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ABSTRACT 

Pragati Karki: International Student Migration in Nepal: Push and Pull factors 
Master Thesis 
Tampere University 
Master in Research and Innovation in Higher Education (MARIHE) 
May 2023 
 

International student migration is a global phenomenon nowadays gaining attention of different bodies 
working in the field of higher education. In Nepal, a large number of students migrate overseas mostly 
to Western countries for tertiary education and a better life. This phenomenon has been increasing year 
by year and very less has been done to retain the lost manpower.  

This qualitative study seeks to explore the underlying factors behind a large number of students leaving 
the country for higher education. The study mostly focuses on the Western countries as study abroad 
destinations due to its preference and popularity among Nepalese students. Combining the three 
frameworks of Atbach (2004), Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) and Park (2009), this study explored the 
underlying reasons for students choosing to study abroad. The study used snowball sampling to gather 
the respondents for the study and in total, ten students were interviewed through the use of semi-
structured interviews. The findings of the study revealed that the pull factors in the Western countries 
were stronger than the push factors in the home country. Several push and pull factors emerged from 
this study which were consistent with the theoretical frameworks in which this study was based on. The 
study reveals that various factors come into play during the decision-making process of the student to 
migrate abroad such as the tough conditions in the home country, lack of quality education and 
attractive factors such as quality education, job potentialities, living a Western life.  
 

 
Keywords: International student migration, push and pull factors, student migration in Nepal, student 
mobility 
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1. Introduction 

 

1.1 Background of the Study 

Worldwide, the trend of international student migration is comparatively higher than that 

of international migration (King, Findlay, & Ahrens, 2010). With around five million 

students crossing their borders seeking higher education abroad, the pattern of international 

student migration has been increasing over the years (Bista et al., 2018). English-speaking 

countries have an inherent upper hand in attracting international talent which is evident with 

the United States (U.S.), United Kingdom (U.K.) and Australia being the key players in 

hosting international students (Khanal & Gaulee, 2019).  

Among the OECD (Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development) countries, 

the largest share of international students is held by the students from Asia (OECD, 2022). 

International students are viewed as an essential income source for host countries 

contributing to their economic and innovation systems (Halterbeck & Conlon, 2021). 

International students make a valuable economic contribution to the host countries due to 

which steps and measures are taken to attract and retain them (Khanal & Gaulee, 2019).  

The global flow of students remains of interest to different bodies such as higher education 

institutions (HEIs), government, educators and the business leaders due to the economic 

benefit it provides to these institutions and countries (Bista et al., 2018). To fit into such 

growing demand, higher education institutions all over the world are adjusting their policies 

and support services to integrate the new changes brought about by the rapid growth of 

international students (OECD, 2022). Such speedy growth can stem from a wide variety of 

factors whether it be political, economic and cultural factors in the sending countries 

(Cummings, 1984). Mostly, the push and pull factors affect the movement of people from 

place to place (Bista, Sharma & Gaulee, 2018) and these factors can explain the underlying 

reasons behind international student migration (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Lack of 

educational opportunities in the home country (McMahon, 1992), escaping the tensions at 

home or living a fun and free lifestyle (OECD, 2022) are some of the significant factors for 

this phenomenon. On the other hand, attractive opportunities provided by the host countries 

also influence the students’ decision-making process to study abroad.  

Nepalese students, in the past few years, have migrated rapidly mostly to the Western 

countries seeking higher education and better career opportunities. Migrating abroad has been 

considered the most conventional way to acquire high quality education and develop skills 
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which are generally unavailable in the home country (King & Sondhi, 2018). With Australia, 

Japan, the U.S. and the U.K. being the most popular destinations to study abroad, (United 

Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Institute of Statistics, 

n.d.), Nepalese students are compelled to escape the unfavorable conditions in their home 

country. This research tends to explore the various factors which play an important role in 

students’ decision-making process to migrate abroad.  This research focuses on degree 

mobility where a student migrates abroad to complete an entire degree course (King, Findlay, 

& Ahrens, 2010) focusing on the reasons behind such mobility trajectories with students at an 

undergraduate level.  

 

1.2 Research Problem and Gap 

There has been a gradual increase in the number of students pursuing their education away 

from their home countries from 0.8 million in 1975 to almost tripling in 2000 and nearly 

increasing seven-fold in 2017 (Kim & Zhang, 2021). According to King and Sondhi (2018), 

the percentage of students migrating globally has been growing at about 8% every year. The 

countries of Global North are receiving flocking number of students whereas the countries of 

the Global South are supplying unlimited number of students (Altbach, 2004).  

In the context of Nepal, the number of students obtaining the No Objection Certificate 

(NOC) which is an official letter issued by the Government of Nepal to those Nepalese students 

leaving the country for study purposes (Ministry of Education, Science, and Technology 

(MoEST), n.d.)  has risen threefold in a period of four years from 11, 912 in the FY (fiscal 

year) 2011/12 to 33,000 in FY (fiscal year) 2015/16 (Ghimire, 2016). Also, one of the ministry 

representatives claimed that in the FY 2021/2022, a total of 114,000 students had received the 

NOCs (Ghimire, 2023). 

According to UNESCO Institute of Statistics (n.d.), 95,268 Nepalese students are studying 

abroad with the outbound mobility ratio being 21.6% and the top destination countries being 

Australia (40,752), Japan (18,436), India (13,574), United States (12,660), Cyprus (2,439), 

Republic of Korea (2,236), Germany (1,333), United Kingdom (1,276) and Finland (907). 

Nepal, with a total population of 30 million is the third-largest group among the countries 

sending their students to Australia (Ghimire, 2019). With large student numbers flocking 

outside the country, the economy of a developing country like Nepal has suffered serious 

loss. Student migration is one of the crucial topics that needs to be discussed especially in the 

context of Nepal as thousands of students leave the country for higher studies abroad 
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(Ghimire, 2016). It is necessary to know and evaluate the reasons why such huge number of 

students decide to leave the country every year. 

There is no sufficient research exploring the push and pull behind international student 

migration in Nepal. Existing researches focuses on labor migration (Ghimire & Hillman, 

2022; Regmi, Paudel, & Williams, 2014) from a broader perspective. Other studies focus on 

class- based student mobilities (Valentin, 2015; 2017), mobilities based on social networks 

(Beech, 2015) and have explored the role of educational consultancies for student migration 

to Japan (Kharel, 2022). Some have focused on the push and pull factors of migration with 

those participants who are planning to migrate or have not migrated at all (Dhungel, Bhattarai 

& Pangeni, 2013; Tamang & Shrestha, 2021; Upadhyay, 2017). Other studies have touched 

on the imaginative geographies leading to student migration (Kolbel, 2017; Beech, 2014). 

Therefore, a gap exists in research regarding the contributing motivating factors leading to 

international student migration in Nepal which have merely been explored through the lenses 

of those students who have already migrated before which is crucial in identifying the push 

factors and the pull factors.  

 

1.3 Research Purpose and Question 

This research aims to better understand the contributing factors leading to a large number 

of students leaving the country in search for higher education. With many Nepalese students 

leaving the country to pursue tertiary education abroad, the issue needs to be addressed 

through examination of the push and pull factors. Through the use of qualitative methods, an 

in-depth understanding regarding the motivating factors which attracts student abroad and the 

lacking factors in the home country which pushes students out will be explored. Students 

residing in different countries chosen as study abroad destinations will be used as participants 

for this research to get a broader perspective into the issue. This research aims to answer the 

following question: 

Why do many Nepalese students choose to pursue their higher education abroad? 

 

1.4 Theoretical framework 

International student migration is a process where students travel to another country 

on temporary student visas and reside there for the duration of their entire study and upon the 

fulfillment of the necessary criteria change to permanent residency (Robertson, 2013 as cited 

in Mathies & Karhunen, 2021).  
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Altbach (2004) identifies student migration as movement from the Global South to the 

Global North meaning that the students from developing countries move to the developed in 

search of better educational opportunities. He elaborates the push and pull factors for student 

mobility from different factors especially with the host country being the US. According to 

his article, the push factors from the home country are given below (see figure 1). 

 

Figure 1 Push factors identified by Altbach (2004) 

 

 

Note. Figure created by the author from information in Altbach (2004)’s study 

The pull factors are elaborated in the context of the US being one of the largest host 

countries and explaining why a large student body is ‘pulled’ towards the US. All over the 

world, much preference is given to an American degree thus making it one of the important 

reasons why students feel pulled to pursue their studies abroad. He further emphasizes on the 

domination that the countries of the north have over those countries of the south in terms of 

academic resources, curricular reforms, better lifestyle and career opportunities thus 

motivating students to settle abroad.  

 

 

competitive entry requirements and tests to get into the 
local universities

scarcity of good institutions

unavailability of suitable subjects

lack of opportunities to continue tertiary education 
(Masters and Doctorate)

socio-political factors in the home country
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Figure 2 Pull Factors Compelling Students to Study in the U.S. 

 

 

Note.  Figure created by the author from information from Altbach (2004)’s study 

Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), in their study, explain the global pattern of student migration 

through ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors. While push factors are associated with the home country 

explaining reasons why students choose to go abroad, pull factors are associated with the host 

country making it an attractive destination for international students. Taking the basis of 

Mazzarol (1998), they explain the decision-making process associated with the push and pull 

model as going through three distinct stages. Stage one is associated with making decisions to 

study internationally which is influenced by the push factors within the home country while 

stage two is associated with comparative decision making in selecting the host countries for 

study which is influenced by various pull factors within the host countries. Stage three is 

associated with the students’ decision-making process regarding the institution they choose to 

study in, which is also further influenced by the pull factors. They further elaborate on the 

pull factors by explaining the six factors that influence the student’s selection of the host 

country.  

U.S. viewed as having the best education system in the 
world

The reputation of an American degree obtained abroad

Ease of obtaining an admission at a non-selective 
tertiary institution

Living an American dream

Building a career in the host nation

U.S. as a signficant attracting country for overseas 
students
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Table 1 Push and Pull Factors Affecting Student's Destination Choice 

S.N. Push Factors Pull Factors 

1 Foreign courses better than the local ones Knowledge and awareness 

2 Difficulty in gaining entry at home 

institutions 

Level of referrals or personal 

recommendations 

3 Unavailability of courses at home Cost issues 

4 Better understanding of the West Environment 

5 Intention to migrate Geographic proximity 

6 - Social links 

 

Note. Table created by the author from information from Mazzarol and Soutar (2002)’s study 

 

Figure 3 Driving Force Factor and Directional Factor: The 2-D Model 

 

Source: Park (2009, p. 742) 

 

The 2-D model by Park (2009) sheds light on international student mobility especially in 

terms of South Korean students from a 2- D model with the first D being the driving force 

factor and the second D being the directional factor. According to Park (2009), the Driving 

force factor consists of internal, domestic and home components that contribute to the 

outbound mobility of students while the Directional factor consists of students’ perception of 

images and expectations of overseas higher education that actually influence their decision-

making process in choosing their host countries. The Driving force factor mostly focuses on 
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the reasons for dissatisfaction towards the country’s (in this case South Korea) higher 

education system. On the other hand, the directional force factors, through which the 

students’ image about foreign higher education is shaped, comes from parents or friends in 

the form of their opinions, websites on the internet providing free information, feasibility of 

admissions, educational environment abroad and economical and political condition of the 

country of choice (Park, 2009).  

These three frameworks, combined together will help to analyse the factors contributing to 

international student migration from a deeper perspective and since they share similar 

concepts, it can further enhance the understanding of student migration in the context of 

Nepal. All these different factors can help the researcher to delve deeper into the topic of 

international student migration. 
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2. Literature Review 

 

2.1 Global Trends in Student Migration 

The growing trend of international student migration (cross border mobility or student 

mobility) has brought attention to the changing landscape of migration with universities 

adjusting to the global landscape of education in addition to increasing competition and 

internationalization. Considering the growing number of international students worldwide, 

this chapter seeks to highlight the global trends in migration along with a focus towards the 

mobility trend in Nepal and the factors encompassing student migration in the country.  

It is important to identify and define the key terms and areas of concern with this topic. 

The term “international migration” has been defined as “the movement of persons away from 

their place of usual residence and across an international border to a country of which they 

are not nationals” and an international student is defined as “a person who has moved across 

an international border away from his or her habitual place of residence for the purpose of 

undertaking a programme of study” (International Organization for Migration (IOM), 2019).  

Internationally mobile students are defined as “individuals who have physically crossed an 

international border between two countries with the objective to participate in educational 

activities in the country of destination, where the country of destination of a given student is 

different from their country of origin” (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, n.d.).  

As of 2020, there are 5.6 million students who are currently mobile (Project Atlas, 2020). 

Among the English-speaking countries, US, UK, Canada and Australia are the top host 

countries for international students covering almost about half of world’s mobile students 

while China has also risen to be one of the key players in terms of being a host country along 

with France, Russia, and Germany among the non-English speaking countries. In 2016, the 

three largest source countries for international students were in Asia with China leading the 

way after India and South Korea altogether holding a quarter of all outward-bound students 

worldwide (Bhandari et al, 2018; Kim & Zhang, 2021).  

Existing studies have identified student migration or mobility as a global pattern of 

movement of students from the Global South which is also termed as sending countries to the 

Global North termed as receiving countries (Russell & Gunjan, 2018; Bhandari et al., 2018).  

At the same time, horizontal mobility has largely gained momentum with students 

migrating mostly to countries in geographic proximity along with strong cultural and 

historical similarities (Bhandari et al., 2018; Kim & Zhang, 2021).  
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2.2 Global Trends on Internationalization in Higher Education  

The idea of internationalization in higher education institutions is shaped by a global trend 

of becoming ‘world-class universities’ which creates an environment of competition among 

universities. In addition, it also means competition for student recruitments as to not only 

who has the ‘best’ students but also in terms of representation from various countries and 

nationalities. Consumption abroad or student mobility (Altbach & Knight, 2007), is one of 

the four modes drawn by GATS (General Agreement on Trade in Services) for the trade of 

educational services. The inclusion of student mobility in GATS has stressed on the role that 

cross border mobility plays in internationalization (Knight, 2006).   

On the other hand, in the international market, students are considered an important aspect 

in revenue generation for universities. Among those countries that make huge profit from 

international students, the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand are on 

the top in the list (OECD, 2013).  

Internationalization can occur both at home and abroad. Beelen and Jones (2015) define 

Internationalization at home as “the purposeful integration of international and intercultural 

dimensions into the formal and informal curriculum for all students within domestic learning 

environments.” Internationalization at home has been a major priority area of the European 

Commission under Education and Training in its partnerships with the non- EU (European 

Union) countries. In order to promote internationalization at home, EU focuses on three key 

areas – international student and staff mobility; the internationalization and improvement of 

curricula and digital learning; and strategic cooperation, partnerships and capacity building 

(Almeida et al., 2018). Internationalization abroad consists of cross-border mobility delivery 

of education, joint or double degree programs, international student mobility among others 

(Deardroff, 2012).  

 

2.3 Global Student Mobility as a Part of Internationalization  

According to Knight (2006) countries across Middle East, Asia Pacific, Africa, Europe, 

North America and South America have developed new initiatives to promote borderless 

education. In regards to mobility, education can be delivered through different modes such as 

through franchises, twinning agreements, double or joint degree programs, articulation and 

validation arrangements (Knight, 2004). Through joint ventures, exchanges and 

collaborations, higher education institutions across the world are finding common grounds to 

promote internationalization and to enhance cross- border mobility among students.  
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On the other hand, Western countries act as host countries to those students coming from 

‘middle-income countries’ in Asia, Africa and Latin America. These countries are not ready 

to keep up with the demands of the increasing population. A report by UNESCO projected 

that out of every three students migrating abroad, one will be from India and China. 

Yeravdekar et al.(2016)’s paper further argues that those countries which were on the list of 

sending countries will emerge as ‘host countries’ preferably which is already witnessed with 

China transforming from a source country to a host country. This also challenges the one- 

way migration of students from the Global South to the Global North.  

With increasing globalization and internationalization of education across the world, 

Altbach (2007) stresses on the inequalities created by the North with its dominance in the 

world through its education, knowledge, Information Technology (IT) facilities, and 

economic conditions. The author further emphasizes that the global student mobility 

promotes education systems which are well established and evolved, for example, those from 

the West hence, increasing the mobility of students from South to the North. This also creates 

an advantage for the developed countries over less developed countries through their strong 

pull factors (Kim & Zhang, 2021). This pattern of migration from the Global South to the 

Global North is also termed as vertical mobility due to stratification in the direction of 

migration (Marginson, 2008). 

International students pay the highest fees to universities in Australia, Canada, the United 

States and the United Kingdom in addition to spending a large sum of money in the host 

country (Altbach, 2007). For example, in the US, international students were found 

contributing about 21 billion dollars to the American economy. Additionally, around two 

million international students in the world fund their own education (Altbach, 2007). 

 

2.4 Student Migration in the Context of Nepal 

Nepal, with a total population of 29 million has almost 2,169,478 Nepali people living 

abroad till date, with a 1.1% increase from 1,921,494 in 2011 (National Statistics Office, 

2021). According to University Grants Commission (UGC) (2019), in the year 2018/19, 

441,819 students were studying in 11 universities in Nepal. Out of the total students enrolled, 

Tribhuvan University (TU) has the highest share of students (335,543) with about 75.95% of 

total students enrolled in higher education institutions (HEIs) in Nepal. However, a large 

number of student body opts to study abroad or flee the country each year. Referring to the 
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data from a source, the most popular destinations among Nepalese students were - Japan, 

Australia, Korea, UK, Canada and the US (Lamsal, 2021).  

In Nepal, NOCs are the only source for estimating the number of students leaving the 

country as the Immigration Department has been negligent to keep the records of the students 

and there is no authentic report on the number of students studying abroad (Rastriya 

Samachar Samiti, 2023). There is also a large body of students who leave the country without 

the NOC, for instance, the number of students leaving for studies to India which is 15,000 per 

annum remains undocumented (Ghimire, 2016). Statements from the Ministry representatives 

and newspaper articles are the only source of relying on such information.  

Among the total number of mobile students worldwide, 1.5 percentage of Nepali students 

are currently living or studying abroad (UNESCO Institute of Statistics, n.d.). The outbound 

mobility ratio of Nepalese students is 21.6 with 95,268 students studying abroad (UNESCO 

Institute of Statistics, 2022). The number of students who are opting to study abroad has been 

increasing each year in number especially from Nepal thus resulting in the situation of brain 

drain and loss of intellectual wealth (Tamang & Shrestha, 2021).  

Relying on the information from an online local news agency, the NOC section under the 

Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MoEST) claimed that the number of 

students seeking NOC to study abroad had doubled within a period of six months (Jan-July) 

in 2022 (82,409) as compared to 2021 (45,843) (Onlinekhabar, 2022). Additionally, another 

source claims that the number of students receiving NOC had increased almost three-fold in a 

short span of ten years- from 2008 (24,824) to 2018 (63,259) (Lamsal, 2021). Adding up the 

numbers from 2008 till 2021, the number of students receiving no-objection certificates from 

MoEST had reached 416,36 (Lamsal, 2021) which shows the urgency of the youths to flee 

abroad. A large chunk of students who leave the country have chosen to done so without 

taking the NOC from the ministry. NOC letters are the only source of information for 

estimating the number of students leaving the country as the Immigration Department has 

been negligent to keep the records of the students even neglecting the number of students 

leaving for studies in India which are 15,000 per annum (Ghimire, 2016). 

On the other hand, no government body including the Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA) 

has ever tracked the number of students who have left the country either with or without a no 

objection certificate and those who have returned to Nepal upon completion of their studies 

(Lamsal, 2021; Aryal, 2017).  

The re-opening of borders in Australia after the Covid-19 pandemic saw an upsurge in the 

number of international student visa applications which increased five -fold in a period of six 



 12 

months from 5,387 in October 2021 to 27,198 by March 2022 (Rizvi, 2022). Out of this, 

4,788 applications were from Nepal even surpassing India (3,483) and China (3,930) (Rizvi, 

2022). Aryal (2017) reported that out of all Nepalese students who travel abroad for study 

purposes, only 30 percent focus completely on their studies whereas the rest directly engage 

in work to generate income. Aryal (2017) further claims that most of the students do not even 

want to return back to Nepal due to lack of any initiatives from the government to retain the 

lost manpower.  

 

Table 2 Study Abroad Destinations among Nepalese Students by Country 

S.N. Destination Country No. of Nepali students 

1 Australia 40,752 

2 Japan 18, 436 

3 India 13, 574 

4 United States 12,660 

5 Cyprus 2,439 

6 Korea, Rep. 2,236 

7 Germany 1,333 

8 United Kingdom 1,276 

9 Finland 907 

10 New Zealand 856 

 

Note. Adapted from Global Flow of Tertiary-Level Students, by UNESCO Institute of 

Statistics, n.d. (https://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow). In the public domain. 

 

2.5 Push and Pull Models of Migration 

It is essential to understand the meaning of push and pull factors before studying their 

impact on student migration. Dorigo & Tobler (1983), have constructed the migration process 

as being the outcome of both the push and pull factors. The authors define push factors as 

“those life situations that give one reason to be dissatisfied with one's present locale” such as 

dissatisfaction with the education system, competitive entry requirements at home, poor 

environment for research (Kim & Zhang, 2021; Park, 2009); and the pull factors are “those 

attributes of distant places that make them appear appealing” such as better quality of 

https://uis.unesco.org/en/uis-student-flow
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education, facilities and resources, scholarships and financial aid, job opportunities (Kim & 

Zhang, 2021). 

Existing studies (Kim & Zhang, 2021; Lee, 2017; Upadhyay, 2017; Lei et al., 2021, Li & 

Bray, 2007) have examined and elaborated the push and pull factors of student migration in 

various countries. 

Kim & Zhang (2021) explored the push-pull factors associated with short-term and long-

term student mobility among Korean students and how it shaped their choice of destinations. 

The push factors were studied by the negative view that these students had towards the 

Korean society and this was further elaborated by their dislike towards the quality of 

education at home country, importance of English skills, degrees and credentials, high stress 

level in Korea along with gender and social inequalities. It was evident how these factors 

shaped the students’ choice of destination for both long-term and short-term mobility. 

Students who perceived that the English degrees and skills were important and had a dislike 

towards Korean education selected English speaking countries such as the US and the UK as 

their study destinations. On the other hand, high stress level, gender and social inequalities 

were associated with students selecting European countries as a study abroad destination in 

the long-term. Similarly, among the pull factors, tuition costs and scholarship opportunities 

ranked the highest followed by higher quality of education, interest and fit, availability of 

specific major and job opportunities. Factors such as college advertisement, escaping from 

stress and competition from home were less significant among students to study abroad for 

both the longer and short-term mobility (Kim & Zhang, 2021). 

Similarly, a study (Lee, 2017) conducted among Chinese students to study the push and 

pull factors for studying in Korea, revealed that there was a stronger pull to study in Korea 

than the push to get out of China. This study further extracted three themes which are not a 

part of the traditional push-pull model to explain motivation of Chinese students for study 

abroad - Korean Wave, institutional selectivity, and the role of recruitment agencies. Among 

the push factors that emerged from this article, excessive competition for Chinese college 

entrance stood out from the rest in pushing students abroad followed by lack of job 

opportunities in China and low quality of education. The unavailability of desired study field 

ranked the last and influenced the students less to study abroad. On the other hand, in 

addition to the above mentioned three themes, that pulled the students towards Korea, the 

selectivity of the institution and recommendation from parents and friends played a crucial 

role in attracting students to study abroad. The emergent theme Korean waved turned out to 

be the least important pull factor to the students (Lee, 2017). 
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Li & Bray (2007)’s study to examine the push and pull factors behind cross border flows 

of mainland Chinese students in Hong Kong and Macau found that other factors like reverse 

push and pull factors come into play when looking at the bigger picture of international 

student migration. This study has further analyzed internal factors which shapes students’ 

decision-making process in selecting the host country and institutions. This includes personal 

characteristics, and motivation behind such decisions. Despite the students originating from 

Mainland China, the push factors differed greatly between students opting for Hong Kong 

and Macau. For the Chinese students in Hong Kong, low quality of education in China was 

the topmost push factor followed by insufficient efforts of Chinese universities to 

internationalize their programs and difficulty to obtain scholarships. On the other hand, 

availability of scholarships, quality and reputation of institution and Hong Kong being in 

geographic proximity were the top three factors that made Hong Kong an attractive 

destination to study. For the Chinese students in Macau lack of efforts of Chinese universities 

to internationalize their programs, challenge to improve foreign language and unavailability 

of suitable programs were the top three push factors while better opportunity to go abroad, 

ease of admission and worth of the degree in the job market were the major pull factors.  

A study (Lei et al., 2021) conducted in Africa, to explore the students’ motivation for 

studying in Chinese higher education mainly in Hangzhou, examined several push and pull 

factors behind their decision- making process. the push factors were mainly categorized into 

three themes: less developed education system, backward economic system and socio-

political instability. It was further explored that the students wanted to leave their home 

country in order to escape from the degrading education quality and challenging economic 

and political conditions at home in search of a better life abroad. On the other hand, the pull 

factors were divided on the basis of not only choosing China as a study abroad destination but 

also selecting Hangzhou as a city to live and the university to study. The pull factors ranged 

from welcoming visa policy to the availability of scholarships, affordability in tuition and 

cost of living, availability of programs and rankings. 

Studies from Nepal (Upadhyay, 2017; Tamang & Shrestha, 2021) focuses on the brain 

drain of Nepalese student while also extracting the push and pull factors associated with it so 

as to explore the motivation behind students’ decision to study abroad. The push factors were 

associated with the education system and opportunities in the country along with job 

opportunities while the pull factors were associated with having a better quality of life and 

education abroad. Further positive and negative consequences of brain drain were also 

explored through Upadhyay (2017)’s study. 
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Another study (Tamang & Shrestha, 2021) conducted among three participants from 

Nepal, who were willing to go abroad (US, Australia and UK) to pursue their higher studies, 

explored their motivation to study abroad. Among all the other factors, the distinct motivating 

factors were better educational opportunities and career prospects, desire to earn more money 

for a secure future, financially support their family back home and even secure a citizenship 

or permanent residence in the host country. 

Russell & Gunjan (2018)’s research compared the motivations of Indian and British 

students to study abroad and hence resulted in four motivation factors which attained similar 

preferences among students of both the countries despite their socio-economic and cultural 

differences. The desire to attend reputed and high ranked universities, make an international 

career at home or abroad, accumulate unique experiences through travel and carrying the 

family tradition of studying or travelling abroad were identified as major motivating factors 

influencing student decision making process to study abroad.  

The review of all the above literatures showed different dimensions of student migration 

and the interplay between push and pull factors to influence their decision- making process.  

A comprehensive list of push and pull factors from the above literatures is listed in Table 3 

and 4 below. The factors highlighted in bold refer to those factors which are considered 

relevant in the context of Nepal based on the current situation of the country and its education 

system. 

 

Table 3 A Comprehensive List of Push Factors 

S.N. Push Factors 

1 Importance of English skills and degrees 

2 Importance of credentials 

3 Low quality of higher education & dislike towards domestic education 

4 High stress level in Korea 

5 High gender inequality in Korea 

6 High social inequa lity in Korea 

7 The fierce competition for Chinese college entrance 

8 Lack of suitable disciplines 

9 Political instability and social strikes 

10 Desire for higher qualification 

11 Job security and better career expectations 

12 Inadequate capacity in education system 



 16 

13 Eager to escape poverty  

14 Lack of internationalization of universities 

15 Difficulty to secure scholarships 

16 Difficulty to improve foreign language 

 

Table 4 A Comprehensive List of Pull Factors 

S.N. Pull Factors 

1 Tuition costs and scholarship opportunities 

2 Quality of higher education in the host country 

3 Interest and fit 

4 Career prospects and job opportunities 

5 Academic programs and/or reputation of the college 

6 To broaden the international experience, outlook and global professional network 

7 Familiarity with the culture and language of the host country 

8 To improve the English skills 

9 To enjoy a fun and free lifestyle 

10 Korean wave 

11 Geographic location 

12 Parents’, friends’ and recruitment agency ‘s recommendations 

13 Selectivity of the institution 

14 Relative political stability 

15 Better level of living and way of life 

16 Better opportunity for higher qualification 

17 Culture/language 

18 Welcoming visa policy 

19 Internationalisation 

20 Affordable cost of living 

21 Image of the city 

22 Application accessibility 

23 Facility and resources 
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2.5.1 Most Important Push and Pull Factors Relevant in the Context of Nepal 

1. Push Factors 

i) Low Quality of Higher Education in Nepal and Dislike towards Domestic 

Education 

In Nepal, the public is generally concerned about the degrading quality of 

higher education in the country. Nepalese higher education is characterized by 

a number of “sticky” issues such as using the university premises as a political 

battleground, lack of flexibility in equivalency and transfer, delay in 

administrative tasks, lack of research culture among faculties, less inclusion of 

research at graduate level and none at the undergraduate level, focus on 

publication for high status among scholars (Bista et al., 2019). Furthermore, 

various challenges halt the development of higher education in Nepal such as, 

lack of resources and competent manpower, less involvement of the private 

sector in academia, scarcity of qualified manpower, untimely or no revision of 

education policies, inefficient management (Upadhyay, 2018; Acharya et al., 

2022). Additionally, even at tertiary level, learning is mostly encouraged 

through memorizing and rote learning which has its roots from the 19th 

century Britain and India and students focus more on passing exams rather 

than gaining practical skills (Simkhada & van Teijlingen, 2010).  

The largest university - Tribhuvan University (TU) consists of about 80 

percent of all tertiary level students. Even though Tribhuvan University enrolls 

about 80 percent of total students, the graduation rate is very low (20 percent) 

(Acharya et al., 2022). Another challenging scenario posed by the largest 

university in Nepal is the delay in the publishing of the results.  The 

examination system is highly centralized and examination papers from all over 

the country is assessed in one central office- the office of the controller of the 

examinations (Bista et al., 2018). Due to this, it can take even up to two years 

for the publishment of results which causes a lot of frustration among students 

even delaying their further study plans.  

 

ii) Job Security and Better Career Expectations 
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Lack of job security and better career expectations are other major factors that 

push students to study abroad. The poor quality of education in Nepal and its 

lack of relevance in the job market signifies that education does not fall into 

the priority area of the nation (Acharya et al., 2022; Upadhyay, 2018). 

According to Gaulee and Bista (2019), there lies limited opportunities for 

Nepalese graduates with the job markets being far more competitive along 

with overpopulation in the city areas. Also, a large number of educated youths 

remain unemployed and are compelled to take jobs such as teaching which 

requires very less experience in case of Nepal and is also the ultimate option 

for most of the graduates in case they fail to land in their desired job. In 

Nepalese higher education, teaching and learning largely lacks the practical 

skills that students should gain upon completion of their course (Simkhada & 

van Teijlingen, 2010). It is evident as to why almost a quarter of Nepalese 

graduates are working in the jobs which do not match their qualification 

(Khanal, 2018). 

 

iii) Political Instability and Social Strikes 

Political factors contribute largely to the migration of students abroad as 

students are more concerned about the effects political factors will have on 

their future (Cummings, 1984). Nepal has been undergoing political unrest in 

the recent years and this has affected the economy of the country rapidly. 

Political instability has been one of the problems governing the higher 

education sector of Nepal (Acharya et al., 2022; Bista et al., 2018). With 

frequent changes in government, civil unrest and strike, most of the days, 

schools and universities remains closed. Additionally, this has been another 

major contributing factor leading to a sense of insecurity among Nepalese 

students thus pushing them out of the country in search of security and 

stability.  

In addition to the country’s political instability, the country’s higher education 

is highly politicized which affects the teaching and learning environment at 

the universities and colleges. Any change in the political dynamics of the 

country affects the universities and colleges. The appointment of Chancellors 

and Vice-Chancellors at the public universities mostly takes place in a 

political way (Simkhada & van Teijlingen, 2010). Furthermore, even the 
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appointment of faculties takes place on the basis of their affiliation to the 

political party. The public universities become the battleground for public 

demonstrations and strikes as the staff and students are affiliated to one party 

or the other. There are student associations and teacher associations who are 

affiliated to the political parties in the country (Simkhada & van Teijlingen, 

2010).  

 

iv) Eager to Escape Poverty 

According to Cosic et al. (2017) Nepal is one of the poorest countries with a 

slowest-growing economy in South Asia. Many students face financial 

constraints to pursue their higher studies and their access to quality education 

remains unreachable and limited (Khanal, 2018). Additionally, due to low 

budget allocated for education, major deprived sections of the society are 

excluded from gaining access to higher education in Nepal (Baral, 2007). 

Despite this, they take huge loans to pursue higher studies abroad so that they 

can break the cycle of poverty and find good employment opportunities after 

graduation. The only way out of poverty for these students is to migrate 

abroad (Bista et al., 2018).  

 

v) Lack of Suitable Disciplines 

Lack of availability of subjects to choose from has been one of the major 

concerns of students in Nepal (Dhungel et al., 2013). Additionally, Nepalese 

higher education is also categorized by a weak linkage between the industry 

and academia (Khanal, 2018). Due to this existing gap, the curriculum remains 

outdated and lacks practical knowledge and skills (Bista et al., 2018). This gap 

shadows the need for new disciplines and fields of study required to meet the 

demands of the job market.  

While referring to the website of Tribhuvan university to access the list of 

existing programs, it was clear that the university was sticking to its traditional 

STEM fields, law, management and education and with a substantial effort to 

add new disciplines like Counselling Psychology, Conflict, Peace and 

Development Studies and so on in the recent years (Tribhuvan University, 

n.d.).  
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On the other hand, Kathmandu University, the second largest university 

offered similar traditional stream of subject choices such as Physics, 

Chemistry, Mathematics, Environment, Agriculture, Education, Music, Mass 

Communication, Development Studies (Kathmandu University, n.d.). Students 

want to pursue different fields of study such as Astrophysics, Actuarial 

Science, Neuroscience which are not offered at the university which can be a 

major push factor for students to migrate abroad. 

2. Pull Factors  

i) Quality of Higher Education in the Host Country 

According to Khanal (2018), countries like the Unites States, Australia and the 

United Kingdom are popular destination to migrate among Nepalese students. 

This also signifies that they attach a meaning of securing a better future to 

migrating abroad. According to Lee (2014), higher education institutions 

abroad focus on upgrading their quality to further motivate students to study 

abroad. For Nepalese students, studying abroad provides them with the 

opportunity to experience a different teaching and learning system along with 

an exposure to better infrastructures which might be lacking in the context of 

Nepal. Furthermore, studying abroad can help Nepalese students to gain a 

global perspective, which is increasingly important in today's interconnected 

world (Tamang & Shrestha, 2021). A study conducted by Bista (2018) found 

out that almost three quarter of the students surveyed pursued their studies in 

the United States because of its quality and the value of an American degree.  

 

ii) Program Availability (Academic Programs and/or Reputation of the College) 

The universities and colleges existing abroad have a wide range of programs 

to choose from along with the provision of majors and minors which is non-

existent in the Nepalese education system. The lecturers and professors at the 

university, as compared to the universities in Nepal, meet the required set of 

competencies and skills to teach and conduct research which is also another 

motivating factor for Nepalese students to migrate abroad.  

 

iii) Career Prospects and Job Opportunities 
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The availability of better employment opportunities after graduation is a major 

pull factor for Nepalese students to study abroad. In his study, Bista (2018), 

found out that students placed a higher value to the American degree due to its 

job prospects and opportunities.  Another study by Dhungel et al. (2013) 

explored the motivations of students to pursue their studies abroad and it was 

found that earning some income while studying was an important pull factor 

for them to be drawn towards countries like the US, UK and Australia. 

According to Gaulee and Bista (2019), Nepalese students are often taken 

aback by the lack of employment opportunities in their own home country 

which drives them to pursue education abroad. Earning better wages and 

achieving better standards of living is another motivation criteria to migrate 

abroad (Tamang & Shrestha, 2021). Furthermore, studying abroad provides 

Nepalese students with the opportunity to get better jobs, higher salaries and 

stable employment. By studying abroad, Nepalese students can also expand 

their professional networks and gain exposure to different industries and 

sectors, which can help them build a more diverse skillset.  

 

iv) College Advertisement/Recommendation from Parents/Friends/Education 

Agents/ 

Agent influence plays an important role in the admission of students to 

universities with US enrolling a large number of international students based 

on education agents’ recommendations (Bista, 2019). A survey conducted by 

Bista (2019) found out that out of 112 students surveyed, 72% of the students 

relied on their friends or relatives residing abroad for more information. 

Furthermore, the fact that agents help the students in selecting the universities 

and completing their applications made it easier for students to choose their 

services while applying abroad (Bista et al., 2019). 

In Nepal, it is a matter of pride to have at least one person from the family 

either studying or working abroad (Dhungel et al., 2013) which is why parents 

recommend their children to go abroad as soon as they complete their high 

school. In a study conducted to explore the motivation of students to fly 

abroad, it was found that the parents were likely to invest any amount of 

money regardless of their capacity, to send their children abroad so as to gain 

a prestigious status in the society (Tamang & Shrestha, 2021). Furthermore, 
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they also gained information from those people who had already settled 

abroad as a means to access reliable information for their children.  

 

v) Relative Political Stability 

Among the destination countries listed by UNESCO Institute of Statistics, a 

comparison was made regarding the political stability in these countries as 

compared to Nepal. According to World Data (n.d.), Australia and Japan 

scored the highest in terms of political stability with a score of 87 out of 100 

with 100 being ‘very good’ as compared to Nepal (54). It was followed by 

South Korea and Germany with a score of 84, Cyprus with a score of 69 

followed by the US with a score of 65. This shows that these destination 

countries have a relatively higher political stability which acts as a pull factor 

as compared to Nepal- which has occasional strikes, protests and elections 

thus disrupting the education and economic sector.  

 

2.5.2 Other Push and Pull Factors Which Might Affect Choices to Leave 

There are several other push and pull factors which might affect Nepali students’ decision 

to leave their country. While these factors might not hold utmost significance directly, it does 

play an important role in influencing the students’ decision to leave.  

1. Push Factors 

Push factors such as lack of internationalization of universities, importance of English 

skills and degrees, importance of credentials, social factors such as gender inequality, 

social inequality indirectly affects the students’ choices to leave the country. Students 

choose to study abroad because universities abroad offer a broad range of 

opportunities such as exchange programs, co-ops, internships, which provides them 

multiple opportunities to learn and broaden their knowledge. Inequalities existing in 

the social settings also compel students to flee the country. In the context of Nepal, 

ethnic minority groups are deprived of the educational opportunities which are then 

used by the privileged section of the society (Khanal, 2018). Furthermore, in terms of 

gender inequality, girls are deprived of the educational opportunities, forced to marry 

early and even discriminated in the society which makes them use study abroad as an 

opportunity to escape those conditions in Nepal (Khanal, 2018).  
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In regards to the importance of English skills and importance of credentials, 

English degrees are given much preference in the entire world. It is easier to travel 

and work from different parts of the world which makes it an ‘attractive and fancy’ 

thing to Nepalese students. Furthermore, the great importance placed to an American 

degree shows the importance of foreign education in Nepal. Graduates with foreign 

degrees have better chances of being employed back home than a local degree which 

further pushes students to study abroad. 

 

2. Pull Factors 

Pull factors such as tuition costs and scholarship opportunities, broadening the 

international outlook, experience and global professional network, improving English 

skills, enjoying a fun and free lifestyle, location of the college and practicality, 

selectivity of the institutions, job market vision, better way of living and life, better 

opportunity for higher qualification, welcoming visa policy, internationalization, 

facility and resources of the university are motivating factors which indirectly pulls 

students towards the destination countries. Countries like the US provide ample 

number of scholarships for international students making it an ‘attractive destination’. 

On the other hand, European countries tend to charge less tuition fees which makes it 

more affordable to students rather than the high fees in the US, UK and Australia. 

Location also plays a major role especially when it comes to safety, security and 

finding suitable work for students. Additionally, countries with lenient visa policies 

tend to have better flow of students as compared to those with stricter ones. 

Furthermore, students who want to go abroad tend to do so in order to enjoy the 

freedom that they gain from leaving their home and being away from the family. The 

desire for a free yet a better quality of living can easily be acquired upon migrating 

abroad.  

 

2.5.3 Other Irrelevant Factors 

Push factors such as inadequate capacity in education system, difficulty to improve foreign 

language and pull factors such as Korean wave, image of the city, application accessibility 

has been excluded from the above list due to the national priority reasons. These factors were 

prevalent mostly in countries such as Korea and China and aren’t considered to be relevant in 

the case of Nepal. 
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3. Research Methodology 

 

This chapter explains the research methodology applied to explore the motivation behind 

international student migration in Nepal. A detailed explanation of the research design, data 

collection, (sampling, participants, methods), validity and reliability, data analysis, ethical 

concerns of the study will be presented.  

 

3.1 Research Design 

This study used qualitative research method to explore the major motivations behind a 

large number of Nepalese students migrating abroad. Student migration was viewed as a 

central phenomenon that needed further exploration through this research. The reason for 

choosing this research methodology is because the research topic has been understudied in 

the context of Nepal. Strauss and Corbin (1998) who explained that “qualitative methods can 

be used to obtain the intricate details about phenomena such as feelings, thought processes, 

and emotions that are difficult to extract or learn about through more conventional methods.” 

According to Creswell (2014, p. 228), researchers use qualitative inquiry to understand a 

phenomenon in a detailed and descriptive manner rather than generalizing it to a larger 

population. Choosing this methodology provides more flexibility to explore the topics in 

intricate details considering the personal experiences of respondents. According to Denzin 

and Lincoln (2011) “qualitative research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the 

world.” This means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring 

to them.”  

The research question seeks to point out the motivation and decision-making process of 

Nepalese students to go different parts of the world for higher education. There are various 

factors affecting the decision-making process of students. With very limited research and 

insufficient data in the research topic, it is crucial to highlight the various push and pull 

factors governing student migration.  

The interview protocol developed for this study would be best answered through the 

participants own experiences and perspectives. Understanding the emotions and interpretation 

caused by those experiences were very vital to this study. In this rapidly changing field, 

collecting diverse data was very important for this research topic. Hence, different countries 

will be chosen to maintain different perspectives from the participants. Without diversity 
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from different countries, the research topic would not have been justified in the present 

context.  

 

3.2 Data collection 

 

3.2.1 Sampling  

There are many different kinds of samplings used in qualitative research. Based on the 

research topic and the demand to get the valid findings, snowball sampling, which is one of 

the types of purposeful sampling was used to collect the data in the best possible way. 

Researchers use purposeful sampling to “best understand the central phenomenon” by 

selecting the participants and locations intentionally (Creswell, 2014 p. 228).  According to 

Given (2008) “snowball sampling uses small pool of initial informants to nominate other 

participants who meet the eligibility criteria for a study”. Likewise, a small group of students 

who are residing abroad were identified initially using the researcher’s social networks and 

were used in connecting to other participants who would be the best participants for this 

research. Opting for this sampling method helped in connecting with those students who were 

in their first year of undergraduate studies and were living abroad. The main reason for 

choosing snowball sampling was because of the complexity of selecting the participants due 

to limited time and reach. It is a suitable method of sampling to study this population as the 

list of students can be easily accessed using the researcher’s social networks. The main goal 

was to get a variety of participants from different countries mostly the West, a destination 

preferred by many Nepalese students.  

In order to avoid the risk of biasness brought about by snowball sampling by capturing the 

viewpoints of only those participants who are connected to each other, this research opted to 

include as diverse body of participants as possible from different countries by selecting a 

wide variety of informants who were not connected to each other (Given, 2008). This helped 

in bringing out diverse viewpoints and crucial information from the participants in this 

research. 

 

3.2.2 Participants 

Diverse group of interviewees participated in this research study from five different 

countries and eight different universities. To check for the validity of the research questions, 

a pilot interview was conducted with a participant who had opted for abroad studies. Ten 

undergraduate students participated in total. Three of the interviewees were male and seven 
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of them were female. The students who participated in this study varied with majority 

studying in the first year to one in their final semester. The majority of participants were first 

year students so as to get the fresh perspectives regarding the motivating factors of student 

migration from Nepal. Five of the interviews were living in the U.S. with two of them 

studying in University of South Dakota, two of them in Caldwell university and one of them 

in the University of Alabama. Two of the participants were living in Finland with one of 

them studying in Tampere University of Applied Sciences and another in Oulu University of 

Applied Sciences. Two of the participants were from Australia and the UK studying the 

University of Newcastle and the University of Glasgow respectively. Finally, another 

participant was living in India and studying in Rajiv Gandhi University.  

The list of participants with their details is given below: 

 

Table 5 List of Participants and Their Information 

Interviewees Gender Level of 

Study 

Country of 

Residence 

Degree 

I1 Female Bachelor 1st 

Year 

U.S. Business Administration and 

Computer Information Systems 

I2 Female Bachelor 1st 

Year 

U.S. Financial Economics and 

Computer Information Systems 

I3 Female Bachelor 1st 

Year 

U.S. Computer Science 

I4 Male Bachelor 2nd 

Year 

U.S. Sustainability and Economics 

I5 Male Bachelor 1st 

Year 

U.S. Computer Engineering 

I6 Male Bachelor 1st 

Year 

Finland Computer Engineering 

I7 Female Bachelor 1st 

Year 

Finland Software Engineering 

I8 Female Bachelor 1st 

Year 

U.K. Bachelor of Science in Genetics 
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I9 Female Bachelor 1st 

Year 

Australia  Bachelor of Design in Architecture 

I10 Female Bachelor 4th 

Year 

India Physiotherapy  

 

Note. To protect the identity of the respondents and to maintain confidentiality of the data, 

the name of the universities is not included in the table. 

 

3.2.3 Data collection methods 

Participants were approached via different social media platforms such as Instagram, 

Messenger, and WhatsApp and also through email. The interviews were semi-structured so as 

to explore the in-depth experiences of student migrants.  Firstly, through snowball sampling, 

the participants were approached and were briefed about the purpose of the research. They 

were further asked if they would be willing to participate in the interview and share their 

experiences of studying abroad. Upon agreement, written consent forms were sent to each 

interviewee and signed consent forms were collected. It was challenging to agree upon the 

interview time due to the majority of participants being based in the US and Australia and at 

the same time working. Time difference and unavailability of participants due to class and 

work caused some delays in the research process and the interviews had to be taken at mid-

night or early morning Finnish time. The interviews were mostly conducted using platforms 

such as Zoom and Microsoft teams and lasted from about 30 mins to one hour. In this 

research, 9 out of 10 interviews were conducted in Nepali language and one was conducted 

English. Even though it was time consuming, it was done purposefully to get the authentic 

and natural answers from the respondents. The interviews were recorded, translated and 

transcribed and re-checked for any errors.   

 

3.2.4 Data analysis 

All the 9 video recorded interviews which were conducted in native Nepali language were 

first translated into English language and documented. After the documentation of the 

interviews, ATLAS.ti software was used for the coding procedure and extraction of themes 

from the interviews for the qualitative data analysis.   

According to Creswell (2014) coding process is a “qualitative research process in which the 

researcher makes sense out of text data, divides it into text or image segments, labels the 
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segments, examines codes for over- lap and redundancy, and collapses these codes into 

themes.” The extracted themes were categorised and visualised using bar charts. 

 

3.2.5 Validity and reliability 

“The intent of validation is to have participants, external reviewers, or the data sources 

themselves provide evidence of the accuracy of the information in the qualitative report” 

(Creswell, 2014).  

Robson (2002) describes reliability as “being thorough, careful and honest in carrying out 

the research” which can occur in the process of collecting data mainly interviews in this 

research. Similarly, Joppe (2000) defines validity as “determining whether the research truly 

measures that which it was intended to measure or how truthful the research results are.” 

Validity and reliability are two essential elements which a qualitative researcher should pay 

attention to in the process of designing a study, analysing the results and assessing the quality 

of the study (Patton, 2001). In order to address and prevent the threats to validity that can 

arise in qualitative studies, necessary steps were taken into consideration and applied. The 

transcripts from semi-structured in-depth interviews were structured into themes and patterns 

for qualitative data analysis. To make sure that the data had the highest reliability and 

accuracy, and to verify if the transcription reflected exact expression of the participants, 

video interviews were watched multiple times and the transcribed documents were read in 

parallel word by word by the author. The interpreted themes from coding were verified with 

each individual transcripts to ensure flawlessness.  

Additionally, various feedbacks and suggestions which were given during the internal 

thesis seminars were noted and improved in the process of this study. These steps helped in 

assessing the methods, process and emerging data from a critical perspective so as to provide 

the highest validity in the research and to reduce researcher bias.   

 

3.2.6 Ethical issues 

“Obtaining permission before starting to collect data is not only a part of the informed 

consent process but is also an ethical practice” (Creswell, 2014). The consent form complies 

with the EU Privacy and human rights law, General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The 

consent form consists of the author’s details such as the research topic, purpose for the 

interview, university information, intention for the data collection, contact details of author, 

how the data will be used for the study, how long it will be stored and when it will be 
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destroyed. Furthermore, the length of the interview was also explained to the informants 

through the consent form.  
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4. Results 

 

4.1 Push Factors 

4.1.1 Intention to migrate 

  The intention to migrate was very strong among the students interviewed. Many of 

the interviewees had the strong desire to go abroad for further studies since a very 

young age because of various family reasons. Few of the respondents felt that they 

lacked privacy in their homes back in Nepal, did not have a separate room and could 

not make their life decisions on their own.  

“From childhood, I was certain I will go abroad to study when I complete grade 12. I 

was in class 8 when I decided that. I asked parents to ask other relatives for more info 

too.” (I7) 

 

“I wanted to go US from my childhood even without having a reason. I did not know 

what I would do after that and still I don’t know now but all I want is to stay in the 

US…I did not want to stay in Nepal because of too much dependence, also too much 

nagging from home so I wanted to get out of it. Those were the major reasons.” (I2) 

 

 Even the families were part of this collective decision-making process that they starting 

saving money well beforehand for their children’s education. 

 

“Though we [family] were all very clear that I will study abroad so they [my parents] 

had savings and all.” (I8) 

 

 For some, they never wanted to study in Nepal. It was not even the last or backup 

option. They never researched about any subjects or universities available in Nepal. A lot of 

them had a strong desperation to go abroad seeking a better life so Nepal was never an option 

for them. 

“I had never researched about any Nepalese universities. I never wanted to study in 

Nepal. I did not have a backup plan. The only backup plan I had was going to a low 

ranked university in the US.” (I4) 
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“I did not want to live in Nepal so I was even considering Canada and had applied 

everywhere because I did not want to study in Nepal.” (I2) 

 

 Settling down in the Western countries was an important decision among most of the 

respondents. The opportunity to grow, learn and explore were few of the reasons why the 

desire to stay abroad was strong among the interviewees. Even getting a citizenship or a 

permanent residence was a goal for few of the respondents.  

 

“Yes, I highly plan to stay in the US and I plan to settle in the US. I want to go for 

green card.” (I1) 

 

“I want to stay in Australia. I think it will help me grow. I already feel like I have taken 

so many ladder already. So, I have grown so much as a person…I would love to 

stay.”(I9) 

 

“Yes, I do want to stay in Finland because I want to find good job in my field and also 

pursue Master’s degree program. But let's see what happens at the end of the studies I 

might try masters in other European country or even outside of European 

countries.”(I7) 

 

“It is not a concrete plan right now but I would love to work a little [in the UK] and 

pursue masters in a different country like in Switzerland or in the US….” (I8) 

 

 On the other hand, those who are studying in the US, don’t consider US to be safe due 

to their gun laws and safety reasons so they have the notion that Europe is a better place to lie 

than the US.  

 

“Upon graduation, there is no return but there is looking for more opportunities if I 

find it in US or Europe or Australia or anywhere where there are more opportunities, 

or like where I find a better fit, where I can settle. US is not the best for settling down 

or for living because it is not as safe as Europe. Europe is more safe.” (I4) 
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4.1.2 Education System: Theory-Based and Exam Focused 

The education system of Nepal is considered to be one of the major factors for the 

migration of students abroad. The interviewees frequently mentioned the education being too 

much “theory-based” and “exam-focused” in Nepal thus discouraging them from pursuing 

their studies in their home country. The focus on exams deprives students from learning the 

material and hampers the learning process. They constantly shared feeling “pressurized” 

because of exams and the teachers focusing on completing the syllabus rather than on 

learning. The students also felt that after migrating abroad, they understood the actual 

meaning of learning. In Nepal, students reported, having to constantly memorize notes and 

concepts and write that same thing down in the exams but after migrating abroad, they rely 

on learning and understanding the concepts from academic papers, group discussions and 

through practical methods. 

“I feel that the education system of Nepal is very monotonous. Based on my 12 years of 

schooling in Nepal, every year, I felt that it was very monotonous. You have to keep on 

studying and studying and in the end, you have to appear for the examinations and 

whatever you remember is what you get.” (I1) 

 “In Nepali curriculum, it is mostly bookish knowledge, you just read and memorize 

and write the same thing down in their examinations” (I4) 

 

“In Nepal, there is no projects like that. In Nepal there is only theory-based exams but 

here we do practical projects.” (I7) 

 

 With the teaching and learning being heavily “exam-focused”, the students, studying in 

Nepal, end up opting for alternative and unethical methods to pass the examinations as they 

end up not knowing anything. There is no benefit of learning. One of the respondents shares: 

 

“My friends in 10+2 [senior high school in Nepal] were complaining about they could 

not cheat in the exams or copy from their friends which were very childish but our 

exams were completely different [in the US].” (I2) 

 

 Also, with the education being centred around books and theories, the students, upon 

graduating end up in jobs where they are not able to apply their theories into practice. The 
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education system in Nepal, does not equip students with the necessary skills required for the 

job market. 

 

“Had I studied in Nepal, it would have just been limited to books. I would be limited to 

bookish knowledge.” (I3) 

 

“Based on what I have studied, I found it to be too theoretical and monotonous…Also, 

in Nepal, when I talk to my friends, they say that they just study theory and use it to 

clear their exams. And after reaching Bachelors, it is where you start setting up your 

career. After the course ends, if you don’t know anything then it doesn’t look good.” 

(I6) 

 

4.1.3 Education System: Low quality of Education 

 Low quality of education has been a major issue in the Nepalese higher education since 

ages. Students find the education system to be constricting and limiting and not really 

exploratory in nature. The learning was not student-oriented.  

 

“I think it's outdated because even my mom tells me that I am studying the same thing 

what they studied back then. There are only slight changes in the curriculum and the 

way of teaching is outdated too.” (I2) 

 

“Until 10, I did not find the education to be so much resourceful like you learn about 

just your own community, just your own history, and you only talk about what we will 

do when we stay in Nepal. You are not exploring more to the world.” (I4) 

 

“I would not have outside knowledge. If I had studied MBBS, I would just stick to my 

books and I would just be rushing to complete my studies and graduate.” (I3) 

 

 They also find that the technological advancement all over the world is not really 

reflected in the education system in Nepal. Students are still banned from using computers 

and internet as a mode of learning in schools. Also, the Nepalese education system seems to 

favour only those students who are studious and academically good. Memorizing and rote 

learning are the only methods opted by students to actually learn. 
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“Nepalese education system is really behind, even in terms of technology” (I4) 

 

 Interviewees also shared that the professors in Nepal, having studied in the same 

education system, cannot offer much to the students and lack a broader perspective of the 

world and topics. They expressed a fear of having to be limited to books and limited 

knowledge and really lacking that exposure. Also, universities in Nepal, lack budget to 

upgrade the facilities in the classroom and the university, hire good professors and teachers. 

 

“If we look at knowledge base, I feel that the professors in Nepal are not that qualified. 

They have knowledge but they have studied the Nepali curriculum and they have 

studied from a very limited source so they give out even less. They are not able to give 

out all they have.” (I4) 

 

 With the education system lacking a practical and learner cantered approach, students 

who are unable to pass the examinations, use alternative unethical methods like bribing to 

‘buy’ degree certificates so that they land in good jobs. The situation where students, instead 

of finding alternative ways to learn and enhance their skills, opt for buying the degree 

certificates shows the degrading quality of education system which is sold in the markets 

where learning is not at all essential. And the high value placed to a degree explains the 

reason behind students in Nepal opting for such immoral practices. 

 

“Also, in Nepal, I have heard from my friends that people bribe to get degree 

certificates. I don’t find it to be fair. I mean I work so hard and study and someone just 

comes and copies everything in exam, if they come from powerful families.” (I3) 

 

 Similarly, the value placed on learning is so minimal that students just want to get 

things done rather than look at the learning goal and objectives, and really learning.  

 

“Earlier in Nepal, when we did our assignments, we would either copy it from our 

friends, or do it ourself. But the only effort we applied was whatever our teacher taught 

us, we would repeat.” (I8) 
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4.1.4 Job market Conditions: Lack of Opportunities 

Lack of opportunities in Nepal, after graduation while still being a student seems to be 

very less as compared to developed countries in the world. Even after investing four years for 

an undergraduate program and getting a degree, students still felt that the degree did not 

equip them with the necessary skills required to be competent in their field.  

“I feel that, in Nepal, when we talk about opportunities, there aren’t much 

opportunities.” (I4) 

 

“I have observed that in Nepal, after a software engineer graduates, based on their 

degree, they don’t have a good income and a life. I did not find it to be fruitful based on 

the effort invested so I was not motivated to study in Nepal so I chose Finland.” (I6) 

 

 Also, being able to work while studying is a compelling factor for students to move 

abroad. But the same opportunity is not available in Nepal due to which students have to 

heavily rely on their parents for financial support. Students also felt like they were constricted 

to a small country compared to a larger world full of opportunities.  

 

“In Nepal I cannot do part time work.” (I7) 

 

 Thus, lack of opportunities has been a push factor in for many students to go abroad.  

 

 4.1.5 Other Push factors 

 Other push factors such as ‘low value of degree’, ‘pressure of exams’, and ‘low salary’ 

appeared less frequently throughout the interview and were considered to be push factors by a 

few respondents. However, these factors somewhat influence the migration decision of 

students. 

 The degree obtained in Nepal is not considered to be valuable anywhere abroad which is 

why many Nepalese end up studying undergraduate or graduate level twice or even thrice 

after migrating abroad. One participant says, 

 

“And also I heard a lot of people like who came, who came to America, who went like 

anywhere abroad, they said like my degree didn't really count that much because it was 
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from Nepal..if I'm putting 4-5 or even 6 years of my time into a degree that like…if I 

wanted to choose to move anywhere in the world afterwards, they don't accept it why 

am I doing this” (I5) 

 

 Similarly, exam pressure in Nepal seems to be a great burden to many students and thus 

wanting to escape a “toxic” environment in the home country. 

 

“In Nepal, there is so much pressure when exams are approaching.” (I3) 

 

“So, I was already afraid about giving entrance exam.” (I10) 

 

“For me, I create academic validation. And I blame the education system. Once the 

school knows that you have an academic strength, the school pressurizes you so much, 

it is very toxic. Especially in SEE …... In my specific school, I found that the academic 

environment was very toxic. Rather than being concerned about whether the student 

learned or not, they just want the grades to be very high.” (I8) 

 

 Also, income is considered to be an important factor among students upon graduation. 

Students want their degree to pay them as much as they invest to obtain one so lower salary 

played an indirect role in pushing them out.  

 

“In Nepal, the doctors’ starting wage is so low. So, money was an influential factor.” 

(I3) 

 

“Even if you obtain a Degree in Nepal, the job isn’t worth much, it doesn’t allow you to 

explore more.” (I4) 

 

 

4.2 Pull Factors 

4.2.1 Host Country’s Education: Better Quality of Higher Education 

 Among all the respondents interviewed, all of them agreed that the quality of higher 

education in the host country played an important role to pull them to countries abroad. As 

compared to the Nepalese education, these students found education from Western countries 
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more focused on the learners rather than just on the exams. Especially, considering the US 

education system being less pressurizing towards students, students feel less burdened with 

their studies. The students found education abroad to be practical, interactive and learner 

centred. Furthermore, they reported having access to a large database full of articles, books 

and scientific papers allows them to explore their own capabilities in learning.  

 

“Studies are more practical and there is not much academic pressure but at the same 

time you are learning so much more. It has been 9 months that I have come here and I 

have finished my first year but in such a short time, I feel that I have learned so much.” 

(I8) 

 

“US is more interactive. They try to engage students as much as possible. They 

encourage us to improve our skills and whatever is lacking” (I2) 

 

“But after coming here, it has been more research oriented. I have never read scientific 

papers before, but after coming here, I have to read like 3-4 scientific papers and it is 

really nice.” (I8) 

 

 Also, the students feel that the education system equips them with the necessary skills 

to compete in the job market. The university further assists students write their resume and 

cover letters. 

 

“We also have a separate course for Resume writing and we even get a credit for that. I 

don’t think we have that in Nepal. I feel that in the US education system, there are more 

motivating factors especially from the professors.” (I1) 

 

“Here, we bring different perspectives into the group work, we present, and I feel that 

US education system makes us career focused and ready for our career.” (I1) 

 

 With group discussions, presentations and projects being an integral part of teaching 

and learning in the Western countries, students share that this enhances their learning. Also, 

the use of technology in learning is highly encourages and more of the learning happens in 

either ipads, laptop or computers than in the copy and paper which further attracted students 

abroad.  
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“Your school life is all in the ipad, computer, laptops. You walk with your ipad and 

make notes. Our homework, quizzes, sometimes exams and everything is internet based. 

Whole college is internet based.” (I4) 

 

“In Finland, we do projects already in the first year and we do web development in 

groups and based on that I felt that Nepalese education system was a bit backward.” 

 

“I did compare the curriculum here in Nepal and Finland. It was same in every 

semester. Here we have clear objectives about what we will learn at the end of the 

semester. In Nepal you don't even know if they are teaching, and there are no 

objectives…here, it was mentioned that every week they will have assignments, group 

work and one presentation at the end of the course. So you can have experience of 

working in groups and also you can improve your skills individually. Basis of 

examinations was determined like that but in Nepal it will be one exam. You have to 

write code and you don't know how to test it, You don't know if you can work with other 

students. It is even not compulsory to have laptop. In Finland I have used pen and 

paper only in physics and mathematics course otherwise it's all in computer.” (I7) 

 

 The course materials, delivery and the time taken is well-structured for students to be 

mentally prepared about their course. Students can further look up what they will study each 

semester already.  

 

“By quality education, I think like I mean at the start of the semester you get a syllabus 

Well, what you're supposed to teach every day. You have all set out what's supposed to 

be like. You have everything structured. Like everything that you need to know and like, 

what are you gonna learn this semester It's like the resources are right there for you at 

the starting of the semester. So like, it's very structured.” (I5) 

 

 Students also reported having various motivating factors to uplift their grades, take 

extra credits, transfer their credits from Nepal thus waiving them off some financial burden 

and pressure.  
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“We can also uplift our grades in that subject and it will relieve that pressure later on 

in that course. If I see that a subject or a course has an extra credit, I take/do it 

immediately so that later on, if I don’t perform well, I feel that I have taken that extra 

credit and I can cover it up through that. This is one. When it comes to quizzes, the high 

scores will be waived. I can’t remember it exactly right now but I feel that the 

motivation factors especially in the US higher education system is so much more.” (I1) 

 

4.2.2 Recommendations: Family, relatives and friends 

 Recommendations from family, friends and relatives was another pull factor for 

students to study abroad. Most of the participants reported having someone at the country 

they had migrated to and referred to them for advices and consultations before applying. So, 

family, relatives and friends did play an important role in influencing them to leave the 

country and look for better opportunities abroad. One respondent says, 

 

“I got the information mostly from internet and also from my sisters and brothers living 

in US.” (I2) 

 

 Furthermore, students already made plans to study abroad before joining their senior 

high schools and opted for subjects so that they could transfer their credits. Their relatives 

and older siblings played a major role in guiding and giving directions. This not only 

influenced them to study abroad but also assisted them in deciding which subject to pursue in 

Nepal. 

 

“My brother had also studied in the US and he had told me that if I studied A Level, I 

could transfer my credits so I decided to study A Level after that.” (I1) 

 

 For a lot of students, their social network played a major role in helping them decide to 

choose countries and even different states to study. Additionally, family, relatives and friends 

who were already residing abroad or had a previous experience of abroad study played an 

influential role in their decision-making process as students tend to believe those who have 

already had an experience of study abroad. 
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“Everyone kept on talking about the US and many of my friends came to US so I also 

felt like coming to US” (I3) 

 

“Second of all, I communicated with some of my friends who were already here. I asked 

about the requirements, what needs to be done, what is the process because we are not 

usually exposed to this information….we could only go deep by knowing the 

experiences from people who were already here. What were the similarities or 

differences they experience. I also talked to some of my friends, on what should I bring 

while coming here.” (I4) 

 

 Along with the recommendation from the family, the participants made their decisions 

to study abroad because of the availability of courses in their chosen country of study. One 

participant noted: 

 

“Physiotherapy is very new subject in Nepal so I chose Bangalore and also my uncle 

and relatives recommended [the city].” (I10) 

 

 For others, the benefits of living abroad seemed to be better with the social benefits and 

the availability of intended major.  

 

“My brothers were already in Finland so when I asked for information, I came to know 

that in terms of social security and fee, and also my major, my first priority was 

Finland.” (I6) 

 

 Additionally, having a good support system and being able to rely on people close to 

their family was another important factor for the participants. Students wanted to live in close 

proximity with their relatives, family and friends so that they could rely on them for support.  

 

“Firstly, because my family was here and a lot of things would be easier.” (I1) 

 

 Finally, for some participants, having parents who have had experienced an abroad life 

influenced their decision-making process. One participant noted that his father played an 

important role in motivating him to explore and understand the world.  
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“my dad wanted me to go to a country with, but like a good education system…he also 

pushed me to, like, get out of, like, not because, like, he wanted me out of the house or 

anything. It was not that it was just like he wanted me to, like, explore and, like, develop 

myself, I think.” (I5) 

 

4.2.3 Host Country’s Education: Scholarships and Financial Aid 

 Scholarships and financial aid were major factors for students in their decision-making 

process to study abroad. All the 5 interviewees who are studying in the US explained that 

they chose US over other countries because of high percentage of scholarships for 

international students as compared to Europe. 

For example, one participant writes: 

 

“I mean US has more scholarships. Another possible option for me was UK but UK 

was more expensive than US so I was more focused on the US.” 

 

 Also, the decision to select the university was heavily dependent on the scholarship. An 

interviewee shared that she chose a university because it  have her the highest scholarship. 

 

“When I chose Caldwell, I applied and it was the only university to give me the highest 

scholarship” 

 

 For some participants, even though they had the willingness to explore other countries 

in the Europe but the unavailability of English-taught academic programs and lack of 

scholarships compelled them to choose the US as a study destination. 

 

“ not only stick to US. Europe was also top on my list after US. I did not go there 

because there were chances but mostly for Masters students. There were less 

scholarships and less English taught programs for undergrads as compared to the 

graduate programs. I feel that there are more English taught programs for graduates. 

Even when I looked at the entire country, I only found 1 or 2 universities and that too it 

is so hard to get in. And my grades were not fulfilling and it was so hard to get in. And 

even if you apply, you need to pay fees. You have to pay fees in every step and in the 

end if there is no benefit then it is no use.” 
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 Furthermore, a participant shares that the US “threw money” at them which explains 

the generous amount of scholarship that the US provides to the deserving international 

students thus making it an attractive study destination.  

 

“And then the United States, they give me a good scholarship. Well, they threw money 

at me. So that's why I'm here…I have a scholarship of 32,000$”  

 

 One participant chose to study in Finland because of good scholarship and an early bird 

discount which made their tuition fees much cheap. Furthermore, taking extra credits also 

provided them with the opportunity to receive more scholarships which is attractive to 

students while considering to study abroad.  

 

“Also, the scholarships were really good, after we get credits, we can get a scholarship. 

First year, I paid from Nepal, 8000 Euros per year. I got early bird discount of 500 

euros discount for this year. I have received 55 credits now so now my fee will be half. 

So, this year I will have to pay only 4000. I find it to be very cheap when I compare it 

with other countries.” 

 

 Also, in Finland, a participant received a discount for further credits but could not 

receive another 25 percent because of combination issue in the language test. If they had 

passed the Finnish language test with a correct combination, they would be eligible for more 

scholarship which shows how different incentives encourage students to perform better at 

their university. 

 

“25% discount if you get 60 credits and 25% if you pass the Finnish language. I passed 

the Finnish exam but the combination was not correct so I did not get the other 25% 

off. So, I am paying 75% at the moment. Next year I have target to get 50%.” 

 

 Another participant from the UK shared that their tuition fees went down to 17,000 

pounds after receiving a scholarship. 

 

“I also received a scholarship of 7,000 per year. So, I have to pay 17,000 pounds per 

year.” 
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4.2.4 Opportunity to work while studying 

 For the interviewees, the opportunity to work while studying provided them with the 

opportunity to support themselves financially and also ease their families’ economic burden 

to pay their tuition fees. The freedom and the opportunity to work makes the students 

independent and responsible towards financing their own education which is seldom possible 

had they stayed in Nepal. So, it is also a pull factor for students to migrate abroad for their 

studies.  

 

“Like mostly, you can also earn here [the US]” (I4) 

 

“I do have job which covers my personal expenses. It was easy for me. Because I found 

2 jobs in first month. I am still working both jobs.” (I3) 

 

 The benefits of working while studying can be many. For example, one participant 

shared that while doing an on-campus job, he received an added benefit of free 

accommodation and food which reduced the financial burden to their family.  

 

“I will become a resident assistant next sem so I will not have to pay rent or for food.” 

(I4) 

 

 Other participants reported that it was possible in the US to work while pursuing their 

studies and also doing their internships and the opportunity to do so helps them to ease the 

financial burden on their family.  

 

“Maybe like I want to start internship next fall. So like I'm working part time and then 

also pursuing my studies. So that's what I'm planning to do. I don't wanna burden my 

parents with paying my entire four years fee” (I5) 

 

“I asked one senior in my university and he said if you get job then you don't have to 

depend on your family to pay fees and my other” (I2) 
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 On the other hand, in Europe, students can work for up to 30 hours per week but some 

participants don’t want to pressurize themselves with finding work and focus on their studies 

first which is the major reason for abroad study. Also, language barrier did pose some 

challenges to find a suitable work. One participant notes: 

 

“Students can work 27-30 hrs per week. I don’t plan to work 7 days a week because I 

am a student and came here to study. I am student so I should prioritize my studies. I 

have been looking for a job but have not taken any pressure to work…I came here late 

so all the vacancies were closed when I came here. But I think I can find a job because 

my friends who came earlier are working. It has only been 10-12 days that I have been 

looking for a job. They do require some Finnish language skills for the job and I know 

a bit.” (I6) 

 

 The trend of working while studying is mostly common abroad but uncommon in 

Nepal. This posed to be challenge to one participant who claimed to not having enough 

working experience as her counterparts to include in her CV. 

 

“Also, I realized that in Nepal, students are not advised to work because we are told to 

focus on our studies. We can only work after we finish our studies. But after coming 

here, I realized that my friends they started working when they were like 14-15. Even 

though it was a small job, they have a certain experience. But after coming here, I have 

nothing to put on my CV. I have no any points to standout. Had I been working since I 

was young, I would have some experience.” (I8) 

 

4.2.5 Affordable Tuition and Cost of Living 

 Affordability when it comes to tuition and cost of living plays a crucial role among 

students deciding to migrate abroad. It becomes crucial not only in choosing countries but 

also cities and universities. For one participant, the university stood out because of affordable 

fees and higher visa acceptance rates.  

 

“I had other universities on my list too and Uni of South Dakota stood out because the 

fees were bit cheaper compared to other universities and it was really was to get in too 

without visa rejection rates. Other universities were not affordable for me.” (I3) 
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“Also, the fee structure was also good, comparatively cheaper than the US.” (I6) 

 

“Because of language barrier I cancelled Europe and comparing to other countries I 

wanted to go to, the fee were bit cheaper in Australia and architecture is 4 years in 

Canada and other countries but it's 3 years in Australia and fee was around 10k dollars 

cheaper here in Australia.” (I9) 

 

 Additionally, financing a doctoral degree in Nepal can be very expensive and for one 

participant, the same amount could not only provide her a better degree abroad but also better 

job opportunities with higher income.  

 

“For me, the motivation was that, if I studied MBBS in Nepal, it is so expensive. With 

the same money, if I can go and get a better degree abroad and earn higher.” (I3) 

 

 In some countries, the cost of living and tuition is affordable for the family to support 

their children which puts less financial burden on the students so that they can focus more on 

their academics and university life.  

 

“My family will support the full cost. I will not work until I graduate.” (I10) 

 

 Furthermore, students find the cost of living to be cheaper and affordable than they 

expected thus making abroad study compelling. Also, with the opportunity to work while 

studying, students are also able to afford their living costs by themselves thus reducing the 

financial pressure on their families.  

 

“When I compare to Nepal, I felt Finland is bit cheaper than I thought. I had thought it 

would be so expensive to live and in terms of food but it's just fine.” (I6) 

 

“I was expecting it will be expensive but not that much expensive but it is.. My dentist 

costs were lower than what I expected.” (I2) 

 

“I'm paying roughly well for my living expenses. I'm paying roughly 12 to, let's say, 12 

to 14k [US dollars].” (I5) 
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4.2.6 Job Opportunities 

 Students view western world as a ‘land of opportunities.’ Their choice of countries, 

city, and selection of major is influenced by the availability of job in their desired field. For 

instance, the same degree, is considered more valuable with ample job opportunities abroad 

than in Nepal thus, pulling students out of their home country.  

 

“I knew that these programs were available in Nepal but I chose US because for that 

same degree, there are better opportunities here than in Nepal…US is also a business 

hub so I chose US.” (I1) 

 

 Also, upon graduation, students identify a multitude of possibilities to land in a job in 

their field of study. Specifically, in the context of the US, students are found opting for 

double majors to increase their probability of finding several jobs in the destination country. 

This is also influenced by their seniors who have landed a job following the same route.  

 

“Since I have double major, I can go towards both fields individual, either economics 

or combine both so that it becomes even stronger.” (I4) 

 

 Especially in the field of IT, the participants saw plentiful of possibilities upon 

graduation. Globally, with the rise in technological innovations, the demand of manpower in 

technological field is rising but on the other hand, the participants emphasize that it is also 

dependent on the amount of effort one is willing to put into the job search.  

 

“I mean for what I'm studying, I'm studying more IT. I'm studying computer 

engineering. So, the market here is really good, even though It's really in a bad state 

right now. They hire a lot of new people, like there's a lot of companies like most 

everything, like most of the things like Internet related is in America.” (I5) 

 

“IT is a blazing topic globally and it is a top field globally so I feel that I will find work. 

It also depends on how much effort you put.” (I6) 

 

 On the other hand, a participant provides a scenario about how recommendations play a 

crucial role in finding a job. Sharing her experience, she quotes: 

 



 47 

“I am optimistic. I have felt that you need to know people to get job in Finland. 

Recommendation works quite a much here. If you know someone then there is high 

chance you land the job. I mean it goes to 75% chance of getting job. I heard that if you 

have good relationship with professors and if they recommend then there is high 

chance to get the job.” (I7) 

 

4.2.7 Western Life 

Another important pull factor for the participants to migrate abroad for higher studies was 

to be able to ‘live a Western life’ which seems to attract them to the US and countries in the 

Europe. 

“I also felt like coming to US. And also living the American life.” (I3) 

 

“I also wanted to experience the European lifestyle.” (I6) 

 

“You are also exposed to the western culture” (I4) 

 

For some participants, the notion of an American dream symbolizes big skyscrapers and 

city lights which made them truly feel that they were in America.  

 

“I had a bit of an American dream too. Even in Nepal, if I saw a six-storey building, I 

would be like ‘wow, what a big building’ and here after seeing the city lights of New 

York and the skylines has made me feel like I am pursuing an American dream…” (I1) 

 

“The big part of it, is living the American dream. It's glorified everything like Western 

media glorifies living an American dream and then the skyscrapers. You don't see those 

around a lot in Kathmandu as well…when I saw big skyscrapers during my travel to 

another city. I felt really good…that's when I felt like, OK, I'm in America right now, 

that hit me.” (I5) 

 

4.2.8 Other relevant pull factors which might affect their chances of leaving 

 Other relevant factors such as assessment of students through essays, research papers, 

quizzes and exams, availability of various courses, value of a western degree, numerous 

facilities and resources in the university, competent and ‘supportive’ faculties, ‘active’ and 
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sound university environment, selecting a university through their own research from the 

internet are some of the pull factors which had several occurrences throughout the interview. 

These factors somewhat played a key role in their decision-making process to study abroad 

and at the same time, staying back in the destination country. This further stresses on the 

value placed on a foreign degree, the necessary facilities and resources that students require 

to enhance their overall learning and well-being and making teaching and learning student-

centric by supporting the students in their learning process are considered essential by 

students. The participants account not having such education system and facilities in their 

home country thus, motivating them to pursue their studies abroad.  

Furthermore, career prospects such as higher salary and recommendation from counsellor 

were less occurrent throughout the interviews and did not hold much relevance to the 

interviewees.  

 

4.3 Reverse Push Pull Factors 

 During the interview, several mooring factors have emerged based on the experiences of 

students at home and abroad. Though the mooring factors were not part of the theoretical 

framework, their occurrence in the interview, however, cannot be ignored.  

In case of the US, few participants accounted that the existing gun laws, shooting, racial 

discrimination, difficulties in extending the visa makes US an unfit place to settle down in a 

longer run. These instances pose risk and cause difficulties to those participants who scarified 

the comfort of their own homes to chase their dreams. 

On the other hand, family ties, being present to take care of the parents in their old age, 

and being able to give back to them the effort and money they invested in their children is of 

utmost importance to some participants which pulls them towards their home countries. Few 

of the participants express their willingness to go back home after graduation to be closer to 

their family while at the same time, contributing towards the country’s development.  
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5. Discussion  

 

The students interviewed from five different countries highlighted several different push 

and pull factors that motivated them to study abroad. This study relies on the theoretical 

frameworks proposed by Altbach (2004), Mazzarol and Soutar (2002), and Park (2009) 

which explores the push and pull factors behind students’ decision-making process to go 

abroad. Altbach (2004)’s study emphasizes on the movement of students from developing to 

developed countries in the pursuit of better educational opportunities. Similarly, Mazzarol 

and Soutar (2002)’s study focuses on the three distinct stages that students go through in their 

decision-making process to study abroad. The three stages are based on the combination of 

push and pull factors that influence this process. the first stage comprises of the push factors 

which is influenced by the situations in the home country whereas the second and third stages 

are categorized on the basis of pull factors which includes the process of selecting the host 

countries and institutions to study, respectively.  

Furthermore, the 2D Model by Park (2009) elaborates on the two factors which impacts 

internal, domestic and home components that contribute to the outbound mobility of students 

while the Directional factor consists of students’ perception of images and expectations of 

foreign higher education that actually influence their decision-making process in choosing 

their host countries.  

 Based on the findings from the interview, it was evident that the intention to migrate was 

deeply rooted in most of the students thus playing a key role to drive them out of the country. 

A large body of participants were studying in the US universities so the interviews bring a 

larger perspective about the American education system and the pull factors relating to 

America while the push factors are somewhat similar according to the destination. 

Furthermore, the experiences of students are largely shaped by the availability of 

opportunities both educational and work in the foreign country while being deprived of the 

same opportunities in the home country. Additionally, the role of families, relatives and 

friends was indeed influential in this process.  

 

Factors leading to International Student Migration 

Push Factors 

Several push factors relating to the participants home country, Nepal emerged throughout 

the interview which shaped their decision to migrate abroad. Among them, the intention to 
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migrate, Nepalese education system being largely theory-focused and exam-oriented, low 

quality of education and lack of opportunities had frequent occurrences throughout the 

interview.   

The intention to migrate appeared frequently throughout the interview as a major push 

factor and falls under stage one of decision-making process proposed by Mazzarol & Soutar 

(2002) where a student makes a decision to study abroad rather than study in their home 

country. In this study, students made up their minds to go abroad as early as grade 10, and 

even deciding to choose programs like A level so that they could transfer credits to their 

university. The availability to transfer credits, especially in the US, lifted the financial 

pressure on students and their families making it easier for them to take lesser credit subjects 

at the university. Similarly, families started planning and saving for their children’s education 

abroad well beforehand. This shows that the intention to migrate is not just a sole decision 

but a collective decision of the family. Additionally, the desire for privacy and freedom were 

few of the reasons why students had a strong desire to migrate abroad. This is also consistent 

with various other studies exploring students’ motivation to study abroad. For example, a 

study from Mazzarol & Soutar (2002) identified ‘intention to migrate’ as one of the push 

factors influencing a student’s decision-making process.  

The second factor which influenced the student’s decision to study abroad was the theory 

and exam focused nature of the Nepalese education system. The participants accounted of 

their schooling experiences where they felt pressurised with long class hours, exam pressure, 

making it monotonous. The focus on rote learning and memorization halts the learning 

process of students which is consistent with Simkhada & van Teijlingen (2010)’s study 

highlighting the roots of such practices from the 19th century Britain and India. Also, Kim & 

Zhang (2021) also highlighted several push factors where the participants had a strong dislike 

towards their domestic education. This somehow relates to the experiences of students where 

they accounted of how the education system being ‘theory-based and exam-focused’ pushes 

them to study abroad.  

The degrading quality of education is yet another driving force factor resulting in the 

migration of Nepalese students. Outdated curriculum, bookish knowledge, lack of 

technological advancement, unqualified faculties were some of the problems clouding the 

education landscape of Nepal which was frequently brought up by the interviewees. Different 

literatures have highlighted the low quality of education in the home country as a crucial push 

factor leading to dissatisfaction among students towards their country’s higher education 

system (Park, 2009; Li & Bray, 2007; Lei et al., 2020; Lee, 2017). 
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Lack of opportunities in the job market is another major push factor that emerged in the 

interview. Even after investing four years of their time at the university, the students felt that 

the degree did not equip them with enough skills for the job market. The market does not 

seem to provide them with the opportunity to work while studying which is yet another 

reason why students have a strong intention to migrate abroad. This factor has been 

mentioned in several studies concerning the push-pull model (Lee, 2017; Upadhyay, 2017). 

Other push factors also emerged in the findings of the study such as low value of degree, 

pressure of exams, and low salary which were supported by other studies in this field but 

their occurrences were minimal and only limited to one or two interviewees which sums up 

that these factors did not have a larger impact on the students’ migration decision.  

 

Pull Factors 

 Quality of education in the host country appeared to be a crucial pull factors among 

students. In comparison to the Nepalese education, students found the Western education to 

be learner-centred, less pressurising and more practical. The students, further pointed out that 

the classroom learning was mostly based on group discussions and group work with frequent 

use of technology unlike in Nepal, where the use of technology is not welcomed in the 

classroom. Additionally, students found the course to be well-structured with multiple 

rewards to enhance their learning. This is also based on the framework proposed by Park 

(2009), where the decision to go abroad is influenced by the perception and expectations 

these students have of foreign higher education. In this case, the student’s perception is 

shaped by their own experiences at the university and also from other factors which will be 

discussed further in the chapter. This has further been highlighted in other studies (Kim & 

Zhang, 2021; Lee, 2017; Lei et al., 2021; Li & Bray, 2007). 

For those students willing to go abroad, during their decision-making process, 

recommendations from family, friends and relatives shaped their understanding of the 

West. The family and relatives who were already residing abroad shared their perspectives 

and understanding about living in a foreign land while on the other hand, friends shared their 

experiences about life at university, job prospects, opportunities, credit transfers and selection 

of majors at universities. Also, with family members, relatives and friends being in close 

proximity, it is easier for students to turn to them for support and assistance during times of 

need. Several studies (Park 2009; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Lee, 2017) have touched upon 

the role of recommendations from family, friends and relatives, into the decision-making 

process of students to migrate abroad for tertiary education.  
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Similarly, for Nepalese students, scholarships and financial aid was crucial to pursue 

their studies abroad. Given the financial situation of the country, scholarships and financial 

aid alleviate much of the financial burden placed upon students and their families with sky 

rocketing fees of studying abroad. Studying abroad can be an important decision for the 

families and without scholarships, and the opportunity to work while studying, students 

would face challenges to support themselves financially. From the findings of the study, it 

was evident that the US proved to be generous enough in providing deserving international 

students with scholarships and financial aid to waive off their tuition costs despite their 

higher fees. On the other hand, the affordable fees of Europe and some discounts and 

scholarships in tuition made countries in Europe an attractive destination. these findings are 

consistent with the studies from Kim & Zhang (2021), Lei et al. (2021), Li & Bray (2007) 

which further elaborate on the role of scholarships in attracting students to Western countries 

abroad. 

Another compelling pull factor for students to study abroad was the opportunity to work 

while studying. This allowed them to finance their own studies and living costs. The 

provision of an on-campus jobs in the US also came with ample of benefits such as free 

accommodation and food for some students depending on their job. On the other hand, this 

was also an important pull factors for students opting to go to Europe but some of them were 

still struggling to find job due to the language barrier and the lack of experiences. 

Additionally, the students were still hopeful to land a job so that they could support 

themselves financially instead of being dependent on their parents. Studies by Dhungel et al. 

(2013), Tamang & Shrestha (2021), stress on this being an important pull factor to Nepalese 

students. 

Affordability in terms of tuition and cost of living emerged frequently throughout the 

interview which shows that it played a crucial role in the participants decision to study 

abroad. After the scholarship, the costs went down rapidly for the students which made the 

remaining costs affordable for the students and their families. On the other hand, it also 

shows that the students come from well-off families who can afford to pay their remaining 

tuition and also cost of living given the higher value of dollar and euro currency. Students in 

the US, UK and Australia found the fees to be affordable after scholarships and aids. On the 

other hand, with minimal subsidies, the students currently studying in Finland, found the 

tuition and living costs to be cheaper as compared to the US. The reason behind student 

migration due to affordability has been consistent with literatures from Lei et al., (2021); 
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Mazzarol & Soutar (2002) which have further emphasised on the role of cost issues in student 

decisions to migrate abroad. 

The students’ view of the western world was largely shaped by the provision of job 

opportunities available in that country. Students viewed the west as a ‘land of 

opportunities.’ With ample of job opportunities for the same degree gained in the west, the 

student saw a better path to their future. Studies (Dorito & Tobler, 2010; Russell & Gunjan, 

2018; Tamang & Shrestha, 2021; Upadhyay, 2017; Lee, 2017; Kim & Zhang, 2021) have 

frequently mentioned that career opportunities upon graduation acted as a major pull factor to 

students deciding to study abroad. On the other hand, it was also evident that the students’ 

selection of major was heavily dependent on the availability of jobs in that field. The students 

referred to their seniors or other Nepalese who had pursued the same subject to see if they 

had landed in some jobs or not. 

One of the final factors affecting the students’ choices to leave the country was being able 

to live a ‘western life’. For those in the US, living an ‘American Dream’ was of utmost 

importance and this was attached to seeing the skyscrapers and bigger cities. For those in the 

Europe and Australia, being exposed to a western culture and lifestyle and better standards of 

living were attached to living a western life. 

In contrast to the above push and pull factors, the students also reported facing challenges 

in the destination country. Especially in the US, where students are only allowed to do on-

campus jobs, they reported facing difficulties in finding jobs and had to rely entirely on 

summer jobs to fund themselves. Despite such challenges, the students still had the 

willingness to stay and settle down in the US. Though students saw plenty of opportunities 

and possibilities before making a decision to migrate, the scenario of finding jobs while 

working proved to be otherwise. This expectation was not fulfilled for majority of students in 

Europe, Australia and the US. On the other hand, the willingness to be with family for the 

rest of their lives compelled them to return to their home countries upon graduation. Security 

issues posed by gun laws, violence and racial discrimination were some of the factors that 

made US an unsafe place to stay as compared to the other countries. Throughout the 

interview, students were found mentioning Europe as a safe place to live and settle down.  
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6. Conclusion 

 

 This study sought to explore the various factors which affects the students’ decision-

making process to go abroad by answering the following research question: 

Why do many Nepalese students choose to pursue their higher education abroad? 

 Four push factors and seven pull factors emerged from this study. The push factors 

explained the reasons behind students’ decision to leave their home country while the pull 

factors explained their attraction towards these destinations. In this regard, the push factors 

were: 

1) Intention to migrate,  

2) Theory and exam focused education system of Nepal,  

3) Low quality of education and  

4) Lack of opportunities in the job market.  

 

 Apart from these other push factors such as low value of degree, examination pressure and 

low salary occurred less frequently in the study. On the other hand, the pull factors were 

numerous in this study: 

 

1) Better quality of education in the host country,  

2) Recommendations from family, friends and relatives regarding abroad study,  

3) Availability of scholarships and financial aid in the universities,  

4) Opportunity to work while studying,  

5) Affordable tuition and cost of living,  

6) Job opportunities after graduation and  

7) Living a western life.  

 

These factors were considered crucial among students in their decision-making process to 

migrate abroad. Additionally, other factors such as continuous assessment, value of a western 

degree, facilities and resources at the university, competent faculties occurred minimally in 

the study and somewhat influenced the student’s decision to migrate abroad. These notions 

that the students had before opting for abroad study were somewhat met upon reading their 

destination and students seemed content with their experiences. The occurrence of reverse 

push and pull explained that such factors cannot be ignored when studying the push and pull 
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factors of migration among students. Also, the decision to go abroad is not only an individual 

decision of the student but a collective decision including the family with families saving 

from well beforehand and even assisting their children in their decision-making process. 

Some of the findings of this study were found to be consistent with the factors mentioned 

in the analytical framework which explores the motivation behind students’ decision to 

migrate abroad through the push and pull factors. Among the push and pull factors mention in 

Altbach (2004)’s study, the push factors were found to be incompatible with the findings of 

this study. This stems from the differences between the context in which this study was based 

- Nepal which did not fall under the top sending countries list to the US. Push factors such as 

competitive entry requirements at home, unavailability of suitable subjects, lack of 

opportunities to continue tertiary education were not relevant to the Nepalese context. This is 

also because situations have changed from 2004, the year in which this study was based to 

2023 which can cause a major shift in the push factors in the country. The pull factors were 

somewhat similar as US is considered an education hub with multiple opportunities. 

Similarly, the push and pull factors based on Mazzarol & Soutar (2002)’s study was found 

to be somewhat consistent with that of this study.  This can also be because of the difference 

in context in which both the studies took place. Two of the push and two of the pull factors 

emerged to be consistent with this study. this can also be the case because most of the popular 

courses such as Information Technology (IT) are available in Nepal along with less 

competitive entry examinations for other fields of study which is equally popular among 

students. Especially, after Covid -19, internet has taken over and with the technological 

advancements, information has become accessible to all. This can also result in the change of 

priorities among students in how they view countries abroad as an attractive destination.  

The 2D model by Park (2009) overlapped with the findings of the study. The driving force 

factor was associated with the dissatisfaction students had, towards the country’s higher 

education, in this case South Korea. Similarly, Nepalese students were found to be 

dissatisfied with the education system in Nepal and wanted to look for better opportunities 

abroad. On the other hand, the directional force factor, which shapes the students’ perception 

about foreign higher education stemmed from parents or friends, websites providing free 

information, educational environment abroad came up frequently in this study. Whereas, 

feasibility of admissions, political situation of the country did not have any influence in 

Nepalese students’ migration. This can be due to the difference in priorities among Nepalese 

students where tough entry examinations were not applicable to their field of study.  
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This study concludes that the major push factors for Nepalese students to leave their 

country were due to the search for freedom and independence, low quality of education and 

less job opportunities in the country. On the other hand, the Western world’s advanced 

education system, economic state, job opportunities and high standard of living attracted 

Nepalese students to these countries abroad. 

 

6.1 Limitations of this research 

The reverse push and pull factors have not been studied in this research. However, two 

reverse push and pull factors showed up in this study. From this, it is evident that the entire 

push-pull framework is complete only when both the reverse push and pull factors are taken 

into consideration in the push-pull model.  

The majority of interview participants were from the U.S. and also most of the students 

were studying computer science or information technology. Experiences from a wider range 

of samples and participants residing in many different countries and different field of study 

has not been included in this study. In future studies, participants from different continents or 

countries with different fields of study should be selected to get more diverse results.  

Since the participants were studying and working at the same time, and in a different time 

zone, it took longer than expected to schedule the interviews. More time could have given 

more flexibility and freedom to explore the research topic in depth.  

This topic can further be explored through mixed method study in the context of Nepal so 

as to gain the perspective of a large sample of population. Qualitative research allows the 

exploration of the topic into depth whereas quantitative study allows space for generalization 

of the results of the study. Encompassing the perceptions, opinions of a large mass of 

students is crucial to generalize the results in the context of Nepal, especially, with a handful 

of research in the field of international student migration. At the same time, qualitative 

research leaves ground for deeper exploration and dissection of the issue at hand. 

 

6.2 Suggestions for future studies 

 For future studies, using quantitative methods and mixed methods can provide better 

results and perspectives into international student migration in Nepal, as it brings out the 

perspectives from a large mass of people while at the same time exploring these factors from 

a microscopic view. Many of the studies which have explored the push and pull factors of 

migration have opted for quantitative and mixed methods to best explain the phenomenon. 
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Furthermore, including those prospective students who want to pursue their studies abroad 

can shed light on the push factors in more detail as these students. Integrating graduate 

students who have pursued their undergraduate degree in Nepal will highlight the undergoing 

higher education scenario of Nepal from a better perspective.  
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Appendices  

Appendix 1. Consent form 

CONSENT FORM 

Tampere University 

Masters in Research and Innovation in Higher Education (MARIHE) 

International Student Migration in Nepal: Push and Pull Factors 

Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take 

part in this research. 

Dear Participant, 

My name is Pragati Karki and I am an Erasmus Mundus Master student in Research and 

Innovation in Higher Education currently pursuing my specialization at Tampere University. 

My thesis topic is ‘International Student Migration in Nepal: Push and Pull Factors’. 

The purpose of this study is to explore the reasons behind a large number of Nepalese 

students migrating abroad. The interview will be arranged through Microsoft Teams or other 

convenient platforms it lasts approximately half an hour. The interview will be recorded 

using smartphone and also Microsoft teams and transcription will be made from the 

recordings. The anonymity of the interviewees will be maintained throughout this research 

and a pseudonym will be assigned for each interviewee participating in research.  

There are no known risks, discomforts, hazards or side effects that might arise because of the 

subject of the research or the research methodology. If you find any question distressing, we 

can skip the question or can stop the interview at any time. You may ask any questions 

regarding the research, and they will be answered fully. Your participation in this research is 

voluntary and you may withdraw at any time. Following the completion of this research, I 

plan to maintain verbatim transcripts until July 2023 for use in future publications and 

scholarly presentations.  

If you have any questions about this research and the interview, please feel free to reach out 

to me through email at pragati.karki@tuni.fi 

Participant's signature ______________________________ Date ___________________  

Investigator's signature: 

Date:  

I have read and understood the provided information and have had the opportunity to ask 

questions. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 

any time. I voluntarily agree to take part in this study and consent to my interview being 

recorded.  

mailto:pragati.karki@tuni.fi
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Appendix 2. Interview Questions 

1. Demographics 

a) Name:  

b) Age:  

c) Country of Study: 

d) University where the respondent is studying: 

e) Program you are pursuing:  

f) Family members/ relatives in the other country:  

g) Admission to studies 

a) Which countries were on your list when you were applying to study 

abroad? Why did you select the particular country? 

b) Were the study programs you wanted to pursue available in Nepal? 

c) How do you perceive the education system in Nepal and how did it 

affect your motivation to study abroad? 

d) Why did you choose this country as your destination to study? 

e) Who recommended this particular country or university to you? Did it 

influence your choice of destinations and universities? 

f) How did you access the information regarding study abroad? 

g) Who assisted you in your application process? 

2. What were your expectations before moving in to this country and how have your 

expectations been met? 

3. Do you work now? Is it an on-campus job? Is it easy to find work in the city and 

university that you live in? 

4. Financing the study 

a) What is your total fee per semester/year? 

b) Did you receive a scholarship to pursue your studies at this university? 

If yes, how much scholarship did you receive? And who finances the 

rest of your study? 

c) If not, who finances your study? 

5. What were your expectations before migrating to this country and have your 

expectations been met? 

a) Study related expectations 

b) Facilities and resources 

6. Period after Graduation 

a) How do you perceive your work opportunities upon graduation? 
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b) Do you consider your degree to be of value upon returning to 

Nepal?  

c) Do you plan to stay in the country that you are studying in right 

now after graduation? 

7. Is there anything else you would like to mention related to the topics discussed? 

 

8. Would you like to ask something from me? 
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