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INTRODUCTION

The pursuit of international education has become a significant trend in higher education,
driven by globalization and the proliferation of online media (Trelfa et al., 2024; King & Sondhi,
2018). Despite this trend, female students in Bangladesh encounter socio-cultural barriers that
restrict their mobility, and research on their aspirations remains limited. This lack of access
perpetuates gender inequality in international education. While globalization increases demand
for cross-border education, social norms in developing countries such as Bangladesh often
constrain women's mobility. According to UNESCO (2024), more than six million international
students are recorded globally, with the majority originating from Asia. Fakunle (2021) identifies
push factors, including educational quality and employment opportunities. In the Bangladeshi
context, Khatun et al. (2024) found that graduates place a high value on foreign degrees, and
Alamgir (2023) reported a threefold increase in the number of students studying abroad over the
past 15 years. BANBEIS (2023) documents rising female participation in higher education;
however, their aspirations to study abroad remain insufficiently explored. This gap in the
literature on Bangladeshi female students' aspirations for international study constitutes a critical
research need.

Extensive research has examined student migration for higher education, typically
categorizing it into three primary streams. First, the motivations of South Asian students to
migrate are shaped by factors such as educational quality, university reputation, career prospects,
economic stability, and aspirations for social mobility and professional advancement (Tamang &
Shrestha, 2021; Kharel, 2022; Aryal et al., 2024; Granato et al., 2024). Second, social and familial
networks reinforce aspirations to study abroad, while gender dynamics influence students' career
orientations, concerns for personal safety, and international educational mobility (Mulvaney,
2017; Kolbel, 2020; Skariah & Sivarenjini, 2024; Kabir, 2021; Rajan et al., 2024). Third, Bangladeshi
student migration is shaped by push-pull factors, including weak governance, political instability,
educational limitations, and the appeal of high-quality education and global opportunities (Zaman
et al., 2024; Rashid, 2024; Baral et al., 2024; Rahim, 2025). Despite this body of research, a notable
gap remains regarding the aspirations of female students in Bangladesh. This study addresses this
gap by investigating their motivations and the distinctive socio-cultural and economic factors that
influence their decision to pursue education abroad.

The objective of this study is to identify and analyze the factors influencing Bangladeshi
female students’ decisions to pursue higher education abroad, thereby contributing to the
broader discourse on gender, education, and international mobility in Bangladesh. The research
aims to inform reforms in institutional support systems and policy frameworks. The study
addresses the following research questions: (1) What are the primary motivations for Bangladeshi
female students to study abroad? (2) In what ways do cultural and social norms shape their
aspirations? Theoretically, this research advances the literature on gender, educational mobility,
and push-pull migration theory as it pertains to Bangladeshi female students. Practically, the
findings provide a foundation for developing higher education policies, enhancing institutional
support, and formulating university strategies to improve access, equity, and preparedness for
overseas study among female students.

This study contends that Bangladeshi female students' decisions to pursue higher education
abroad are primarily shaped by systemic pressures in their home country, rather than solely by
the appeal of global education. The data demonstrate that the principal push factors are
structural, encompassing limited educational opportunities, social constraints, economic
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challenges, political instability, and highly competitive admissions processes. In contrast, pull
factors such as high-quality education, diverse academic programs, international prestige of
degrees, career prospects, and supportive environments serve as catalysts rather than
fundamental causes. Consequently, the international aspirations of Bangladeshi female students
can be understood as a rational response to the domestic system's failure to provide equitable
and secure access to higher education. This analysis underscores the necessity for policies that
address both outward mobility and the underlying structural inequalities within Bangladesh.

METHOD

Research Approach

This study uses a quantitative cross-sectional design, measuring dependent and
independent variables at one point in time (Pérez-Guerrero et al., 2024; Connolly et al., 2024).
This approach helps describe the population and answer two main research questions: what
motivates female students in Bangladesh to study abroad, and how cultural and social norms
affect their aspirations? The cross-sectional design was chosen because it provides a snapshot of
aspirations at a single point in time, allowing identification of links between socio-cultural factors
and the decision to study abroad. This method allows the researcher to measure both internal
motivations, such as career goals and educational quality, and external pressures, such as gender
norms and family expectations, that influence female students' aspirations.

Data Collection

Data were collected from both primary and secondary sources to support the identification
of key motivations and the influence of cultural and social norms (Kelly et al., 2024; Cascini et al.,
2024). Primary data were obtained through a structured questionnaire administered to 200
female students from the University of Dhaka (DU) and Pabna University of Science and
Technology (PUST), specifically exploring personal reasons (e.g., career, global access) and socio-
cultural barriers (e.g., stigma, family permission). Secondary data were derived from journal
articles, news reports, and websites to enrich the context regarding gender dynamics in
Bangladesh and international education trends. This combination ensures that findings on
motivations and the influence of norms are not merely descriptive but also grounded in
contextual evidence.

Sampling and Distribution

A non-probability convenience sampling method was used because of limited access
(Ahmed, 2024). The survey was shared through student groups, email, and social media. While
this sample is not statistically representative, it successfully reached female students who are
active online and have internet access, which matches the group interested in studying abroad.
The two research questions can still be meaningfully answered.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics 20 to examine main motivations, such as how
many students mentioned educational quality or career opportunities, and to examine the impact
of cultural and social norms, including barriers from family or society. The results are shown in
tables, bar charts, and pie charts to make the distribution of responses clear. De Pilli et al. (2024)
note that this kind of descriptive analysis helps researchers see main patterns, such as whether
internal motivations are stronger than outside social pressures. Showing the data visually helps
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readers understand the complex aspirations of Bangladeshi female students in a clear and
organized way.

RESULT AND DISCUSSION
Result
Demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of respondents

The overview of the research respondents' profile reveals variations in characteristics based
on university affiliation, age, educational level, and economic status. The composition of
participants demonstrates a diverse distribution across respondent groups, thereby providing a
clearer understanding of the research sample's background. These data are important for
systematically describing the demographic context to support further analysis.

Table 1
Demographic and Socioeconomic Characteristics of Respondents
University Frequency Percent (%)
University of Dhaka 100 50.0
Pabna University of Science and Technology 100 50.0
Total 200 100.0
Age Frequency Percent (%)
18-20 10 5.0
21-23 117 58.5
24-26 73 36.5
Total 200 100.0
Educational Level Frequency Percent (%)
Honors 1% Year 10 5.0
Honors 2" Year 43 21.5
Honors 3™ Year 45 22.5
Honors 4t Year 59 29.5
Masters 43 215
Total 200 100.0

Source: Fieldwork (2025).

Table 1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of the 200 female student
respondents, with equal representation from the University of Dhaka and Pabna University of
Science and Technology. The majority of participants were aged 21-23 years (58.5%), followed
by those aged 24-26 years (36.5%), and 18-20 years (5.0%). Fourth-year undergraduates
comprised the largest academic group (29.5%), followed by third-year undergraduates (22.5%)
and second-year undergraduates (21.5%). Additionally, 21.5% of respondents were enrolled in
master’s programs, and 5.0% were first-year undergraduates.

Willingness, perceived reputation, and choice of study programs abroad

The perceptions of female students regarding the quality and study programs offered by
foreign universities were examined. Data was collected to describe respondents' views on various
aspects of international education, including institutional reputation, academic quality, and the
influence of external conditions. An understanding of these perceptions is essential to provide a
more in-depth explanation of the dynamics of study-abroad aspirations among female students
in Bangladesh.
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Figure 1
Intention to Pursue Higher Education Abroad
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Figure 1 shows that students from the University of Dhaka (74.60%) and Pabna University
of Science and Technology (76.00%) demonstrate very strong aspirations to pursue higher
education abroad, indicating a widespread trend. The slightly higher interest among PUST
students may be attributed to more limited local opportunities; however, PUST students also
show a higher rejection rate (10.50%) than DU students (6.00%), suggesting the presence of
constraints, such as financial barriers. In contrast, DU students exhibit a higher level of indecision
(19.4% versus 13.5%), reflecting more careful consideration due to greater exposure to
information. The institutional context appears to influence students’ confidence and perceptions
of opportunities to study abroad.

Figure 2
Female Students’ Perceptions of the Quality and Study Programs at Foreign Universities
Perceptions of Higher Education Quality Interest in Available Study Programs
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Source: Fieldwork (2025).

Figure 2 demonstrates that three primary factors influence Bangladeshi female students’
decisions to pursue studies abroad: the reputation of international universities, perceptions of
local education quality, and political instability. University reputation emerges as the most
influential factor, with 90% of PUST students and 81% of DU students identifying it as significant,
suggesting that global academic standing is a central consideration. The greater agreement
among PUST students may reflect their view of foreign degrees as pathways to social mobility and
career advancement. Dissatisfaction with the quality of education in Bangladesh is also notable,
with 65% of PUST students and 53% of DU students expressing concern. Political instability is
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another significant motivator, cited by 85% of DU students and 78% of PUST students, as it
prompts the search for a more stable learning environment. Collectively, these academic,
professional, and socio-political factors drive the study-abroad aspirations of Bangladeshi female
students.

Self-development motivation and limited research opportunities

The motivation of Bangladeshi female students to pursue studies abroad is not solely
academic; it also encompasses aspects of personal development and independence. In addition,
perceptions of limited research opportunities within the country also shape their aspirations.
These two factors reflect both internal and external drivers that need to be understood in context,
given differences in access and experience across higher education institutions in Bangladesh.

Figure 3
Self-development and Independence as the Main Reasons for Studying Abroad
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Figure 3 indicates that both female students at the University of Dhaka (DU) (80%) and at
Pabna University of Science and Technology (PUST) (86%) strongly agree that personal
development and independence are the primary reasons for studying abroad. PUST students
demonstrate slightly higher agreement, suggesting a greater aspiration to leave their local
environment in pursuit of transformative experiences. Conversely, DU students exhibit a higher
proportion of neutral responses (17% vs. 9%), which may indicate consideration of additional
factors or access to similar opportunities in their domestic context. Disagreement remains low at
both institutions (3% at DU and 5% at PUST). These findings suggest that non-academic
motivations, including independence and personal growth, are widely recognized as significant
drivers for studying abroad, irrespective of institutional context.

The findings indicate that female students from both universities strongly agree that
personal development and independence are primary motivations for studying abroad. While
responses were generally consistent, students from Pabna University of Science and Technology
exhibited slightly higher aspirations, suggesting a stronger desire to leave their local environment
for transformative experiences. In contrast, students from the University of Dhaka reported a
higher proportion of neutral responses, which may reflect consideration of other factors or the
availability of comparable domestic opportunities. Disagreement was minimal at both
institutions. Consequently, non-academic motivations, such as independence and personal
growth, are widely recognized as significant drivers for studying abroad, regardless of institutional
context.
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Figure 4
Limited Research Opportunities Available in Bangladesh
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Figure 4 shows that most students at both universities agree that limited research
opportunities in Bangladesh motivate them to pursue studies abroad, with slightly higher
agreement at PUST (87%) than at DU (83%). This suggests that PUST students may encounter
more pronounced limitations in research facilities and supervision. The higher level of
disagreement at DU (9%) compared to PUST (2%) suggests that some DU students perceive local
research opportunities as inadequate, likely because they have access to superior research
projects at a more prestigious institution. The proportion of neutral responses remains relatively
balanced (8% at DU, 11% at PUST), implying that some students lack sufficient research
experience to form a definitive judgment. In summary, research limitations constitute a
significant motivating factor, especially for students from universities outside the primary
academic centers.

Based on the findings, limited domestic research opportunities are a primary factor
motivating students to study abroad; however, the strength of this perception varies by
institution. Female students from Pabna University of Science and Technology, which has fewer
resources, reported experiencing this pressure more acutely than their counterparts at the
University of Dhaka. Conversely, a greater proportion of DU students expressed disagreement,
suggesting that they perceive local research opportunities as relatively sufficient, likely due to the
university’s reputation and broader academic offerings. These results highlight structural
inequalities, demonstrating that perceptions of research limitations are shaped by institutional
context. Additionally, the presence of neutral responses implies that some students lack adequate
research experience to fully evaluate the issue. Therefore, relying solely on limited research
opportunities as a push factor is problematic, as it fails to account for disparities in university
quality and differences in female students’ awareness and academic exposure.

Factors of university reputation, politics, and local education in studying abroad

The aspirations of Bangladeshi female students to pursue studies abroad are not formed in
a vacuum. Various factors interact with one another, ranging from the attractiveness of global
academic reputation, evaluations of the quality of domestic education, to responses to national
political conditions. A deeper understanding of the relative weight of each of these factors is
important, as the institutional and geographical backgrounds of female students can significantly
shape how they perceive opportunities and barriers to international education.
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Figure 5
Factors Influencing Female Students for Studying Abroad
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Source: Fieldwork (2025).

Figure 5 demonstrates that international university reputation receives the highest level of
agreement among PUST female students (90%), surpassing DU (81%). This suggests that students
from institutions with more limited resources, such as PUST, are more strongly motivated by the
global prestige of foreign universities. In contrastprevalentcal instability is a more prominent issue
among DU female students (85%) compared to PUST (78%), which may indicate greater sensitivity
to political dynamics in the capital city. The inadequacy of local education is cited more frequently
by PUST students (65%) than by DU students (53%), aligning with the limited access to quality
education in regional areas. While overall disagreement remains low, the highest rate is observed
for the education factor at DU (17%), suggesting that some DU female students still perceive
domestic education as adequate. These findings indicate that institutional and geographical
contexts play a significant role in shaping the prioritization of push factors for studying abroad
among female students.

The findings indicate that the prioritization of push factors influencing overseas study is
significantly shaped by institutional and geographical contexts. Female students from Pabna
University of Science and Technology, located in a resource-limited region, are more motivated
by the global reputation of foreign universities, viewing them as symbols of prestige and as
alternatives to the inadequacies of local education. In contrast, female students from the
University of Dhaka, situated in the capital, exhibit greater sensitivity to political instability, likely
due to their direct exposure to national governance dynamics. Notably, some DU students
continue to perceive domestic education as relatively adequate, a perspective seldom observed
among PUST students. These results challenge the assumption that push factors are universal,
demonstrating that geographical location and institutional status distinctly shape perceptions of
threats and opportunities. Consequently, international education policies should avoid a uniform
approach and instead address disparities in access, institutional capacity, and the geopolitical
experiences of female students.
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Mental and financial support from families of female students studying abroad

Family support is a determining factor in the success of female students in realizing their
higher education aspirations, particularly when pursuing further studies abroad. This support can
be moral or financial in nature and is strongly influenced by parents' perceptions of the value of
international education. Understanding patterns of family support across institutions is important
because they reflect how the immediate social environment responds to female students' plans
to study abroad.

Figure 6

Family will Support Mentally and financially to Pursue Higher Education Abroad
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Source: Fieldwork (2025).

Figure 6 illustrates a pronounced disparity in family support between PUST and DU
students. A significantly higher proportion of PUST students (79%) reported agreement regarding
family support for studying abroad, compared to 56% of DU students. This finding suggests that
families of PUST students are more actively supportive, both mentally and financially. Conversely,
23% of DU students reported disagreement, compared with only 5% among PUST students,
indicating that family-related barriers are more prevalent among DU students. Neutral responses
were relatively similar (DU 21%, PUST 16%), representing individuals who have not yet secured
definitive support. The elevated support among PUST students may be attributed to family
perceptions that studying abroad offers a pathway to social mobility, particularly given limited
local opportunities. In contrast, DU students, despite attending prestigious institutions,
encounter greater family resistance, potentially due to parental beliefs in the sufficiency of
domestic education or economic constraints. Overall, family support appears to be strongly
shaped by institutional background and perceptions of the added value of international study.

Lecturers, seminars, workshops motivate female study-abroad aspirations

Institutional support significantly influences female students’ aspirations to pursue higher
education abroad. Such support may be provided by lecturers through mentorship and
encouragement, as well as through structured activities including seminars, workshops, and
information sessions on international scholarships. The intensity and quality of this support vary
widely among universities, shaped by institutional resources, administrative policies, and
academic culture. While some universities offer proactive guidance, others provide minimal
assistance due to limited capacity or lower prioritization. Analyzing these patterns of support is
essential for advancing women’s participation in international education. Tailored interventions
can reinforce weaker systems and replicate effective practices, thereby reducing gender-based
disparities in access to global learning opportunities.

DOI: 10.35719/an-nisa.v19i1.424 | Vol 19, No 1, (2026) | 9



Tabassum, N., & Mubashira, F.
Dreaming beyond home: Factors shaping Bangladeshi women's aspirations for overseas higher education

Fugure 7
Motivating Factors for Female Students for Pursuing Higher Education Abroad
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Figure 7 shows that institutional support for studying abroad follows a consistent pattern,
with PUST students perceiving significantly stronger encouragement than DU students across all
aspects. The most notable difference is in faculty encouragement: 77% of PUST students agreed
that their lecturers encouraged them, compared to only 54% in DU. This gap suggests that
lecturers at PUST may be less proactive in providing information and motivation, possibly due to
limited local academic opportunities. Regarding university seminar implementation, agreement
in PUST (53%) was also higher than in DU (44%), although the moderate level suggests that
seminar effectiveness has not yet reached an optimal level. Meanwhile, workshop programs
again showed PUST's dominance (61%) over DU (40%), with a 21-point difference. Interestingly,
DU had a higher neutral response rate for workshops (38%), indicating a lack of student
participation or awareness. Thus, the institutional context strongly influences the intensity of
support students perceive, with the more resource-constrained PUST actually encouraging study
abroad more vigorously as an alternative for career advancement.

Discussion

This study identifies two principal findings regarding Bangladeshi female students’
aspirations to pursue higher education abroad. First, study-abroad aspirations are shaped by the
interaction of push factors including political instability, perceived low quality of domestic
education, and limited research opportunities and pull factors, such as the international
reputation of foreign universities, opportunities for personal development, independence, and
family support. These factors position overseas education as a pathway to educational mobility,
professional advancement, and self-development. Second, the findings demonstrate that
institutional and family contexts significantly shape these aspirations. Female students at Pabna
University of Science and Technology (PUST) receive stronger family and institutional support and
are more strongly motivated by the reputation of foreign universities and limited local
educational opportunities. In contrast, female students at the University of Dhaka (DU)
experience greater family resistance, greater sensitivity to political instability, and stronger
aspirations for independence. Overall, the findings indicate that study-abroad aspirations among
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Bangladeshi female students are not solely responses to domestic constraints but also reflect
strategic efforts to achieve social mobility, women’s empowerment, and global educational
opportunities, with institutional and geographical contexts influencing the relative importance of
these motivations.

These findings are highly relevant to the global challenges of brain drain and unequal access
to quality education, particularly in developing countries such as Bangladesh. Given the frequent
political instability in South Asia (Aryal et al., 2024; Baral et al., 2024), studying abroad is often
the only viable pathway for women to attain autonomy and improve their career prospects. This
reflects significant social pressures, with families, especially those from higher socioeconomic
backgrounds, perceiving overseas education as a prestigious investment (Rajan et al., 2024; Kaur
& Mehra, 2024). Nevertheless, patriarchal values continue to constrain female mobility, as
concerns regarding safety and family honor remain central (Walton-Roberts, 2015; Raghuram &
Sondhi, 2021). Without reforms in the domestic education system and shifts in social attitudes,
structural inequalities are likely to perpetuate academic outmigration (Singh, 2023).

Theoretically, these findings reinforce the hybrid push-pull model proposed by Chen (2017),
as female students' migration decisions are influenced not only by external pull factors (e.g.,
global reputation) but also by strong domestic push factors (e.g., political instability) (Nikou &
Luukkonen, 2023). However, this study adds critical gender and institutional dimensions. In
contrast to the findings of Entrich et al. (2024), which suggested that institutional initiatives have
little effect on intentions, this study shows that lecturer encouragement and workshops at PUST
are perceived as stronger, indicating that the role of local institutions can moderate aspirations,
particularly when the socio-economic structure is supportive. Furthermore, Wang's (2024)
concept of "cosmopolitanism" applies only partially, as Bangladeshi female students are more
motivated by academic survival needs and independence rather than solely by building cultural
capital (Cordua & Netz, 2022; Reed & Johnson, 2023). The researchers' logic confirms that female
educational migration is a complex strategy to counter structural constraints.

This study provides an understanding that the process of educational migration is not a
linear journey, but rather a dynamic series of phases that include decision-making, lived
experiences, and post-study transitions. As noted by MclLeod and Wainwright (2009), initial
pressures experienced abroad, if successfully managed, can enhance self-confidence. However,
Udayanga (2024) highlights that mismatches between expectations and financial realities often
disrupt students’ well-being. Family and institutional support, therefore, function not merely as
supportive factors but as a “safety net” that determines whether female students can persist in
their studies (Cushner & Karim, 2004; Dwyer, 2004). In addition, this study suggests that the
independence gained abroad (Ghimire & Barry, 2020) can transform gender roles upon return to
the home country. Thus, a holistic understanding of the three phases of migrants’ lives is essential
for designing appropriate interventions (Makni, 2011; Kinginger, 2011).

Compared with previous studies, this research shows both similarities and significant
differences. In line with findings from India (Arokkiaraj & Rajan, 2024) and Nepal (Aryal et al.,
2024), political instability and the quality of domestic education emerge as key push factors.
However, unlike a study conducted in Pakistan by Hussain et al. (2020), which reports higher
migration intentions among male students, this study finds that Bangladeshi female students also
demonstrate strong aspirations, particularly when supported by family and institutional
encouragement. Sondhi and King (2017) note that Indian female students tend to concentrate in
the social sciences, whereas the present study does not explicitly address STEM field preferences.
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Another distinctive finding is that institutional support at Pabna University of Science and
Technology (PUST) is stronger than at the University of Dhaka (DU), a dimension that has received
limited attention in the literature on Nepal (Khapangi, 2024) and Pakistan (Javed et al., 2019).
Thus, this study positions itself as a bridge between the classical push—pull framework and a more
contextual gender institutional analysis.

Based on the findings, the recommended concrete actions cover three levels. First,
universities in Bangladesh (especially DU) should strengthen career services, conduct regular
workshops on studying abroad, and offer alumni mentorship programs. Second, families and
communities need to be educated through awareness campaigns that female education is an
investment, not a threat to cultural norms. The government can facilitate public dialogue to
challenge traditional views that restrict women's mobility. Third, policymakers should improve
the quality of domestic education and research facilities so that studying abroad becomes a
choice rather than a necessity. Furthermore, partnerships with overseas universities through
exchange programs and joint scholarships need to be expanded. Finally, the provision of pre-
departure consultation services covering safety, financial, and psychological aspects will help
female students navigate the transition more smoothly. Through these measures, structural
barriers and social expectations can be gradually addressed.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that Bangladeshi female students’ aspirations to pursue higher
education abroad represent a strategic negotiation between structural constraints and individual
agency. Educational migration is driven by the interaction of domestic push factors, including
political instability, perceived low quality of education, and limited research opportunities, and
external pull factors, such as the international reputation of foreign universities, opportunities for
self-development, independence, and family support. The findings further demonstrate that
institutional and family contexts shape these aspirations differently across universities. Female
students at Pabna University of Science and Technology (PUST) benefit from stronger family and
institutional support, whereas those at the University of Dhaka (DU) experience greater family
resistance while exhibiting stronger aspirations for independence and greater sensitivity to
political instability. Overall, studying abroad is understood not merely as a response to domestic
limitations but as a pathway toward educational mobility, women’s empowerment, and broader
social transformation.

This study contributes theoretically by extending the classical push—pull model through the
integration of gender and institutional perspectives. The findings demonstrate that female
students’ migration aspirations are influenced not only by macro-level push and pull factors but
also by variations in institutional support and family environments, thereby bridging the
traditional push—pull framework with a more contextually grounded gender-institutional analysis.
In practice, the study highlights the importance of strengthening universities as agents of
information, mentoring, and internationalization by encouraging lecturers, workshops, and
scholarship guidance. In addition, policies that foster positive family perceptions of women’s
international education and expand equitable access to global learning opportunities are
essential for supporting female students’ educational mobility.

This study has several limitations. First, it focuses exclusively on female students from two
public universities in Bangladesh, limiting the generalizability of the findings to other institutional
settings and national contexts. Second, the cross-sectional survey design captures students’
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aspirations rather than their actual educational migration experiences or post-study outcomes.
Third, broader structural factors, such as scholarship availability, visa regulations, labor-market
opportunities, and long-term career trajectories, were beyond the scope of the present analysis.
Future studies should therefore employ longitudinal or mixed-method approaches to examine
the transition from study-abroad aspirations to actual migration experiences and post-graduation
outcomes. Comparative research across public and private universities, different regions of
Bangladesh, and other South Asian countries would also provide a more comprehensive
understanding of how institutional capacity, family support, political conditions, and gender
norms interact to shape female educational migration.
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