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ABSTRACT

In this chapter, the author provides an overview of the decision-making process that international students 
will go through when choosing a country, province, and ultimately, an institution for their international 
higher learning education. After conducting exploratory qualitative research from an Alberta perspec-
tive, it was determined that international students are influenced by (1) safety, (2) quality, (3) knowing 
someone locally, (4) jobs and strength of the economy, and (5) cost. Subsequently, the author will also 
consider the factors that would influence international students to enjoy or remain in a province after 
their studies. Having an understanding of the factors that influence international student choice can 
help the reader understand some of the marketing implications of recruiting international students to 
institutions and how international students end up studying in the Canadian post-secondary system.

INTRODUCTION

Walking through the halls of one of the twenty-seven publicly funded post-secondary institutions in the 
province of Alberta, and seeing a plethora of diverse international students, it crossed the researcher’s 
mind “how in the world did this many students from around the globe end up here?” As a faculty member 
for over fifteen years at this institution, where the institution is great and the community is beautiful, 
but it is not necessarily a destination for tourism or travel. And yet the international student population 
within the business program has grown from four percent to over forty percent in that fifteen-year time 
frame. There are other Albertans in the province who are not necessarily sure where the community is or 
that a post-secondary institution exists here, so then, how is it that these international students managed 
to locate and choose to study here? Those students cannot possibly be sitting in their bedroom in Delhi, 
India, or their kitchen in Beijing, China, or at their school in Osaka, Japan, dreaming of coming to this 
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specific institution. Maybe this happens to institutions like Harvard, but certainly not here. This ponder-
ing led the researcher to ask that exact research question to try to understand the factors that influence 
international students to choose Alberta, Canada, as their choice for higher learning.

The objective of this chapter is to provide an overview of how international students come to study 
higher learning in Alberta, Canada. Understanding the motivations and factors that influence interna-
tional students’ choice of destination for schooling can provide some insight into how administrators 
can market to those students. Or perhaps, just help everyone to better understand the cohort of students 
filling classrooms and some of their rationale for studying in Canada. The chapter will also discuss the 
aspects that international students like about studying in the country as well as what existing factors 
would allow them to want to continue to stay in Canada post-graduation.

BACKGROUND

International students have been choosing Canada as a destination for higher education for many years 
and this number continues to increase. According to the Canadian Bureau for International Education 
(CBIE, 2019) in 2018 there were 571, 215 international students enrolled in Canadian post-secondary 
schools representing a 16% increase over 2017. Research has previously been conducted in several dif-
ferent ways to try to understand the choice of institution by international students (Cubillo, Sanchez, & 
Cervino, 2006; Eder, Smith, & Pitts, 2010) and further research has been conducted to understand location 
choice, which means the selection of country or province where students will attend schooling (Abubakar, 
Shanka, & Muuka, 2010; Bohman, 2010). The challenge, however, is that the flows of students from 
the sending countries will change over time. In 2018, India surpassed China as the largest contributor 
to international students attending Canadian post-secondary institutions (CBIE, 2019). It seems that as 
soon as research is conducted, the flows of students tend to change. What impact will the next United 
States election have on international student flows? The political relationships between countries can 
ebb the flow of students or help to increase it. What about the impact of COVID-19 or whatever the 
next global health pandemic? We know that Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS), a contagious 
respiratory coronavirus that impacted both Asia and Canada in 2002 and 2003, had a negative impact 
on international student enrollment in Canada the following year. There will always be the next thing.

Internationalization of the higher learning education system in Canada is important to administrators 
within the Canadian federal government and in October 2011 a panel was formed to develop a domestic 
“international education” strategy. So, although there is a national level strategy, the authority for post-
secondary education (PSE) lands under provincial governments in Canada to coordinate and regulate PSE 
with their provincial jurisdictions (Kirby, 2007, Shanahan & Jones, 2007). In Alberta, specifically, even 
though there is a recognized gap that exists between the goals of the federal and provincial governments, 
the Ministry of Advanced Education and Technology (MAET) felt there has not been a concentrated 
effort by government to assure marketing of PSE with the province’s institutions of higher learning 
towards international learners (Alberta Advanced Education and Technology, 2012).

By understanding the reasons why international students choose to study in Canada, a province, and 
then down to a specific institution is becoming increasingly more important for institutions of higher 
learning administrators due to increases in competition. Understanding the factors which international 
learners consider when they make their choice for higher education in Alberta can be beneficial to 
administrators in the creation of future recruitment strategies of institutions (Greene & Kirby, 2012; 
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