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Abstract 

As higher education continues to expand, there are concerns that equal opportunities in higher 

education are threatened by the heavy financial burdens of funding a college education for students 

who find it difficult to enter or continue university studies. Many countries continue to improve and 

enhance their financial aid policies. However, students sometimes need clarification on how to use 

financial aid. At the same time, it remains unclear to policymakers how students spend their university 

life, what kind of aspirations they have after graduation, and what factors influence each other. This 

paper focuses on these points and examines the actual situation of student life, studies and financial 

aid usage in China based on a web-based survey conducted at an average national university in 2018. 

The main findings from the simple tabulation of the data are as follows. First, many students attend 

college because of high educational expectations. Students in low-income brackets are highly 

concerned about the cost and availability of financial aid when deciding whether to attend university. 

Second, relatively study-centered university life is a characteristic of Chinese university students. In 

addition, the survey confirmed that disparities in household income groups made a difference in 

student income and expenditures and that financial aid programs are widely used. Third, many 

students wished to go on to graduate school, and there were differences in postgraduation career 

choices by grades and household income group. 
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0. Introduction 

With the popularization and universalization of tertiary degrees, how to bear the cost of tuition is one 

of the most critical issues in higher education. In the face of tightening government finances that make 

it difficult to increase spending on education, many countries are choosing financial aid policies, such 

as the expansion of student loans, to alleviate the heavy burden of tuition on family budgets (Johnstone 

1986, 2010; Kaneko 1987). Even in East Asian countries such as Japan and China, which have long been 

said to be particularly wary of debt, the number of students using student loans is rapidly increasing 

(Kobayashi 2009; Shen 2008). However, it is not necessarily apparent in Japan or China to what extent 

taking on loan risks to go to college will affect student outcomes and contribute to equal educational 

opportunities, given the uncertain outlook for the economy and the job market. From this perspective, 

we conducted a comparative study to clarify the basic characteristics and relative features of financial 

aid policy in Japan and China, which both face common challenges of tightening public finances, 

increasing student loan arrears, and increasing need for reform of their financial aid systems to suit 

their national circumstances. Discussions of only one country cannot clarify the student loan situation 

and there is a need to examine the current situation empirically (Wang 2016). This paper uses a web-

based questionnaire survey conducted at a local university in China in 2018 to understand the actual 

situation of students' lives, studies, and financial aid usage. This paper presents the results as basic 

information for comparison with Japan. 

 

1. Survey Overview 

1-1 Survey Method 

This survey was conducted in March 2018 with the cooperation of a national university in Hebei 

Province, China, using their online survey system and targeting all four-year college students 

(approximately 25,000 students were enrolled as of December 2017). There were 6,930 valid 

responses for a collection rate of 27.7%. 

Hebei Province is located in the plains of central China and mainly engages in agricultural 

production. In 2016, Hebei's total GDP and GDP per capita ranked 10th and 19th, respectively, among 

the 31 provinces, making the province equivalent to the national average. The university, which is the 

subject of this survey, is a national university under the provincial government's jurisdiction and is 

comprehensive, with more than 20 areas of research. Many of the students enrolled in the university 

are from Hebei Province and rural areas, making it the most typical of the local universities that play a 

leading role in the development of higher education in China. 

1-2 Basic Attributes of Respondents 
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Table 1 shows the distribution of the basic attributes of the respondents. First, 30.0% were 

male, and 70.0% were female, with a large number of women in the survey sample. In terms of 

household registration, 61.3% of the total respondents were from rural households, and 38.7% were 

from urban households; many of the students were from rural areas. Most respondents were first- and 

second-year students, accounting for 34.6% and 33.6% of the total, respectively; third-year students 

accounted for 22.5% of the total, and fourth-year students accounted for 9.2%. Humanities and social 

science students accounted for the largest share, with 43.0% of the total. This was followed by science 

and engineering students at 21.4%, medicine at 17.9%, and the arts at 16.0%. 

Table 1: Basic attributes of respondents 

 

Students with one sibling were the most numerous, with 51.9% of the total, although 

students from one-child households accounted for 33.9% of the total. The number of students with two 

or more siblings is small, accounting for only 5% of the total. In terms of the family income bracket, 

10.0% of students came from families that earned below 2000 yuan, and 18.9% came from families 

earning between 2000 and 3000 yuan; a total of approximately 30% is below the middle-income 

bracket. The middle-income families in income bracket III, from 3000 yuan to 5000 yuan, accounted 

for 23.4% of the total, and those in income bracket IV, from 5000 yuan to 8000 yuan, accounted for 

23.0% of the total. At the higher end of the family income scale, those in income bracket V, earning from 

8,000 to 20,000 yuan, accounted for 14.9% of the total, and the highest income group accounted for 

9.8% of the total. 

 

2. College Entrance 

2-1 Reasons for Entering College 

When asked in the survey why they chose to go to college, the highest percentage of 

Female 70.0 Humanities & Social Science 43.0
Male 30.0 Science & Engineering 21.4
（Total） (100.0) Medicine 17.9
Urban 38.7 Arts 16.0
Rural 61.3 Others 1.7
（Total） (100.0) （Total） (100.0)

No sibling 35.2 Ⅰincome bracket（less than 2000yuan） 10.0
One sibling 51.9 Ⅱincome bracket（2000～3000yuan） 18.9
Two or more siblings 13.0 Ⅲincome bracket（3000～5000yuan） 23.4
（Total） (100.0) Ⅳincome bracket（5000～8000yuan） 23.0
1st year 34.6 Ⅴincome bracket（8000～20000yuan） 14.9
2nd year 33.6 Ⅵincome bracket（more than 20000yuan） 9.8
3rd year 22.5 （Total） (100.0)
4th year 9.2
（Total） (100.0)

Family
Income
Groups

Department

Sex

Academic Year

Household
Registration

Siblings
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respondents answered, "For high academic qualifications," followed by, "Because I yearn for college 

life" and "Because going to college is the norm." Together, all three of these responses accounted for 

more than 90% of total respondents. A high percentage of respondents chose "Because it is difficult to 

find a job as a high school graduate," "Because my parents want me to go to university," and "Because I 

have a major, I want to study" as reasons for going to college, accounting for approximately 80% of all 

respondents. "Because my friends around me are going to university" was cited by 60% of all 

respondents. When disaggregated by gender (Figure 1), women were more likely than men to respond, 

"For high academic qualifications," "Because I yearn for college life," and "Because I have a major I want 

to study." Women have higher educational aspirations, a longing for college life, and a desire to attend 

college. 

On the other hand, males were more likely than females to answer, "Because it is difficult for 

high school graduates to find a job" and "Because my parents want me to go to college.” Males are more 

likely to consider employment opportunities and be influenced by their parents. There was no 

difference between males and females in the responses "because I have a major I want to study" and 

"because my friends around me are going to university." 

 

Note: The figure shows the sum of "applicable" and "somewhat applicable" responses. Figure 2 is similar. 

Figure 1: Reasons for College Enrollment by Gender 
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Figure 2: Reasons for College Enrollment by household income group 

Figure 2 shows the significant differences in the reasons for going to college by household 

income group. The higher income groups more frequently tended to give responses such as "because 

it is natural to go to college," "because I have a major, I want to study," and "because my friends around 

me are going to university." However, these responses were also relatively high in low-income group I. 

The low-income group was more likely to give "because my parents want me to go to university" as a 

reason for pursuing higher education. 

 

2-2 Important Factors in Choosing a University 

When asked what factors were important to them when choosing a university, the highest 

percentage cited "grades on national college entrance examination." The factors that followed in 

importance were, in order, "employment situation after graduation," "brand of the university," and 

"major of interest," all of which accounted for approximately 90% of the total responses. Approximately 
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80% of the respondents answered that "affordability," "financial aid," and "location of the university in 

a large city" were important factors. The factor "commutable from home" received fewer responses 

than the other factors. In other words, in addition to grades being the most important factor in selecting 

a university, the brand of the university, the major of interest, and the employment situation after 

graduation are also important. Compared to these factors, the respondents tend to weigh factors such 

as financial aid and the location of the university as less important and whether or not the university 

is commutable from home was deemed as less necessary. 

When these responses are tabulated by gender (Figure 3), women are more likely to place 

more importance on "grades on national college entrance examination," "employment status after 

graduation," "brand of the university," and "major of interest. Men place more importance on the 

"commutable from home" factor. There was no tendency for women to choose universities close to their 

homes. By household income group (Figure 4), lower-income groups tended to place more importance 

on economic factors such as "affordability" and "financial aid" when selecting a university (Figure 5). 

On the other hand, higher income groups place more importance on the "location of the university in a 

large city." Factors such as "employment status after graduation" are most important for low- and 

middle-income groups such as II and III. 

 

(Note: The figure shows the sum of total answers marked "important" and "fairly important.” Figure 4 is similar.) 

Figure 3: Factors that were important in choosing university by gender 
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Figure 4: Factors that were important in choosing university by household income group 

 

2-3 Status of Application for Student Loans Before Entering University 

In response to the question, "Did you consider applying for a student loan when you entered 

college?" the respondents were allowed to choose from four possible responses: "Did not consider," 

"Considered but did not apply," "Applied but was not accepted," and "Applied and was accepted." 
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Figure 5 tabulates responses by family income group, number of siblings, and household 

registration. First, by household income group, more low-income students used student loans before 

entering college. For example, 22.0% of students in low-income group I and 18.5% in low-income 

group II reported using student loans. In the higher income brackets, fewer students admitted using 

student loans. Students who "applied but were not selected" were more common in the low-income 

group, accounting for approximately 6% of the total in that bracket. The number of students who 

"considered" applying for a student loan but "did not apply" was higher in the low- and middle-income 

groups, accounting for approximately 50% of the total for both groups. On the other hand, students in 

higher income brackets were less likely to need student loans and less likely to have considered them. 

 

Figure 5: Application for and Use of Loans for College Admission 

More students from single-child families did not think about using a loan before entering 

college, accounting for 60% of all students who did not think about loans. On the other hand, more 

students in families with more children considered applying for a student loan, and a more significant 

percentage of those students used student loans to enter university. For example, 22.2% of students in 

families with two or more siblings indicated that they had used student loans to enter college. Students 

from rural households were more likely to apply for and use student loans than those from nonrural 
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households. 

 

2-4 Reasons for Not Applying for Student Loans 

When asked why they did not apply for a student loan before entering university (Figure 6), 

the most common response was "unpredictable future," representing 71.3% of the total respondents. 

This was followed by "part-time job is less of a psychological burden than a student loan," "complicated 

application procedures," and "insufficient information about student loans," all of which accounted for 

more than 60% of the total responses. In addition, "no need to apply" and "student loans will be a 

burden in the future" accounted for 50% of the total responses. In contrast to these responses, a small 

number of students cited that they "did not know that I could apply for student loans" as a reason, 

accounting for 37.0% of the total. 

When disaggregated by household income group (Figure 7), the results show that students 

in the lower-income groups were more likely to give the following reasons: "Part-time work is less of a 

psychological burden than a student loan," "Unpredictable future," "Student loans will be a burden in 

the future," and "Insufficient information about student loans." It is thought that low-income students 

are more likely to hesitate to use student loans due to the psychological burden of using them, 

uncertainty about the future, and lack of information. 

 

 

Figure 6: Reasons for not applying for student loans 
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(N.B.: The figure shows the sums of total answers for "agree" and "somewhat agree.”) 

Figure 7: Reasons for not applying for student loans by household income group 

 

3. Student Life in University 

In this section, we will examine the actual situation of student life at university, focusing on daily living 

hours, daily living expenses, and the usage of financial aid. 

3-1 Daily Living Time 

The survey asked respondents to indicate the average daily time spent on various activities 
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outside of the classroom. Figure 8 shows the distribution of the average time spent daily on multiple 

activities. The most common response to the question about study time outside of class was "more 

than 1 hour to 2 hours," accounting for 29.3% of the total. The next most frequent response was "1 

hour or less," accounting for 20.1% of the total. The answers "more than 2 hours to 3 hours" and "more 

than 3 hours to 5 hours" each accounted for approximately 15% of the total, while the answers "more 

than 5 hours to 7 hours" and "more than 7 hours" each accounted for approximately 10% of the total. 

In other words, approximately half of the students spend 2 hours or less per day studying outside of 

class, while the rest spend 2 hours or more. Very few students do not study outside of class. 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Average daily living time 

Regarding time spent on entertainment, 38% of all students answered that they spend "more 

than 1 to 2 hours" per day on average. When combined with the "1 hour or less" response (27.8%), 

approximately 70% of all students spend 2 hours or fewer a day on entertainment. Students who spend 

an average of 2 hours or more per day on entertainment together account for approximately 30% of 

the total. 

Students who do not spend time in social activities account for 13% of the total. Of the 

students who engage in social activities, those who spend one hour or less per day are the most 

numerous, accounting for 54.3% of the total. This is followed by "more than 1 to 2 hours" (23.4%) and 

"more than 2 hours" (9.3%), in that order, with fewer respondents. 

Regarding part-time jobs, 59.6% of students indicated that they do not spend much time at 

their part-time jobs. Even if they do work part time, 18.5% of all students do part-time jobs for "less 

than one hour," and 13.1% and 8.9% of all students do part-time jobs for "more than one hour to two 

hours" and "more than two hours,” respectively, as the most common responses. 
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3-2 Daily Income and Expenses 

Expenditures 

 Figures 9 and 10 show the results of a breakdown of common daily expenditures, including 

monthly costs for food, study, entertainment, and other expenses, aggregated by household income 

group. 

 

Figure 9: Monthly costs for food 

 

Figure 10: Monthly costs for study, entertainment, and other expenses 

 The higher the household income group, the more that students spent on food. For example, 

38.6% of respondents in the low-income group I chose “400 yuan or less” for their monthly food 



13 
 

 

expenses, while only approximately 10% of respondents in high-income groups V and VI chose this 

option. On the other hand, the response for "800 yuan or more," a large expenditure for food, was less 

than 10% for both low-income groups I and II but reached approximately 30% for both high-income 

groups V and VI. The differences in household income brackets brought about a disparity in spending 

on daily food costs at the university. 

Spending on study, entertainment, and other activities also tended to vary by household 

income group. For example, the proportion of respondents in the low-income group who spend less 

than 50 yuan on study is higher. In comparison, the proportion of respondents in the high-income 

group who spend less than 50 yuan on such expenses is smaller. The same trend was observed for costs 

of both entertainment and other activities. The financial situation of the households made a difference 

in the students' monthly budgeting. 

 

Income 

Regarding monthly sources of income, the survey questionnaire asked about "money sent 

from parents," "assistance from relatives," and "part-time job income." Figures 11, 12, and 13 show the 

respective incomes disaggregated by household income group. 

First, regarding income from parents (Figure 11), more respondents in the low-income group 

received "less than 500 yuan" per month, which is a small amount. For example, in low-income group 

I, 38.2% of all respondents receive "500 yuan or less" per month from their parents, a higher 

percentage than in other income groups. In contrast, those parents who send more money, "more than 

1,100 yuan to 1,500 yuan" and "more than 1,500 yuan" per month, together account for approximately 

60% of all respondents in high-income groups V and VI but not even 10% of all respondents in low-

income groups I and II, respectively. 

Next, regarding assistance from relatives (Figure 12), over 80% of all students across all 

income groups still need family help. When students received assistance from relatives, they were more 

likely to receive assistance if they were in the high-income group and a higher percentage also received 

help in low-income group I. 

Regarding part-time job income (Figure 13), the higher the income group, the higher the 

percentage of students who do not work a part-time job. In the lower-income groups, more than half 

of all students earn income from a part-time job, and the percentage of students who earn a higher 

income from a part-time job is also higher. 
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Figure 11: 1Income from parents 

 

Figure 12: Income from relatives 

 

Figure 13: Income from part-time jobs 

 

3-3 Usage of Financial Aid 

The survey asked about the usage of major financial aid programs in China. The financial aid 
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programs were divided by the characteristics of each type of financial aid into merit-based scholarships 

(National Scholarship, National Encouragement Scholarship), need-based scholarships (National 

Grant, Poverty Grant), and student loans (National Student Loan, Student Origin Based Loans, Other 

Student Loans) and further classified by combined usage, as shown in Figure 14. Students who do not 

use financial aid while in school account for 57% of all students. The remaining 43% of students receive 

some form of financial aid. Specifically, 5% of all students receive only merit-based scholarships, 16% 

receive only need-based scholarships, and 3% use only student loans. Among those who rely on only 

one type of financial aid, the number of users of scholarships is higher than that of loans, especially 

among users of need-based scholarships. On the other hand, the largest number of students, 19%, use 

multiple types of financial aid in combination. Most combined uses included students receiving both 

types of need-based scholarships or receiving both need-based scholarships and student loans 

together. 

 

Figure 14: Usage of financial aid 

Looking at the usage of financial aid by college year, Figure 15 shows that students with 

higher grades are more likely to use financial aid, while students with lower grades are more likely to 

report "no use" of any financial aid. In addition, more students with higher grades received merit-based 

scholarships or a combination, while a larger percentage of students with lower grades received 

student loans. By household income group, compared with nearly 80% of students in the high-income 

group who did not use financial aid, only approximately 30% of students in the low-income group did 

not use financial aid, indicating that students in the low-income group were more likely to receive some 

form of financial aid. Furthermore, there were differences in the usage of financial aid by household 

income group. For example, a higher percentage of students from higher income brackets received 

merit-based scholarships. On the other hand, among students who receive need-based scholarships, 

the percentage of students from lower-income groups is relatively high. Student loans, as well as loans 
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earmarked for students from low-income groups, are more likely to be used. In particular, low-income 

students have the highest percentage of students who receive need-based scholarships and students 

who use loans in combination with need-based scholarships. 

 

Figure 15: Usage of financial aid by attributes 

 

3-4 Opinions on Financial Aid 

In China, financial aid policies constantly need improvement and enhancement. The survey 

questionnaire asked students what they thought about the current financial aid policy. Figure 16 

summarizes the opinions on financial aid and cost burdens from statements with the highest 

agreement to the lowest agreement. The most agreed upon response was "I hope there is more effort 

to strengthen financial aid," with 90% of all students responding affirmatively (sum of "agree" and 

"somewhat agree"). Many students desire further enhancement of financial support. In China, 

individual credit information systems are gradually being developed, and information related to the 

payment of student loans is also included in the individual credit rating system, increasing the 

awareness and importance placed on personal financial credit. In the survey, 85.2% of all students 

responded affirmatively to the item "delinquent payments of student loans affect individual credit," 

indicating that awareness of the individual credit rating system and understanding of its relationship 

to student loan repayment is growing among students. However, 73.0% of students agreed that "there 
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is not enough information on financial aid," indicating that many students are seeking more 

information. For other opinions, in the items related to the interest rate and loan amount, 83.8% of 

students answered that they would like to see the interest rate of student loans lowered, and 72.4% of 

students responded that they would like to see the maximum loan amount raised. Furthermore, 72.8% 

and 66.9% of students agreed with the items "tuition fees are too high" and "there is too much financial 

pressure related to college life," respectively. In other words, while many students are becoming more 

aware and understanding of current financial aid policies, many students feel that the cost burden is 

too heavy, and many are seeking further enhancement of financial aid. 

When opinions on financial aid and cost burdens were tabulated by household income group 

(Figure 17), differences were observed, except for the item "the maximum loan amount needs to be 

raised." For each of these opinions, the lower the income group, the more likely they were to agree. In 

other words, students in lower-income brackets were more likely to want more financial aid and lower 

interest rates on student loans. More of these students tended to lack information about financial aid 

and faced heavy cost burdens and financial pressures. 

 

 

Figure 16: Opinions on financial aid and cost burdens 
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(N.B.: The figure shows the sum of the percentage of respondents who replied "agree" and "somewhat agree.”) 

Figure 17: Opinions on financial aid and cost burdens by household income group 

 

3-5 Evaluation of Student Life 

The survey questionnaire asked about students' evaluations of their college life in the 

following categories: "High financial pressure," "Feeling inferior to others due to financial difficulties," 

"Heavy academic burden," "The classes are difficult to follow," "Satisfied with university education," 

"Employment prospects after college graduation are not good," and "I feel anxious about my future." 

Figure 18 summarizes some of these evaluations by household income group. The results show that 
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students in the lower-income brackets gave higher ratings to the items "high financial pressure," "heavy 

academic burden," "the classes are difficult to follow," and "feeling inferior to others due to financial 

difficulties." Students from low-income groups face greater challenges in terms of finances and 

academics. The items "employment prospects after college graduation are not good" and "I feel anxious 

about my future" were rated relatively high by the low- and middle-income students. Low- and middle-

income students also gave high marks to the item "satisfied with university education." 

 

 

(N.B.: The figure shows the sum of the percentage of respondents who replied "agree" and "somewhat agree.”) 

Figure 18: Evaluation of college life by household income group 
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4. Career Aspirations After Graduation 

Students were asked about their career aspirations after graduation using the options 

"employment," "continue to graduate school," "study abroad," "have not decided yet," and "others." As 

shown in Figure 19, more female students than male students wish to continue to graduate school, and 

fewer wish to find a job. By college grades, a higher percentage of students with higher grades desired 

to go on to graduate school, while more students with lower grades desired to find a job. By household 

income group, approximately 40% of students in the low-income group indicated that they would like 

to be employed, while the percentage of students in the high-income group who similarly agreed was 

less than 30%. The higher the income bracket, the more likely students are to wish to enter graduate 

school or study abroad. However, even in the low-income bracket, approximately 50% of the students 

indicated that they would like to go on to graduate school, confirming that many students in China tend 

to be more likely to go to graduate school after graduating from a four-year university. 

 

 

Figure 19: Career aspirations after college 

Respondents were asked about their desired place of work after graduation, with the options 

of "government organization," "state-owned enterprise," "general company," "self-employed," 

"nonprofit organization," "foreign-affiliated company," and "other." The results, disaggregated by 

gender, college grades, and household income group, are shown in Figure 20. First, there was no 

significant difference between male and female respondents who listed "government organization" as 

their desired workplace. However, more men than women cited state-owned enterprises and self-
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employment, and more women than men cited general companies and foreign-affiliated companies. 

When broken down by grades, a certain percentage of students in all grades selected government 

institutions, while those with higher grades preferred state-owned enterprises and foreign-affiliated 

companies. In contrast, many students in the lower grades prefer to be self-employed or others. By 

household income group, a certain percentage of students in all income groups answered that they 

wanted to work for the government. However, in the low-income group, the desire to work in state-

owned enterprises and general companies is more common. On the other hand, a higher percentage of 

students in the higher income brackets cited self-employment and foreign-owned companies as their 

preferred places to work. In other words, as far as the simple tabulation is concerned, it is confirmed 

that a certain percentage of students in all groups, regardless of their attributes, prefer "government 

agencies" as their desired place to work after graduation. Students from low-income groups chose 

stable employment, such as state-owned enterprises and general companies. In contrast, students with 

high grades and students from high-income groups tended to choose foreign-affiliated companies, and 

students from high-income groups and  those with low grade tended to choose self-employment. 

 

 

Figure 20: Desired place of work after graduation 

 

5. Summary 

This paper uses data from a survey conducted at a local university in China to examine the 
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reality of university life, focusing on three points in time (before, during, and after graduation). The 

main findings from the simple tabulation are as follows. 

First, many students chose to go to college because of their high educational expectations, 

but there were differences in the reasons for going to college by household income group. Parents in 

lower-income groups have stronger aspirations for their children to go on to higher education. While 

entrance exam scores were cited as the most important factor in selecting the university, we confirmed 

that other factors, especially for students in low-income brackets, were most important in terms of the 

cost burden and the availability of financial aid. In addition, although many students who use student 

loans to enter college come from families with financial difficulties, we could also confirm that some 

students do not dare to use student loans for reasons such as anxiety about the future and the 

psychological burden. 

Second, during their daily college life, students spend comparatively more time studying 

outside class and less time on entertainment, social activities, and part-time jobs. Relatively study-

centered university life is a characteristic of Chinese university students. In addition, it is confirmed 

that disparities in household income groups make a difference in students' income and expenditures, 

and financial aid programs are widely used. However, we also confirmed that there is strong student 

demand for further enhancement of current financial aid policies. 

Third, regarding career aspirations after graduation, we found that many students wished to 

go on to graduate school and that there were differences in postgraduation career choices by grades 

and household income group. In addition, we also observed trends by grades and family income group 

in the desired workplace. 

This paper has provided explanations based on the basic tabulation of the survey data. A 

detailed study will be carried out in the future, including the relationships among variables and a 

comparison with the situation in Japan. 
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