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Abstract  

The chapter sets out to answer a question that has long been on the mind of policy makers, university 
leaders, scholars and students: does international student mobility have a positive impact on graduate 
employability? Traditionally, this question has been answered using survey data where internationally 
mobile students self-report their employment situation at a certain point after graduation. According 
to these studies, international student mobility positively affects the labor market outcomes of 
students. For instance, the European Commission reports that: (1) students who completed an Erasmus 
mobility program are half as likely to face long-term unemployment; (2) the unemployment rate of 
Erasmus students is 23% lower five years after graduation (European Commission 2014). While these 
studies provide important insights into the added-value of international student mobility, the results 
can be plagued by self-selection bias. In order to avoid this problem, we propose an alternative research 
design. The chapter offers an analysis based on register data from university records and employment 
records of 10 cohorts of graduates between 2007 and 2015 from the West University of Timisoara, a 
leading comprehensive university in Romania. Using register data offers the possibility to study 
population-level data and compare the employment outcomes of mobile and non-mobile students. The 
chapter analyses the impact of mobility on insertion in the labor market, income levels and 
occupational prestige. 
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Introduction 

International student mobility is not a new phenomenon (Altbach 2005; Guruz 2008). However, there 
has been a significant growth in scale in the last few decades. The Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) estimates that the number of international students across the 
world has increased from 0.6 million in 1975 to 2.4 million in 2004 (OECD 2006) and a staggering 4.6 
million in 2015 (OECD 2017). In Europe, international student mobility is regarded as one of the most 
important drivers for synchronizing the continent’s disparate higher education systems to the same 
heartbeat.  
In this context, the Erasmus program is considered the “flagship of European co-operation” (Barblan 
2002) in higher education.  Approximately 4.4 million higher education students have participated in 
the Erasmus+ program in the three decades since the program was set up in 1987 and the program 
continues to steadily increase in popularity (European Commission 2017). This year, the European 
Commission has pledged “to triple the Erasmus+ budget (going beyond the Junker Commission’s 
proposal to almost double the envelope)” (Rubio 2019, 1) for the 2021-2017 programming period. 
 
Notwithstanding the increasing  popularity of and investment in international student mobility, the 
actual labor market benefits for individuals are still widely debated (Di Pietro 2019). One of the major 
claims has been that individuals who study abroad enjoy better labor market outcomes than their non-
mobile peers.  Specifically, mobility is said to lead to a better insertion into the labor market (and thus 
to decreased unemployment), above-average earnings, a more prestigious occupation, and a higher 
likelihood that graduates will work outside their country of permanent residence/citizenship.   
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However, the actual impact of student mobility on labor market outcomes is less clear as research is 
scarce and the evidence used is “qualitative and anecdotal” or is prone to bias (Di Pietro 2019, 9). 
Traditionally, the effect of mobility on employability has been measured using interview or survey data 
collected from (1) students who participated in mobility programs, (2) university administrators in 
charge of study abroad programs, and (3) employers (Di Pietro 2015, 2019). While these types of 
studies provide important insights into the added value of international student mobility, the results 
can be plagued by self-selection bias which can lead to over-estimating or under-estimating the impact 
of mobility on employability. 

In order to avoid this problem, we propose an alternative research design. Using register data offers 
the possibility to study population-level data and compare the actual employment outcomes of mobile 
and non-mobile students. The chapter offers an analysis based on register data from university records 
and national employment and baccalaureate exam records of 10 cohorts of graduates between 2007 
and 2015 from the West University of Timisoara (UVT), a leading comprehensive university in Romania. 
In this way, the chapter both proposes an alternative research design and provides some findings that 
help to establish stronger linkages in the relationship between mobility and labor market outcomes. 

The chapter analyses the impact of mobility on labor market outcomes seeking to answer the central 
research question: Does international student mobility have a positive impact on graduate 
employability?  To answer this overarching question, the chapter seeks to establish the predictors for 
international student mobility and whether mobility has a significant positive impact on insertion in 
the labor market, income levels and occupational prestige. It asks: (1) What are the predictors for 
participation in Erasmus mobility among UVT graduates? (2) Does participation in the Erasmus student 
mobility program predict insertion on the labor market? Among those who have an active work 
contract, does participation in the Erasmus student mobility program (3) predict an above-average 
salary or (4) having a managerial or professional occupation?  

The answer these questions, the chapter proceeds as follows. First, an overview of existing studies 
exploring the relationship between mobility and employment outcomes is provided. Second, the 
methodology employed int the chapter and the analytic sample are described. Third, the results of the 
data analysis are presented and discussed. Finally, the chapter concludes with the implications of the 
findings to the wider debate of the actual labor market gains of internationally mobile students and 
highlights avenues for further research. 

Literature Review 

There is a plethora of theoretical arguments linking international student mobility with micro-level 
benefits that are expected to translate into better employment outcomes for graduates, but relatively 
few empirical studies have tested these causal claims (Di Pietro 2015, 2019; Wiers-Jenssen and Try 
2005). This section explores the theoretical expectations and the empirical evidence brought forward 
by previous research attempting to establish that “[m]ore studies are needed to investigate the causal 
impact of study abroad” (Di Pietro 2019, 8). 

The theoretical expectation linking mobility and employability is that individuals who study abroad will 
accrue non-economic benefits (i.e., skills, mobility capital) that will ultimately transform into economic 
benefits (i.e., favorable labor market outcomes such as domestic of international employment, higher 
wages, higher occupational prestige)(Crăciun and Orosz 2018). This is expected on the premise that 
the skills acquired by individuals through studying abroad are marketable (i.e., valued by employers) 
(Di Pietro 2015) and because mobility widens the job search area of graduates beyond the domestic 
labor market (i.e., more and better employment opportunities)(Di Pietro 2019). 

International student mobility is perceived and expected by participants, university administrators, 
and employers to have a positive effect on all aspects of a workers’ skill sets. First,  mobility has been 
shown to have a positive impact on individuals’ cognitive skills, particularly foreign language 
proficiency (Canto, Jauregi, and van den Bergh 2013; Llanes, Arnó, and Mancho-Barés 2016), problem-
solving, and decision-making skills (Bikson et al. 2003) . Second, studying abroad exposes students to 
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foreign cultures which is expected by employers to have a positive impact on their non-cognitive skills, 
especially inter-personal and inter-cultural skills, confidence and self-reliance (Bikson et al. 2003; 
Bracht et al. 2006; King, Findlay, and Ahrens 2010; Matherly 2005). Third, mobility can improve job-
specific skills for jobs that have an international component or give students the skills and experience 
to pursue an international career (Di Pietro 2019). 

Cognitive, non-cognitive and job-specific skills are all valued in the workplace so the expectation is that 
they will be rewarded by employers through hiring, higher wages and more prestigious jobs. Table 1 
provides an overview of research findings from existing studies on the relationship between mobility 
and these employability indicators1. Several studies have shown that there is a positive relationship 
between mobility and various labor market outcomes “though they provide mixed results about the 
magnitude of this effect” (Di Pietro 2013, 6). Others find no difference in employability outcomes 
between mobile and non-mobile students in terms of employment outcomes. (European Commission 
2014, 2016; Di Pietro 2019; Schnepf and Hombres 2018) 

Table 1: The relationship between international student mobility and labor market outcomes 

Indicator Benefits for internationally mobile students Cases 

Labor market 
insertion 

(+) Less likely to face long term unemployment (European 
Commission 2014, 2016) 

(+) Lower unemployment rates 3 to 10 years after graduation  
(European Commission 2014, 2016; Di Pietro 2019; Schnepf and 
Hombres 2018)  

(+) Mobility useful in securing (first) job (Bracht et al. 2006; King, 
Findlay, and Ahrens 2010; Teichler and Janson 2007) 

(+) Mobility experience contributes to making job interviews more 
successful (King, Findlay, and Ahrens 2010) 

(=) No difference in unemployment rates compared to non-mobile 
individuals immediately after graduation (Wiers-Jenssen 2011) 

 (=) No difference in probability of employment 1 month after 
graduation (Koda and Yuki 2013) 

 (=) No difference in holding a graduate level job (Koda and Yuki 
2013) 

(-) Take a longer time to find a job (Rodrigues 2013) 

Europe 

Italy 

Norway 

UK 

Malaysia 

Earnings 

(+) Higher wages (Rodrigues 2013; Varghese 2008)  

(=) No difference in wages compared to non-mobile individuals 
(Koda and Yuki 2013; Wiers-Jenssen 2011) 

Europe 

Norway 

Malaysia 

Worldwide 

Occupational 
category 

(+) Likely to have jobs with high professional responsibility (Bracht 
et al. 2006) 

(+) More likely to occupy managerial positions 6 months after 
graduation (Schnepf and Hombres 2018) 

Europe 

UK 

Germany 

                                                 
1 The discussion of the findings presented in Table 1 will be extended in a subsequent draft of the paper. 
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(+) More likely to hold a management position 5 to 10 years after 
graduation (European Commission 2016) 

(+) Positive impact on early career status  

International 
career 

(+) More likely to work abroad after graduation (Parey and 
Waldinger 2011; Di Pietro 2012; Rodrigues 2013; Teichler and 
Janson 2007; Varghese 2008) 

 (=) No difference in likelihood to have an international job 
compared to non-mobile individuals 

Europe 

Italy 

Germany 

Norway 

Worldwide 

Source: Compiled by authors 

As the employment indicators are generally based on self-reported outcomes by graduates who 
participated in mobility, administrators in charge of mobility programs, and employers they can be 
affected by social desirability bias (Bowman and Hill 2011). Moreover, linking mobility and 
employability in a causal relationship is challenging due to selection effects, i.e. “[s]tudents who study 
abroad may differ from students who do not in unobserved characteristics that are likely to affect labor 
market outcomes” (Di Pietro 2019, 3). What is needed is a more robust causal research design that 
takes these issues into account. 

Research Design: Data and Methodology 

In order to measure the effect of mobility on employment outcomes, the chapter relies on an original 
dataset constructed from institutional and national registrar data. Three sources of registrar data that 
were linked: (1) university registrar data of individuals who completed a bachelor’s and/or master’s 
degree at UVT, and national registrar data on (2) Baccalaureate exam scores and (3) labor market 
outcomes. 

The initial dataset was based on university registrar data of individuals who completed a bachelor’s 
and/or master’s degree at UVT. This data set contains, among other things, information on UVT 
graduates’ age, gender, the start year of their bachelor’s and/or master’s degree, the field of study, 
whether they received social and/or merit based scholarships during their studies, and whether they 
participated in Erasmus mobility during their time at UVT. This dataset was then matched with publicly 
available data on the graduates’ baccalaureate exam scores launched in 2004 (Ministerul Educației 
Naționale 2019) and requested information about their labor market outcomes from Revisal, a 
mandatory national register for all employees in Romania that was launched in 2011 (Guvernul 
României 2011) . 

Specifically, matching Revisal data with university records allowed us to capture information on 
whether UVT graduates had an active working contract with an employer operating in Romania, the 
highest salary, and the highest occupational category associated with each individual’s working 
contract(s) during the period 2011-2018. This meant that we were able to test whether mobile 
students actually enjoyed better insertion into the labor market, above-average earnings and/or a 
more prestigious occupation as compared to non-mobile students. 

The raw dataset includes individuals who completed at least a bachelor’s degree at UVT (n=20,707). 
From this dataset a number of observations were excluded for various theoretical and practical 
reasons that are discussed next. First, UVT graduates who could not be matched with Revisal data 
(n=487) as this meant no conclusions could be drawn about their labor market outcomes. Second, UVT 
graduates who started their bachelor’s degree program in or before 2007 (n=704) as the UVT Erasmus 
mobility records we had access to only start from the academic year 2007/2008. Third, UVT graduates 
who started their bachelor’s degree program in or after 2015 (n=45) because they could not have 
completed their studies by January 2018, the date when the Revisal export was received. Finally, UVT 
graduates whose baccalaureate score was missing (n=4569) as we used their grade as a proxy for 
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academic ability in our analysis. As a result of delimitating the raw dataset in this way, we ended up 
with an analytic dataset of n=14,922 information on labor market outcomes of both mobile (n=637) 
and non-mobile (n=14,285) UVT graduates. Table 2 provides summary statistics for the variables used 
in our data analysis.  

Table 2: Descriptive statistics of UVT graduates in the analytic dataset 

UVT graduates in the analytic sample (n = 14,922) Non-mobile 
students 
(n= 14,285) 

Mobile 
students 
(n = 637) 

Gender 

Men 3,890 (96,6%) 136 (3,4%) 

Women 10,395 (95,4%) 501 (4,6%) 

Average baccalaureate exam score 8,60 out of 10 8,94 out of 10 

Baccalaureate exam performance (in quartiles) 

Lowest quartile 3630 (92,2%) 106 (2,8%) 

Low-middle quartile 3658 (97,0%) 113 (3,0%) 

High-middle quartile 3599 (95,7%) 162 (4,3%) 

Highest quartile 3398 (93,0%) 256 (7,0%) 

Average age at BA graduation 22,52 22,31 

Field of study (BA) 

Social sciences 8965 (96,9%) 287 (3,1%) 

Humanities and arts 2877 (91,6%) 265 (8,4%) 

Mathematics; natural sciences; biology and biomedicine 1919 (96,1%) 78 (3,9%) 

Physical education and sport 524 (98,7%) 7 (1,3%) 

Receipt of merit-based scholarship 

Did not receive 8605 (98,2%) 154 (1,8%) 

Received 5680 (92,2%) 483 (7,8%) 

Receipt of social scholarship (based on financial need) 

Did not receive 12692 (95,9%) 547 (4,1%) 

Received 1593 (94,7%) 90 (5,4%) 

MA status 

Never enrolled in an MA program (at UVT) 8719 (96,7%) 300 (3,3%) 

Enrolled in an MA program at UVT but didn’t graduate 1980 (94,9%) 106 (5,1%) 

Completed an MA program at UVT 3586 (94,0%) 231 (6,1%) 

Labor market insertion 

Had at least one active working contract between 2011-2018 9723 (96,3%) 374 (3,7%) 

No record of an active working contract between 2011-2018 4562 (94,6%) 263 (5,5%) 

Source: Calculated by authors 
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To test what predicts labor market outcomes, the log odds of (1) having an active contract in Romania 
in the period 2011-2017 (insertion), (2) having an active contract that is associated with an above-
average salary (earnings), and (3) having an active contract that is associated with a managerial or 
professional job (occupational category)2 were modelled as a function of UVT graduates’ gender, field 
of BA study, year in which they started their BA, their age at graduation from BA (22 or below vs. above 
22), their performance in the baccalaureate exam (in quartiles), their receipt of a merit-based 
scholarship or social scholarship during their BA, whether they enrolled in or completed an MA degree 
at UVT, and whether they participated in Erasmus mobility during their studies at UVT. For more robust 
results, the impact of mobility on earnings and occupational category were also tested using a 
propensity score matching3 model with the same specifications as the regression model discussed 
above. 

 

Findings: Data analysis and Results 

(1) What are the predictors of participation in Erasmus mobility among UVT graduates? 

Comparing mobile and non-mobile students4, the profile of Erasmus participants becomes apparent. 
Even though 78% of the mobile students are women, all other things being equal, gender is not 
predictive of participation in Erasmus mobility. Over the years, higher mobility rates in the Erasmus 
program have been observed for women, at around 60% (Brooks and Waters 2011; Souto-Otero 2008; 
Teichler, Ferencz, and Wächter 2011). Previous research has shown that for Romania the gender gap 
is even bigger, with females representing 70% of mobile students at the national level (Souto-Otero 
and McCoshan 2006, 4). However, “[t]he feminisation of higher education is apparent at all levels of 
study” in national student populations (Orr, Gwosc, and Netz 2011, 59). Therefore, the tilted balance 
towards higher female participation rates can be in part accounted for by the general structure of 
national student populations. 

Notwithstanding, other factors are predictive of participation in mobility. First, the year in which 
students began their BA studies is a positive predictor of mobility: with each year, the odds of 
participating in the Erasmus program was 8% higher.  This can be explained by the growth in popularity, 
accessibility and funding of the Erasmus program over the years (European Commission 2017, 2018b).  

Second, age at the time of BA graduation is a significant negative predictor of mobility: each additional 
year in age is associated with a 35% lower likelihood of participating in the Erasmus program. This 
finding is in line with the predictions of empirical studies on migration which “overwhelmingly 
conclude that the relation with age is negative, i.e., that the likelihood of migration decreases with 
age” (Zaiceva 2014, 4).  

                                                 
2 The analytic sample for the analyses on insertion and occupational category was smaller than the analytic sample for labor 
market insertion since all observations that did not have an active work contract had to be dropped. We also dropped all the 
observations that had missing data on income and occupational category. Thus, the analytic sample size in these analyses is 
n=11,540. The proportion of mobile UVT graduates is 3.9% (n=451) which is higher than the 1.8% average rate credit mobility 
of graduates from Romanian universities (European Commission 2018a). To compare, the average EU credit mobility of 
graduates is 8% (European Commission 2018a). 
3 “When subjects are not randomly assigned to treatment and non-treatment groups, as is the case with observational 
studies, other methods are needed to avoid the possibility of selection bias. Bias can arise when apparent differences in 
outcome between treatment and non-treatment groups can be attributed to characteristics that affected whether a subject 
received a given treatment rather than simply to the effect of the treatment itself. Propensity score matching adjusts for such 
potential bias by creating a sample group of subjects who received the treatment that is comparable on all observed 
characteristics to a sample of subjects that did not receive the treatment” (Di Pietro 2019, 4). 
4 The log odds of participating in Erasmus mobility was modelled as a function of the UVT graduates’ gender, the field of BA 
study, the year in which they started their BA, their age at graduation from BA, their performance in the baccalaureate exam 
(in quartiles), their receipt of a merit-based scholarship or social scholarship during their BA, and whether they enrolled in or 
completed an MA at UVT. 
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Third, academic ability is a predictor of Erasmus mobility. Students’ performance at the baccalaureate 
exam (a proxy for academic ability) is a significant positive predictor of mobility. Compared to those to 
students who scored in the lowest quartile, those in the high-middle quartile were 47% more likely to 
participate in Erasmus mobility, while those in the highest performance quartile were almost 2.5 times 
more likely to participate. The receipt of a merit-based scholarship is also significantly positively 
related to mobility. Those students who received a merit-based scholarship were 3.5 times more likely 
to participate in Erasmus than those who did not receive such a scholarship. The fact that Erasmus 
grants are awarded on academic merit and that “Erasmus appears to be much more selective in 
Eastern Europe (where 20% of applicants are rejected)”5 (European Commission 2016, 14) could 
explain the magnitude of the relationship. 

Fourth, MA status is significantly positively associated with Erasmus mobility. Compared to those who 
never enrolled in a MA degree program at UVT, those who enrolled but did not complete were 28% 
more likely to participate in mobility, while those who completed a MA degree were 32% more likely 
to participate in mobility. This makes intuitive sense, as those who remain affiliated with a higher 
education institution longer have more opportunities to apply for an Erasmus scholarship. All in all, the 
typical Erasmus mobility participant is young, academically able and more likely to pursue graduate 
education. 

(2) Does participation in Erasmus mobility predict insertion into the labor market? 

Participation in Erasmus mobility is significantly negatively associated with labor market insertion. 
Graduates who were mobile during their studies at UVT (either during BA or MA) were 40% less likely 
to have an active work contract compared to non-mobile graduates. Rather than implying that mobile 
graduates are less likely to be employed, this finding could lend support to the body of evidence that 
suggests that mobile students are more likely to work abroad after graduating (Parey and Waldinger 
2011; Di Pietro 2012; Rodrigues 2013; Teichler and Janson 2007; Varghese 2008) and, thus, less likely 
to appear in the national employment database with an active contract. As migration research has 
shown people with a migratory experience have an increased propensity for re-taking this step. “Once 
someone has migrated, therefore he or she is very likely to migrate again, and the odds of taking an 
additional trip rise with the number of trips already taken” (Massey et al. 1993, 453). Through the 
experience of mobility, students acquire ‘mobility capital’ and are likely to look for  and take up jobs 
outside the domestic labor market (Rodrigues 2013; Wiers-Jenssen 2008).  
All other things being equal, gender, Baccalaureate exam results, the year when the BA degree started 
and the receipt of social scholarship (proxy for socio-economic status) are not predictive of labor 
market insertion.  As previous studies have also shown, the field of study is predictive of employment 
status. Compared to social scientists, humanities and arts graduates and physical education and sports 
graduates are significantly less likely to have an active work contract, while graduates from natural 
sciences, mathematics, biology and biomedicine are significantly more likely to have an active work 
contract. Also, having an MA degree is significantly positively associated with labor market insertion. 
Compared to those who never enrolled in an MA degree, MA graduates are twice as likely to have an 
active work contract. This finding is in line with human capital theory predictions.  

(3) Among those who have an active work contract, does participation in Erasmus mobility predict 
an above average salary? 

Erasmus mobility is significantly positively associated with income. All other things being equal, those 
who participated in Erasmus mobility during their studies at UVT were 75% more likely to have a 
higher-than-average monthly salary (operationalized at RON 2500 or above) associated with their 
active work contract. The results from the propensity score matching model (with the same 
specification as the logistic regression model discussed above) also suggest that participation in 

                                                 
5 By way of comparison, the rates of Erasmus application rejection in other European regions are: 19% for Southern Europe, 
9% for Western Europe and 7% for Northern Europe (European Commission 2016). 
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Erasmus mobility is positively associated with an above-average monthly salary among those UVT 
graduates who had an active contract.  

Comparing mobile graduates, the duration of study abroad is not predictive of income. In other words, 
both short- and long-term Erasmus mobility periods (operationalized as 5 month or less and more than 
5 months) mobile students get similar salary premiums. Nevertheless, the year in which students is 
predictive of income. The year of mobility is negatively associated with income, that is the likelihood 
to have a higher income mobility decreases with every academic year. This finding is consistent with 
the idea that, over time, as Erasmus mobility has become more and more common, it becomes less 
valuable in accessing higher-paid positions. Alternatively, the negative relationship could be explained 
by the fact that students who went on Erasmus sooner have had more time on the labor market and 
have had access to higher-paid positions. 

 

(4) Among those who have an active working contract, does participation in Erasmus mobility 
predict having a managerial or professional occupation? 

Erasmus mobility is not predictive of a higher occupational category. All other things being equal, those 
who participated in Erasmus mobility during their studies at UVT were not more likely to have an active 
work contract with a managerial or professional occupation. The results from the propensity score 
matching model (with the same specification as the logistic regression model discussed above) also 
suggest that participation in Erasmus mobility is not associated with managerial or professional 
occupations among UVT graduates with an active work contract.  

This result might be explained by the fact that higher education attainment in Romania is the lowest 
in the European Union and, as such, having a tertiary degree per se is highly valued by employers when 
they are looking to fill managerial or professional positions. Our results contradict previous research 
which found that: “Five to ten years after graduation, significantly more Erasmus alumni (64%) than 
non- mobile alumni (55%) hold a management position. The difference is especially large in Eastern 
Europe (70% compared to 41%)” (European Commission 2016). 

Comparing mobile graduates, the duration of study abroad is not predictive of occupational category 
either. In other words, both short- and long-term Erasmus mobility periods (operationalized as 5 
month or less and more than 5 months) are as likely to hold managerial or professional jobs. The year 
of mobility is not associated with the occupational category, that is, the likelihood to have a managerial 
or professional position is the same irrespective of the academic year in which mobility took place. 

 

Conclusion and avenues for further research 

 This chapter directly answers to the recent call to “causal impact of studying abroad” on labor market 
outcomes (Di Pietro 2019, 8). It proposes a novel research design based on register data that directly 
tackles the potential bias (selection and self-reporting) in the results of previous studies. It finds that, 
a  typical working and mobile UVT graduate is a woman (78.5%) who has a BA degree in social sciences 
(44.4%) or in humanities (42.4%), did not receive a social scholarship (84.5%) but received a merit-
based scholarship (75.4%) , enrolled at one point in time in a MA program at UVT (55.6%) and has a 
managerial or professional occupation (62.5%). 

In terms of labor market outcomes, the chapter shows that participation in Erasmus mobility is (1) 
significantly negatively associated with labor market insertion; (2) significantly positively associated 
with above average-income, and (3) not predictive of a higher occupational category. 

Limitations: findings limited to graduates of a single HEI in Romania, no employment information about 
self-employed graduates (self-employment more common among degree holders in Law and 
Psychology), no employment information about those employed outside of Romania, available 
information on wages only in ranges (“monthly income in the range of…”), and no information about 
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relevant background characteristics / co-variates (e.g., marital status, number of children, parental 
education). Avenues of further research6.  
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