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Abstract
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Keywords
academic life; Benin; China; economic opportunities; education; European Union; migrations; North America

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Decision-Making under Uncertainty: African Migrants in the Spotlight” edited by Didier
Ruedin (University of the Witwatersrand, South Africa / University of Neuchâtel, Switzerland).

© 2021 by the author; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

The last three decades have witnessed a steady growth
in international migrant flows. Between 1995 and 2019,
they have grown by 56% and recently, they are estimated
to be about 3.5% of theworld’s population (International
Organization forMigration, 2020). Economic factors such
as unemployment, poverty (Mayda, 2010; Migali &
Scipioni, 2018; Neumann & Hermans, 2017) and non-
economic factors such as political instability and human
rights abuses (Hatton, 2016) are identified as the driv-
ing forces behind migrants’ movement. International
students, a subset of international migrants, have also
grown in number. Between 1998 and 2017, internation-
al student flows increased from 2 million to 5,3 million
(OECD, 2019); African students in countries other than
theirs are also growing in number (Efionayi & Piguet,
2014; Terrier, 2009).

The choice of the host country is critical to migrants.
Doherty and Evershed (2018) pointed out that inter-

national student flows to the UK and Australia have
increased recently. However, only a few African migrants
migrate to these countries; instead, the majority of
potential African migrants have expressed their will-
ingness to migrate to Western countries and other
African countries (Sanny, Logan, & Gyimah-Boadi, 2019).
Regarding African students, most of them are willing to
study in Europe and North America (Efionayi & Piguet,
2014). China is also an attractive destination to interna-
tional students due to its recent rapid economic transfor-
mation (Cui, 2006).

To explainwhy international students choose a partic-
ular destination for their studies, Abbott and Silles (2016)
identified the host country’s quality of education as a
critical factor. Students from developing countries nour-
ish the ambition to be educated in developed countries
where highly ranked universities provideworld-class edu-
cation. Their goal remains to quench their thirst for
knowledge and increase their expected future income
(Abbott & Silles, 2016; Basford & Riemsdijk, 2017; Beine,
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Delogu, & Ragot, 2018; Beine, Noël, & Ragot, 2014;
Cui, 2006; Van Bouwel, 2010). The availability of edu-
cational facilities (Beine et al., 2014, 2018) and scholar-
ships (Basford & Riemsdijk, 2017) are motivating factors.
Contrariwise, the lack of educational facilities in their
home country is a pushing factor that further encourages
them to improve their human capital in developed coun-
tries (Rosenzweig, 2006). Moreover, with highly glob-
alised higher education, developed countries attract the
best brains from developing countries as sources of sci-
entific productivity (Gaulé & Piacentini, 2013).

Institutional factors play a role in the decision to
migrate and the choice of the destination country
(Bergh, Mirkina, & Nilsson, 2015; Docquier, Rapoport, &
Salomone, 2012), as they determine transaction costs,
the level of certainty and motivation. Students are thus
more likely to study in countries that are less cor-
rupt (Poprawe, 2015), have a similar religious affiliation
(Connor, 2012) and colonial ties (Didisse, Nguyen-Huu, &
Tran, 2018) to their countries of origin. Students from
democratic countries are more likely to study in demo-
cratic countries as they value democratic freedom. In this
regard, Didisse et al. (2018) showed that the freedom to
leave and internal conflict predict the student migration.

Although there is an extensive literature concerning
international student migration (Abbott & Silles, 2016;
Basford & Riemsdijk, 2017; Cui, 2006; Docquier et al.,
2012; Efionayi & Piguet, 2014; Terrier, 2009; Tilly, 2007;
Zhang & Zhang, 2014; Zhao, Yuan, &Wei, 2019), the con-
tribution of institutions in the choice of the destination
country has been overlooked. No evidence exists on the
effect of differentials in education capacities and insti-
tutions in a comparative setting. While the internation-
al allocation of western students has been extensively
explored within the global economy of knowledge, only
a handful of empirical studies have been concerned with
African students (Efionayi & Piguet, 2014; Zhang& Zhang,
2014), particularly with Beninese students.

Benin is a perfect ground on which the link between
institutions and education and student migrants may
provide new insights. Firstly, Benin’s education system
performance depends on political institutions; political
instability and the dictatorial regime from 1960 to 1990
weakened the education system. As this would have
reduced future incomes, students may have opted for
migration (Bertocchi & Strozzi, 2008). Secondly, the high
unemployment rate due to the poor performance of
the education system (Dakpo, Yarou, & Flénon, 2011)
forces Beninese students to study abroad to increase
their international competitiveness. Third, the majority
of Beninese students study in Europe because of colonial
ties with France or in the USA for their institutional simi-
larity to France.

More concerned with the intention to migrate than
the actualmigration, this article has assessed factors that
motivate Beninese students’ choice of destination coun-
tries. Specifically, it has analysed the role played by insti-
tution and education differentials between Benin and

preferred destination countries and reexamined the con-
tribution of economic factors. Taking into account the
role of institutions and education, the determinants of
the choice of the destination country are heterogeneous
and vary with the country of destination. The main find-
ings show that, regardless of the preferred destination,
the quality of education is crucial. On the other hand, in
addition to the quality of education, the choice to study
in Western countries is influenced by their democratic
institutions. These findings have strong implications for
development policy. Policymakers in the Global South
ought to invest in their educational system to make it
more efficient and to implement institutional reforms.

2. A Review of the Literature

2.1. Concepts and Theories

International students are seen either through a ‘mobil-
ity’ lens or a ‘migration’ lens (King & Raghuram, 2013).
Through a migration lens, they are portrayed as a subset
of international migrants. For the United Nations (2012,
p. 2), an international migrant is any person or individ-
ual that leaves his or her country of origin for a mini-
mumperiod of one year (the long-termmigrant) or three
months (the short-term migrant) for any kind of motive.
The International Organization for Migration (2003, p. 9)
defines international migration as “the movement of
a person or a group of persons across an internation-
al border.’’

Two theoretical strands, namely the supply-side and
the demand-side, have enlightened international stu-
dent migration. The first one states that the forces
that structure student migration are on the side of the
students. It privileges demand for overseas education.
The supply-side theory argues that international stu-
dent flows are shaped by immigration policies in the
destination countries, the financial interests of those
who organise, supply, and market elite higher education
opportunities (Findlay, 2011). This theory also concedes
that international students are attracted for their talents
(Waters, 2006) and their cultural capital (Findlay, 2011),
highly valued in the destination countries.

2.2. Education, Economic and Other Non-Economic
Determinants

Though migration and intention to migrate are under-
stood as two different concepts, they are driven by
the same factors (Efionayi & Piguet, 2014; Lu, 1999).
In this respect, the determinants of migration present-
ed in this section are treated as determinants of inten-
tion to migrate. These factors are classified into two
broad categories, namely pulling and pushing determi-
nants (Lee, 1966).

Unemployment, poverty and lack of employment
opportunities have been identified as economic push-
ing factors (Population Council, 2016) while economic
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development and the availability of jobs in destination
countries are economic pulling factors. Being unem-
ployed fuels the desire to migrate (Migali & Scipioni,
2018). Young migrants from developing countries are on
the move for better jobs (International Labour Office,
2016). Mayda (2010) reported in a study that econom-
ic growth in destination countries is correlated with
increased migrant flows. Non-economic factors include
institutional, educational and social factors. For exam-
ple, in fragile states where political instability affects peo-
ple’s daily lives, people migrate in search of a better life.
Cultural proximity (Lanati & Venturini, 2018) and linguis-
tic similarities (Lanau, 2019) affect the direction ofmigra-
tion flows; colonial ties between countries of origin and
destination reduce institutional differences and make
life easier for migrants in their countries of destination.
Browne (2017) has shown that migration is education-
driven. Giulietti, Wahba, and Zenou (2018) and Docquier,
Tansel, and Turati (2020) highlighted the role of social
capital; the network abroad (friends and family) facili-
tates access to information, financial support and assis-
tance in finding jobs (Munshi & Rosenzweig, 2016).

As student migration is subsumed in international
migration (Findlay, 2011), both share the same determi-
nants. Economic factors such as development deferential
between countries of origin and destination (Abbott &
Silles, 2016) and economic growth in the country of desti-
nation (Cui, 2006) are instrumental in attracting interna-
tional students. Regarding non-economic determinants,
the focus is laid on cultural (Zhao et al., 2019), socioe-
conomic (Abbott & Silles, 2016; Migali & Scipioni, 2018)
and political factors (Plopeanu et al., 2018). Furthermore,
social networks (Efionayi & Piguet, 2014), migration
experiences (Migali & Scipioni, 2018) and family sup-
port (Efionayi & Piguet, 2014; Palloni, Massey, Ceballos,
Espinosa, & Spittel, 2001) count for international stu-
dent migration.

One of the most important decisions regarding study
migration is the choice of the study country. In light of
the literature review, factors that affect the decision to
migrate matter when choosing the destination country.
A recent study by Basford and Riemsdijk (2017) conclud-
ed that students’ perceptions of the quality of education
and the availability of scholarships affect their choice of
the destination country. For Efionayi and Piguet (2014),
African students choose to study in Europe because of
the quality of education and the availability of education-
al facilities. The choice of Chinese universities by inter-
national students has been explained by the availabil-
ity of scholarships (Zhang & Zhang, 2014), the quality
of education (Lu, Li, & Chen, 2019), China’s rapid eco-
nomic growth and the low cost of education compared
to Western countries (Cui, 2006) and the development
gap between China and other developing countries (Yue,
2013). The following hypotheses were formulated:

H1: Students pick a country if its quality of education
is greater compared to their home countries.

H2: The more a country is economically developed,
the more it attracts students.

2.3. The Role of Institutional Determinants

5 Playing a pivotal role in the choice of the destina-
tion country, institutions matter for student migration.
Through three strands, institutions have been linked to
migration. The first strand deals with the effect of the
home and host country’s institutions on migrant flows
(Ariu, Docquier, & Squicciarini, 2016; Bertocchi & Strozzi,
2008; Connor, 2012; Docquier et al., 2012; Poprawe,
2015; Tilly, 2007). The second strand is more concerned
with the effect of migration on the home countries’ insti-
tutions (Docquier, Lodigiani, Rapoport, & Schiff, 2016; Li,
McHale, & Zhou, 2016). For the third, migrants can affect
host countries’ institutions through voicing and voting
(Hirschman, 1970). The fashion in which this article links
institution to migration, falls in the first strand. What are
thus institutions?Which role do they play? How are they
related to migration regarding the first strand?

Defined either as a set of rules that govern inter-
actions in society (North, 1991) or as rules of the
game (Coase, 1937), institutions contribute to the reduc-
tion of uncertainty and transaction costs and pro-
vide incentives (North, 1991; Vaal & Ebben, 2009).
Classified in two broad categories, institutions can be
informal—taboos, customs, traditions, and codes of con-
duct or formal—constitutions, laws and property rights.
Regardless of their nature, the fundamental role of insti-
tutions is to reduce uncertainties, both environmental
and behavioural. The first is related to the alteration
of the conditions that define exchange and the sec-
ond pertains to opportunistic behaviour including the
purposeful disguise and distortion of information (Sen,
Te Velde, Wiggins, & Cali, 2006). Mo (2001) argues that
corruption, at a certain level, generates sociopolitical
instability in the sense that it creates uncertainty and
reduces productivity.

Empirical studies onmigration-institution nexus (Ariu
et al., 2016; Bertocchi & Strozzi, 2008; Connor, 2012;
Docquier et al., 2012; Poprawe, 2015; Tilly, 2007) report-
ed that skilled migrants are interested in the host
country’s institutions. The guarantee of economic free-
dom in the host country attracts migrants, resulting in
their departure from the country of origin. Ariu et al.
(2016) reported that highly skilled university students
migrate to countries with adequate institutions, while
host-country institutions do not attract low-skilled uni-
versity students. The authors justified the weak interest
of unskilled students in the destination country’s insti-
tutions by their limited access to information on for-
eign institutions. A study by Bergh et al. (2015) assessed
the effect of global governance indicators on the deci-
sion to migrate using a gravity model; the results show
that migrants choose to migrate to countries with sound
democratic institutions. Labour market institutions are
integral to migration flows; Migali (2018) showed that
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an increase in the host countries’ trade union density is
associatedwith lower flows inmigration. Informal institu-
tions such as interpersonal trust (Tilly, 2007), corruption
(Poprawe, 2015) and religious institutions (Connor, 2012)
are also germane to migration decision:

H3: Students pick a country if its institutional
infrastructures are better compared to their home
countries.

3. Data and Methods

3.1. Data Collection

In this study conducted in Benin, two universities were
randomly selected: the University of Abomey-Calavi,
which is the largest public university in Benin, and the
Haute Ecole de Commerce et deManagement (School of
Business andManagement),which is a private institution.
On a random basis, a sample of 414 students was drawn
from a list of students obtained from the students’ asso-
ciations. These studentswere surveyed between January
and February 2020. A questionnaire written in French
was digitised using KoBoCollect for data collection. After
a pre-test, the questionnaire was considerably improved.
Data was collected on the socioeconomic characteristics
of students, their perceptions on the institutions and the
quality of education in Benin and their preferred coun-
tries of destination using a 7-point Likert scale ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Data was
also collected on culture, economic factors in the pre-
ferred host country. Table 1 (in Supplementary File 1)
presents the variables and their metrics.

3.2. Methods

The empirical model employed in this article is derived
from a simple theoretical model developed by Bertocchi
and Strozzi (2008) in which the migration decision
is explained by wage and institutions differential.
The explicit model is given by the following equation:

dt = Wd
t −Wb

t  + 𝛿 Idt − Ibt  − c (1)

The decision to migrate (dt) is a function of the wage dif-
ferential Wd

t −Wb
t , between the country of destination

(d) and the home country (b), the institution differential
Idt − Ibt  and the cost of migration (c). t stands for time
and 𝛿 is the weight of the gap in institutions (institution
differential). As we are working on cross-sectional data,
the subscript t is replaced by i. An individual decides to
migrate when the gains of migration are superior to the
costs incurred.

As migration decision is conditional on the destina-
tion and the send countries’ characteristics, we model
the choice of the destination country as a function of
the student’s socioeconomics characteristics (Pi), the dis-
crimination variable (Dd), the cultural proximity between
the host country and Benin (Culi), the economic condi-

tion in the destination country (Edi), the institution dif-
ferential (Idi − Ibi) and the gap in education or the dif-
ferential in education quality between Benin and a given
preferred chosen destination (Eddi − Edbi ).

This article is not concerned with actual migration;
rather, it examines the destination choice within an
intent framework. Thus, studentswere asked—regarding
institutions, education quality and economic opportuni-
ties in the destination country—what their preferred des-
tination country would be in their intention to migrate
for studies. Consequently, the dependent variable is
polytomous, taking five values concerning the preferred
destination countries (or regions)—North America, EU,
China, African countries and other destinations. That fits
a multinomial logistic model. Taking African countries as
a reference, the probability that a student chooses a des-
tination country among the four other destinations has
been estimated. The mathematical expression of the fit-
ted multinomial logistic model is as followed:

Pi = Pr (D = i) =

⎧⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎨
⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎪⎩

1

1 +∑k
m=2 exp (Z)

if i = 1

exp (Z)
1 +∑k

m=2 exp (Z)
if i > 1

with Z = Xj𝜆mi = 1, 2, … 5

(2)

Pi stands for the probability that a student preferred a
country i, D for the destination country, 𝜆m represents
the vectors of the parameters to be estimated and Xj the
vector of the explanatory variables.

The explicit form of Z is:

Z = 𝜆0 + 𝜆1Pi + 𝜆2Dd
i + 𝜆3Culi + 𝜆4Edi +

+ 𝜆5 Eddi − Edbi  + 𝜆6 Idi − Ibi
(3)

The variables that measure the level of discrimination in
the host country (Dd), the cultural proximity between the
host country and Benin (Culi), the economic factors in the
destination country (Edi) are respectively proxied by the
index of discrimination in the preferred destination coun-
try, the index of cultural proximity and index of the host
country’s economic factors. Furthermore, we have com-
puted the index of education quality for Benin and the
preferred destination country and have taken their differ-
ence as the proxy for the institutions differential or the
gap in the quality of institutions (Idi − Ibi). The same com-
putation was also performed to calculate the gap in the
quality of education (Eddi − Edbi ).

These indices are calculated by Principal Component
Analysis, a statistical method that aggregates the
collinear individual variable to obtain a composite index
that captures as much information as possible from the
individual variables. Since the idea is to account for
the highest possible variation in the set of individual
variables, using very few factors, the indices calculated
are no longer a function of the dimensions of the data
on the individual variables but rather of the statistical
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dimensions of the data. To illustrate that approach, the
results concerning the calculation of the index of the
quality of education and institutions are reported in
Tables 7 to 14 in Supplementary File 2.

In the empirical model, indices measuring discrimi-
nation and cultural proximity, the characteristics of the
respondents (Pi), including age, gender, the type of uni-
versity attended, the student and father’s level of edu-
cation are control variables. The expected signs and
descriptive statistics of all the variables in the empirical
model are presented respectively in tables 2 and 3 in
Supplementary File 1.

4. Empirical Results

4.1. Socioeconomic Characteristics of the Respondents

The socioeconomic characteristics of the respondents
are presented in Table 4 of the Supplementary File 1.
The surveyed students are 15 to 34 years oldwith an aver-
age of 23.8. 69% are 20 to 24 years old, 11% are 15 to
19 years old, 51% are 20 to 24 years old and 38% are
between 24 and 34 years old. The majority of respon-
dents are Catholic (57%), male (69%), enrolled in a public
university (83%), and studying economics, law and polit-
ical science and humanities. In terms of their level of
study, 38% are sophomore, 14% are in a bachelor’s year
and 27% are enrolled in amaster or doctoral programme.
As for foreign languages, although all speak French and
35% understand English, only 4% understand German
and Chinese, while 6% understand Spanish. Concerning
the level of education, 80% of their parents (fathers) are
educated compared to 20% uneducated.

4.2. Choice of Destination Countries

The distribution of respondents by preferred country
of destination is depicted in Figure 1. It appears that
the majority of the surveyed students have expressed
their willingness to study outside Africa, particularly in
Western countries. 43% of the respondents would like to
study in North America and 39% in EU countries where-
as only 6% and 7% of them would like to study respec-
tively in China and other African countries. Respondents’
preference for studying outside the African continent,
notably for Western universities, could be explained by
how easily they can find a job and even embrace a
university career with a degree earned in Western uni-
versities (Efionayi & Piguet, 2014). Overall, the symbol-
ic prestige attached to degrees obtained abroad and
the resulting ease of social mobility explain the prefer-
ence for studying in Western countries (Waters, 2006).
Efionayi and Piguet (2014) explained the enthusiasm of
African students for North America by the quality of edu-
cation. Another reason that may well explain the pref-
erence for North America is the quality of its institu-
tions. For instance, Canada is known and often cited for
its democratic calmness and peaceful land; furthermore,
the USA is described as a land of democracy. These coun-
tries’ soothing study conditions, due to their institutions,
would explain the preference for them.

4.3. Perceived Quality of Education and Institutions in
Benin and Host Countries

After choosing the destination country, respondents
were asked to justify the extent to which the quality of
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Figure 1. Destinations of choice for students from Benin.
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institutions and education both in the preferred destina-
tion region and in their home country Benin contribut-
ed to this choice. The aim was to link the choice of their
country of destination to the quality of institutions and
education system in Benin and the preferred destina-
tions. Figure 2 depicts the average scores of institutions
and the quality of the education.

Its analysis reveals that the institutions’ average
score is lower in Benin than in the destinations.
Respondents gave low scores to items that measure the
quality of institutions at various levels. They felt that
the judiciary is not efficient, property rights are poor-
ly protected, corrupt practices are not at their mini-
mum level and that administrative procedures are some-
times cumbersome. Furthermore, from the respondents’
perspective, the institutional state in Benin is a result
of democratic freedoms being weakened (Table 5 in
Supplementary File 1). Unlike Benin, the average institu-
tional score is higher in the destinations. Countries of the
EU and North America have the highest scores, followed
by China, other African countries and other possible des-
tination countries. The high level of the Western coun-
tries’ institutional score is due to their democratic free-
doms and efficient judiciary, as the scores attributed to
these institutional variables are higher in Western coun-
tries than in other destination regions.

The average score for the quality of education shows
the same distribution as the average score for the quality
of institutions, with some exceptions. Indeed, the aver-
age score for the quality of education in Benin is low-
er than those of destination countries; in this respect,
the distribution of the score for the quality of educa-
tion is similar to that of institutions. Compared to the
destination countries, Benin’s education system is less
efficient, as stated by the respondents. While respon-
dents consider Benin’s education system to be moder-
ately efficient, they feel that it does not have sufficient
infrastructure (classrooms, libraries, qualified teachers,

teaching materials, accessible computers and Internet,
etc.) to ensure quality education; nor does it offer suf-
ficient scholarships to students (Figure 2). On the other
hand, the distribution of the quality of education score
is no longer similar to that of the quality of institutions
when looking only at destination countries. China and
Western countries have the highest scores, with China
leading slightly. From the respondents’ perspective, the
provision of scholarships to students and the sufficient
availability of infrastructure explain the efficiency of the
Chinese education system, as well as the low tuition
fees at Chinese universities compared to the tuition fees
charged by American, English and Canadian universities.

4.4. Determinants of Preferred Destination Countries

4.4.1. Education Quality

The quality of education is an instrument in the choice
of destination country when the intention to migrate is
expressed by students. Before deciding on a country of
destination for study, a comparison between the home
country’s quality of education and that of the country
of destination is performed. This basic calculation is the
basis for the decision regarding the choice of a coun-
try of destination. The willingness to quench their thirst
for knowledge in universities that provide world-class
education explains this calculation. The education gap
becomes the yardstick for the choice of the destination.
Better quality of education in the destination country
acts as an attractive factor, while a lagging education sys-
tem in the country of origin is a repulsive factor.

The results of the econometric estimates of the
multinomial logistic model are reported in Table 6 in
Supplementary File 1. Figure 3 presents a graph of the
estimated coefficients of three key variables, including
the education differential, the institution differential and
host country’s economic opportunities along with their
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variable is polytomous, taking five possible destinations which are the EU, North America, mainland China, African coun-
tries and other possible destinations; African countries are treated as the reference destination (base outcomes). The red
reference line at zero indicates which point estimate is significantly different from zero. The data used are collected on a
sample of 414 Beninese students in 2020.

confidence interval at 95%. It indicates that the coeffi-
cient associated with the education differential is pos-
itive and significant at 5% threshold concerning the
choice of EU countries, North America and China, but
not significant for the choice of other regions. The edu-
cation differential is a perfect predictor of the probabili-
ty that a student decides to study in Western countries
and China. Beninese students are attracted by the avail-
ability of infrastructure such as libraries, computers and
study rooms that guarantee better study conditions, the
availability of well-defined curricula, better teachers and
researchers, and which allow them to compete in the
global labour market.

4.4.2. Quality of Institutions

The institutional environment in the destination and ori-
gin country is a determining factor regarding the choice
of the host country. As studying abroad is understood
as a type of investment, the risk related to such a deci-
sion is integrated in the calculations, not only to ensure
the success of the investment but also to guarantee

the profitability of this investment. Lower-quality insti-
tutions increase the uncertainties and risks that could
impede the success of studies. To this end, it is easier
to study in a politically stable, less corrupt country with
an efficient and independent judiciary than in a country
where institutions deny democratic freedoms and politi-
cal instability fosters violence of all kinds.

Figure 3 shows that the coefficient related to the insti-
tution differential is positive and significant at the 5%
threshold in the choice of EU and North American coun-
tries as destination countries. However, it is not the case
for China and other destination countries. The proba-
bility that a student chooses to study in Western coun-
tries rather than an African country is positively relat-
ed to the institution differential. In their intention to
migrate to Western countries for their studies, Beninese
students compare the institutions in Benin with those in
their destination countries and decide accordingly. The
image of America described as a land of freedom and
democracy would have contributed greatly to this result.
Unlike North American and EU countries, Beninese stu-
dents do not take into account the differential in the
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quality of institutions between China, other regions and
Benin. Although respondents have a favourable opinion
of the quality of institutions in these two regions com-
pared to Benin, the choice of China and other destina-
tions as a host country is not motivated by the institu-
tional infrastructure.

4.4.3. The Host Country’s Economic Opportunities

So far, education differential determines the choice of
Western countries and China as a destination country;
furthermore, findings show that the gap in institutions
does not count in the choice of China as a destination
for study. Regarding the host country’s economic oppor-
tunities, findings in Figure 3 indicate that they do not
contribute to the choice of the host country. The coeffi-
cient associated with the economic opportunities in the
host country is not significant in any destination. Though
contrary to our expectations, it does say more about
the reasons why African students go to study in devel-
oped or emerging countries such as China. It sheds light
on the fact that the migration of Beninese students is
not driven by the economic conditions in the destination
countries. At most, these findings corroborate the role
of institutions and the quality of education in the choice
of destinations.

Concerning the control variables, the age of the
respondents, the type of university attended, the cultur-
al proximity and discrimination in the country of destina-
tion are not significant in any of the equations in Table 6
of the Supplementary File 1. These variables therefore do
not contribute to the choice of the destination country
for Beninese students. Also, female students and those
with highly educated parents are more likely to study in
North America. Students with higher levels of education,
on the other hand, are less motivated to study in China.

5. Conclusion

This article has contributed to the debate on the factors
that affect the choice of the destination country for stud-
ies abroad. It has focused on the role of institutions and
reexamined the effects of the host country’s econom-
ic opportunities and the institution differential on the
choice of a destination. Since skilled migrants contribute
to the strengthening of human capital in their destina-
tion countries, this article is also a contribution to the
debate on the role of institutions in economic develop-
ment (Acemoglu & Robinson, 2010). Specifically, the fol-
lowing questions were answered:

Does the difference in the quality of education
between the destination and host country affect the
choice of the host country? The results show that the
quality of education in the preferred destination coun-
try is a pulling factor while that of the country of ori-
gin is a pushing factor. Beninese students are attracted
by the top-notch education quality in Western countries
and China and pushed by the relatively low educational

standard in Benin. This finding confirms findings of previ-
ous studies such as Lu et al. (2019), Yue (2013), Efionayi
and Piguet (2014), Zhang and Zhang (2014), Basford and
Riemsdijk (2017).

What is the role of institutions in the choice of des-
tination countries? Findings have confirmed their impor-
tance; the quality of institutions motivates the choice of
Western countries as destinations. The gap in the quali-
ty of institutions is an important factor in the choice of
the destination country. In this regard, institutions are
included in the elementary calculations that lead to the
choice of a destination. Thus, countries of the highest
institutional standard which reduces uncertainty, even in
the presence of limited access to information, are valued.
However, this is not the case for China and other regions.
The results obtained here are in line with Docquier et al.
(2012), Poprawe (2015), and Ariu et al. (2016).

Do students choose a host country based on its eco-
nomic opportunities? The main findings indicate that
the host country’s economic factors do not contribute
to the choice of a destination. Deciding to study in the
EU, North America and China is not conditioned by eco-
nomic factors. These results contradict previous find-
ings from Cui (2006) and Abbott and Silles (2016) and
confirm those of Efionayi and Piguet (2014) that chal-
lenge the common belief that African student migration
is poverty-driven.

The findings of this survey lead to some policy impli-
cations. Policymakers in Benin ought to implement sever-
al institutional reforms to limit corruption, improve the
efficiency of the judiciary and access to public services.
In addition to that, massive public investments must be
directed towards educational infrastructures to ensure
that students receive a quality education.
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