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CHAPTER 2

Chinese Academic Mobility to Europe

An Overview and a Plea for a Family Perspective

Maggi WH. Leung

Abstract

The European higher education and research field has attracted an increasing
number of Chinese students and academics in the past few decades. This chapter
gives an account of the trends, geographies, policy contexts, and socio-economic
ramifications of this expanding mobility. Extending the common focus on processes
at micro (individual student/scholar) or macro (political-economic and societal)
levels in the scholarship, this chapter argues for more emphasis on meso-level
dynamics. Specifically, it highlights the role of the family. Drawing on original research
findings, this chapter examines the effects of powerful notions such as “a good wife/
mother” “a good husband/father” and “a good (grand) son/daughter” in shaping
academic mobility aspirations and practices. Narratives of research participants also
make evident the differentiated impact of overseas study and academic work on the

“Chinese” family.

1 Introduction

The European higher education and research field has attracted an increasing
number of students and academics from the People’s Republic of China (here-
after: China) in the past few decades. Scholarly and policy narratives surround-
ing academic mobility—studying, training, and working in the academic field
abroad—have been dominated by two perspectives differing in analytical
scale. The first perspective focuses on mobile scholars, who are represented
mainly as rational individuals who pursue academic mobility to accumulate
human capital, which in turn can be translated to social distinctions, eco-
nomic benefit, and other forms of personal advancement (e.g., Kronholz and
Osborn 2016; Nilsson and Ripmeester 2016; Pawar, Dasgupta, and Vispute 2019;
Teichler and Janson 2007; Zheng 2014). The second perspective examines the
institutional level. This body of work analyses the role of higher education and
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72 LEUNG

research institutions (Findlay, McCollum, and Packwood 2017; Kleibert 2021),
the states (e.g., Gillan, Damachis, and McGuire 2003; Pan 2013; Ye 2016), and
the broader political-economic system (e.g., Choudaha 2017; Komljenovic and
Lee Robertson 2017; Mok and Montgomery 2021) in commodifying education
and promoting and regulating academic mobility flows. However, compar-
atively less attention has been paid to how academic mobility is shaped by
meso-level dynamics such as the family.

As I elaborated elsewhere (Hao and Leung 2023b), a family perspective
deepens our conceptualization of academic mobility in at least four ways.
First, it helps us appreciate individuals’ multiple subjectivities, beyond their
identity as students or academics. Their relation to and positionality vis-a-vis
other members in a family influence and are affected by their academic sub-
jectivity. An appreciation of the multiple identities and positionalities of these
individuals helps us understand their mindsets, actions, and experiences. Sec-
ond, the family is the analytical space where gendered power geometries can
be mapped out well (Mahler and Pessar 2006; Massey 1994). Taking note of
family relations and expectations helps us chart the power contours in which
students and academics are embedded. Third, seeing academic mobility as
a familial process reveals the impact of life phases of the individual scholars
and their family members in shaping academic mobility trajectories (Li and
Wang 2021), which are often thought of as individual adventures. Fourth, a
family perspective enriches the dominant economistic view of academic
mobility in the scholarship and policy discourses. Rather than considering
academic mobility as an undertaking primarily or only for career advance-
ment and (national) economic development, we gain insights into how aca-
demic mobility is pursued (or not, or in what way) for other socio-cultural
values in families. Arguably, a focus on the family in the study of academic
mobility in Chinese societies is particularly meaningful, considering how the
family carries substantial weight in shaping self and collective identities, goal
setting, and decision-making processes in Confucian culture (Wu and Tseng
1985). Liu-Farrer (2014), for instance, underlines the influence of ethnoculture
in family expectations in education. She argues that parental devotion in
Chinese and other Asian cultures raises the likelihood of larger investment in
education, which in turn makes those students’ academic performance more a
family issue than is the case among students from Europe or North America
(Fritz, Chin, and DeMarinis 2008).

This chapter attempts to deepen our attention paid to the family, with a
focus on Chinese academic mobility in Europe. In the following, I will first pro-
vide an overview of the trends, geographies, policies, and social contexts of Chi-
nese academic mobility in Europe. A review of literature on Chinese academic
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CHINESE ACADEMIC MOBILITY TO EUROPE 73

mobility that has put (some) emphasis on the family will then follow. The sub-
sequent section will present the findings of some of my empirical research
that examines the effects of powerful notions such as “a good wife/mother,” “a
good husband/father,” and “a good (grand) son/daughter” in shaping academic
mobility aspiration and practices. Narratives of my research participants will
be provided to illustrate the differentiated impact of overseas study and aca-
demic work on the “Chinese” family.

2 Academic Mobility from China to Europe: Trends, Geographies,
Policy, and Social Contexts

As social historian Liu (2021) maintains, China’s modern history has been
shaped by Chinese students studying abroad. He identifies three episodes of
“study-abroad fever” over the past 150 years. Such an overview helps place the
remarkable rise of academic (predominantly students but also staff) mobility
in recent decades in historical perspective. This chapter focuses on the con-
temporary phase. Between the implementation of the Open Door Policy in
1978 and 2020, over 6.56 million Chinese students studied abroad according
to data from China’s Ministry of Education (Global Times 2020). China is now
the world’s largest source of international students, with more than 700,000
Chinese studying overseas in 2019 (Zuo 2021). While this large number is mostly
celebrated, there have been concerns that many do not return to China, par-
ticularly in the 1990s (Zweig and Chen 1996). This prompted the Chinese gov-
ernment to adopt an array of policies to lure Chinese students and researchers
overseas to return or engage in the knowledge diaspora (Leung 2015; Zweig
2006; Zweig, Fung, and Han 2008). While countries and regions in the Global
North, such as the United States (US) and Western Europe, remain the most
popular destinations, countries along the Belt and Road corridors have become
increasingly popular among prospective Chinese students seeking education
overseas (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China 2018).

Table 2.1 shows the main destinations for Chinese tertiary-level students
according to the UNESCO statistics on “Global Flow of Tertiary-Level Students”
(http://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow). Because of missing data, major
destinations such as Japan and the Netherlands are not shown in the most
current records (2023). This calls for our attention when using and comparing
data on academic mobility. Data used by UNEsco and Eurostat, for instance,
are often different. Discrepancies have to do with definitions of what “China”
should include (some data sets include Hong Kong and Macao, some do not)
and which students to include (credit or programme mobility, duration of study

For use by the Author only | © 2025 Koninklijke Brill BV



74 LEUNG

TABLE 2.1 Top destinations of Chinese tertiary-level students

Rank Country Number of Chinese students
1 Us 343,761
2 UK 143,867
3 Australia 128,183
4 Canada 81,006
5 Korea, Republic of 58,746
6 China, Hong Kong 39,355
7 Germany 39,281
8 France 24,780
9 China, Macao 22,211
10 Russian Federation 18,531
1 Malaysia 16,974
12 New Zealand 13,815
13 Italy 12,413
14 Thailand 11,800
15 Belarus 3,998
16 Ukraine 3,598
17 Ireland 3,362
18 Spain 3,289
19 Hungary 2,776
20 Sweden 2,670
21 Tiirkiye 2,433
22 Switzerland 2,401
23 Finland 1,717
24 Mongolia 1,640
25 Denmark 1,381

Note: Data are missing from some major destinations such as Japan and the Netherlands.

SOURCE: UNESCO (2023) GLOBAL FLOW OF TERTIARY-LEVEL STUDENTS. HTTP://UIS
.UNESCO.ORG/EN/UIS-STUDENT-FLOW (ACCESSED ON 21 FEBRUARY 2023).

abroad etc.). A cross check of different sets of statistics (UNEScO, Eurostat)
and publications concludes that the US, the United Kingdom (UK), Australia,
Canada, Japan, and South Korea are the top global destinations for Chinese
students. In Europe, the UK has been the most popular European destination.
Other major destinations in Europe are Germany, France, Switzerland, Spain, the
Russian Federation, and Italy. Low tuition fees and/or cost of living, (perceived)
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CHINESE ACADEMIC MOBILITY TO EUROPE 75

sound education and social policies, attractive academic specializations, avail-
ability of scholarship/fellowships, and the possibility to work during and after
study (such as the Post Study Work Visa scheme in the UK and similar polices
in the Netherlands and Spain) are attractive factors that draw Chinese students
(Fu 2019; Thagersen 2021). As reflected by the number of students, there have
been some shifts in terms of disciplinary orientation. The number of Chinese
students studying engineering, computer science and IT, mathematics and sta-
tistics, and social sciences has continued to decline, while more choose to study
business management, finance, trade and corporate management, foreign lan-
guage and literature, as well as education (Wang and Miao 2017).

The expansion of the China-EU mobility field reflects the general trend of
internationalization of the higher education sector in our increasingly global-
ized world. As such, it is nothing unique. However, this trend exemplifies the
“rise of China” in the broader global political economy. Recognizing the role of
higher education and research in China’s push for modernization and develop-
ment, which is linked to the notion of suzhi & (quality) of the population,
the Chinese state has funded a large number of Chinese students and academic
staff members to go abroad for advanced studies or research. International
mobilities of Chinese students and academics is part and parcel of the growing
diplomatic, economic, and socio-cultural relations between China and its global
counterparts. In the past few years, the EU and China have formalized their
commitments to nurturing these linkages as an important segment of the “Peo-
ple-to-People Dialogue.” Complementing the EU-China High-Level Economic
and Trade Dialogue and High-Level Strategic Dialogue, the People-to-People
Dialogue is considered the third pillar of EU-China relations. Three of the main
follow-up actions of the Dialogue meetings include (i) the EU-China Tuning ini-
tiative aimed at strengthening the compatibility of the education systems in the
EU and China, (ii) the Erasmus+ mobility programmes between the EU and
China, and (iii) further support for researchers’ mobility through the Marie
Sktodowska-Curie Programme.

The growing links between China and Europe in education, trade and
investment, and many other fields is also part of broader geopolitical and
economic transformations that have been accelerated and deepened through
China’s Belt and Road Initiative. Positioned at the endpoint of the Belt and
Roads, Europe is perceived by the Chinese state as an important partner in
the “New China Dream.” The development of the Belt and Road Initiative has
transformed the landscape of people and capital mobilities in the Eurasian
region. As such, it also has an effect on the education- and research-related
linkages between China and Europe, as well as other countries along the
corridors.
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With the overall rise of income level, more and more (upper-)middle class
families in China are willing and able to send their children abroad in search
of the best degrees available on the “world market.” According to figures from
the Ministry of Education, 90% of the Chinese students overseas were self-
financed in 2018 (Zou 2019). The relative importance of Chinese students as
compared to other Chinese migration flows (e.g,, labour or family reunion)
to Europe is worth noting. According to data from Eurostat Statistics (2022),
family was the prevailing (43%) reason for first residence permits granted to
Chinese. In 2017, the proportion of Chinese students (26%) surpassed those of
workers (24%). While the exact numbers of the statistics change constantly,
it is clear that this development has made a noticeable impact on the socio-
demographic makeup of the Chinese communities across Europe (Plewa 2020).

Besides young students, Chinese academics are also taking a more active
part in the global knowledge economy. Due to its transient nature, systematic,
internationally comparable data on the mobility of academic staff are not avail-
able. Mathou and Yan (2012) provided the first and most comprehensive report
on Chinese academic mobility to the EU, with figures from Germany, Finland,
Portugal, Sweden, and the UK. About 6,700 academic staff of Chinese nation-
ality worked in the EU between 2008 and 2009. Most of them were working
at German and British higher education institutions. Chinese academics who
worked in Europe at that time were generally aged between 30 and 4o years,
male, and from disciplines related to engineering. They were mostly affiliated
with institutions located in Beijing or Shanghai. Most travelled to Europe for
short-term periods (3 months to 1year). A decade later, the number of Chinese
academicsin the EU hasrisen overall (Xia 2016). Academic mobility, though still
a privilege limited to the relatively few with high symbolic capital (Leung 2013),
has also become a more common practice among scholars from second-tier
cities and interior provinces in China. Germany annually publishes related
figures on its website “Wissenschaft Weltoffen” (http://www.wissenschaft
-weltoffen.de/). In 2021, almost 4,000 academic staff of Chinese nationality
worked in Germany. Mobility patterns among Chinese academics, like their
counterparts from other countries, vary greatly depending on academic dis-
ciplines, the existence of exchange programmes, and academic networks and
sponsorship, among other factors. In the case of Germany, mathematics, nat-
ural sciences, engineering, law, economics and other social sciences, as well as
medicine and health sciences have been the main disciplines of the Chinese
scholars.

The covip-19 pandemic made a great impact on our world’s mobility
patterns. Due to the fact that the virus was first identified in Wuhan and the

I«

Chinese state’s “zero-coviD” policy, the pandemic affected Chinese academic
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mobility flow and daily experiences in remarkable ways. A few studies
documented the strategy of staying put by taking online courses among
Chinese international students in situ (Wang 2022). The research by Hu, Xu,
and Tu (2022) in the UK is particularly relevant to this chapter. The authors
advocate the concept of “family-mediated migration infrastructure” to illu-
minate the role played by the transnational family in brokering information,
mobilizing resources, and coordinating disjointed institutional players in
order to support their children studying overseas during the pandemic. Eval-
uating the early trends in the post-COVID era, a recent report notes the rising
demand for study abroad in China in 2023 after the state’s decision to reopen
its border. The most popular destinations appear to still be Australia and the
UK (British Council 2021). Yet, Chinese students are considering a wider range
of destinations than they were before the pandemic. While university rankings
remain an important factor in choosing where to study abroad for Chinese stu-
dents, safety and geopolitical factors have become more important than in the
past (ICEF Monitor 2023). Some journalistic reports and anecdotes have high-
lighted that the desire to leave China seems to be more common among youth
and their parents who were disillusioned by the stringent “zero-covip” policy
and are losing faith in the economic and social prospects in China. Studying
abroad provides a potential route in practicing this “run philosophy” (runxue
1"4%”), abuzzword on Chinese social media that is a coded way of talking about
emigrating (Ni 2022).

On the other hand, reports have also noted the likely stagnation and even
slight decline of Chinese students studying abroad in the near future, after a
peak around the year of 2027. Reasons contributing to this prognosis include
the rising appeal of education at home in China due to the increase in domes-
tic educational opportunities and the quality of education (Lem 2022),
increasingly popular options in pursuing an international education in situ
at “global campuses” such as NYU Shanghai (ChinalCAC 2023), as well as the
Chinese government’s efforts to strengthen educational sovereignty, control
passport applications, regulate international admission exams, and oversee
study abroad agencies (Lem 2022). The last point about the less open attitude
of the Chinese state can be interpreted as a part of broader shifts in the geo-
political climate between China and many countries in the Global North and
West—as opposed to the relations between China and its partners in the Global
South, especially in Africa. Tensions between China and the US, Western
Europe, and Australia—especially with regard to espionage and data security—
have played out intensely in the education and research fields. In February
2020, the European Commission issued a 5-page “concept note” to national
authorities and universities in Europe, warning them to be vigilant and take
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protective measures against Chinese influence (Rettman 2020). Efforts have
been made to develop guidelines for European institutions to maintain “safe”
and more sustainable research collaboration with China, to step up knowl-
edge security and academic integrity, and for protection of academic freedom
(d'Hooghe and Lammertink 2020; Sharma 2003).

We have until now considered “China” and “Europe” or “the EU” as a region.
Certainly, this obscures the tremendous unevenness within each. Chinese
students and scholars engage in academic mobility differently depending on
what regions and institutions they are from, what disciplines they work in,
and their other socio-demographic characteristics. Similarly, “Europe,” as a
region, is a patchwork of very different destinations, demarcated by the many
countries, cities, and academic institutions in the region. Though operating
often as elements of the EU as a whole, member states, regions, municipali-
ties, and academic institutions are also competing in attracting the best and
the most candidates. In the EU, the Netherlands is considered as a welcoming
destination because of the large number of long-established English-language
education programmes it offers. As in the case of many countries in the world,
English is taught in China and a compulsory subject on the National Higher
Education Entrance Examination, placing it on par with Chinese and math-
ematics. English-language programmes are therefore the most accessible,
in general, for Chinese students. The number of English programmes is also
increasing in Germany, which enjoys a strong reputation for its education
system, sustainable economic growth, and investments in the hi-tech and
general industrial sectors. The German low/no tuition policy, its recent relax-
ation of work-study regulations, and the possibility to stay after graduation
further serve as strong pulling forces. Italy, on the other hand, entices students
who are interested in cultural heritage, architecture, art, and design through,
among others, the Marco Polo Project that aims to recruit talented Chinese
students (Ye and Feng 2016). France can be considered as the most proactive
in nurturing Chinese student mobility. The French Ministry of Higher Edu-
cation and Research has announced plans to attract more Chinese students
(Duncan 2014). During his most recent visit to China in April 2023, President
Macron emphasized the importance of student mobility as a key channel for
Franco-Chinese exchanges while making an appeal to Chinese university stu-
dents in Guangzhou (Martin 2023). The rapid increase of Chinese investment
in Africa has also motivated many Chinese students to study French in France
(Duncan 2014). Another interesting development subsequent to Brexit is the
potential rise of Ireland, being the only English-speaking EU member state, as
the destination of international students who would have aimed for the UK.
Although the most recent statistics (2015—2021) from Eurostat did not indicate
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an increase in international students in Ireland, the potential for growth in
the Chinese market was signaled by the selection of Ireland as the “Country of
Honour” at the China Education Expo 2016 in Beijing.

Overall, Europe has generally been perceived as a welcoming space for Chi-
nese students and academics. At a macro political level, academic mobility is
often considered a form of informal diplomacy. The European Commission,
for instance, states that “The HPPD (EU-China High-Level People-to-People
Dialogue) should help build mutual trust and consolidate intercultural under-
standing between the EU and China.” This political vision is echoed in the Chi-
nese state narrative. While “mutual understanding,” “
are the recurrent keywords emphasized in policy discourses, European univer-
sities are not always as open and welcoming as presented. Being the biggest
group of non-European international students in Europe, Chinese students are
often put on the forefront of the “Welcome, but how much?” debate. On the
one hand, higher education institutions in Europe boast about the number of
international students, many of them Chinese, they attract; on the other hand,

trust,” and “friendship”

they worry that there are “too many Chinese students” whose “low English
proficiency” and “less proactive learning style” negatively affect the general
educational environment. Challenges in social integration beyond the class-
room are also common concerns. Until now, little research has investigated
the viewpoint of the Chinese students at such cultural crossroads. Hong et al.
(2017) have, however, provided some insights. Their original data show that
Chinese students generally do not share close relations with Dutch students.
The Chinese students encounter problems with the Dutch language (and often
English), adjusting to different customs, fitting in, and facing prejudice in
Dutch society. Among their survey respondents, 19% of them indicated feeling
discriminated against while in the Netherlands. Many of them expressed feel-
ings of discomfort when being confronted by questions about and criticisms
of Chinese politics (cf. Hail 2015). Regarding safety, there have been isolated
incidents of assaults on Chinese students in Europe. More serious incidents
include an attack on six Chinese students studying in Bordeaux, France in 2013
(Reuters 2013) and a Chinese university student who was raped and savagely
beaten to death in Dessau, Germany in 2016 (Brady 2016). During the early
phase of the covip-19 pandemic, racialized discrimination and assaults were
reported across Europe (Franga, Gaspar, and Mathias 2022; Leung 2022; Wang
and Madrisotti 2021).

The multi-layered and dynamic context illustrated above has provided a
fertile background for a body of research, including my own work, to emerge.
Most of the existing work on Chinese students in Europe focuses on their
motivations, choice of programmes, experiences, and further (mobility) plans
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(stay or return) in diverse European countries (e.g., British Council 2021;
Cebolla-Boado, Hu, and Soysal 2018; Hong et al. 2017; Hu 2017; Huang and
Turner 2018; Hurun Research Institute 2022; Tu and Nehring 2020; Zhang 2015).
While it is not rare that “the family” is mentioned as a factor in a certain deci-
sion or sentiment, it has not been put at the centre of this series of inquiries.
A few pieces of recent research stand out in this regard. Tu (2016) highlights
the tensions surrounding filial piety experienced by Chinese students study-
ing in the UK in the context of the prevalence of one-child families follow-
ing the One-Child Policy, ageing (grand)parents, and rising mobility. Similar
findings are also illustrated in Li and Wang (2021) and Wang (2021). Reflecting
the unevenness in the general scholarship on academic mobility, research on
Chinese academics (as opposed to students) in Europe, especially those who
visit on short(er) terms, has been uncommon (but see Cooke 2007; Leung 2013,
2014, 2015, 2017). In this small subset of work, significant attention has been
paid to the gendered nature of mobility among researchers and academics.
In the following, I will build on this line of work, drawing on several research
projects that I was involved in.

Before I present my research that contributes to deepening the family
perspective in European contexts, let me first provide a broader review of lit-
erature on the role of “the family” in Chinese academic mobility that is not
restricted to Europe.

3 The Family in Chinese Academic Mobility: a Literature Review

In our recent review chapter (Hao and Leung 2023b), Hao Yanbo and I elab-
orated on three main lines of analysis focusing on different aspects of “the
family” that can be identified in extant literature on academic mobility. Under
each of these themes, studies focusing on Chinese students and researchers
are present, which I will introduce briefly in the following.

First, the family has been examined as an explanatory factor for academic
mobility. The family is, in most cases, the main source of financial and socio-
cultural resources for academic mobility aspiration especially among younger
students. Class, therefore, plays an important role here. Research on Chinese
student mobility has confirmed that youngsters from more privileged socioeco-
nomic backgrounds (usually middle and upper class) are more likely to have
access to overseas education than those from lower-class families. This has been
illustrated in Huang and Yeoh (2011) on Chinese students and “study mothers”
in Singapore, and by Liu-Farrer (2014) on Chinese student mobility in Japan. In
some cases, education mobility is practiced among well-off families as a strategy
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for capital accumulation. In her seminal work Flexible Citizenship, Ong (1999)
depicts wealthy ethnic Chinese families from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and South-
east Asia that “dispatch” their children, who are endowed with various forms
of capital, to study overseas. The educational mobility of these children is part
of a broader family investment aimed at further capital accumulation. Waters’
(2005) research also demonstrates how education in Canada among Hong
Kong students is deployed as a family strategy to facilitate the social reproduc-
tion of their families’ class status. Focusing on less well-off families, Lin’s (2014)
research on Chinese undergraduate students at Thai universities illustrates the
agency of these families in enabling international education for their children.
With fewer means, such families tend to choose destinations that are more
affordable, such as Thailand, Malaysia, and South Africa. Going beyond the “can
pay” versus “cannot pay” division, Liu-Farrer’s (2014) research sheds light on the
fluid nature of class. Among the Chinese students she encountered in Japan,
most were not from wealthy families who could fund their overseas education
easily; rather, they were “ordinary” people whose salaries were above average in
China but not in Japan. Class, therefore, is understood in a transnational frame
rather than a neatly defined and transferable category. Family does not only
affect decisions about overseas study, it is also an important factor—among
others such as political-economic contexts—in shaping after-study mobility
decisions among Chinese graduates. In their research, Cheung and Xu (2015)
even concluded that family ties were the most influential factor prompting
Chinese students to return from the US upon graduation.

The second line of research analyses the impact of academic mobility on
the family. In general, academic mobility has been found to reproduce social
advantages. Linked to the first line of research, a body of work has illustrated
the impact of academic mobility on capital accumulation among upper(-mid-
dle) class Chinese families (e.g., Lin 2014; Waters 2005). On the other side of
the coin, research has underlined the material and emotional costs of aca-
demic mobility on the family. Family separation is often part of the price when
younger children are involved as demonstrated by, among others, Ley (2010)
and Waters (2002, 2003, 2010) in her study of Chinese transnational families
in Canada, Ho (2002) in her research on transnational Chinese families in
New Zealand, and Zhou (1998) in her earlier work also about such families
in southern California. This line of study has advocated new categories
in understanding the how transnational families function. They include
“parachute kids” (Zhou 1998), “astronaut families” and “satellite kids” (Waters
2003), and “study mothers” (Huang and Yeoh 2011). With rich narratives, these
studies uncover the pains and gains of transnational family life. Attention has
also been paid to the impact of academic mobility on students’ decision to
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form a family. Hao and Leung (2023a) illustrate the different highly gendered
concerns uncovered in their research. Wang (2021) underlines in particular the
anxiety and mental suffering about choosing a spouse and procreation among
Chinese students abroad.

Efforts to unpack the family in academic research are the feature of the
third line of inquiry in the literature. Extending the second theme described
above, a series of studies features a strong gender perspective. Many schol-
ars have thematized the impact of children’s education mobility on mothers.
Huang and Yeoh (2005), for instance, examine the experiences of Chinese
mothers who accompany their young children who attend school in Singa-
pore. They shed light on the challenges these mothers face, such as lacking
work permits in Singapore in the initial stage of migration and the difficulty
of maintaining a long-distance relationship with their husbands who stay in
China. Waters’ research on Chinese transnational families spanning East Asia
and Canada offers a telling contrast. Her analyses of “lone mothers” (Waters
2002) and “lone fathers” (Waters 2010) indicate how being a lone parent in
Canada brings predominantly struggles and pains to mothers, while such
experiences were found to nurture pride and improved relationships with
their children among fathers. A few studies have examined other gendered
aspects of academic mobility among Chinese. Drawing on longitudinal eth-
nographic research, Martin (2018) observes how academic mobility is strate-
gized as a “zone of suspension” among Chinese women students in Australia
in re-negotiating their youth, gender identities, and practice of intimacy,
which are related to matrimonial norms. Much less work has been conducted
on Chinese mobile academics. Cooke’s (2007) research on Chinese academic
couples in Britain underlines the challenges faced by “trailing wives” in rene-
gotiating career and family commitment. As I will elaborate in a later section,
my research on visiting Chinese academics in Germany who are not “trailing
wives” but moving to further their own career also reveals how women often
bear a heavier “gendered price of mobility” (Leung 2017). These studies
resonate with an on-going discussion on the challenges for mothers to bal-
ance work and family in the academic field (e.g., Raddon 2002; Santos 2015;
Toffoletti and Starr 2016).

4 Research Context and Methodology
The following analysis draws on original qualitative fieldwork data collected
from three research projects I have conducted or supervised. The first sub-

stantial project (fieldwork conducted in 2009 and 2010) investigates the
motivation for and impact of academic mobility among Chinese scholars of
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postdoctoral level or above who have conducted research visits (of minimum
three months) in Germany. In addition to a survey of 123 Chinese scholars (29
female, 94 male; age: mid-20s to late-7os with the majority being aged between
mid-3os and 50), interviews were carried out in Chinese with 64 (18 female, 46
male; age: mid-20s to mid-70s) either in person or by telephone. Furthermore,
expert interviews with six representatives of German organizations involved
in academic mobility programmes for Chinese scholars and three with Chi-
nese officials were conducted. All interviews were audio-recorded and fully
transcribed for analysis. Participant observation and quasi focus group discus-
sions with small groups of “mobility alumni” were also carried out. The sec-
ond project is a small-scale project on Chinese student mobility conducted in
2013. Using a biographical approach, the experiences of eight Chinese students
(four female, four male; age: 20 to 29) pursuing higher education in Utrecht,
the Netherlands, were collected (Heuts 2013). Interviews were conducted in
English, audio-recorded, and fully transcribed for analysis. The third one is
a master’s thesis project (Hao 2019; Hao and Leung 2023a). Using a survey
(n=96; 58 female, 38 male; age: 18—40) and 25 semi-structured interviews (15
female, 10 male; age: 24—34), the project investigates the study-work transition
among Chinese graduates of Dutch universities. The survey and interviews are
conducted in Chinese, audio-recorded, and fully transcribed for analysis. All
research participants are given pseudonyms.

While having different specific research objectives, all these projects also
study the motivation and experiences among our interlocutors. They share a
qualitative research approach. Research participants were approached using
purposive sampling followed by snowballing. Interviews were fully transcribed
and analysed manually or using NVivo software. In either case, the analysis
started with multiple rounds of careful reading through the transcripts to iden-
tity codes for analysis. Using these codes, the transcripts are examined for data
that confirm our assumptions drawn from our a priori conceptual framework
and those that emerge from the data. Data that contradict our assumptions are
noted as well to, when appropriate, disprove our assumptions. Related codes
are then grouped into categories, which are then grouped into themes. Patterns
are then identified that help make sense of our research partners’ narratives
individually and as a collective.

In the following, I draw particularly on in-depth, face-to-face individual
interviews conducted with these research participants, while concentrating on
a few exemplary narratives for illustration. The analysis here is also informed
by policy documents and media (news, blogs, chat platforms) analyses, and
my extensive participant observation based on first-hand experiences of these
processes as an international student, and later as an academic, in the US,
Germany, Hong Kong, and the Netherlands.
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5 To Go, Stay, or Return as a “Good Child”

The motivations for Chinese students studying overseas reflect to a large
extent those of other international students (Findlay et al. 2012; Van Mol
and Timmerman 2014). Research has confirmed that Chinese students strive
for academic, social, and personal development through an education over-
seas (Cebolla-Boado, Hu, and Soysal 2018; Martin 2018). A survey of over 500
Chinese university students in the Netherlands (Hong et al. 2017) concludes

» o«

that “expand horizon,” “experience new things,” “become more indepen-
dent,” and “better position on the labour market” are the main motivations
for studying abroad. Two pushing forces specific to the Chinese context are
also identified, namely “to escape from the pressure within China” and “gaokao
EI'JJE‘ (the highly competitive National Higher Education Entrance Examina-
tion) score too low” for admission to their targeted universities in China.

In addition to these factors, we have uncovered in our interviews the import-
ant role being a “good” family member plays in mobility decisions among
many of our research participants. Diane (female, 20s, student at a Dutch uni-
versity) explained at the start of our interview how studying abroad had been
“programmed” in her life:

My father always wanted me to be international. In junior high school
he already sent me to the class where there were foreign teachers. The
teacher was Australian. So, I could practice my English. In high school as
well, there I had an American teacher. And my father always wanted me
to go abroad. Actually, when I was in high school, he already asked me if
I wanted to go abroad for university. I was like, maybe I can consider this
because my English in China is better than others. My father made sure
I learnt English when I was very young. (interview by Hugo Heuts with
Diane, Utrecht, March 2013)

A sense of duty as a “good daughter” to learn English well and pursue an inter-
national education appears strong in her narrative. No doubt Diane is a privi-
leged youngster whose parents were able to instil such a “mobility dream,” or
even a kind of “mobility duty,” in her. As China’s economy grew at a breath-
taking pace in the last few decades, the (upper-)middle class has expanded
quickly. Similar to the case in other East and Southeast Asian economies (e.g.,
Hong Kong, Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore), an overseas education
“fever” has clearly formed (Sharma 2003). Among parents who can afford an
international education, being able to fulfil the dream of sending a child to
study overseas has become a marker of success. Having a child who makes it
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to a good (i.e., high-ranking) university marks another level of success. Diane
explains how her academic achievement would ripple to the whole family:

And also my father thought that the ranking of X University is quite high.
You know, Chinese parents say to others like: “My child is studying at a
top university in the Netherlands” and are proud. (interview by Hugo
Heuts with Diane, Utrecht, March 2013)

While conventional analyses of academic mobility focus mainly on capital
accumulation at a personal level, the impact at the family level should not be
ignored. This is particularly relevant in meritocratic East and Southeast Asia,
where studying (abroad) is often seen as a family project aimed at reproduc-
ing the family’s class status and accumulating symbolic capital related to the
Chinese notion of mianzi [-1+" (face), as well as other forms of social and eco-
nomic capital (cf. Ong 1999; Waters 2005).

The question of return among Chinese students and young scholars abroad
is also one that is closely related to the family. Influenced by traditional family
values and the One-Child Policy, young Chinese overseas consider returning
to their ageing parents in the future as a duty. Karin’s (female, early 20s, stu-
dent at a Dutch university) idea of “a good child” is typical among young
Chinese students overseas:

Maybe in the beginning of my career I wanted to travel and move around
countries. But around the age I can get married and start a family, then
I want to settle down in Beijing. Since I'm the only child in the family.
You know about Chinese people always thinking about their family, their
parents. It’s kind of different from here, because I know people here don't
really think about their parents. You can have your life and move on. But
for me, I want to pay back the things they gave me. So, if one day I can set-
tle down in Beijing, I will. (interview by Hugo Heuts with Karin, Utrecht,
March 2013)

Li Xinxin (male, mid-20s, a post-doctoral fellow at a German university) shared
a similar sense of duty, which is often framed as a virtue that contrasts with the
“individualistic culture” in the “Western” place where they study or work:

My parents are still young and healthy. But one day I will have to return.
Or I may consider bringing them over to where I am. But that is difficult.
We Chinese [my emphasis] have to take care of our parents, unlike how
family works here. (interview with Li Xinxin, Bonn, 2007)
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Zhong Lin (male, mid-20s, master’s student at a Dutch university) explained
his obligation as a single (grand)son in a semi-joking way, when asked about
his plans upon graduation:

I think I have had enough fun. I need to go home. My mother is pushing
me all the time to find a girlfriend and get married. I need to have chil-
dren. No choice, right? I am the only child in the family. Hahaha ...

But you are still so young.

Yes, but I need to start. My parents and grandparents cannot wait. Hahaha
... (interview with Zhong Lin, Utrecht, 2012)

Though we had a good laugh at the interview, the weight of be(com)ing a
dutiful (grand)son on Zhong Lin’s shoulders was obvious. The rise of individ-
ualism in post-socialist China and the desire to escape this weight of being
a dutiful son or daughter has also driven other Chinese students to extend
their stay abroad. While in our research, no distinct gender difference could
be identified, Wang’s (2021) research on Chinese migrants in France finds that
the expectations concerning the duty of care and the related duty to return
home are gendered. She found that sons were more anxious and concerned
than daughters even though they are all from the one-child generation. Martin
(2018, 2023), on the other hand, thematized this tension among middle-class
Chinese women. A nuanced contribution regarding the notion of family is also
found in Luo (2022), who focuses on queer migration within China and offers
an insightful discussion on the intersection of individualism and familism in
motivating migration.

6 Being a Good Wife/Mother or Husband/Father

Among Chinese academics I have interviewed, their academic exchange or
training stays (e.g., PhDs or post-docs) in Europe are mostly motivated by the
wish for professional, social, and personal development (Leung 2013). The
impact of these overseas stays on the family is played out in a highly gendered
manner. Hu Lin (female, 40s, Associate Professor on research stay in Germany)
expressed at length the price she paid for her academic mobility and the guilt
she felt for not being “a good mother”:

The biggest loss was the separation from my child, leaving him at home.

Nobody took care of him. And then my son’s eyesight got worse. He
became short-sighted. And his school performance also deteriorated.
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Actually, there was a possibility for me to extend my research stay from
one to two years then ... but I did not dare take the offer. Because I did not
dare leave my child behind longer. ... My husband was very busy. And if
my child went on like that, my family would be finished. (interview with
Hu Lin, Bonn, 2007)

During this part of our interview, Hu Lin repeated how she felt responsible for
her son becoming seriously short-sighted and performing less well at school.
Rather than considering her husband as a “bad father,” she blamed her own
absence and considered her return to the family as the only solution.

While it is uncommon to find Chinese men who accompany their wives to
pursue their education or work abroad, many female spouses of male schol-
ars are more ready to risk their career prospects to be “a good wife.” Despite
being highly-educated and/or —skilled, many of the accompanying spouses are
“willing” to put their careers on hold to travel with their husbands because
they do not want to put their marriage and families at risk. This emphasis on
family obligation—as well as limited work privileges under immigration regu-
lations—Iled them to become full-time homemakers or take up part-time free-
lance work as a “pastime” or “to keep a connection with their professions.”

For those Chinese scholars who manage to experience academic mobility
accompanied by their families, their time in Europe can expose them to both
opportunities and challenges. Li Sheng (male, 40s, professor at a provincial
Academy of Science in China, on a one-year research stay in the Netherlands)
said that his stay abroad not only inspired him to rethink his professional aspi-
rations, but also had a tremendous positive impact on his family. He explained
euphorically:

Being here is great for me and my family. In China, I was so busy, also in
the evenings. You know, in China, you have to go for dinners and there is
a lot of drinking. When you are a [Communist] Party member, you have
all these obligations to be on committees and working groups, and you
need to entertain the others ... all these dinners and drinking are very
exhausting. Here, life is so peaceful. We spend all the evenings together.
We are here alone and we can have all the time for ourselves. It has been
great. (interview with Li Sheng, Utrecht, 2015)

For Li Sheng, being able to be a “good father,” spending quality time with his
wife and young child every day and going on frequent short trips around Europe
during his year of residence in the Netherlands was priceless. It remains to
be seen, however, whether the redefinition of family life and fatherhood will
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have a lasting impact in his case. Being away from one’s routine, longer-term
(academic) mobility experiences allow the time and space for individuals and
their families to re-interpret and re-organize family life and the division of labour.
While sometimes the negotiation is inspired by the value systems and ways of
doing things in the host context, sometimes it simply an opportunity to “escape”
from routine and taken-for-granted work/lifestyle expectations and practices.

Not all are able to enjoy time together, however. Going abroad with family
members on a tight budget can be highly stressful. Chen Guo (male, 30s, a PhD
candidate at a Dutch university) went through a very steep adjustment curve
when he and his family first arrived in the Netherlands:

It was almostimpossible to find a place to stay. The scholarship from China
is not so much for the rent level here. We did not get much help from the
university. My wife and my son (age 5) came with me. We were staying
in a single room (university housing) for some months, but we could not
stay longer if we wanted to. It was very tight and stressful. We had to look
for a school. My wife was very unhappy. She kept complaining and saying
that she wanted to go home and questioning the whole plan (of studying
abroad). (interview with Chen Guo, Utrecht, 2017)

Chen Guo felt tremendous stress and a sense of failure for not being able to be
a “good father,” who could provide the “minimum dignified standard of living.”
Not only were pressures from his family immense, Chen Guo also encountered
many difficulties at work. His English language proficiency and Chinese aca-
demic training proved to be insufficient for him to make progress as expected
by his supervisors. The multi-faceted feeling of “failure” deeply contradicted
his privileged position as a holder of a competitive scholarship when he set off
from China. Nevertheless, he and his family decided to stay against all odds.
Their situation improved after they managed to find a proper flat and their son
became more adjusted at school. As time progressed, Chen Guo became more
confident in his decision to pursue his PhD in Europe. He had high hopes that
with this credential, he would be able to advance professionally. For him, being
successful in his PhD study is imperative to justify the hardship his family has
gone through and fulfil his duty as a “good husband/father.”

7 Looking Ahead and Beyond
This chapter contributes to our understanding of Chinese academic mobility

in Europe in three ways. Firstly, it provides an updated account of its trends,
geographies, policy contexts, and socio-economic ramifications in European
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contexts. Secondly, it offers a literature review on research that has put an
emphasis on the family in Chinese academic mobility, in and beyond Euro-
pean contexts. Thirdly, original research findings are presented to illustrate
the importance of a family perspective, which helps us understand oft-
individualized mobility decisions. Moreover, the differentiated impact of
overseas study and academic work on the family is made evident. While not
intending to homogenize Chinese people or culture, I have highlighted the
a good husband/
father,” and “a good (grand) son/daughter” in shaping academic mobility
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effect of powerful notions such as “a good wife/mother,

aspirations and practices among Chinese students and scholars. Our findings
reflect the important role of gender in shaping the aspirations, practices, expe-
riences, and emotions linked to academic (return) mobility. The experiences of
the Chinese students and academics we have studied are not to be under-
stood as something uniquely “Chinese.” The fact that students and academics
make mobility decisions as people with multiple social identities holds true
for all. The gendered nature of Chinese-European academic mobility reflects
similar observations made in other cases (e.g., Basford and van Riemsdijk 2017;
Geddie 2013; Raghuram and Sondhi 2021). There are, however, factors that
account for specificities. They include, among others, the boom of Chinese
(academic) mobility in the world as part and parcel of the “rise of China,” the
power of (changing, arguably declining, but still influential) Confucian cultural
values in the family, the impact of the One-Child Policy, and the general high
cost of living in Europe that accentuates the axes of class difference among
international students and scholars. As such, we should see “the family” as a
prism through which a wide range of political, economic, social, and cultural
processes converge. An intersectional lens (Crenshaw 2017) is particularly
useful in deciphering how different identities and factors intersect to shape
Chinese academic mobility in Europe.

There is certainly space to deepen our understanding of “the family.” Exist-
ing research on Chinese academic mobility remains almost exclusively focused
on traditional families. More attention can and should be paid to students or
scholars from non- or less-conventional family structures—e.g., single-par-
ent households, multinational parents (i.e., “mixed marriages”), and extended
or rainbow families—that may arrange their mobility in different ways than
those from the default nuclear family type. Pimpa’s (2005) study that compares
Thai students from different households, ranging from nuclear, extended or
less conventional (e.g., single-parent, homosexual parents, co-parenting after
divorce) family households is particular interesting in this regard. Pushing one
step further, we should also make more efforts to understand the impact of
marriage and children and other key life-phase events from non-heterosexual
perspectives. Beyond the typical male vs. female framing, more could be done
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to understand gender diversities and sexualities in the family in the academic
(mobility) field and the broader transnational socio-political contexts in which
these differences are embedded.

The Chinese academic mobility phenomenon is very dynamic. As noted
at the beginning of this chapter, there have been significant changes in the
numbers, geographies, temporalities, disciplinary orientations, and impacts
of academic mobility. These changes can be explained by complex constel-
lations of political, economic, social, and cultural factors, which are directly
related to the education and research domains and also beyond. This chapter
was written at a juncture when multiple “game changers” have emerged and
redefined the field. The most relevant to this chapter are the covip-19 pan-
demic, the geopolitical tensions between China and (western) Europe, and the
Belt and Road Initiative. As the world order reconstitutes, academic mobility
will be reconfigured. In turn, “the family” will be embedded in, play a role in
shaping, and be affected by the changing imageries, practices, and politics of
study and research abroad.

In addition to realizing the links between academic mobility and (geo)poli-
tics, it is also interesting and useful to make links across different mobility flows,
many of which are discussed in this Handbook. The booming Chinese tourism
and “Go-Out” investment in Europe and worldwide have had an impact on the
academic mobility landscape. In my research, I have observed how students,
researchers, and/or their families become tourists and investors, and alterna-
tively, how investments and the tourism businesses create jobs for students,
graduates, researchers, and/or their families. Hence, we have much to uncover
when we contextualize academic mobility movements in broader contexts. By
doing so, we can detect and make sense of the interactive relations between
and among diverse kinds of linkages. Fixating only on students and academics
as individuals en route can sometimes prevent us from seeing the importance
of other related actors, institutions, materialities, ideas, and practices. This
chapter has highlighted the need to understand the aspirations, experiences,
and emotions of those who move, stay, or return in connection with those
closely linked to them, namely their families. It shows one way to substantiate
the study of academic mobility. It is also a plea for more holistic and systematic
perspectives in studying academic mobilities, and indeed other migration flows.
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