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ABSTRACT: Conventional models predict that Pakistani doctoral students
prioritize Western destinations, yet China is their fastest-growing choice. This
study examines this contradiction through Giddens' structuration theory and
interviews 15 Pakistani PhD students across Chinese universities. The concept of
contingent mobility captures trajectories that are neither voluntary nor forced,
emerging from structural precarity in Pakistan’s political instability, research
deficits, and sociocultural constraints and asymmetric opportunities in China,
including scholarships, flexible admissions, and advanced facilities. Students
navigate domestic barriers through credentials and peer networks rather than
strategic planning. Extending structuration theory, we argue that Giddens'
assumption of stable structures requires revision for deteriorating contexts.
Contingent mobility has three dimensions: survival and aspiration, pragmatic-to-
epistemic motivation, and soft power intersecting with marginalization. Revealing
south—south mobility as distinct from south—north flows, this study offers a revised
structuration framework for global south academic migration.
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INTRODUCTION

The globalization of higher education has become instrumental in equipping
students with skills critical for societal development (de Wit, 2014; Knight, 2008;
Sehoole & Abbott, 2016; Silles, 2016). Within knowledge economies, doctoral
education plays a central role in driving innovation and economic progress
(Auriol, 2010), with international mobility increasingly recognized as a catalyst
for academic career advancement and research collaboration (Acker et al., 2008;
de Wit, 2015). Traditional patterns of South—North student flows are now giving
way to multidirectional mobility, reshaping global higher education hierarchies
(Wadhwa et al., 2012). As Xu (2023) argues, international student mobility has
shifted toward a multipolar structure, with emerging hubs such as China
challenging the traditional Western-centric paradigm as a trend requiring
empirical examination of nontraditional corridors. Notably, China has emerged as
a top destination challenging historical dominance, a rise stemming from its
economic growth, enhanced educational infrastructure, and strategic projects such
as the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) (Hazelkorn, 2011; Khan, 2011; Liu, 2020;
Knight, 2015; Wei, 2013).

The appeal of text government-sponsored scholarships and streamlined visa
policies has further increased, especially for Pakistani students (Biney, 2021;
Peter et al., 2021). These mechanisms have enabled mobility for lower-income
Pakistani students who face structural barriers domestically, such as underfunded
higher education institutions (Tu, 2025; World Bank, 2024). Conventional push—
pull models predict that students from developing countries will prioritize
English-speaking Western nations with established diaspora communities (Tim &
Geoffrey, 2002). Pakistan's historical mobility patterns to the UK and the USA
support this prediction.

However, China has emerged as the fastest-growing destination for Pakistani
doctoral students—a non-English, culturally distinct context. According to
UNESCO (2023), Pakistani enrollments in China increased from 18,342 in 2013
to 53,891 in 2021—a 194% increase—compared with 32% growth in the UK and
18% in the U.S. China now hosts the third-largest population of Pakistani
international students. This apparent contradiction underscores the need to
examine how structural constraints and individual agency interact in this
underexplored South-South mobility corridor. Mahmood et al. (2026) reinforce
this by positioning psychological adaptation, social support, and resilience as core
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dimensions of migrant integration and treating academic sojourns as migration
requiring structural-agency analysis. However, the interplay between structural
constraints and students’ agential use of opportunities remains underexplored.
This study adopts the definition of ‘academic mobility’ as cross-border
educational mobility for temporary sojourns, distinguishing it from permanent
migration (Findlay et al., 2006; King, 2002; OECD, 2021).

The dynamics of academic mobility and the mobility of doctoral students in
particular are still largely ignored, despite their increasing number globally and
recognition in the knowledge-based economy (GU & Schweinfurt, 2015; Page &
Chahboun, 2019). Recent studies by Pakistani scholars (Kamran et al., 2022;
Kiyani et al., 2015; Bibi et al., 2022) have established baseline demographic
trends but remain limited to aggregate patterns without theorizing the structure—
agency dynamics central to doctoral education. This gap is particularly salient
given that very limited research has specifically investigated Pakistani PhD
students' mobility trajectories to Chinese universities. This study employs the
Structuration Theory of Giddens to address two research questions: (i) How do
structural constraints in Pakistan and enabling opportunities in China interact to
shape the mobility trajectories of Pakistani PhD students? (ii) How does
navigating dual structures precarity in Pakistan and opportunity in China shape
students' academic and professional trajectories?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Academic mobility, defined as cross-border movement for educational purposes,
has evolved significantly in recent decades. While early research focused on
undergraduate student flows (Teichler, 2009), contemporary studies increasingly
examine doctoral candidates, reflecting the growing complexity of global higher
education systems. According to the UNESCO Institute of Statistics (2023),
Pakistani student enrollments abroad increased from 18,342 in 2013 to 53,891 in
2021, with China emerging as the primary destination. This trend is particularly
pronounced among PhD candidates, whose numbers in Chinese universities more
than doubled between 2015 and 2021 (Kamran et al., 2022; Jiani, 2017).
Pakistan’s educational system faces structural challenges such as chronic
underfunding, political instability, and regional disparities that limit access to
quality doctoral training.

For Pakistani PhD students, China has positioned itself as a hub that
combines financial support, access to cutting-edge labs, and global research
networks, enhancing long-term career and social capital, particularly in advanced
STEM fields (e.g., Al and engineering), where Pakistan lacks capacity (Saddaf et
al., 2015; Xu et al., 2020; Yang, 2022; Jiani, 2017). Simultaneously, Pakistan’s
HEC Overseas Scholarships incentivize mobility, framing it as a strategy to
address domestic skill gaps (Kiyani et al., 2015). Timsina et al. (2026)
demonstrate a parallel dynamic: when Australia contracted its educational
policies, Nepali students and graduates redirected their aspirations toward
alternative destinations, illustrating how structural shifts in traditional receiving
countries reshaped South Asian mobility patterns.
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While South—North mobility (e.g., Pakistan to Europe/US) has received
considerable attention, South—South flows (e.g., Pakistan—China) remain
relatively underrepresented. Most studies are quantitative, emphasize
macroeconomic trends over qualitative insights into agency, and often lack
consistent theory-based analysis (Saddaf et al., 2015; Khan, 2011).

Nhi (2025) addresses this gap by showing that personal well-being and desire
for international living shape study abroad decisions—a qualitative insight
complementing our structuration approach. A theory-driven approach is therefore
needed. Using Giddens’ structuration theory, this study investigates how
structural constraints in Pakistan and agency factors influence decisions in China.
Given that the impact of academic mobility during PhD sojourn remains
understudied, this research examines how structural and agency factors interact to
shape the mobility trajectories of Pakistani PhD students to China and their
subsequent academic and professional growth.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE

Mobility trajectories are neither purely structural nor entirely agentic but emerge
from their dialectical relationship (Kaufmann et al., 2004). Traditional models,
such as the “push-pull” model, focus primarily on macrolevel factors but fail to
capture decision-making complexity. Rational choice theory, with its focus on
“methodological individualism” (Goss & Lindquist, 1995), reduces analysis to the
individual level and overlooks noninstrumental factors.

Giddens' structuration Theory addresses this gap by describing the dynamic
interplay between macro (structural) and micro (agency) elements, emphasizing
the duality of structure, agency, and power, which is particularly relevant for
understanding Pakistani PhD students who are navigating constraining structures
in Pakistan and enabling opportunities in China (de Haas, 2019; Giddens, 1984).

Structuration theory defines structure as “recursively implicated rules and
resources in social reproduction,” meaning that social structures are reproduced
through human action across time and space (Giddens, 1984, p. 127). Structures
consist of “rules” that guide practices and “resources” that facilitate or constrain
actions. Giddens rethink structures as both enabling and constraining, just as
language limits expression while enabling communication (Craib, 1992). For
Pakistani PhD students, this duality is central: structural constraints in Pakistan
(e.g., political instability, underfunded universities, and regional quotas) and
enabling structures in China (e.g., scholarships, research facilities, and flexible
admissions) to interact to shape mobility decisions.

The conceptual framework of this study, operationalizing Giddens'
structuration theory for the academic mobility corridor in Pakistan, China, is
presented in Figure 1. Structural constraints in Pakistan (political instability,
underfunded universities, regional quotas) and enabling structures in China
(scholarships, advanced labs, flexible admissions) interact dialectically with
student agency (strategic use of networks, credential seeking, university
selection), producing what we term 'contingent mobility' a trajectory that is neither
fully forced nor purely voluntary.
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Pakistan (Origin) China (Origin)

Structural constraint Enabling Structures

. Government scholarships

. Advanced labs & research
facilities

. Flexible admissions

. Global research networks

o Political instability

. Underfunded universities
. Regional quotas

. Credential inflation

. Bureaucratic hurdles

Constraint = Enable

S

STUDENT AGENCY (Micro-level)

e  Strategic use of peer networks

|
|

e  Informed university selection

. Pursuit of transnational credentials

Leads to

Contingent Mobility “Neither purely voluntary nor forced — emerges
from dialectical interplay of constraint and opportunity.”

Figure 1: Conceptual framework of contingent mobility
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According to Giddens, individuals are knowledgeable agents, although they
are not always fully conscious of consequences (Giddens, 1976, 1979, 1984b).
Agency entails freedom to act purposefully despite constraints. In this study,
agency is observed in students' strategic use of peer networks, informed university
selection, and pursuit of transnational credentials. Power, the capacity to act
within structures to achieve outcomes (Giddens, 1984), is relational and
embedded in social relationships. When students lose the power to influence their
academic/professional trajectories in Pakistan, mobility to China becomes a
means to regain it within dual structures (Stones, 2009).

This study introduces the concept of “contingent mobility" to capture how
agency is exercised within structural precarity, where mobility is neither wholly
voluntary nor forced but emerges from navigating constraints and opportunities.
Conceptually, contingent mobility differs from related constructs along three
critical dimensions: (a) unlike purely voluntary mobility, it acknowledges
non-negotiable structural barriers; (b) unlike forced migration, it retains purposive
agency and strategic calculation; and (c¢) unlike impelled mobility (which implies
a single push factor), it recognizes the dialectical interplay of constraints and
enablers. Operationally, we translated structuration concepts into interview
questions and coding themes: structural constraints (political instability, funding
shortages, regional quotas), enabling structures (scholarships, admissions
flexibility, research facilities), and agency (network use, university selection,
credential strategies). The duality of structure was analyzed by coding how
Pakistani constraints shaped agency while Chinese enablers expanded it—
revealing the recursive constitution of mobility. By applying Giddens'
structuration Theory, this study examines how Pakistani PhD students negotiate
these dual structures, operationalizing power as their capacity to convert
constraints into opportunities such as leveraging Chinese scholarships to
overcome Pakistani funding shortages. This framework guides the analysis of how
power dynamics manifest in students' narratives of constraint, enablement, and
strategic choice.

METHOD

As our study focuses on students' mobility decisions, with the aim of
understanding and explaining their underlying rationale, a qualitative,
interpretivist design was employed. Guided by Giddens' structuration Theory, this
research investigates the interplay of structure and agency in academic mobility.
The study is framed as a multiple-case study design (Yin, 2018), where each
participant's mobility trajectory constitutes an instrumental case for cross-
comparison. Data were collected from February to December 2023.

Research Design and Participants
To capture key variations in the institutional and regional contexts of

Chinese higher education, a purposive sampling strategy was employed. Initially,
two major public universities in Beijing were selected as primary research sites
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because of their high concentration of Pakistani doctoral students. To broaden the
scope of institutional and geographical perspectives, the sampling strategy was
subsequently expanded to include participants from other major academic hubs,
including Shanghai, Wuhan, Nanjing, and Guangzhou.

Sampling proceeded in three stages. First, two major public universities in
Beijing were purposively selected on the basis of university records indicating the
highest concentration of Pakistani doctoral students. Second, criterion sampling
was applied to select participants who met the following inclusion criteria: (a)
full-time PhD enrollment at a Chinese university, (b) duration of stay in China of
at least 12 months, and (c) Pakistani citizenship. Third, from an initial pool of 8
participants recruited through university channels and social media groups,
snowball sampling (chain-referral) was used to reach additional participants until
thematic saturation was achieved at 15 participants (Guest et al., 2006). Two
potential participants were excluded because they had been in China for less than
6 months.

Recruitment utilized a multipronged approach: initial contacts were made
through university channels and social media groups for Pakistani students. To
access wider networks, snowball (chain-referral) sampling was also employed
(Naderifar et al., 2017), a technique appropriate for qualitative studies of specific
communities where no exhaustive sampling frame exists (Bryman, 2016). From
this framework, fifteen (15) Pakistani PhD students (eight men, seven women,
aged 26-38) were purposefully sampled to ensure variation in gender, discipline
(sciences/social sciences), and university location, as detailed in Table 1. The final
sample comprised students from several Chinese cities (e.g., Beijing, Shanghai,
Wuhan, Nanjing, Guangzhou) in three mutually exclusive categories: C9 League
universities, other Project 985 universities (985 institutions not in C9), and other
Project 211 universities (211 institutions neither in C9 nor 985). They were
enrolled in both English- and Chinese-medium programs and represented seven
regions of Pakistan. Fifteen cases achieved thematic saturation on the core
research questions (Baker & Edwards, 2012; Guest et al., 2006). All but one
participant held Chinese government scholarships (CSC or Mofcom); one held a
Belt and Road Scholarship. This sampling focused on China's major academic
hubs, the primary destinations for government-funded PhD students, prioritizing
depth over statistical breadth.

Data collection

Semi-structured interviews, guided by a protocol based on the research
questions and structuration theory, explored perceptions of educational structures,
decision-making, and mobility impacts (Dejonkheere & Vaughn, 2019). The
protocol elicited narratives aligned with structuration concepts, probing structural
constraints in Pakistan, enabling resources in China, and students' agentic
strategies. It comprises approximately 12—15 open-ended questions with
follow-up probes as needed. Conducted in person in Urdu at participants' chosen
venues (e.g., campus cafés, libraries), interviews lasted 60—120 minutes and were
recorded as 'flowing conversations' (Gill et al., 2008; Rubin & Rubin, 2011).
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Recordings were transcribed verbatim, translated into English, and verified by a
bilingual research assistant.

Data Analysis

Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke's (2006, 2019) six-phase reflexive
thematic analysis and was managed with NVivo software. Throughout, the coding
and theme development were actively guided by the core concepts of structuration
theory (structure, agency, duality), which served as sensitizing concepts to
interrogate the data. For example, during coding, we explicitly identified
segments where participants described structural barriers (e.g., funding shortages,
political instability), enabling resources (e.g., scholarships, labs), and agentic
actions (e.g., choosing advisors, building networks), ensuring that our themes
reflected the structure—agency interplay central to our framework.

Trustworthiness and Reflexivity

To enhance the trustworthiness of our qualitative analysis, we engaged in
reflexive practice throughout the research process (Berger, 2015). The first author
is a Pakistani researcher who has studied in China, a position that facilitated
rapport and cultural insider-understanding during interviews. However, we were
cognizant of how this shared background might also introduce assumptions; thus,
we maintained a reflexive journal to bracket preconceptions. The second author,
being Chinese, provided an external perspective, helping to challenge any
taken-for-granted interpretations. This collaborative, cross-cultural reflexivity
strengthened the analytical process and mitigated potential bias.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval was granted by the Institutional Review Board of the
authors' institution. Participants received detailed information sheets and provided
written informed consent covering the study's purpose, procedures,
confidentiality, and right to withdraw at any time. Pseudonyms are used
throughout to ensure anonymity. Data were stored securely on a password-
protected computer, with all personal identifiers removed from the transcripts and
analysis.
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“able 1. Sociodemographic and Institutional Characteristics of the Participants

Participant Age
Gender Marital City University Duration Funding Field of Study Province in Language of
(Pseudonyms) Status Type of stay in | Resource Pakistan Program
China
Allan 33 Male Single Beijing C9 League 4 CSC Science Punjab (South English
(Agricultural Pakistan)
Engineering)
Samir 30 Male Single Beijing Other 985 4 CSC Science Punjab/South English
(non-C9) (Atmospheric Pakistan
Chemistry)
Amna 31 Female | Single Beijing Other 985 2.5 Mofcom | Social Science Federal of English
(non-C9) (Education) Pakistan
Fatima 34 Female | Single Beijing Other 985 3 CSC Science (Envi. NWEFP/Norther | English
(non-C9) Sciences) n Pakistan
Ali 27 Male Single Beijing C9 League 2.5 CSC Sciences (Artificial | NWFP/Norther | English
intelligence) n Pakistan
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Farah 37 Female | Married | Beijing C9 League 6 CSC Social Science Gilgit/Northern | English
Pakistan
Khalid 29 Male Single Shanghai | Other 985 3 Mofcom | Social Sciences NWEFP/Norther | Chinese
(non-C9) n Pakistan
Zara 32 Female | Married | Wuhan Other 985 2.5 CSC Social Sciences Punjab Chinese
(non-C9)
Bilal 28 Male Single Beijing Other 211 3 CSC Science, Computer | Baluchistan English
(non-985) Science
Sana 34 Female | Single Nanjing Other 211 35 CSC Business Islamabad English
(non-985) Administration Federal Capital
Kamran 30 Male Single Shanghai | Other 211 3 CSC Science Computer | Punjab English
(non-985) Science
Hira 31 Female | Single Beijing Other 985 35 Beltand | Social Science Sindh Chinese
(non-C9) Road Philosophy of
Scholars | Religion
hip
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Imran 36 Male Married Wuhan Other 985 3 Mofcom | Science Physics NWEFP English
(non-C9)
Alyia 27 Female | Single Guangzh | Other 211 2 CSC Science (Envi. Gilgit English
ou (non-985) Science)
Faisal 33 Male Single Beijing C9 League 3 CSC Science Baluchistan English
Mech. Engineering

Vote. The university type categories are mutually exclusive. The C9 League includes only C9 members (which are also 985 and 211 institutions).
“he other 985 (non-C9) includes Project 985 universities that are not in the C9 League. The other 211 (non-985) includes Project 211 universities
hat are neither in the C9 League nor in Project 985. (Source) Author’s own work)
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FINDINGS

Identifying Structural Factors Shaping Academic Mobility

“Why are more Pakistanis leaving now than in previous years? If you
Google the statistic about outbound from Pakistan that people are leaving
Pakistan more in recent years, either for labor work, job opportunities,
or study purposes. From Pakistan, especially the students who are
leaving for more educational opportunities abroad, as per my knowledge
and research.” (Allan, interview, 10 September 2023)

This section identifies the political, professional, institutional, and sociocultural
factors from the interview findings that influence Pakistani students’ mobility for
a PhD in Chinese universities, including those that constrain higher education in
Pakistan and those that enable students’ decisions to pursue a doctorate in China.

Political Structures: Constraining and Enabling Academic Mobility

Within Giddens’ structuration theory, these contexts represent opposing
structures: Pakistan functions as a structure of constraint, while China is perceived
as a structure of enablement. A third, reinforcing dynamic within Pakistan is
regional marginalization, which deepens these constraints.

Constraining and Enabling Structures: A Comparative Analysis

Political instability and financial constraints in Pakistan, including chronic
underfunding, unaffordable tuition, and politicized governance, tended to
constrain students’ agency in a patterned way. Participants consistently described
an environment of “institutional insecurity exacerbated by political unrest”.

“I choose to study in China because the current political situation has
exploited the education sector in Pakistan; it’s an awful scenario in
Pakistan.” (Amna, interview, 12 October 2023)

“Pakistan’s economic collapse post-COVID rendered PhD programmes
unaffordable ... Our political system doesn’t care for development.”
(Ali, interview, 11 November 2023)

These narratives illustrate Giddens’ concept of “knowledgeable agents”—
participants recognized how political and economic structures in Pakistan
constrained their doctoral aspirations and acted purposefully to seek alternatives,
even if they could not transform those structures directly.
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In direct contrast, participants consistently perceived China’s political
environment as a decisive, enabling factor. They described it as “calm” and
“secure”, valuing the reliable funding and merit-based systems they experienced.

“During my three years in China, I hardly saw students discuss politics
... the government acts in the national interest, which creates strength.
That’s why I came to China for my PhD.” (Bilal, interview, 15 July 2023)

“I had to seek an environment to enhance my knowledge ... unlike in
Pakistani universities, where the system is politicized.” (Khalid,
interview, 11 April 2023)

Academic mobility thus embodies the agentic navigation between these
structures: away from the constraints in Pakistan and toward the enabling
resources in China. This dialectical movement—neither purely pushed nor purely
pulled—is the essence of what we term contingent mobility.

Regional Marginalization: Reinforcing Spatial Inequities

Students criticized provincial quotas and partisan favoritism, which often
excludes marginalized applicants, particularly in federal universities. As most
participants belong to Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Baluchistan, they highlighted
disparities where Punjab receives 50% of PhD seats versus Baluchistan’s 4%
(Higher Education Commission of Pakistan, 2023).

“I know I am from Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, and competition is so high that
I am admitted to Islamabad. There’s no way for us to compete with
people from developed cities.” (Ali, interview, 11 November 2023)

Ali’s reflection shows how structural inequities (provincial quotas) are not
merely external barriers but are internalized as constraints on legitimate pathways.
His decision to pursue a PhD in China represents a strategic reconfiguration of
agency—using international mobility to circumvent spatial injustices embedded
in Pakistan’s higher education system.

These structural barriers extend to favoritism in faculty appointments and job
allocations, exacerbated by centralized, bureaucratic governance. This regional
marginalization reinforced the overarching structure of constraint within Pakistan,
further limiting legitimate pathways and strengthening the push toward
international options where such spatial inequities were perceived to be absent.

Professional Factors
Structural themes emerged as important factors driving Pakistani PhD students’
mobility to China: (1) research infrastructure and opportunities and (2) skills

transferability and career applicability. These macro-level professional factors
collectively shape academic mobility to China’s better-resourced system.
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Research Infrastructure and Opportunities

The lack of research facilities in Pakistani universities emerged as a primary
driver of doctoral mobility to China. These limitations are particularly acute in
emerging fields such as artificial intelligence and agricultural engineering.

“In Pakistan, conducting research in atmospheric chemistry took months
because of a lack of technologies. For instance, EPR software wasn’t
available at any university ... Here in China, I operated machines
independently.” (Samir, interview, 27 September 2023)

Samir’s experience exemplifies Giddens’ duality of structure: Pakistan’s
resource-scarce environment constrained his research agency, while China’s
well-equipped labs enabled it, prompting his strategic relocation to access
capabilities unavailable at home. In addition to physical resources, Pakistani
universities were characterized by bureaucratic hurdles and restricted academic
freedom, with research proposals often requiring government approval. In
contrast, Chinese institutions offered greater autonomy and access to global
scholarly networks.

“I looked at university rankings in China and globally before applying.
Here, I work with scholars from China, Europe and Africa. Back home,
most professors rarely collaborated abroad.” (Amna, interview, 12
October 2023)

Amna’s account reveals how structural differences in academic cultures
(hierarchical vs. collaborative) shape students’ agentic choices. The ability to
build transnational networks in China becomes a form of capital that is
systematically unavailable within Pakistan’s insulated academic system.

Skills Transferability and Career Applicability

The analysis revealed significant challenges in applying specialized skills within
Pakistan’s labor market. Participants frequently cited mismatches between their
advanced training and domestic employment opportunities, particularly in
emerging fields. The situation was especially acute for students in niche
disciplines such as agricultural engineering.

“I want to work in agricultural engineering, which hardly exists in
Pakistan as a field of study.” (Allan, interview, 10 September 2023)

Allan’s statement reflects what Giddens calls “knowledgeable agency”, he
recognized that Pakistan’s labor market structures offer no viable pathway for his
specialized skills, so he strategically pursued international mobility to acquire
credentials that might create new opportunities, either at home or abroad.

A clear dichotomy emerged in the students’ long-term perspectives. One
group viewed international education as a permanent pathway to professional
fulfillment that was unavailable in its home country, citing China’s robust
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research ecosystems and aligned industries. Conversely, return-oriented students
conceptualized their mobility as temporary capacity-building.

“China has made enormous investments in education; you see educated
people more. Are there still gaps? Of course. However, compared with
my province and country, they lag behind. After my PhD abroad, I want
to bring this knowledge home to improve.” (Sana, interview, 25
November 2023)

Sana’s return orientation illustrates how students can exercise agency within
structural constraints not only by leaving but also by planning to transfer acquired
resources back home. Her narrative highlights that contingent mobility does not
necessarily imply permanent emigration; rather, it encompasses varied post-PhD
trajectories shaped by evolving structural assessments. This study contributes
theoretically by examining how the transferability of professional knowledge
operates as a macro-level structural factor that both constrains and enables
individual students’ capacity for skill application. This reflects Giddens’ duality
of structure: the same professional knowledge that is devalued in Pakistan
becomes a valuable asset when acquired abroad, illustrating how structural
contexts determine the symbolic value of credentials.

Institutional Factors

The interview data reveal key institutional structures that play a key role in
mediating Pakistani doctoral students’ mobility to China: (1) financial and
administrative pathways, combining comprehensive scholarship packages with
streamlined visa processes to overcome socioeconomic and bureaucratic barriers;
and (2) flexible doctoral admission policies, offering alternative pathways for
non-traditional applicants.

Financial and Administrative Enablers: Scholarships and Visa Access

Pakistan’s economic instability was frequently identified by participants as a
fundamental barrier. China’s comprehensive scholarship packages emerged as
transformative mechanisms, providing not only tuition coverage but also living
stipends that enabled full-time research engagement.

“The economic situation of the country is terrible ... After my
Bachelor’s, I was working as a lab assistant, earning too little to sustain
further education while supporting my family as the male provider.”
(Allan, interview, 10 September 2023)

Allan’s narrative illustrates how structural economic precarity in Pakistan
directly constrained his ability to pursue doctoral studies domestically. The
availability of Chinese scholarships functioned as an enabling resource,
transforming his agency from impossible to possible—a clear example of
Giddens’ duality where structures both constrain (Pakistan’s economy) and
enable (China’s funding).
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These types of financial support operate at multiple levels, covering direct
academic expenses, basic subsistence, and even familial obligations through
stipend savings.

“I could only pursue my PhD because the three-year scholarship
provided a livable monthly allowance. From these savings, I support my
siblings’ education back home.” (Hira, interview, 29 August 2023)

Hira’s experience demonstrates how financial resources not only enable
individual mobility but also reconfigure family structures. Her ability to support
siblings’ education from her stipend shows how transnational academic mobility
can generate remittance-like effects, extending the impact of enabling structures
beyond the individual.

Complementing this financial support, China’s streamlined visa policies for
Pakistani PhD applicants were a key factor. Participants highlighted procedural
efficiency, with approvals often completed within 15 working days; financial
accessibility, as fees were significantly lower than those associated with Western
alternatives; and high approval rates.

“The visa requirements and fees were minimal—unlike my friend’s
6-month wait for Germany. China’s process took 3 weeks.” (Kamran,
interview, 11 April 2023)

Kamran’s comparison between China and Germany highlights how
administrative structures shape mobility choices. China’s efficient visa process
reduced bureaucratic friction, enabling students to act on their aspirations without
prolonged uncertainty. This contrasts with the more onerous structures of
traditional Western destinations, illustrating how China’s strategic policy design
actively attracts international students.

Flexible Policies in Doctoral Admissions

China’s flexible doctoral admission policies offered alternatives to the rigid
eligibility frameworks prevalent in other destinations. Participants highlighted
how China’s recognition of non-traditional academic trajectories—particularly its
acceptance of vocational master’s degrees—provided access to those excluded by
Western and Pakistani universities’ conventional requirements.

“My master’s degree was from a vocational college, which many
Western universities dismissed. China’s policy recognized my practical
experience as valid preparation for doctoral research.” (Imran, interview,
5 August 2023)

Imran’s case exemplifies how institutional “rules” (admission criteria) are not
fixed but can be redesigned to be more inclusive. China’s flexible recognition of
vocational qualifications restructured the eligibility field, transforming what was
previously a terminal credential into a stepping stone for doctoral education. This
shows how enabling structures can emerge from policy choices, not only from
resource endowments.
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This inclusive approach extended to language proficiency assessments,
where alternatives to standardized tests such as IELTS/TOEFL reduced barriers
for applicants from underresourced backgrounds.

“In Pakistan, we had to defend finalized PhD proposals before
enrollment. Here, a study plan suffices initially, allowing research to
evolve organically.” (Allan, interview, 10 September 2023)

Allan’s comparison of Pakistani and Chinese admission requirements reveals
how different structural rules shape applicant agency. Pakistan’s requirement for
a fully defended proposal before enrollment imposes a high entry barrier, while
China’s flexible study plan allows research questions to develop during the
doctoral process. This flexibility enabled Allan to pursue opportunities that would
have been closed under Pakistan’s more rigid structure. These policies
collectively function as enabling rules that empower agency among marginalized
applicants. In Giddens’ terms, China’s admission and visa policies are not merely
background conditions but also active “resources” that students strategically
leverage to convert their academic aspirations into realized mobility.

Sociocultural Factors Shaping Academic Mobility

Sociocultural factors emerged as a significant structural force influencing
Pakistani students’ academic mobility, primarily by constraining individual
autonomy and educational choice.

Sociocultural Norms

Entrenched sociocultural norms in Pakistan tend to prioritize collective,
patriarchal frameworks over individual autonomy in many educational contexts.
Participants emphasized that educational choices are seldom individual, with
familial consensus dictating pathways and creating direct pressure that shapes
careers. These gendered constraints manifest differently: male candidates face
financial obligations as primary breadwinners, while female students navigate
restrictive marriage timelines that conflict with educational goals.

“In Pakistan, your education isn’t just yours—it belongs to your family.
My father constantly was pursuing me to get a government job ... my
ambitions were to get higher education.” (Allan, interview, 10
September 2023)

Family structures constrained Allan’s agency; moving to China allowed him
to renegotiate those pressures from a distance.

“In Pakistan, higher education for women is tolerated, not encouraged
... more priority is given to males ... I took a lot of time even to persuade
my father to allow me.” (Alyia, interview, 23 October 2023)

Alyia’s extended negotiations show how gendered rules can be navigated
through strategic use of external opportunities (scholarships, international
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mobility). This collectivism and gendered privileging render local academic
environments incompatible with doctoral pursuits for many. Furthermore, ethnic
and regional stratification within Pakistani academia further restricts equitable
access.

“Your surname or province can dictate which university you attend ...
and this is still very prevalent in Pakistan.” (Faisal, interview, 19
November 2023)

Faisal’s observation highlights how inscriptive structures override merit;
China offers a perceived escape to more merit-based selection.

Beyond immediate family pressures, participants navigated additional
sociocultural constraints. Religious practices required the participants to negotiate
halal food access, prayer spaces, and Ramadan accommodations in a non-Muslim
majority context. Several participants noted that Chinese universities’
international student dormitories typically provided these accommodations, but
off-campus life required additional effort. Gendered mobility expectations
operated asymmetrically: male participants reported pressure to remit stipend
savings to family as “breadwinners,” whereas female participants faced explicit
questions about marriage timing. As one married female participant explained,

“My husband allowed me to come only after I secured a full
scholarship—he said it was an ‘investment’ rather than an ‘expense’. My
single female classmates faced constant questions: ‘When will you
marry? What will a PhD give you?” (Farah)

Regional identity within Pakistan also shaped the experiences of China as a
destination—participants from Baluchistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
(historically underrepresented provinces) more frequently described China as
“neutral ground” free from Punjab’s dominance over Pakistani academia. These
intersecting sociocultural divisions foster inhospitable academic environments,
pushing students toward the perceived neutrality of international institutions and
the pursuit of a “better independent educational choice”. This strategic relocation
escaping entrenched sociocultural constraints through geographic mobility is a
core expression of contingent mobility.

Identifying Agency Factors Shaping Academic Mobility

This section examines how individual agency and micro-level influences shape
the mobility decisions of Pakistani PhD students in China. The interview data
highlighted two key themes: personal factors and educational factors behind
students’ choices for PhDs at Chinese universities.

“It wasn’t just about Pakistan’s problems. I actively sought China
because my supervisor encouraged me from my Master’s to do a PhD
from China, and I believed it would fast-track my career. Let’s be honest
a Chinese PhD opens more doors.” (Farah, interview, 11 April 2023)
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Personal Factors

Pakistani students’ decision to pursue doctoral studies in China is driven by two
key personal factors. They seek the career advantage and global recognition of a
Chinese degree. Simultaneously, they are motivated by the desire for international
experience and are influenced by their peer networks.

Career Pragmatism, Credentialism, and Transnational Degree Valuation

Participants framed their pursuit of doctoral degrees in China as a direct strategy
to navigate Pakistan’s credential-driven labor market and underemployment
crisis. They identified a systemic preference for foreign PhDs, where domestic
qualifications were often devalued and even entry-level academic positions
required doctoral credentials.

“In Pakistan, a PhD is required for university teaching positions. Even
regional universities demand it ... You have no choice.” (Ali, interview,
11 November 2023)

Ali’s statement shows how credential inflation transforms a PhD from an
option into a structural necessity, pushing students toward international options.

“After my Master’s, jobs in Pakistan required a ‘recognized’ degree or
years of experience. A PhD abroad taught me practical skills for a stable
career.” (Samir, interview, 27 September 2023)

Samir frames international education as a strategic resource to overcome
domestic labor market mismatches. Students strategically leveraged China’s
accessible programs to meet the demand for foreign credentials, thereby accruing
the symbolic capital of a transnational degree that enhanced both their
employability and familial prestige.

“In Pakistan, social science has no career value. I can work in the future
in Canada or Europe ... this is how I’ll build my profile.” (Hira,
interview, 29 August 2023)

Hira’s comment reveals how students anticipate the differential value of
credentials across national contexts, using China as a stepping stone for onward
mobility. Where Pakistani Credentialism functioned as a constraining structure,
students used China’s education system as an opportunity for agentic mobility,
circumventing domestic barriers to acquiring globally recognized qualifications.

International Exposure and Peer Networks
International exposure motivated Pakistani PhD students to pursue doctoral
studies abroad, driven by academic and cultural agency. This pursuit was

profoundly shaped by peer networks, reflecting microlevel agency in academic
mobility. Many participants highlighted the critical role of friends, seniors, or
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colleagues already enrolled in Chinese universities, whose first-hand experiences
demystified the application process and academic expectations.

“My decision to come to China was because of seniors at my university
who graduated from Chinese universities and they recommended me.
Every time I used to talk to them and was reading their papers published
with high impact factors in environmental sciences in good journals in
China.” (Fatima, interview, 20 October 2023)

Peer networks act as conduits of “practical knowledge” that reduce
uncertainty, enabling informed strategic choices. Culturally, the students
highlighted transformative experiences, such as learning Mandarin and adapting
to foreign societal norms, which sharpened their cross-cultural communication
skills. Academically, this exposure provided unparalleled opportunities.

“At conferences here, I’ve built connections that helped me publish in
journals that my professors back home only dreamed of.” (Faisal,
interview, 19 November 2023)

Faisal’s experience illustrates how international exposure is converted into
tangible academic capital publications and networks that would be unavailable in
Pakistan. Beyond academia, many sought self-fulfillment through cultural
exploration, cross-cultural dialog, and personal growth, framing their journeys as
opportunities to maximize potential and inspire families.

Educational Factors

Educational factors significantly influence Pakistani students’ mobility decisions
for Chinese PhD programs. Discipline-specific research motivations drive
students toward China’s specialized academic strengths, while institutional
rankings and reputation inform university selection. Career development
considerations, particularly post-PhD employment prospects, further shape these
mobility choices.

Research Interest: Discipline-Specific Motivations

For example, students in atmospheric chemistry noted China’s leadership in
climate modeling and satellite-based aerosol studies, providing access to
methodologies and mentorship unavailable in Pakistan. Similarly, those in
Al-driven educational technology highlighted China’s integration of machine
learning with pedagogical innovation, in contrast to Pakistan’s more theoretical
approaches.

“I decided to come to a Chinese university for a PhD because I was
interested in the education system of China. I held an interest in
educational technology because in China, there were many good
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universities offering programmes ... I don’t have any other possibility or
choice.” (Bilal, interview, 15 July 2023)

Bilal’s quote shows how disciplinary structures (availability of
specializations) shape mobility—China’s advanced offerings create opportunities
that Pakistan’s academic system does not provide.

Ranking and Reputation

The ranking and reputation of Chinese universities significantly influence
Pakistani students’ academic mobility. Awareness of these factors is often
mediated through social networks and academic mentors. For instance, one
student noted the following:

“One of my friends was studying here for two years before me. He said
that this university has a very good program in atmospheric chemistry,
and if I wanted to pursue a PhD in this field, it has a strong global
ranking.” (Khalid, interview, 11 April 2023)

Peer networks transmit symbolic capital; rankings become actionable
knowledge through trusted social ties. The perceived value of Chinese credentials
is substantiated by global rankings. In the 2024 QS World University Rankings,
14 Chinese universities appear in the top 300, whereas none are from Pakistan.
Pakistan’s highest-ranked institution (NUST) is located at 401450, while
China’s Tsinghua and Peking rank 14th and 17th, respectively.

Moreover, language skills play an important role in student decision-making.
Many students cited the importance of advancing their English language skills for
academic writing and professional opportunities. As one student mentioned,

“If the programme was only in Chinese, I couldn’t attend any classes.
During my PhD, I have learned more English language skills, which are
important for my professional development.” (Sana, interview, 25
November 2023)

Sana’s comment highlights how language proficiency functions as both a
constraint (Chinese-only programs) and an enabler (English skill development) a
duality that shapes program choice and long-term career capital.

Impacts of Academic Mobility on Pakistani PhD Students

The PhD journey at Chinese universities, which typically lasted three to four
years depending on discipline and institution, significantly shaped Pakistani
students’ academic trajectories through comprehensive exposure, enhanced
research capabilities, and substantial skill development. Access to advanced
research infrastructure proved pivotal across disciplines. Environmental science
scholars gained technical competencies through specialized software and
laboratory equipment unavailable in Pakistan, enabling sophisticated
experimentation that enhanced both research capabilities and employment
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prospects. Similarly, social science researchers have utilized comprehensive
digital archives and analytical tools to employ new methodologies and increase
their work quality.

The collaborative academic culture further fostered professional
development through interdisciplinary teamwork, leading to co-authored
publications in international journals that strengthened academic profiles. Regular
conference participation expanded professional networks while enhancing
presentation skills. This multifaceted preparation combining technical training,
collaborative research, and publication opportunities created a powerful
foundation for navigating complex research landscapes that would have been
difficult to achieve in Pakistan.

“I have learned so much that if I go back, I can do projects with good
earnings. The software and data analysis I learned were meaningful,
especially since the world is talking about climate change and my field
is environmental science. I am confident because I gained knowledge
from theory to practical work.” (Fatima, interview, 20 October 2023)

Fatima’s confidence reflects how access to China’s material resources
(software, labs) converted into perceived professional agency—a transformation
of structural enablement into individual capability.

“The opportunity to study in a new environment was challenging
initially. As a researcher, I know how to conduct empirical research
because I have learned over three years in China with students and
faculty here.” (Alyia, interview, 23 October 2023)

“During my Master’s, I did not have a research paper because it was not
needed. Here, completing a PhD requires the submission of two papers
for graduation. I have published three as first author with good impact
factors and citations.” (Kamran, interview, 11 April 2023)

Kamran’s publication record illustrates how institutional rules (graduation
requirements) can drive research productivity, creating tangible academic capital
that would have been unlikely under Pakistan’s less demanding structure.

The professional advantages emerging from this academic mobility
experience became equally significant. Many students anticipated strong career
prospects in Pakistani academia, where foreign qualifications from China’s
increasingly prestigious universities commanded considerable respect, while
others planned to pursue international opportunities or roles in China itself. These
prospects were directly enabled by the technical skills acquired during doctoral
studies, which translated into professional applications. Science graduates
mastered specialized laboratory techniques and analytical software with clear
industry relevance, while social science researchers developed advanced
qualitative and quantitative research capabilities.

“In Pakistan, we lack infrastructure, laboratories, and technology,
making it difficult to choose a local university. I was excited to join a
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Chinese university with its large laboratories.” (Imran, interview, 5
August 2023)

“The benefit of studying in China is a bright career. In Pakistan, I can
obtain a university job or highly paid government projects like my
seniors. My profile is also strong for post-doc opportunities in China.”
(Fatima, interview, 20 October 2023)

On a personal level, the experience generated notable transformations in
confidence, social standing, and cross-cultural adaptability. Most students
described how their families and communities accorded them with respect to their
ability as doctoral candidates at international institutions. Female scholars
particularly emphasized how this experience challenged traditional gender norms
while establishing them as educated role models for younger relatives. Several
noted how the experience cultivated both self-reliance and intercultural
competence that would serve them throughout their careers. The financial
independence and professional networks gained during their studies further
strengthened their personal and professional trajectories.

“My family respects me more than before—as a female, I sustained on
my own for three years in a foreign country. I decided to educate my
young siblings, as I am considered an educated person in my family.”
(Zara, interview, 12 June 2023)

Zara’s elevated family status demonstrates how academic mobility can
reconfigure gendered power relations within the home structure—a form of
personal transformation that extends beyond individual skill acquisition.

The findings reveal that the impacts of academic mobility were both
patterned and individualized. However, the specific professional skills acquired
varied distinctly by discipline, ranging from laboratory techniques to project
management. Notably, a consistent theme of personal transformation marked by
elevated confidence, social standing, and ambition underscores the significant
personal journey that accompanied academic advancement for all participants.

DISCUSSION

This study employs Giddens' (1984) structuration theory to move beyond
economic-centric models of student flow (King, 2002; Vasiljeva, 2014),
analyzing the academic mobility of Pakistani PhD students to China as a
dialectical interplay of macro-level structures and micro-level agency. The
findings reveal that mobility decisions are shaped by structural constraints in
Pakistan (political instability, underfunded universities, regional quotas, and
sociocultural norms) and enabling structures in China (scholarships, advanced
labs, flexible admissions, and streamlined visas). Students act as knowledgeable
agents who strategically leverage peer networks and transnational credentials—a
process we conceptualize as ‘“contingent mobility,” which is neither purely
voluntary nor forced. This framework captures the complex trajectory where
agency is simultaneously constrained by precarity in Pakistan and enabled by
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asymmetric opportunities in China, demanding tactical adaptation rather than a
simple binary of choice or compulsion.

The political realm illustrates this contingent dynamic. In Pakistan, structural
constraints—political instability, regional marginalization, and institutional
discrimination—Ilimit legitimate pathways for academic advancement (Waters &
Brooks, 2011; Li, 2013). Conversely, China's internationalization policies
function as enabling structures. Students leverage scholarships and streamlined
visas to transform exclusion at home into opportunity abroad. This strategic
navigation is consistent with Giddens' duality and suggests limitations of
reductive push-pull models (Gungor & Tansel, 2005; Tim & Geoffrey, 2002). Our
findings extend recent South-South mobility research (Xu, 2023; Nhi, 2025),
showing that aspirations are shaped by both economic and noneconomic factors,
and align with Phan’s (2023) observations of “immobility in mobility” during
systemic disruptions.

Professional factors further delineate this negotiated movement. Pakistan's
“opportunity deserts” (Marginson, 2016) — outdated infrastructure, skill
mismatches, and credential inflation — constrain scientific development and
devalue domestic doctoral training. Participants' mobility emerges as an agentic
response to these deficits. By accessing China's advanced research ecosystems,
students convert structural constraints into personal and professional capital,
offering a more nuanced critique than purely economic explanations (Sen, 1999).

Similarly, sociocultural structures in Pakistan—famial pressures, gendered
norms, and ethnic hierarchies—con recursively constrain agency, especially for
women and minorities. China's relatively gender-equitable environment functions
as a counter-structure, enabling participants to reclaim “substantive freedoms”
(Sen, 1999). Thus, cross-border mobility becomes a form of situated resistance,
contesting monolithic “push” factor accounts (Hazen & Alberts, 2006) and
showing that cultural structures are often dynamically interpreted through agentic
practice.

At the individual level, contingent mobility is realized through constrained
yet purposive agency. Students tactically exploit China's reputation to bypass
Pakistan's underemployment crisis and familial pressures. Peer networks
demystify destination hierarchies, enabling informed choices. They leverage
flexible admissions policies to overcome domestic barriers (Robeyns, 2003).
Outcomes extend beyond skill acquisition to professional reconstitution, personal
empowerment (e.g., women as “educated role models”), and cosmopolitan
identities. This transformation questions linear “brain drain” narratives, revealing
mobility as a multidirectional process of capital accumulation where students
actively reconfigure the structures that shape their trajectories.

CONCLUSION

This study set out to address an apparent contradiction: conventional models
predict that Pakistani doctoral students will prioritize Western destinations, yet
China has emerged as their fastest-growing choice. By extending structuration
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theory (Giddens, 1984), this study challenges conventional understandings by
proposing the concept of “contingent mobility” to describe these complex
realities. Rather than being wholly voluntary or forced, their transnational
trajectories emerge from the dynamic interplay of structural precarity in Pakistan's
deteriorating higher education system, China's strategically designed
internationalization policies that create asymmetric opportunities, and students'
own agency manifested through credential accumulation and network building.

This framework moves beyond simplistic push—pull models and
deterministic concepts such as “impelled-mobility” by capturing three critical
dimensions: the paradoxical nature of mobility as simultaneously a survival
strategy and aspirational pursuit, the evolving motivations throughout different
doctoral phases from initial pragmatic concerns to later epistemic transformation,
and the intricate power dynamics where China's soft power initiatives intersect
with students' efforts to overcome marginalization.

By advancing this Southern structuration perspective, the study
conceptualizes academic mobility as a contested domain where macrolevel
structural forces and microlevel individual agency interact to produce
unpredictable educational pathways. This offers new insights for promoting more
equitable higher education collaborations within the Global South and provides a
foundation for comprehending the mobility of other highly educated groups.

The findings underscore the role of mobility as a strategic investment, with
students navigating structural and agency dynamics to maximize academic,
professional, and personal returns. These findings are necessarily limited by the
study’s focus on Chinese government scholarship recipients and the perspectives
of those who successfully navigated mobility to China, suggesting that future
research might productively examine self-funded students, unsuccessful
applicants, and longitudinal trajectories to further illuminate the contingent nature
of South—South academic mobility.

Implications

The findings have several implications. Theoretically, contingent mobility refines
structuration theory for contexts of structural deterioration: in Pakistan,
deteriorating structures prompt escape rather than reproduction, requiring a
revised understanding of duality. Practically, Pakistani policymakers should
invest in research infrastructure and merit-based admissions to retain talent;
Chinese institutions could improve sociocultural integration (e.g., halal food,
prayer spaces) to increase satisfaction. Policy-wise, reliance on Chinese
scholarships may exacerbate brain drain if return conditions do not improve.
Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, our sample included
only Chinese government scholarship recipients and excluded self-funded
students. Second, we interviewed only successful applicants, not those who
rejected or who chose other destinations. Third, our qualitative design prioritizes
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depth over statistical generalizability. Fourth, PhD durations vary (typically 3-4
years), and our participants' experiences may not capture longer-term outcomes.

Future research should pursue specific directions: longitudinal tracking of
post-PhD trajectories; comparative studies with other South-Asian sending
countries (Nepal, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka); research on unsuccessful applicants;
quantitative studies with larger samples; and exploration of how China's Belt and
Road Initiative shapes mobility policies over time.
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