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Abstract
This study attempts to bridge the gap in the research for students in Saudi Arabia going abroad to study. While there
is research done in the field of higher education in Western countries, or even students who have reached Japan for
future studies, very few study have tried to investigate the issue such a study for Saudi Arabians before they shift to
Japan. Thus this research focused on prospective students to understand their intention and their needs for
information on studying in Japan though a poll survey.
Through examined both descriptive statistics and used a regression model on its survey data, the results revealed that
respondents had extremely high expectations about studying in Japan, especially for obtaining degree (bachelor,
master and Ph.D.). However, the regression analysis showed that even though their interests for studying in Japan
were high, the information they need were only very basic, such as research facilities and admissions and
requirements. This indicated that the students in Saudi Arabia had not reached a level of interest in which they
required detailed information on studying in Japan. Although an Increasing number of students are choosing to study
abroad in Japan in these days, thus indicating the prospects of future developments in this area.
Keywords: international student mobility, Middle East, Saudi Arabia, higher education, poll survey
1. Introduction
Saudi students who seek to study abroad typically choose North American or European destinations yet these
students rarely choose Asian countries, such as Japan (Ministry of Higher Education, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
[MHEKSA], 2019) The literature discussing Saudi international students as they adjust to new societies and cultures
while studying abroad is relatively new (Lefdahl-Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015; Alsahafi & Shin, 2017).
Survey-based studies have also recently explored scholarships and decision-making among the Kingdom’s graduate
students (Hilal, Scott & Maadad, 2015; Altuwaijri, 2018; Yakaboski, Perez-Velez & Almutairi, 2017). Since there are
relatively few Saudi international students studying in Japan when compared to those in North America and Europe,
little is known about their specific mobility. However, researchers from a Japanese university that accepts large
numbers of Saudi students have examined the related human network by tracking student life (Taguchi, 2017).
Takeuchi and Aoki also focused on supplement support for Saudi students studying at their university. They
suggested the creation of an environment in which Saudi and Japanese students could more easily communicate
(Takeuchi & Aoki, 2017).
Most studies on Saudi international students in Japan have examined the nature of their support networks after
entering the country. Thus, little research has been conducted on their circumstances before inbounding to Japan.
This study therefore focused on prospective international students living in Saudi Arabia. The study included an
opinion survey from a Japanese university booth at the International Exhibition and Conference on Higher Education
(IECHE) in 2019, which was the largest higher-education event in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia at the time. Students were
asked questions about their visions of studying in Japan. The results were statistically analyzed to clarify respondent
intentions for studying in Japan and noted the type of information they desired on the subject. A qualitative analysis
was also performed.
The next section outlines international student mobility trends in Saudi Arabia by focusing on related data (e.g.,
destinations and scholarships). This is followed by a brief overview of IECHE, which is the largest higher-education
event in Saudi Arabia. Second section includes explanation on this study’s dataset and the analysis method used to
analyze respondent answers about their visions of studying abroad and the information needed before doing so.
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Finally, this paper discusses these visions and the factors that may prevent students from studying in Japan.
2. International Student Mobility and Related Trends in Saudi Arabia
2.1 International Mobility Among Saudi Students
Most Saudi students who study abroad do so in the United States or EU countries. Well over 100,000 Saudi students
studied in the United States in both the 2014/2015 and 2015/2016 school years (Figure 1). The ministry suddenly
stopped counting international students according to their specific countries, instead using regional numbers (i.e.,
those from all Arab or East Asian countries). It can be assumed that the index labeled “East Asian Countries”
contains those in Southeast Asia, South Asia, East Asia, and Oceania because the total number of international
students exceeds 10,000, which is similar to the total achieved when counting students studying in those regions.
When those who attended EU schools are added, over 80% of the total either studied there or in the United States.
Prior to 2014/2015, the ministry provided international student numbers according to specific country, thus able to
determine how many students had chosen to study in Canada. However, the index labeled “United States” now
probably includes Canada; this assumption is based on the total number. Notably, a 2018 diplomatic feud between
Saudi Arabia and Canada prompted Saudi Arabia to instruct all Saudi students to leave Canada by the end of August
of that year (Business Insider, August 26 2018). In addition, the country does not seem to send new students to
Canada at this time and also no Canadian universities participated in IECHE 2019.
More than 70% of all Saudi international students have received government-sanctioned scholarships from The King
Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP) over the last decade (excluding the 2007/2008 school year) (MHEKSA,
2019). The number of students receiving the KASP has increased tenfold over this period (it should also be noted
that the number of self-sponsored students has increased eightfold).

Figure 1. Number of Saudi international students by region
Source: The Ministry of Education, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
Based on data from 2011, Smith and Abdulrahmanm found that approximately 85% of Saudi students studying at
international universities were funded by the KASP. The money was used to cover travel expenses, tuition, and living
costs for these students as well as the needs of their accompanying family members (e.g., wives/husbands and/or
children). Popular destinations for students leaving the Middle Eastern region include the United States, United
Kingdom, Canada, and Australia, while Egypt and Jordan are popular countries for those choosing to study in
neighboring states (Smith & Abdurlahman, 2013).
The KASP is administrated by The Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission in each respective destination country. While the
KASP provides many opportunities for Saudi students who are studying abroad, there are various restrictions. Some
studies (Perna et al., 2014; Yakaboski, Perez-Velez & Almutairi, 2017) have found that the Saudi government strictly
evaluates the degree types and faculties chosen by these students. Students wishing to study in Japan must choose
from 200 approved universities that are available on an official government list. The KASP also requires students to
study the predominant language in their country of choice. Thus, students who select the United States, United
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Kingdom, or Asian countries such as Singapore and India must study in English. Although the KASP involves
restrictions, it still provides many opportunities for Saudi students who seek educations abroad.
While most Saudi international students seek to study in the United States or EU countries, the number of those
choosing Japan notably increased since 2008/2009. In academic year 2008/2009, there were only 153 Saudi students
in Japan and then it reached nearly 750 students in year 2013/2014 (MHEKSA, 2019). This increase in number
suggests, despite the language barrier, Japan is gradually recognized in the study abroad market in Saudi Arabia.
2.2 Overview of the International Exhibition and Conference on Higher Education (IECHE)
The International Exhibition and Conference on Higher Education (IECHE) is the largest convention for higher
education in Saudi Arabia. With some exceptions, it has been held annually since 2010. There is a new theme each
year; this year, the government used “Transforming Saudi Universities in an Era of Change.” Past themes included
“The First Conference” (2010), “Leading Worlds’ Universities System” (2011), “Leading World Teaching University”
(2012), “Social Mission of the Universities” (2013), “Innovation in the Higher Education” (2014), “University of the
21st Century” (2015), and “Saudi Universities and 2030 Vision-Knowledge is Oil of the Future” (2017) (IECHE
Daily Bulletin Issue 1: 13). The event was cancelled in 2016 and 2018. While not specifically stated, this was likely
due to political instability. As far as we can see from the themes, Saudi government has strong motivation to play
core role for leading the higher education in the world.
The IECHE official daily bulletin stated that there were 372 exhibitors, 300 international universities and other
higher-education institutions, 72 local Saudi universities and other educational institutions, and 29 countries
represented in 2019 (IECHE Daily Bulletin Issue 2: 11). This was nearly the same size as the 2017 event. Among
those participating were 83 institutions from the United States (the largest representation this year), 75 from the
United Kingdom, 26 from Australia, and 11 from France. The Saudi government also invited a number of institutions
from Asian countries, including Malaysia (7), Korea (6), Japan (6), China (4), Singapore (2), and the Philippines (1).
Exhibitors catered to university and high school students who were interested in studying abroad. These students
typically looked for information on universities both inside and outside Saudi Arabia.
The United States, United Kingdom, and Australia were the most prominent participants. This reflected the interests
of international outbound students in Saudi Arabia. The United States is still the most popular destination for Saudi
international students, with many being automatically selected and sent there by The Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission
(Note 1). However, many institutional representatives from the United States still visited IECHE 2019 to recruit
Saudi students.
As discussed in previous section, only about one-ninth the amount of Saudi students studying in the United States
choose Asian countries (half the number choosing the United Kingdom). Here, Japan is very popular. It can thus be
said that Japan is becoming an increasingly important destination. This study therefore clarified and analyzed the
type of information needed by students at the event who were considering Japan. While IECHE is a very large event
authorized by the Saudi Kingdom, all visitors were registered and identified. Visitors to the Japanese university booth
were thus considered appropriate respondents.
3. Data Collection and Analysis
3.1 Overview of Respondents
The author conducted an online survey over a four-day period (April 10-13 of 2019). IECHE 2019 was held at
Riyadh. While the total number of participants was not reported, there were approximately 142,000 in 2017 (a record
at that time). Visitors were asked to access the questionnaire by using a website link and proceeded to answer the
questions. Of the total 584 respondents, 68% (n=398) were male and 32% (n=186) were female.
Most respondents were Saudi citizens (63% (n=370)). This was followed by those from Middle Eastern countries
(25% (n=144)), Asia Pacific (6% (n=37)), African countries (4% (n=22)), and Europe and North America (2%
(n=11)). There were 536 total visitors from the Middle East and Africa (including Saudi Arabia), thus comprising
more than 90% of the total. Syrian and Jordanian citizens comprised most of those from the Middle East. Those from
African countries were either Egyptian or Sudanese. Students including both university and high school were the
biggest affiliation of the respondent (n=400). Respondents from Asia Pacific and Europe and North America were
student-parents working in Saudi Arabia; their children were either born in Saudi Arabia or one of those countries.
A total of 99% (n=579) of all respondents were interested in studying in Japan, while 1 % (n=5) were not. Visitors
who answered “No” to this item also classified their jobs as “Others”; some said they were agents who worked to
send students to foreign countries, and thus were not personally interested in studying in Japan.
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The questionnaire divided study-abroad programs into several categories (i.e., Master and Ph.D., Undergraduate
Degree, Other, Short Term Program (e.g., Summer Course), and Short Term Exchange (up to 1 year)). Respondents
were asked to choose one program they were interested in the most. Degree programs (including Master and Ph.D.
and undergraduate level programs) were the most popular (85% (n=501)). Respondents who answered “Others” did
not clarify or mention a specific preference, while those interested in short term programs/exchanges only
represented 5.7% (n= 33). Degree programs were thus statistically the most popular. This also reflected some of the
narratives provided by parents of Saudi high school students, as follows:
“We want to send [our] son abroad to provide him a good education in a good environment and
want him to obtain a Master’s and Ph.D.” (Note 2)
A Sudanese student who was born in Saudi Arabia and lived in Riyadh also stated interest in a degree program, as
follows:
“If I could get Master’s or Ph.D. abroad I think I can get good job here or in another country.”
(Note 3)
The last questionnaire item “What type of information is the most important if you are going to study in Japan?” was
asked to determine what information respondents valued when considering studying in Japan or what they were most
concerned about in regard. The most frequent answer was “information on research facilities” (nearly 50% of the
total (n=259)). One of the university students who answered the questionnaire added that he had no idea what
Japanese universities were like because none of his friends were studying in Japan or wanted to go there for study; he
thus wanted to know more about Japanese research facilities and laboratory equipment (Note 4). Another respondent
wanted to know whether she could get Japanese language support while studying in Japan (Note 5). The second most
frequent responses indicated that students wanted information about admissions and requirements. In addition, the
Japanese academic calendar usually starts in April and ends in March. Respondents who were studying in Saudi
Arabia (both Saudi and other citizens) were not used to this. Most verbal responses to questions about admissions
and requirements were about the timing or suitable months to send applications and the type of certificates required
when applying. One respondent who was studying at an international high school stated the following:
“I am studying under the same curriculum used in the United States. What are the entrance
examination requirements? Is my high school certificate accepted? I want to know about the
admissions process in Japan because all I know about is the system in the United States.”
(Note 6)
Information on scholarship, daily life in Japan and the way to find supervisor in Japan seem not popular and
necessary among the respondents.
The descriptive statistics indicated that degree programs were much more popular than short-term programs;
respondents believed that the two most important factors when thinking about studying in Japan were university
research facilities and admission requirements. Figure 2 shows descriptive statistics value based on survey data.

Figure 2. Descriptive statistics value
Source: Made by the author based on survey data
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3.2 Analysis
This section discusses program interest and the most important information students believe they need when studying
in Japan. First, degree programs (both undergraduate and post-graduate) are much more popular than others. The
next step in this analysis was cross tabulation. Specifically, several tabulations were implemented to determine
mutual relationships between factors. First the relationship between occupation and program is considered. The result
is visualized in Figure 3. The evidence clearly indicated that university students were more interested in graduate
programs, while high school students were more interested in undergraduate programs. Answers from respondents
working at universities in MENA countries and those identifying as study-abroad agents (categorized as other) were
generally unbiased. These respondents showed interest in each program even though student respondents did not
want information on short-term programs.

Figure 3. Cross-tabulation results (occupation and program)
Source: Made by the author based on survey data
These factors were also analyzed statistically. That is, responses from those who were interested in degree programs
were submitted to a logistic regression model. Dependent variables consisted of respondents who were interested in
degree programs (both undergraduate degrees and Master and Ph.D. programs). The model was intended to clarify
which respondents were interested in degree programs as well as the determining factors for choosing specific
program types.
Results indicated that university students, high school students, and student parents were interested in degree
programs over other types (statistically highly significant). In other words, these respondents were more likely to
have interest in formal degree programs (Figure 4).

Figure 4. Determining factors for interest levels in certain degree programs and the marginal effect
Source: Made by the author based on survey data
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The second most important factor was the type of information needed when studying in Japan. As discussed in
previous section, information on research facilities (laboratory environments and admissions and requirements) were
regarded as highly important. Another cross-tabulation results visualized in Figure 4 indicate that Saudi respondents
regarded research facilities and Japanese university environments as the most important issues, while information on
scholarships, daily life in Japan, and matching with a supervisor were much less important. Respondents from
African countries tended to think that information about scholarships and Japanese research facilities was most
important.
When processing the statistical data, the dependent variables were prepared in the following manner: Answers were
recoded as 1) Scholarship, 2) Information on research facilities, 3) Admissions and requirements, and 4) Others. The
independent variables consisted of the following dummy variables: Degree Program (respondents who selected the
answer “Master and Ph.D. program” or “Undergraduate degree”), University Student, Working at MENA University,
Saudi Arabian, African Countries, and Sex. A multinomial logit model regression was then implemented to clarify
which factors (independent variables) were affected when respondents chose the information they believed was most
important (dependent variables). The results are shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Cross-tabulation results (nationality and most important information)
Source: Made by the author based on survey data

Figure 6. Determining factors for what information was needed by whom (reference category: other)
Source: Made by the author based on survey data
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The result of multinomial logit model regression (Figure 6) shows that Scholarships had positive values for African
Countries and Degree Program, hence respondents from African countries and those interested in degree programs
were more likely to regard scholarship information as the most important type. Research facilities had positive values
for Degree Program and University Student. Respondents who were university students and interested in degree
programs tended to think information about research facilities was the most important type. However, respondents
working at MENA universities were less likely to place importance on this information. Information on admissions
and requirements reflected similar results. The Degree Program variable was positive, while working at a MENA
university was negative. Those interested in degree programs placed substantial importance on information about
admissions and requirements.
4. Conclusion
This study examined both descriptive statistics and used a regression model on its survey data. Results revealed the
fact of how visitors envisioned studying abroad in Japan and what information they needed when considering doing
so. An overview of the descriptive statistics from the survey data analysis indicated that respondents had extremely
high expectations about studying in Japan. Respondents specifically showed great interest in degree programs (both
undergraduate and post-graduate), thus highlighting the emphasis placed on obtaining a degree if choosing to study
abroad.
However, the regression analysis indicated that even those with great interest in studying in Japan only required very
basic information. Those interested in degree programs wanted information on laboratory environments, curricula,
research facilities, and admissions and requirements. This indicates a superficial level of interest about studying in
Japan. These respondents had not reached a level of interest in which they required detailed information. Studying
abroad in the context of Saudi Arabia is likely similar to how studying abroad is viewed in the United States and EU
countries. However, an increasing number of students are choosing to study abroad in Japan, thus indicating the
prospect of future developments in this area.
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Notes
Note 1. Personal correspondence with an international recruiter from a university in the United States on April 9,
2019.
Note 2. Retrieved from personal correspondence on April 12, 2019.
Note 3. Interview with a Sudanese student while he was answering the survey on April 10, 2019.
Note 4. Personal correspondence with a Saudi university student while he answering the questionnaire on April 10,
2019.
Note 5. Personal correspondence with a high school student during her visit to the booth on April 13, 2019.
Note 6. Interview with an international high school student during his visit to the booth on April 11, 2019.
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