, their impact was less pronounced than in
studies of students targeting English-speaking coun-
tries 23:30:3435

The dominant pull factor was the availability of schol-
arships, consistent with findings across Asia and glob-

12,14,16,17,19-21,24

ally The efficacy of such scholar-

ship programs is evident in China’s experience !>°7,
underscoring their critical role in attracting interna-
tional students. Beyond financial incentives, Viet-
nam’s strong bilateral relationships with Laos and

Cambodia, its economic growth, and the perceived
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quality of its higher education system contributed sig-
nificantly to its appeal. This aligns with research high-
lighting the influence of geopolitical ties, economic
development, and educational reputation on interna-
tional student flows '3, The presence of Vietnamese
businesses in Laos and Cambodia further enhances
Vietnam’s attractiveness by offering post-graduation
employment opportunities.

In addition to overall quality, strengths in specific
fields of study where Vietnam excels represent a
clear competitive advantage, especially since Laos and
Cambodia face shortages and high demand for hu-
man resources in these areas. The reputation of Viet-
namese universities in fields such as agriculture di-
rectly meets the labor market needs of neighboring
countries, creating a strong attraction for students
with clear career orientations. Finally, factors such as
geographical proximity and familiarity with or fond-
ness for the Vietnamese language are distinctive local
pull factors, particularly in the context of intra-Asian
student mobility !1718:27:36:56 " These factors reduce
travel costs, mitigate culture shock, and create favor-
able conditions for students’ academic and social in-
tegration. These are “soft” but important advantages
that Vietnam should continue to leverage.

In summary, attracting agreement students from Laos
and Cambodia is the result of a confluence of "push”
factors from their home countries (educational lim-
itations, desire for new experiences, value of for-
eign degrees) and specific "pull” factors from Vietnam
(scholarships, friendly relations, economic develop-
ment, improving education quality, job opportuni-
ties, and geographical and cultural proximity). Un-
derstanding this complex interplay is key to develop-
ing more effective strategies for attracting and sup-
porting students in the future. Based on such under-
standing, management implications will be presented
in the following section.

MANAGEMENT IMPLICATIONS FOR
VIETNAMESE HIGHER EDUCATION
INSTITUTIONS

The Vietnamese government has signaled a strong
commitment to the internationalization of its higher
education sector. Decisions No. 1600/QD-TTg and
1705/QD-TTg articulate a strategic goal to increase
the proportion of full-time international students to
1.5% by 2030. This target is ambitious, representing
a more than sevenfold increase from the current level
of approximately 0.2%. Achieving this objective will
demand significant and targeted efforts from Viet-
nam’s higher education institutions. Critically, stu-
dents from Laos and Cambodia consistently comprise

nearly half of the international student cohort in Viet-
nam. Therefore, findings from this study can yield im-
portant insights for developing institutional strategies
and national policies aimed at boosting international
student enrollment.

Firstly, a primary finding of this study is that the
strongest push factor for Laotian and Cambodian stu-
dents is the aspiration for overseas experience. This
motivation is closely linked to the perceived value and
quality associated with international qualifications.
Consequently, while Vietnam’s higher education sec-
tor is still developing its global recruitment footprint,
these findings suggest that Laos and Cambodia are
key potential markets. Specifically, Vietnamese insti-
tutions with international credentials, such as those
emerging in global university rankings, VNUHCM
for instance, are exceptionally well-positioned. They
can directly meet student demand for a reputable for-
eign degree, making the highlighting of their interna-
tionally recognized status a critical component of re-
cruitment messaging in these neighboring countries.
Secondly, regarding pull factors, studies elsewhere
and this article have shown that scholarships are
of paramount importance in attracting international
students, particularly those from Laos and Cambo-
dia. This suggests that financial aid should be a
cornerstone of both national and institutional strat-
egy. While government-funded scholarships are con-
strained by state regulations, autonomous Vietnamese
universities possess the flexibility to create their own
tailored financial aid schemes, targeting specific stu-
dent groups. Funding for such support can be drawn
from institutional income or contributions from the
private sector. The combination of a student’s desire
for international education and a university’s concrete
financial offer is what can ultimately improve the ap-
peal and competitiveness of Vietnamese higher edu-
cation.

Last but not least, the data show that recruitment ad-
vantages extend beyond institutional offerings to en-
compass broader geopolitical and economic factors.
Strong bilateral relationships with Laos and Cambo-
dia offer a recruitment advantage that can be gen-
eralized, that is universities could strategically target
countries with strong political and economic bonds
with Vietnam. This strategy may become more effec-
tive when institutions partner with Vietnamese busi-
nesses in those countries to facilitate internships and
career pathways for returning graduates. Given that
international students often seek employment oppor-
tunities, Vietnam’s strong economic prospects, com-
bined with a robust Vietnamese business presence at
home and abroad, has the potential to create an ideal
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and highly attractive combination for prospective stu-
dents.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, achieving Vietnam’s ambitious inter-
nationalization goals requires a sophisticated, multi-
layered strategy. The findings demonstrate that uni-
versities must first capitalize on the strong push fac-
tor of student aspiration for quality overseas expe-
riences by clearly marketing their institutional aca-
demic standing and global rankings. This reputa-
tional pull must then be paired with compelling fi-
nancial incentives, particularly flexible, university-
funded scholarships that address the financial barri-
ers for students from key markets like Laos and Cam-
bodia. Finally, these institutional efforts can be sig-
nificantly amplified by leveraging broader geopolit-
ical and economic factors, such as partnering with
Vietnamese businesses abroad to create tangible ca-
reer pathways. Executing this requires orchestrated
efforts at both the state and university levels to formu-
late comprehensive strategies that not only increase
student numbers but also foster the genuine interna-
tionalization of Vietnam’s university campuses.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH

While this study offers valuable insights into the fac-
tors influencing Laotian and Cambodian students’
choices to study in Vietnam, its findings must be inter-
preted with consideration for several significant lim-
itations. Methodologically, the generalizability of the
results is constrained by the sampling strategy, which
included a modest sample size (N=67), a significant
overrepresentation of Laotian students (77.61%), and
the use of purposive sampling. The reliance on self-
reported data also introduces the potential for re-
sponse bias, while the cross-sectional design, cap-
turing data at a single point in time, prevents the
establishment of causal relationships. Furthermore,
the study’s scope is narrow in both theme and time.
Thematically, it does not conduct an in-depth anal-
ysis of key socio-cultural factors—such as cultural
similarity, language, or the influence of family—that
may inform student decisions. Temporally, the re-
search focuses only on the pre-enrolment stage, omit-
ting crucial longitudinal data on students’ subsequent
academic experiences, cultural integration, and post-
graduation career impacts. Future research should
therefore employ larger, more demographically bal-
anced samples. Adopting a longitudinal design that
also analyzes key socio-cultural variables is essential

6477

to build upon these exploratory findings and provide
amore comprehensive understanding of the entire in-
ternational student journey.
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TOM TAT

Trong béi canh toan cau hoa va su trdi ddy cla cac quéc gia chau A nhu nhiing diém dén du hoc
mdi, nghién ctu nay khdam pha cac yéu to thic ddy sinh vién Lao va Campuchia di du hoc va cac
yéu t6 cu thé thu hut ho chon Viét Nam lam qudc gia diém dén. Khi su dich chuyén sinh vién trong
ndi khéi ASEAN ngay cang tang, viéc tim hiéu dong luc clia cac dong chdy nay dén cac trung tam
mdi nGi nhu Viet Nam—mot qudc gia ¢ cac muc tiéu chién luge nham qudc té hoa gido duc dai
hoc—tr& nén cuc ky quan trong. St dung thiét ké phuong phéap hén hop da giai doan, nghién ctu
nay cung cap mét phan tich sau sdc bang cach tich hop dir liéu dinh lugng va dinh tinh. Qua trinh
nghién clu bao gébm cac cudc phdng van kham phd dé lam co s& phat trién cong cu khao sat, sau
d6 la thu thap di liéu dong thai thong qua khao sat dinh lugng véi 67 sinh vién Lao va Campuchia
va phéng van sau dinh tinh véi 11 sinh vién va dai dién ngoai giao. Két qua cho thay cac yéu té
"day" chinh khéng chi mang tinh thuc tién ma con mang tinh khéat vong, bao gém mong muén
manh mé vé trai nghiém sinh vién qudc té€ mang tinh bién déi va nhan thiic réng bang cap nudc
ngoai c6 chat lugng va gia tri cao hon, mang lai lgi thé canh tranh trén thi trudng viéc lam trong
nudc. Yéu t6 "kéo" quan trong nhat thu hat sinh vién dén Viét Nam 1a sy sdn ¢ clia cac hoc béng
toan phan ttrchinh phli. Theo sau do la su két hop clia cac yéu té khac, bao gébm mdi quan hé song
phuang tich cuc va 8n dinh gilra cac quéc gia, thanh tuu phat trién kinh té€ &n tugng ctia Viét Nam,
va chét lugng ngay cang dugc cong nhan ctia hé théng gido duc dai hoc. Nghién ctu nay dong
gop vao khéi van liéu con han ché vé su dich chuyén cla sinh vién quéc t€ dén cac diém dén phi
truyén théng, khéng néi tiéng Anh, dac biét la trong béi canh ctia ASEAN. Nghién cliu dua ra cac
ham nghia quan ly cu thé cho cac trusng dai hoc Viét Nam. Cac két qua va khuyén nghi tir nghién
cliu nay co thé gilip cac ca sé gido duc dai hoc Viét Nam thu hit hiéu qua hon sinh vién quéc té,
dac biét la sinh vién tir Lao va Campuchia, nham lam phong pht thém cong déng hoc thuat, tdng
cudng moi quan hé khu vuc va cudi cung la ndng cao vi thé qudc té clia minh trong boi canh toan
cau dang cé nhiéu canh tranh.

Tur khoa: sinh vién qudc té, yéu té kéo, yéu t6 ddy, Lao, Campuchia, Viet Nam, gido duc dai hoc,
ASEAN
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