
By glenn Shive

Hong Kong Universities  
Welcoming Mainland Students
New Visa Policies will help hong Kong Become  
a Regional hub for higher Education

GoVErNMENt
Hong Kong, a Special Admin-
istrative Region (SAR) of the 
People’s Republic of China 
(PRC) since July 1, 1997, has 
a high degree of autonomy, 
except in the areas of defense 
and foreign policy, and retains 
its own currency, laws, and 
border controls. 

PoPuLatIoN
0-1� yEarS: 13.8%  

(male 498,771/female 454,252) 
1�-�� yEarS: 73.5%  

(male 2,479,656/female 2,591,170) 
�� yEarS aNd oVEr: 2.7%  

(male 404,308/female 470,529) (2005 est.)
Ethnically, the population is highly homogeneous, 
with about 95 percent Chinese and a mix of other 
peoples composing the remaining 5 percent. 

GEoGraPHy
Hong Kong is composed of three geographic 
areas: the New Territories, Kowloon Peninsula, 
and Hong Kong Island. Land area: 1,104 square 
kilometers.

rELIGIoNS
About 90 percent of 
Hong Kong’s popula-
tion practices ancestor 
worship, Buddhism, 
Taoism, Confucian-
ism, or other regional 
religious traditions. Ap-
proximately 10 percent of the 
population practice one of the 
Christian denominations. Other 
religions are represented in 
smaller numbers.

the honG KonG GoVernMent has relaxed immigration controls on mainland students 
coming to Hong Kong for university study starting in September 2005. This is a key stroke in 
building Hong Kong as a regional hub for higher education. Rapid expansion of self-financed 
mainland students may become for Hong Kong’s universities what the individual travel scheme 
has been for Hong Kong’s retail and tourism sector. These students will likely raise academic 
standards, diversify perspectives in the Hong Kong student body, and enhance Hong Kong 
as a key link in a supply chain of young talent linking Greater China to the world.
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CULTURE: hONg KONg, SAR



one of the Most open Higher Education Markets 
in the World
The government’s recent action will reduce barriers to mainland stu-
dents in several ways. Undergraduate programs funded by govern-
ment will have a collective quota of 10 percent of total enrollment 
or nonlocal students (4 percent of funded positions and 6 percent 
for self-financed students). More importantly, there will be no quo-
tas for self-financed programs at postgraduate or subdegree levels. 
Part-time programs can also admit mainland students. Nonlocal 
students can enjoy multiple entries to Hong Kong and extend their 
stay or change academic programs once enrolled for study there. 
Mainland graduates from Hong Kong degree programs can reenter 
Hong Kong to take up work. Hong Kong and the mainland have 
agreed to the mutual recognition of academic degrees, and Hong 
Kong universities have begun to participate in the mainland’s Na-
tional Colleges and Universities Enrollment System. Recruitment 
activities on the mainland by Hong Kong universities for fall 2005 
entrance are in full swing.1

These relaxation policies will not diminish the number of funded 
undergraduate positions for Hong Kong students in local universi-
ties. Rather, it sets the stage for growth and diversification for Hong 
Kong’s universities, especially in self-financed, associate degree and 
taught postgraduate programs. Even as more individual students 
will come to Hong Kong (inbound mode) to attend universities here, 
Hong Kong universities are also joining partnerships in the main-
land to offer their degree programs (outbound mode) adapted to the 
demands of the market for higher education in the mainland.

We have come a long way from the handover in 1997 when higher 
education was generally considered to be on the “two-systems” side of 
the one-country two-systems equation. Then the main concern was 
whether the mainland would seek to exercise political or managerial 
influence over Hong Kong universities. This did not happen. Hong 
Kong’s higher education resources continued to focus on educating 
young people to enter the Hong Kong workforce. The Jockey Club 
funded a successful scholarship scheme to bring several hundred 
undergraduates from the mainland each year to Hong Kong univer-

EcoNoMy
Hong Kong is cosmopolitan and 
highly developed. Hong Kong has 
a free market economy, very dependent 
on international trade. It has extensive 
trade and investment ties with China. 
Hong Kong has been further integrating 
its economy with China since the admin-
istrative change in 1997 because China’s 
growing openness to the world econ-

omy has made 
manufacturing 

in China much 
more cost effec-

tive. Hong Kong’s 
reexport business to and from China 
is a major driver of growth. Per capita 
GDP is comparable to that of the four 
big economies of Western Europe. 

EducatIoN
In 2004–05, education spend-
ing amounted to $59.5 billion, 
representing 20.8 percent of 

the total public expenditure. The 
government provides nine years of 

free and universal basic education from 
the age of six to 15. With both Chinese 
and English in common use, the govern-
ment has been promoting the use of 
Chinese as the medium of instruction 
and enhancing the language proficiency 
of students. The aim is for students to 

be biliterate (i.e., master written Chinese 
and English) and trilingual (i.e. speak flu-
ent Cantonese, Putonghua and English). 
Hong Kong has 11 degree-awarding 
higher education institutions.

Sources: U.S. Dept. of State Bureau of Consular 
affairs and the Government of hong Kong’s “hong 
Kong fact Sheet.”
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sities for degrees, and many gradu-
ate programs began to recruit highly 
talented students from the mainland. 
In these initiatives, Hong Kong was 
the donor. Institutionally, Hong Kong 
universities emphasized building rela-
tionships with just a few top-tier aca-
demic institutions in China.

By 2003, however, Hong Kong univer-
sities began to face serious budget cuts as 
the government acted to curtail its deficit. 
Many subdegree and graduate programs 
were phased into a self-financed basis. The 
government promoted self-financed higher 
education programs through subsidies and 
student loans for continuing education pro-
grams of universities and private agencies. 
Tung Chee Hwa announced in 2001 that by 
2010, 60 percent of secondary school gradu-
ates in Hong Kong would have opportunities 
for further education. As universities felt the 
pinch of government cutbacks, the supply of 
new private places in Hong Kong had grown 
possibly even faster than local demand for 
them. Although this target seemed ambi-
tious at the time, new educational capac-
ity in this sector has grown so fast that, by 
2004, Hong Kong had already reached about 
53 percent of the relevant age group going 
into postsecondary programs. (See “Hong 
Kong’s New Post Secondary Education 
Marketplace,” IE fall 2003, pp. 32–35.)

Many offshore programs from United 
Kingdom and Australian universities, find-
ing fewer students leaving Hong Kong for 
their campuses, began to change strategy and 
come here to establish top-up programs in-
side Hong Kong for graduates of the new as-
sociate degrees. One of the most open higher 
education markets in the world, Hong Kong 
now hosts nearly 1,000 postsecondary educa-
tion programs from offshore providers that 
are registered with the Hong Kong Council 
of Academic Accreditation (HKCAA).

Vast but Problematic 
opportunity
In the 1990s, Hong Kong universities tended 
to see linking with the mainland as a worthy 
obligation, especially as Hong Kong became 

part of the Peoples Republic of China. Re-
cently, however, Hong Kong universities 
began thinking of the mainland as a zone of 
potentially vast, yet still problematic, oppor-
tunity to export higher education services. 
In a few years, there has been a subtle shift 
from an attitude of “find the best talent in 
China, and Hong Kong will pay” to “find 
good talent in China who can also pay” to 
come to Hong Kong to study at university.

This shift in Hong Kong occurred as Chi-
na’s sustained economic boom of 9 percent 
annual growth rates created more and more 
demand for trained talent. Twenty years af-
ter the one-child policy was put in place, the 
single children of many urban, newly middle 
class families have begun to reach college age. 
Chinese universities essentially doubled their 
freshman intake in the six years from 1998 
through 2004, and thus raised the percentage 
of 18-year olds who study beyond high school 
to 19 percent. Even so, there is still enormous 
pent-up demand from social/demographic 
and economic/manpower sources for univer-
sity-trained people that the higher education 
systems in China cannot fulfill.

By 2000, many young Chinese had both 
the academic qualifications and the financial 
resources to go abroad to further their stud-
ies. About 45,000 went abroad for study in 

2002. As the United States recoiled 
from the September 11, 2001, at-
tacks and raised new barriers to 
obtaining student visas in China, 
the ever-growing demand for uni-

versity study abroad in China shifted 
quickly toward other countries such as 

Australia, the United Kingdom, New Zea-
land, Canada, Ireland, and South Africa in 
search of open visa lines to English-medium 
higher education.

In this context, Hong Kong began to re-
alize the potential value of its internation-
ally oriented, English language university 
programs in a Chinese social ethos sitting 
on China’s doorstep. New questions arose: 
What might be the potential for Hong Kong 
to export its higher education services to 
the mainland? How would expanded num-
bers of mainland students fit into academic 
programs, campus facilities, and the broader 
Hong Kong society? What forms of outbound 
delivery of Hong Kong’s university education 
might be feasible in the mainland? What are 
the issues for managing the expansion of a 
new, self-financed (i.e., private), cross-border 
education sector in a publicly managed and 
funded university system in Hong Kong?

Additionally, how does the growing 
economic opportunity motive relate to the 
more traditional moral motive to serve Chi-
na? How do these two motives relate to the 
growing aspiration of Hong Kong universi-
ties to become a true hub of quality higher 
education in the Asian region? These three 
fundamental motivations have become in-
tertwined. Perhaps together they can form 
the basis of a new consensus of the role of 
exporting higher education services in the 
Hong Kong tertiary system.

New Subdegree Programs
Hong Kong universities and other providers 
of tertiary education have recently built new 
capacity to offer subdegree programs on a 
self-financed basis. This was done largely in 
response to the government’s initiative to 
provide 60 percent of those leaving school 
with further study opportunities by 2010. 
The self-financed, subdegree sector, often 

recently, Hong Kong 
universities began 

thinking of the 
mainland as a zone 
of potentially vast, 

yet still problematic, 
opportunity to export 

higher education 
services.



managed by the continuing education arms of 
local universities, has grown faster than initially 
expected and may be in some areas overbuilt for 
the domestic demand in Hong Kong. They want 
to attract mainland students into the associate 
degree and higher diploma programs on full- or 
part-time bases. The new visa policies are likely 
to swell their numbers.

It may be, however, that mainland students will 
eschew these programs as relatively high cost and 
low status, or even as “dead-end” degrees. To at-
tract mainland students, it will be important for 
subdegree programs in Hong Kong to show they 
have clear pathways to further study to bachelor 
degrees and beyond. This could happen in Hong 
Kong or in universities abroad that have articu-
lation agreements and top-up degree programs 
with Hong Kong subdegree programs.

In recent years, universities in America, Aus-
tralia, and the United Kingdom have partnered 
with universities and other subdegree providers 
in Hong Kong to offer easy transfer arrangements 
to the overseas campus for these graduates. Some 
universities from Australia and the United King-
dom, but generally not from the United States and 
Canada, offer bachelor degree completion pro-
grams here in Hong Kong for students who cannot 
go abroad for reasons of cost, work commitments, 
or family responsibilities. This is partly in response 
to the decline of Hong Kong students prepared to 
go abroad for full bachelor degree programs. The 
top-up programs offered in Hong Kong have at-
tracted associate degree graduates who—if they 
could afford it—might otherwise have gone abroad 
to complete bachelor degrees in articulated pro-
grams. One observer from Australia guessed that 
about 25 percent of the subdegree graduates would 
go to the overseas campus while 75 percent would 
opt for the Hong Kong-based top-up programs 
leading to an overseas bachelor degree.

It is of great advantage to Hong Kong’s re-
cruitment capacity in mainland China to have 
international providers in Hong Kong offering 
a broad range of pathways to bachelor comple-
tion in association with local subdegree provid-
ers. Also, it is more attractive for the overseas 
university partners to come to Hong Kong if they 
can expect both Hong Kong and mainland stu-
dents to feed into their bachelor programs from 
the subdegree streams.

attractive combination: chinese 
culture and English Language
One of the main attractions for mainland students 
to come to Hong Kong for university study is to 
have an international learning experience within 
a Chinese cultural context. This includes English-
medium instruction by internationally active pro-
fessors, sharing the campus with students from 
around the world, and options for postgraduate 
study in advanced countries such as the United 
States, United Kingdom, Australia, and Canada.

Having bright mainland students from all over 
China on Hong Kong campuses is an attraction 
for international students to come to Hong Kong 
universities on exchanges. Having international 
exchange students in Hong Kong is also an at-
traction for mainland students to come to Hong 
Kong. One group draws the other. The interna-
tional connectedness of Hong Kong universities 
is a major draw for mainland students. Only a 
few elite universities in China have anywhere 
near the depth and diversity of international ties 
that reside in Hong Kong.

A greater flow of mainland students into and 
through Hong Kong will help create enduring 
cultural and social linkages in the younger gen-
erations. More Mandarin will be spoken on Hong 
Kong campuses, and more careers will cross the 
boundary between Hong Kong and the mainland 
at different stages. Hong Kong will absorb more 
mainland culture, while more young mainlanders 
will be influenced by Hong Kong culture, ideas, 
media sources, and lifestyles. The Hong Kong 
banking, travel, retail, and telecommunication 
sectors, among others, will benefit directly by 
more mainland student consumers sojourning in 
Hong Kong, and taking their acquired tastes and 
consumption habits back to the mainland after 
graduation. Many parents of mainland students 
will come here to visit with pride their sons and 
daughters at Hong Kong universities.

Longer term, the enhanced talent pool of grad-
uates from increasingly competitive Hong Kong 
universities will benefit from access to a broad 
range of Hong Kong employers for whom human 
resources will be critical for their competitiveness 
in China and the world. It is clear worldwide that 
successful economies in the age of knowledge-
based industries not only grow their own univer-
sity graduates from their domestic populations, 

SHE’S A NAFSA

NEW CENTURY CIRCLE
MEMBER

NEW CENTURY CIRCLE 

VAL WOOLSTON
University of Maryland

NAFSA Member since: 1973

Favorite place to visit: Too many to list
them all. I must be undiscriminating —
Positano, Italy; Copenhagen, Denmark;
Rock Hall, Maryland, Camden, Maine, and
on and on....

Most memorable student: Again, that’s not
fair....I’ve been in the business too long and
there are many.

Favorite NAFSA conference site:
Baltimore, although Vancouver 
was fantastic.

Other than international education, what
is your fantasy career? Working at Chicos.

What do you know now that you wish you
had when you were younger? To take
more vacations.

Why did you pledge to the New Century
Circle: NAFSA’s given me such a good
education and introduced me to such
good colleagues who are nowVal friends
that I simply wanted to give back and
make sure there are opportunities for new
NAFSAns.

THE NEW CENTURY CIRCLE is a special
group of uniquely dedicated NAFSA sup-
porters. By participating in the New Century
Circle through their wills and other means of
special giving, these NAFSA donors are
extending their support for international
education and exchange beyond their own
lifetimes. 

Become a New Century Circle Ambassador.
Pledge Now! The NCCAmbassador cam-
paign will end December 31, 2005. A plaque
listing all NCCAmbassadors will be hung in
the NAFSAcentral office. To be listed on the
Ambassador plaque, your pledge must be
received by December 31, 2005. For more
information e-mail gailh@nafsa.org or visit
www.nafsa.org/NCC.
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but attract young talent from elsewhere to 
study, work, and recreate in their cities.

Evolution of ‘one-country, 
two-Systems’ 
These subtle but important changes in labor, 
migration, and cross-cultural influences will 
also be reflected over time in the evolving, 
multi-layered ‘one-country  two-systems’ 
framework between Hong Kong and China. 
Expanding the role of Hong Kong universi-
ties in mainland China is an important issue 
for Hong Kong as it evolves the meaning of 
‘one-country two-systems’ in its education, 
social, and cultural sectors. As with Clos-
er Economic Partnership Arrangements 
(CEPA) I and II, this development will bring 
Hong Kong into closer, more interdepen-
dent relations with mainland China. Hong 
Kong has much to offer China in its impres-
sive education capacity, including our rich 
and long-standing connections with higher 

education and research systems around the 
world. The growth of mainland students 
coming into Hong Kong will stimulate the 
outbound delivery of Hong Kong’s educa-
tional programs in the mainland. Return-
ing graduates from Hong Kong to the main-
land will spread the word about the quality 
of Hong Kong university education. In a 
virtuous circle, the success of Hong Kong 
academic programs taught on the mainland, 
in both intellectual and managerial terms, 
will then lead to more students who want to 
come to Hong Kong for further study. 

These synergies with the mainland will 
strengthen Hong Kong’s attractiveness to 
students from other countries such as the 
United States and Europe. Hong Kong, as 
part of China, should become the preferred 
place to study China where university stu-
dents from the West get to know and “rub 
shoulders” with talented and aspiring leaders 
in all sectors of China’s future. Hong Kong is 

well-positioned to create new educational op-
portunities between China and the West that 
will enhance its role as a major hub for higher 
education in Asia. With unique practical ex-
perience in dealing with the complex higher 
education systems in the mainland, Hong 
Kong universities can become a key link in 
a new supply chain of young talent coming 
out and going back into China. Building on 
its strong university infrastructure, this can 
be Hong Kong’s unique place in the emerging 
global geography of higher education and the 
mobility of young professional talent. IE

GLENN SHIVE is director of the hong 

Kong-america Center, ltd., the Chinese 

University of hong Kong.

Note
1 The government tabled these policy changes 

at the Legislative Council on May 24, 2005. 
The Hong Kong Trade Development Council 
released a commissioned report on export 
of higher educations services by F. Hung, G. 
Shive, and J. Diu on May 27, 2005.
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