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Abstract: Recognizing the globalization of higher education institutions, this study examined the
influence of university—student relationships on host country-related outcomes, including student
attitudes, purchase intentions, and policy support. A survey was conducted with Chinese students
who had studied or who were currently studying at South Korean universities. Its results showed a
significant positive association between Chinese student perceptions of their relationships with host
universities and their attitudes toward South Korea. In addition, their positive attitudes led to (i)
intentions to purchase Korean products and (ii) policy support for the Korean government. The
theoretical and practical implications of study findings are discussed from the perspectives of public
diplomacy and the university’s role in a highly globalized education system.
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1. Introduction

In the age of globalization, the flow of international students has increased across the world from
2 million in 2000 to 5 million in 2017 [1]. According to UNESCO [1], international students are defined
as “students who have crossed a national or territorial border for the purpose of education”, typically
with student visas. Although the U.S. and the U.K. have had the largest population of international
students traditionally, destination countries have become more diverse and South Korea has been
one of the emerging countries in this regard. According to national statistics [2], the number of
international students in higher education in South Korea increased from 63,952 in 2008 to 89,537 in
2011, and reached 104,262 in 2016. While about 95% of them come from Asian countries, such as
China, Mongpolia, Vietnam, and Japan, the proportion of Chinese students is overwhelming; as of
2016, about 73% of international students came from China alone.

Previous studies (e.g., [3,4]) showed that personal experiences, such as the consumption of
foreign products, international business, tours, and study abroad programs, have exerted
increasingly substantial impacts on individuals’ perceptions of foreign countries. Among diverse
personal experiences, international education programs require long-term stays, and thus, provide
college students with in-depth experiences of foreign cultures and direct contact with local people.
Previous studies have identified outcomes and impacts of international education in many
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dimensions, including learning outcomes or academic achievement [5], cultural understanding [6],
personal development [6], employment and career development [5], and institutional
prestige/ranking [7]. Most outcome dimensions of international education have been examined at
either an individual student level or an institutional level. Not much research has documented the
country-related outcomes of international education, except a few studies only in the U.S. context [8-
12].

In recognition of the growing number of Chinese students in South Korea, which is one of the
top five destination countries hosting Chinese students, this study centered on Chinese students who
studied at South Korean universities. Theoretically, the research aimed to examine the influence of
international education on country-related outcomes such as international students’ attitudes,
purchase intentions, and support for a host country’s policy. In particular, the focus on host country
policy support as an outcome of international education should be highlighted as a major
contribution of this study. Policy support and favorable public opinion are fundamental public
diplomacy goals that any government wants to achieve but have been neglected in empirical testing
[13]. In addition, this study investigated Chinese students’” experiences with their host universities by
focusing on the organization—public relationship (OPR, hereafter)—a central theoretical framework
in public relations. Thus, we proposed and tested a model linking university—student relationships
to three specific host-country-related outcomes—students’ attitudes, policy support, and purchase
intentions. By adopting the OPR, this study provides a comprehensive and useful tool for examining
international students” university experiences.

This proposed model also sought to provide a conceptual and evaluative tool to make higher
education institutions more sustainable, particularly in the domain of internationalization. In a highly
globalized education system, internationalization is a critical aspect of the sustainable development
of higher education institutions [14-17]. International students’ mobility has been considered a
crucial component of internationalization [14,17]. Kioupi and Voulvoulis [18] also highlighted the
importance of diversity and inclusion as key sustainability attributes, along with seven others based
on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of higher education programs. The model we
proposed and tested in this study will provide further understanding of how to build and maintain
mutually beneficial relationships between host universities and international students; these
enhanced relationships can influence positive outcomes on the country-level beyond the host
universities. This corresponds to what Wilson [19] noted: “internationalization is an increasingly
important strategic priority not only for institutions but also for governments, which are increasingly
aware of the importance of universities in supporting national and regional competitiveness” (p. 30).
The current study will be a valuable addition to the relevant literature, which has been conducted
according to a mostly Westernized and English-speaking perspective [17].

2. Literature Review

2.1. Organization-Public Relationship (OPR) as an Indicator of International Students’ Experience with
Host Universities

The theoretical framework of OPR has been developed and applied for the past few decades in
the field of public relations (PR) [20-24]. From a relational perspective, the fundamental goal and
identity of an organization’s PR is to build and maintain a favorable relationship with its publics [20—
28]. According to Huang [29], OPR is defined as “the degree that the organization and its publics
trust one another, agree on one has rightful power to influence, experience satisfaction with each
other, and commit oneself to one another” (p. 12). With this definition, Huang [26,29] framed OPR as
perceived and subjective rather than objective, identifying four dimensions: trust, control mutuality,
satisfaction, and commitment.

According to Hon and Grunig [24], control mutuality refers to the level of agreement regarding
power balance or how much rightful power each party has over the other. High control mutuality
allows both organizations and publics to exert balanced influence over one another. Next, trust is a
more complex concept that refers to “the level of confidence in and willingness to open oneself to the
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other party” based on three underlying dimensions: integrity (i.e., fairness and justness),
dependability (i.e., consistency between the saying and doing), and competence (i.e., ability or
capability) [24] (p. 3). The third relationship indicator, satisfaction, refers to the level of favorable
feeling stemming from how much a given party’s expectations are fulfilled by the other party. The
last indicator, commitment, refers to the degree to which one party believes that “the relationship is
worth spending energy to maintain and promote” [24] (p. 3), and it involves both the party’s
willingness to continue the relationship (i.e., continuance commitment) and emotional attachment
(i.e., affective commitment). Hon and Grunig’s [24] conceptualization of OPR and the measurements
they developed have served as a cornerstone for OPR research, and have been widely adopted and
applied in many subsequent studies [25,27,28].

Previously, many OPR studies have been conducted in university settings, focusing on the
university-student relationship [21,25,27,28,30,31]. Students are a unique public that performs
various roles, namely, (i) major internal constituents, along with faculty and administrative staff, (ii)
consumers who receive education services and provide financial resources by paying tuition, and (iii)
current and prospective university donors and supporters [31]. It seems natural, however, that if
students perceive these relationships as poor, they can also be activists [31]. As such, university—
student relationships are based on the interdependence of students and universities, and they
produce diverse cognitive, affective, and behavioral consequences [31]. For example, in a university
setting, Ki and Hon [28] showed that OPR has a significant influence on attitude toward the
university, which predicts supportive behavioral intentions for the university. Sung and Yang [30]
also showed that, along with the perceived university reputation, students’ perceived relationships
with the university appeared to positively impact their supportive behavioral intentions, including
future willingness to donate to the university as alumni, to participate in the university’s continuing
education, and to recommend the university. Bruning [21] found a significant association between
students’ perceived relationships with the university and their actual retention behavior. In addition,
Mohammed [32] concluded that relationship quality is a significant predictor of how students
perceive the university's performance in terms of emotional engagement, emotional touch, and
academic quality.

Even though many studies have found that OPR positively impacts attitudes, behavioral
intentions, and behaviors at an organizational level, examinations of the scope of its influence beyond
organizations remain scarce. However, international students play important roles as host university
constituents and as advocates for host countries. Their educational experience provides quality
opportunities to interact with the host country and its people directly.

It is widely known that over and beyond mass media channels, first-hand experience (e.g., travel,
business, and education) has become a major route for people to acquire knowledge and form
opinions and attitudes about other countries [3,4,33-35]. Among diverse personal experiences,
international education provides young adults such as college students with an opportunity to learn
in-depth about foreign countries and form positive attitudes toward them. In this regard, Byrne and
Hall [36] noted that “international education is a vehicle that enables and fosters authentic
engagement, exchange and collaboration at the individual, institutional, and community levels” (p.
425).

Studies on the decades-long success of the US Fulbright Program have evidenced its impacts on
creating positive perceptual, attitudinal, and behavioral changes in US-visiting students and scholars
[8,9,11,12]. In a more recent study, Kim [37] found similar outcomes resulting from the Humphrey
Fellowship Program; international fellows in the program acquired a better understanding of the U.S.
and changed their pre-existing attitudes and perceptions by directly interacting with U.S. citizens at
work or home. The information gained from face-to-face interactions was considered highly credible
by the fellows. Regarding the program’s long-term benefit, fellows saw it as favorable to the U.S.
because the program would generate US-friendly global leaders and policy supporters. The impacts
of international education are not limited to inbound programs. Analyzing American university
branch campuses in Qatar, Eastwood [38] showed how American education institutions have
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contributed to the development of higher education in the region and turned negative public opinion
toward the U.S. into positive.

Thus, based on the literature mentioned above, we proposed the following hypothesis regarding
the influence of the international education experience on the attitude toward the host country. The
relationship with the host university represented the international education experience.

Hypothesis 1. The university—student relationship perceived by international students is positively associated
with their attitude toward the host country.

2.2. Public Diplomacy and the Influence of International Education on Host Country-Related Outcomes

Public diplomacy plays a critical role in communicating with the publics in other countries; it
encompasses the purposive and comprehensive activities of state and nonstate actors representing a
host country to influence and build relationships with foreign publics in a target country [9,39]. Tuch
[40] defined it as “communicating with foreign publics in an attempt to bring about understanding
for its nation’s ideas and ideals, its institutions and culture, as well as its national goals and policies”
(p- 3). Sharp [41], meanwhile, described it as “the process by which direct relations are pursued with
a country's people to advance the interests and extend the values of those being represented” (p. 106).
In sum, scholars share a view of public diplomacy as concerned with building and maintaining
relationships with foreign publics to achieve host countries’ interests and policy goals.

Without public support and favorable public opinion, no government can achieve its policy
goals. Foreign policy targeting other countries is no exception to this reality. Countries, therefore,
care a great deal about how publics in other countries think and feel about them. Publics in other
countries include consumers who purchase imported goods and services, tourists and students who
visit and study overseas, investors who build factories and hold shares in other countries, and voters
who influence foreign policy toward other countries. Building and maintaining positive public
attitudes and favorable public opinion in other countries is thus a viable national interest for any
country.

In order to achieve national interests and policy goals, countries conduct public diplomacy
through a wide range of activities. Cull [8] identified and explained the following five categories of
purposive and comprehensive public diplomacy activities: (i) listening, (ii) advocacy, (iii) cultural
diplomacy, (iv) exchange diplomacy, and (v) international broadcasting (or news). Listening involves
gathering information about foreign public opinion before making policy decisions and active
listening is critical to two-way communication. Advocacy involves promoting a country’s policy
positions or interests targeting foreign publics. Cultural diplomacy involves sharing a country’s
cultural attraction and heritage with foreign publics (e.g., the British Council). Exchange diplomacy
involves people to people interaction through short- or long-term study in or visits to foreign
countries (e.g., the Fulbright Scholarship). International broadcasting involves engaging with foreign
publics using television, radio, and the Internet in the form of news (e.g., BBC World Service).

While traditional public diplomacy highlights the government'’s role in these activities, recently
more attention has been directed toward the role of nonstate actors and the effectiveness of their
relationship-building in contemporary or new public diplomacy [8,11,12]. Publics in other countries
could easily perceive public diplomacy activities explicitly and visibly led by foreign governments as
propaganda rather than two-way relationship building. Therefore, many governments play a
supportive role in creating environments in which nonstate private sector actors such as corporations,
educational institutions, associations, and nongovernmental organizations actively interact with
publics and their counterparts in other countries. Fitzpatrick [42] described this trend as privatized
public diplomacy or public—private partnership. In this regard, educational institutions are one of the
major nonstate actors for promoting favorable image and attitude toward the host country among
young adults and college students.

Lima [43] identified the three main functions of educational exchanges: (i) mutual
understanding, (ii) positive country image, and (iii) support for host country policies. Kelman [44]
pointed out that “the exchange experience is most likely to produce favorable attitudes if it provides
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new information about the host country in the context of a positive interaction with some of its
people” (p. 78). Thus, international education and exchange programs have been considered an
important form of public diplomacy that builds mutual trust and favorable relationships with foreign
publics [8,9,36]. For example, studies have shown that the permanent presence of U.S. universities in
the region has become an effective U.S. soft power asset, nurturing future Arab leaders who favor
American values, such as free speech and democratic systems. Hayden [45] also showed how a Saudi
American Exchange program facilitated intercultural communication and mutual understanding
through in-person collaboration between Arab and U.S. students. Thus, educational/professional
exchange programs are often considered as an important player for building relationships between
the U.S. and the rest of the world [46].

Previous studies have shown that positive attitudes toward foreign countries are likely to
generate positive behavioral outcomes for said countries. For example, Kotler and Gertner [47]
asserted that country image influences people’s purchasing, investing, residence, and travel
decisions. Lee, Rodriguez, and Sar [48] found a positive relationship between country image and
people’s willingness to visit. Papadopoulos and Heslop [49] found that country image and nation
branding play important roles in foreign investment decision-making. Extensive research regarding
country-of-origin (e.g., [50]) and nation branding (e.g., [51]) has shown a robust relationship between
country image and behavioral intentions such as purchase intentions and willingness to visit.
Following these studies, the next hypothesis predicted the influence of attitude toward the host
country on the purchase intention of the host country’s products, referring to an individual's
willingness to buy them.

Hypothesis 2. Attitude toward the host country is positively associated with the intention to buy the host
country’s products.

In addition to behavioral outcomes being mediated by attitude toward a host country (country
image), up close, personal experiences in host countries offer new information about the country and
create new ways of thinking and/or perception changes [44]. Bellany and Weinberg [46] argued that
personal interactions can change stereotypes regarding other countries, which facilitates more
authentic and honest communication with people from different nations. This sense of authenticity
and honesty leads to greater acceptance of host country cultures and values. Authentic insights and
direct experience of host country values and cultures also make students consider social or foreign
policy issues from different perspectives. Mediated by positive attitudes toward host countries, their
views can become flexible, less nationalistic, and even supportive of the host country’s policy
positions. In this regard, it has been shown that how exchange programs contribute to policy goals
and related outcomes is not always guaranteed to be positive [13]. Although positive experiences
tend to be associated with support for the host country’s policy, negative personal experiences in a
host country contribute to unfavorable images of it [10,52]. However, not many studies have
investigated the influence of international education experiences on a nation’s policy goals. The next
hypothesis is a direct response to Scott-Smith’s [13] call for an empirical study in this line of inquiry.
It predicted the influence of attitude toward the host country on policy support. More substantial
support for foreign policy in favor of the host country is to be expected when an individual has a
more positive attitude toward it.

Hypothesis 3. Attitude toward the host country is positively associated with their support for the host
country’s foreign policy.

The comprehensive research model of this study is presented in Figure 1.

Purchase
H2 intention
Relationship w/ Hl | Attinde toward
the host university the host country -
Policy
H3
support

Figure 1. The proposed research model.
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3. Materials and Method

3.1. Survey Procedure

This study examined Chinese students studying at South Korean universities. A survey was
conducted online in November 2017, targeting Chinese respondents with experience studying in
South Korean universities. A convenience sampling method was applied by posting recruiting flyers
on several online bulletin boards, including university-based Chinese student associations and online
communities. In particular, the researchers posted the flyers on the Chinese students’” communities
in WeChat and QQ, 2 of the most popular multimedia platforms in China (with the penetration rate
of 70% to 85% [53]), to reach a large group of current and former Chinese students with educational
experience in South Korea.

Responding to the recruiting flyers, a total of 240 respondents voluntarily participated in the
online survey. On its first page, they were asked to read a consent form regarding ethical research
principles, such as the study’s purpose and length, confidentiality, and the voluntary nature of
participation. It also identified the principal investigators and research institutions. Only those who
read and agreed to the principles could begin the main questionnaire. The survey questionnaire was
provided in Chinese to minimize foreign language-related errors. In addition to items measuring
research variables (e.g., relationship with the university, attitude toward South Korea, purchase
intention, policy support), the questionnaire asked for sociodemographic variables, such as age and
gender, and key information regarding students’ stays in South Korea including the length of stay,
current academic status (1 = currently enrolled, 2 = finished/graduated), residential status (1 = staying
in South Korea, 2 = staying in China), type of academic program (1 = language program, 2 = degree
program), and an overall evaluation of education quality.

3.2. Measurements

University—student relationship was measured using 15 items, which were adapted from Jo et
al. [27] and Hon and Grunig [24]. The items measured the 4 dimensions of organization—public
relationship, including control mutuality (4 items), trust (4 items), commitment (4 items), and
satisfaction (3 items). Participants rated responses on a 5-point scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very
much). A factor analysis found 1 underlying factor among the 15 items (eigenvalue = 8.205; factor
loading = 0.62~0.84), accounting for 54.7% of the total variance, and thus, the average of 15 items was
calculated for the relationship variable (Cronbach’s a = 0.939).

Attitude toward the host country was measured using 4 items, modified from previous studies
[54,55] to fit the context of this study. The 4 items were measured on a 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much)
scale (a = 0.964). The level of purchase intention was measured by asking respondents about their
willingness to buy products from the host country. Adopting Yang et al. [4], the study originally
measured purchase intention using 3 statements on a 5-point scale, but one of them was excluded
because it significantly weakened the internal consistency. Thus, 2 items were averaged for further
analysis (o0 = 0.816).

The extent to which respondents supported the host country’s foreign policy (i.e., policy
support) was measured by asking them about the South Korean government’s decision to deploy the
THAAD (Terminal High Altitude Area Defense) system in the southern part of the Korean Peninsula,
which the Chinese government strongly opposed because it viewed the THAAD X-band radar
system as a threat to Chinese national security. Both the Chinese leaders and citizens expressed
resentment and concern about the deployment decision. Including 2 items adapted from Oh, Cheon,
and Kim [56], 4 statements were used on a 5-point scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very much) to measure
respondents’ level of policy support, represented by their understanding of, and agreement with, the
Korean government’s decision (a = 0.934).

A total of 3 control variables were additionally included in the model. The respondents’ current
residency was measured whether they were staying in South Korea or in China at the point of data
collection. In addition, perceived quality of lectures and facilities were measured respectively on a 5-
point scale from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much). Measurement items are provided in Table 1.



Sustainability 2020, 12, 9703 7 of 15

Table 1. Measurement items.

Variable Measurement Items

The management of the university gives international students like me enough say in the
decision-making process. (control mutuality)

The university will cooperate with international students like me. (control mutuality)
When I have an opportunity to interact with the university, I feel that I have some control
over the situation. (control mutuality)

I believe international students like me have influence on the decision makers of the
university. (control mutuality)

The university can be relied on to keep its promises. (trust)

Sound principles seem to guide this university's behavior. (trust)

The university does not mislead international students like me. (trust)

Whenever the university makes an important decision, I know it will be concerned about
international students like me. (trust)

I would rather work together with the university than not. (commitment)

I feel sense of loyalty to the organization. (commitment)

There is a long-lasting bond between the university and international students like me.
(commitment)

Compared to other universities, I value my relationship with the university more.
(commitment)

Generally speaking, I am pleased with the relationship the university has established with
international students like me. (satisfaction)

Most international students like me are happy in their interactions with the university.
(satisfaction)

The university satisfies the needs of international students like me. (satisfaction)

University—student
relationship

I have a favorable impression of South Korea.
Attitude toward the host I have positive emotions about South Korea.
country I like South Korea.
Overall, I am positive about South Korea.

I would recommend South Korean products to others. (excluded)
Purchase intention I would love to purchase South Korean products.
I would be satisfied with owning a South Korean product.

I understand the Korean government'’s decision to deploy Terminal High Altitude Area
Defense (THAAD).
I agree that deploying THAAD was necessary for the Korean government.

Poli t
ey suppor I support the Korean government's decision to deploy THAAD.

I think that the Korean government is heading in the right direction regarding the
deployment of THAAD.

Perceived quality of The lectures at the university are/were good.

lectures
Percmf‘;i(iih(tl_;zhty of The university has/had enough educational hardware and facilities.
Current residency Where are you currently staying? (1 = South Korea; 2 = China)
4. Results

4.1. Descriptive Statistics

Among the 240 collected responses, 5 were excluded because of significant missing values or
effortless responses. Female respondents (n = 140, 59.6%) outnumbered their male counterparts (1 =
95, 40.4%), and the ages of respondents ranged between 20 and 31, with an average of 25.93 (SD =
2.559). About half reported that they had finished/graduated (n = 114, 48.5%) and the other
participants indicated that they were currently enrolled in a university program (n = 121, 51.5%).
Most respondents either had participated or were participating in degree programs (1 = 189, 80.4%)
rather than language programs (n = 46, 19.6%). In total, two-thirds of respondents were currently
staying in South Korea (n = 157, 66.8%), and one-third had returned to China (n = 78, 33.2%).
Regarding length of stay in South Korea, 38.3% of respondents reported less than 1 year (1 = 90),
11.5% reported 1 to 2 years (n = 27), 37% reported 2 to 5 years (n = 87), and 13.2% reported over 5
years (n = 31). For the key variables, the mean score was the highest for the intention to buy South
Korean products (M = 3.660, SD = 0.762), followed by attitude toward South Korea (M = 3.523, SD =
0.844) and relationship with the host university (M = 3.355, SD = 0.601). The mean for policy support
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was relatively low (M = 1.873, SD = 0.747), which was far below the mid-point on the 5-point scale,
with a maximum of 3.25.

4.2. Hypothesis Testing

To test the proposed hypotheses, path analysis was performed using the AMOS program. Path
analysis is a regression-based statistical technique that examines the dependencies of a set of variables
in a model simultaneously. The linkages among relationship with the university, attitude toward
South Korea, and purchase intention and policy support were tested while controlling for the
respondents’ current residency and perceived quality of lectures and facilities. The influences of other
individual properties (e.g., gender, age, length of stay in South Korea, enrolled vs. graduated) were
not considered in the final path model because they showed no significant influence.

Overall, the path model showed a satisfactory level of goodness-of-fit, meaning the proposed
path model fit the collected data well (see Figure 2). To evaluate model fitness, multiple indices were
examined, including Chi-square statistics, goodness-of-fit index (GFI), adjusted goodness-of-fit index
(AGFI), normed fit index (NFI), comparative fit index (CFI), the root-mean-square error of
approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). The proposed model
showed satisfactory model fitness in terms of Chi-square statistics (x23 = 0.978, p = 0.807), which is
the most conservative criterion to evaluate the goodness of fit. The model is assessed to be satisfactory
when the p-value is greater than 0.05, meaning no significant discrepancy between the proposed
model and the data. Other indicators also met the recommended criteria [57-59]: GFI = 0.999 (20.95);
AGFI = 0.989 (=0.90); NFI = 0.997 (=0.95); CFI = 1.000 (=0.95); RMSEA < 0.001 (<0.06); SRMR = 0.006
(<0.08).

Control variables

e ———— -» Residency

028 e ¥
. v Purchase
', '.'.r 0.20783 mtenﬁon .‘\. _0.19133

Relationship w/ | 0.297" | Attitude toward !

the host university the host country z !

— Policy i

R support s i
0.289 e e PQL i
0SS el 0.400™

Rk T ) PQF

Figure 2. Path model results. ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01; PQL = perceived quality of lectures; PQF =
perceived quality of facilities. The solid lines represent significant path coefficients between variables,
indicated by the standardized regression coefficients (£§). Dashed lines represent nonsignificant
relationships between variables. A single-headed arrow shows a causal relationship, and a double-
headed arrow shows the covariances between the two variables.

The first hypothesis predicted a positive association between university—student relationship
and attitudes toward the host country. As hypothesized, the analysis revealed that perceived
relationship with host university had a strong positive influence on attitude toward South Korea (f3
=(0.297,p<0.001; B=0.417, SE = 0.092). These results indicated that the university—student relationship
is a significant predictor of attitude toward the host country.

The path between attitude toward host country and purchase intention was also significant,
confirming H2 (8 = 0.207, p < 01; B = 0.187, SE = 0.068). Respondents with more positive attitudes
toward South Korea reported greater intentions to purchase South Korean products. There was also
a significant relationship found between the attitude toward and policy support for the host country
(8=0.199, p < 0.01; B =0.176, SE = 0.067); the more positive attitude Chinese students had toward



Sustainability 2020, 12, 9703 9 of 15

South Korea, the more supportive they were toward the South Korean decision on THAAD. Thus,
H3 was supported.

Although not hypothesized, the analysis showed some influences of control variables as shown
in Figure 2 and Table 2. The attitude toward host country was significantly influenced by perceived
quality of lectures (8 = 0.321, p < 0.001; B = 0.369, SE = 0.067), and the impact of perceived quality of
facilities was also meaningful at a statistically marginal level (=0.128, p =0.057; B =0.236, SE = 0.066).
In addition, a positive relationship between current residency status and policy support was found.
In particular, compared to those staying in South Korea, respondents who had returned to China
tended to be less supportive of South Korea’s THAAD policy (£ =-0.191, p < 0.01; B = -0.302, SE =
0.102).

Table 2. Path estimates in the path model.

B B S.E. C.R. p
Hypothesized paths
Attitude -~ Relationship 0.297 0.417 0.092 4.514 <0.001
Purchase intention e Attitude 0.207 0.187 0.068 2.741 0.006
Policy support e Attitude 0.199 0.176 0.067 2.635 0.008
Controlled paths
Attitude e Residency 0.061 0.110 0.098 1.115 0.265
Attitude -~ PQL 0.321 0.369 0.067 5.541 <0.001
Attitude -~ PQF 0.128 0.126 0.066 1.905 0.057
Purchase intention e Residency 0.061 0.099 0.104 0.953 0.340
Policy support -~ Residency -0.191 -0.302  0.102 -2.968 0.003
Purchase intention -~ PQL -0.102 -0.106 0.077 -1.379 0.168
Policy support - PQL -0.136 -0.139  0.076 -1.837 0.066
Purchase intention - PQF 0.117 0.104 0.064 1.616 0.106
Policy support - PQF -0.075 -0.065  0.063 -1.034 0.301
Covariances
Relationship « Residency 0.231 0.065 0.019 3.440 <0.001
Relationship > PQL 0.289 0.127 0.030 4.243 <0.001
Residency - PQL 0.089 0.031 0.023 1.362 0.173
PQL “ PQF 0.409 0.257 0.044 5.785 <0.001
Relationship > PQF 0.551 0.284 0.038 7.384 <0.001
Residency “ PQF -0.008 0.003 0.026 -0.115 0.908

Note. PQL = perceived quality of lectures; PQF = perceived quality of facilities; A single-headed arrow
shows a causal relationship, and a double-headed arrow shows the covariances between the two
variables.

5. Discussion

This study examined the influence of international education experience (represented by the
university-student relationship) on country-related outcomes, including attitude toward the host
country, purchase intention, and policy support. The proposed model was tested with a survey
dataset of Chinese students who had or who were currently studying at university in South Korea.
The analysis found that university—student relationships perceived by Chinese students were
significantly related to their attitudes toward South Korea, which consequently influenced their
willingness to buy Korean products and to support the Korean government'’s foreign policy. These
results support the contention that personal experience with another country is an important means
of building individuals’ images of and subsequent support toward that country (i.e., policy support
and willingness to visit).

This study provides theoretical and practical contributions in several ways. Examining the
general supposition that the international education benefits host countries, this study extended the
OPR framework to the international education experience and subsequent country-related outcomes.
The results imply that an international student’s perception of his/her relationship with a host
university is a meaningful indicator of his/her international education experience. The OPR concept
and measures take the multifaceted meaning of international education experience into
consideration, and this study demonstrated its potential as a useful tool.
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This study also provides evidence consistent with the previous studies [8,11,60] of new
perspectives in public diplomacy, including nonstate actors’ roles (e.g., universities) in public
diplomacy. Chinese students’ perceptions of their relationships (based on control mutuality, trust,
commitment, and satisfaction) with the Korean universities they attended are related to their
attitudes toward South Korea, their intentions to purchase Korean products, and their opinions
regarding Korean foreign policy. As Tuch [40] and Sharp [41] have explained, public diplomacy is a
way for the foreign public to understand a host country’s ideas, values, culture, interests, and policies.
The findings of this study show evidence of this influence.

In the eyes of Chinese students, Korean universities represent two identities —university and
country. Given the significant influence of the perceived relationship on attitude toward the host
country, it is important to notice that the positive relationship-attitude linkage can move in both
directions. In other words, while a positive OPR leads to a positive attitude toward the host country,
a negative OPR also leads to a negative attitude toward the host country. Therefore, universities
should genuinely endeavor to build and maintain positive relationships with international students
because failed relationships extend beyond universities into their evaluations of host countries.

This study also found an association between a positive attitude toward the host country built
on positive OPR and individuals’ willingness to buy the host country’s products. This finding
corresponds to a longstanding belief that a positive national image affects foreign consumers’ product
evaluations and purchase-related decisions and behaviors. This study confirmed the two-step OPR-
attitude-behavioral intention path model consistently with the previous studies [47,49-51].

Moreover, the empirical data in this study showed that a positive attitude toward the host
country, developed based on a favorable relationship with host universities, led to policy support in
favor of the host country. However, in interpreting the results, the relationships among international
education, country image, and policy support should not be overstated because of many confounding
factors such as individual and contextual variables, as Lima [43] pointed out. Particularly, foreign
policy often involves keen national interests, gains and losses, and uncompromising conflicts
between and among the nations. In fact, the THAAD issue, which was used to measure foreign policy
support in this study, is a very sensitive national security issue between South Korea and China,
concerning the deployment of a U.S. missile system on South Korean soil. Nevertheless, it is
meaningful that this study found a significant attitude-policy support linkage. However, it should be
noted that the mean score of Chinese support for the South Korean policy on the THADD issue was
very low (M = 1.87, maximum = 3.25 out of 5-point scale) and highly skewed to the negative opinion.
It only moved between the negative and the neutral. It makes sense that having a positive opinion
about another country’s foreign policy is hard especially when it conflicts with the interests of one’s
home country. It seems that living and studying in South Korea could have made Chinese students
feel more sympathetic or at least hold more objective views regarding South Korea and South Korean
foreign policy.

Finally, in regard to the influence of control variables, it is intuitive that perceived quality of
lectures and facilities was associated with attitude toward the host country because the most
important goal of international education is to provide satisfactory education service to students. In
addition, the respondents’ current residency status (currently in South Korea vs. back in China)
exerted a strong influence on their levels of policy support as much as their attitudes toward South
Korea did. Respondents who had returned to China reported lower levels of support for South
Korea’s THAAD policy than those currently living in South Korea. One reason for this is likely the
different media environments between China and South Korea. Stationing the U.S. missile system
with high power radar in South Korea sparked Chinese security concerns about the U.S. surveillance
and South Korea-US alliance supported this system in place to counter North Korea’s threat in the
region. The news media in China and South Korea covered this thorny issue extensively during the
time that this study was being conducted. Consequently, respondents living in China were more
exposed to Chinese media coverage, which reflected the perspective of the Chinese government. In
contrast, respondents living in South Korea were likely more exposed to South Korean media
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coverage, which reflected the South Korean perspective. The influence of media consumption on
public perception of foreign policy thus calls for further investigation in future studies.

The key findings of this study highlight the importance of international education as a public
diplomacy domain. The linkage of international students—university relationship (OPR), attitude
toward host country, and policy support (neutralizing negative opinion in this study) deserves more
attention for conceptual development in public diplomacy as well as international education
scholarship. This study confirms that South Korean universities are effective soft power resources to
affect Chinese students. As Yun and Vibber [42] stated, “the presence of foreign students is just the
start of a dynamic long second-round sociological process for recalibrating real soft power” (p. 77).

From the public diplomacy perspective, universities are not part of any purposive government-
run public diplomacy programs but independent nonstate public diplomacy actors. Given that many
scholars have emphasized the role of nonstate actors, such as higher education institutions, in
contemporary public diplomacy [8,11,60], the findings of this study highlight the importance of
university-hosted international education programs and direct relationships with international
students. While government-driven public diplomacy activities are often perceived as propaganda,
everyday experiences with universities involve more two-way interactions that contribute to
relationship building. Thus, it is imperative that universities and their constituents recognize their
roles as nonstate public diplomacy actors representing their countries and that governments support
their universities.

In spite of the many implications this study offers, it has several limitations and the results
should be interpreted with caution. During the data collection period, the Chinese government and
Chinese leaders declared a boycott of Korean products and tours to South Korea because of the
Korean government’s deployment of THAAD. Presumably, this development influenced
respondents’ reported purchase intentions. In fact, respondent intention to recommend Korean
products, which was removed from the analysis, was not significantly associated with other measures
of the same variable, decreasing the overall reliability of the measures. This implies that individuals
hesitated to express support for Korean products in public because of the negative opinion climate
toward South Korea. Indeed, respondents likely reported lower purchase intentions during the data
collection period than they would have under normal circumstances. Additionally, these
circumstances may have suppressed the impact of university—student relationships on other country-
related outcomes. Presumably, the association between the university—student relationship and
attitude toward South Korea would be greater in a more peaceful political situation.

Another limitation of this study was embedded in its sample. The study recruited both current
and former Chinese students from multiple Korean universities because previous studies identified
sampling students from a single university as a limitation (e.g., [25,27,28,30]). However, because a
proper sample frame of Chinese students was not accessible due to national privacy laws and
subordinate university policies, we relied on online data collection mainly through WeChat and QQ.
Although these channels are known as the most popular Chinese social media sites [53], relying on a
convenience sampling method does not guarantee representativeness and requires cautious
interpretation of the results.

This study adopted a single issue (THAAD) to measure foreign policy support. However, the
complex nature of foreign policy requires future studies to examine if the current findings are
consistent across diverse foreign policies in different cultures. In addition, as Lima [43] cautioned,
many other factors can affect the relationships between international education, country image, and
policy support. For example, individual differences (e.g., language skills, perceived cultural
familiarity) may have potential effects on the perception of the host university and/or host country,
but they were not considered in this study. Thus, our results should be interpreted according to these
considerations. Based on their geographical proximity and similar cultural background (e.g., Eastern
culture, Confucian orientation), South Korea and China have a long history together. Their
interactions have become more active in the past few years, particularly in educational exchange,
product trade, and tourism. This may have created a unique study context. It is expected that future
studies will be conducted in different settings (e.g., investigating the experiences of Chinese students
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in a Western country, such as the UK. or the U.S., or those of American or European students in
South Korea) to determine whether or not the current findings are consistent across contexts.

6. Conclusions

Based on a survey of Chinese students in South Korean universities, this study showed the
potency of educational experience in a foreign country in producing diverse outcomes related to the
country, including attitude toward it, purchase intentions, and support for its policy. We introduced
the OPR concept as a comprehensive indicator of an international student’s experience with the host
university. We also presented the role of higher education institutions as important nonstate actors
in public diplomacy. This study’s key contribution is its expansion of the scope of research on
international education outcomes by its proposal of an integrated model incorporating a public
relations framework (i.e., OPR) and a country-level perspective (i.e., public diplomacy).

In a highly globalized education system, internationalization is a prerequisite for the sustainable
development of higher education institutions; recruiting qualified international students and
maintaining a good relationship with them are necessary [61]. This approach directly corresponds to
the attributes of diversity and inclusion, focusing on international and intercultural interactions and
interdependence, which are addressed in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of higher
education programs [18]. We believe that this study provides educational institutions with a useful
guideline for building and maintaining mutually beneficial relationships with international students.
It is also worth noting that, from these institutional efforts, host countries can realize benefits such as
more positive attitudes toward the country, greater intention to buy its products, and stronger
support for its foreign policy. These affirmative outcomes on the country-level are pertinent to the
internationalization of educational institutions as part of public diplomacy activities.
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