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OECD v Chinese aid

• A huge and important subject, but very few studies yet, 
especially comparative one. 

• Some generalizations from the literature:
• Chinese aid “no strings attached” – often preferred by recipients.

• OECD aid more focused on governance, more transparent.

• Chinese aid promotes the “Beijing Consensus” (authoritarian 
development).
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 Important part of aid

 One of the few comparable forms of aid 

provided both by OECD and non-OECD 

donors 

 Few studies

 Education has been suggested as 

instrumental for democratic governance.
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Statement of purpose and research 

questions

 Learn more about differences between Chinese 

and Western aid by looking at scholarships in 

Cambodia.

By asking three research questions:

(1) How similar are Australian and Chinese scholarships?

(2) Do Australian and Chinese scholarship programs select 

different cohorts of students? And

(3) What influence do Australian and Chinese scholarship 

programs have on Cambodian students’ political attitudes?
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The focus for today

 (1) How similar are Australian and Chinese 

scholarships?

 (2) Do Australian and Chinese scholarship programs 

select different cohorts of students?

 Hypotheses (based on general perceptions of OECD v 

Chinese aid): 

(1) Australian (Chinese) scholarships are focused more on 

governance (growth).

(2) Australian (Chinese) scholarships are more meritocratic 

(political) in their selection of students 

(3) Australian (Chinese) scholarships more targeted at the 

private sector (government). 
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Research method (for today’s questions)

 Surveys (both online and face-to-face) with 1,000 

Cambodian Australian and Chinese scholarship holders 

(current recipients and alumni), with a total response rate 

of 44%.

 Use crosstabulations to analyse the data and Chi-square 

(chi2) test to test for significant differences in proportions. 
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How long is your scholarship for?

Total
<1 year 1 year 1.5 years 2 years 3 years >3 years

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 1 23 26 143 0 13 206

% 0.5% 11.2% 12.6% 69.4% 0.0% 6.3% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 1 9 0 59 34 129 232

% 0.4% 3.9% 0.0% 25.4% 14.7% 55.6% 100.0%

Total

Count 2 32 26 202 34 142 438

% 0.5% 7.3% 5.9% 46.1% 7.8% 32.4% 100.0%

Chinese scholarships are significantly longer 

than Australian ones

 Estimated average: 2 years v 3.5 years

Pearson chi2 = 194.9599 Pr = 0.000
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Chinese scholarships are often undergraduate; 

Australian ones entirely postgraduate

What is the degree you are studying for?

Total

Undergraduate Masters PhD Other

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 0 192 13 0 205

% 0.0% 93.7% 6.3% 0.0% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 84 138 7 3 232

% 36.2% 59.5% 3.0% 1.3% 100.0%

Total Count 84 330 20 3 437

% 19.2% 75.5% 4.6% 0.7% 100.0%

Pearson chi2 =  96.3359 Pr = 0.000
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Chinese and Australian scholarships have the 

same focus on economics and policy.  The 

differences is ag/env/health (Aust.) v. engineering 

(China)

 18% of Chinese scholars from ITC; only 1% of Australian scholars.

What area are you studying in under your scholarship program?

Total
Agriculture, 

Environment 

and Related 

Studies

Education Engineering Health IT
Management 

and Commerce

Economics 

and Policy
Science

Society 

and 

Culture

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 44 12 5 31 5 29 45 10 16 197

% 22.3% 6.1% 2.5% 15.7% 2.5% 14.7% 22.8% 5.1% 8.1% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 6 13 55 14 15 56 54 7 7 227

% 2.6% 5.7% 24.2% 6.2% 6.6% 24.7% 23.8% 3.1% 3.1% 100.0%

Total Count 50 25 60 45 20 85 99 17 23 424

% 11.8% 5.9% 14.2% 10.6% 4.7% 20.0% 23.3% 4.0% 5.4% 100.0%

Pearson chi2 = 93.8016 Pr = 0.000
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Chinese scholars tend to be younger, even the 

ones selected for postgrad scholarships. 

 Estimated average: 23.5 years v 30.5 years (24.5 years for Chinese 

scholars, excluding undergraduates)

Pearson chi2 = 215.2283   Pr = 0.000

What was your age when you applied for the 

scholarship?
Total

18-25 25-30 30-35 35 and above

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 11 79 86 30 206

% 5.3% 38.3% 41.7% 14.6% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 165 52 12 4 233

% 70.8% 22.3% 5.2% 1.7% 100.0%

Total Count 176 131 98 34 439

% 40.1% 29.8% 22.3% 7.7% 100.0%
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Chinese scholars are much more likely to be 

studying rather than working when selected, 

even the postgraduate ones. 

Pearson chi2 = 124.7025   Pr = 0.000

Were you working when you applied 

for the scholarship? Total

Yes No

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 203 2 205

% 99.0% 1.0% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 121 111 232

% 52.2% 47.8% 100.0%

Total
Count 324 113 437

% 74.1% 25.9% 100.0%
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Chinese scholars, if working, more likely to 

be employed by the private sector. 

Pearson chi2 =  80.1620 Pr = 0.000

If your were working, where did you work?

Total

Public sector Private sector Civil society Other

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 85 29 78 14 206

% 41.3% 14.1% 37.9% 6.8% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 34 63 13 28 138

% 24.6% 45.7% 9.4% 20.3% 100.0%

Total
Count 119 92 91 42 344

% 34.6% 26.7% 26.5% 12.2% 100.0%
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Australian scholars do not perceive themselves 

to be more accomplished academically. 

In terms of your academic performance at your last 

university, in which category would you classify yourself?
Total

Top 1% of 

your class

Top 5% of 

your class

Top 10% of 

your class

Top 25% of 

your class
Other

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 26 55 59 45 22 207

% 12.6% 26.6% 28.5% 21.7% 10.6% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 26 58 73 57 14 228

% 11.4% 25.4% 32.0% 25.0% 6.1% 100.0%

Total Count 52 113 132 102 36 435

% 12.0% 26.0% 30.3% 23.4% 8.3% 100.0%

Pearson chi2 =   3.7490 Pr = 0.441
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Chinese scholars do not have closer ties to 

Cambodia’s ruling party. 

Do you belong to one or many of the following 

groups?

TotalUniversity 

Student 

Association

Professional 

Associations

Union Youth 

Federations of 

Cambodia 

(UYFC)

Other 

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 13 25 3 6 47

% 27.7% 53.2% 6.4% 12.8% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 27 23 3 6 59

% 45.8% 39.0% 5.1% 10.2% 100.0%

Total Count 40 48 6 12 106

% 37.7% 45.3% 5.7% 11.3% 100.0%

Pearson chi2 =   7.0707  Pr = 0.070
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Australian students marginally more from the 

country side, but also more from the capital.

Pearson chi2 = 15.3751 Pr = 0.052

Where did you grow up?

Total

Phnom 

Penh

Battambang 

City

Siem 

Reap 

City Sihanoukville

Another 

urban 

area Countryside

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 87 11 6 1 8 94 207

% 42.0% 5.3% 2.9% 0.5% 3.9% 45.4% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 86 13 6 5 30 93 233

% 36.9% 5.6% 2.6% 2.1% 12.9% 39.9% 100.0%

Total Count 173 24 12 6 38 187 440

% 39.3% 5.5% 2.7% 1.4% 8.6% 42.5% 100.0%
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Similar self-reported parents’ income, but very 

few rich. 

Pearson chi2 =   3.1837  Pr = 0.672

What do your parents earn in a year (if both parents work, give their 

combined income)?
Total

US$200-

US$400

US$400-

US$750

US$750-

US$2,000

US$2,000-

US$10,000

US$10,000-

US$50,000

US$50,000 

and above

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 46 30 44 57 16 1 194

% 23.7% 15.5% 22.7% 29.4% 8.2% 0.5% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 42 32 60 71 25 2 232

% 18.1% 13.8% 25.9% 30.6% 10.8% 0.9% 100.0%

Total Count 88 62 104 128 41 3 426

% 20.7% 14.6% 24.4% 30.0% 9.6% 0.7% 100.0%
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Chinese scholars more likely to have a father 

who is employed by the private sector.  

What is your father’s occupation?

Total
Public 

sector

Private 

sector

Civil 

society
Farmer Other

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 62 36 0 14 20 132

% 47.0% 27.3% 0.0% 10.6% 15.2% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 84 71 5 34 16 210

% 40.0% 33.8% 2.4% 16.2% 7.6% 100.0%

Total Count 146 107 5 48 36 342

% 42.7% 31.3% 1.5% 14.0% 10.5% 100.0%

Pearson chi2 =  51.8071   Pr = 0.000
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Chinese scholars a little more likely to be male. 

Pearson chi2 = 4.4074 Pr = 0.036 

What is your gender?

Total

Male Female

Australian 

Scholarships

Count 142 65 207

% 68.6% 31.4% 100.0%

Chinese 

Scholarships

Count 179 52 231

% 77.5% 22.5% 100.0%

Total

Count 321 117 438

% 73.3% 26.7% 100.0%
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Summary of results

 Key differences
◦ Chinese students
 More likely to be male

 Significantly younger

 More likely to be studying undergrad

 Go for longer

 Less likely to be working and, if working, more likely in 
private sector

 More likely to study engineering

 Key similarities
 Similar class background

 Similar academic qualifications

 Similar lack of political connections
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Differences in policies explain the 

differences found.
 Australia offers only postgraduate scholarships. China 

offers both undergraduate and postgraduate 

scholarships. 

 Australia requires at least two years of full-time 

professional experience. 

 Australia gives preferential treatment to female (and 

disabled) applicants. China does not. 

 Australia has a government quota (about 50%)

 Australia prioritizes particular sectors (e.g., agriculture, 

environment, health); China doesn’t. 

 China runs an exam-based selection process, with focus 

on maths at the undergraduate level (hence the 

engineering concentration)
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Why the different policies?

Chinese scholarships are similar to Australian scholarships 

in the 1950s (under the Colombo plan) where

 Australia used to offer undergraduate scholarships. 

 And used to have a test to select the best students. 

Why Australia changed its policies?

 Promote education as exports.

 Focus on “advanced skills transfer”, leadership 

development and governance reforms. 

30



What explains the similarities?

 Both scholarships seem to be competing for the 
same pool of Cambodian scholars with similar 
social background and academic qualifications 

◦ Some Cambodian students adopt a “first come, first 
served” policy in relation to their search for a scholarship.

◦ May give China a competitive advantage over time, given 
the growing number of scholarships, and its availability at 
an earlier age.
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All hypotheses rejected

(1) Australian (Chinese) scholarships are focused more on 

governance (growth).

 Chinese scholarships are focused on growth (engineering) but the 

both scholarships have equal focus on economics and public policy

(2) Australian (Chinese) scholarships are more meritocratic 

(political) in their selection of students 

 In fact Chinese process more meritocratic and less discretionary: 

simply based on exam, rather than assessments of leadership and 

potential

(3) Australian (Chinese) scholarships more targeted at the 

private sector (government). 

 In fact, China, unlike Australia, has no government quota
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Final remarks:

 Unexpected results which defy the conventional thinking about Chinese v 

Australian aid.

 Results consistent with the idea that Chinese aid today is similar to 

OECD aid of the 50s, which stressed filling the “three gaps” of foreign 

exchange, capital, and skills (Chenery-Strout). 
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