
 

 

 
Future of Higher Education – Bolgona Process Researchers  Conference, 

17-19 October 2011 

 

Student Mobility between Europe 

and the rest of the world: trends, 

issues and challenges 
 

 

 Hans de Wit 

 

 Professor of Internationalisation, School of Economics and 

Management, HvA, University of Applied Sciences, Amsterdam 

 

 Co-Editor Journal of Studies in International Education 

FOHE- BPRC, Bucharest, 17-19 October 2011 



 

 
Content 

 Introduction 

 

 Historical development 

 

 The numbers 

 

 Current global context of student mobility 

 

 Trends and challenges 

FOHE- BPRC, Bucharest, 17-19 October 2011 



 

 
Introductory remarks 

 International mobility of students has become a key 

issue on the agenda of governments and institutions 

of higher education and their representative bodies.  

 

 The Bologna Process was inspired to a great extent 

by the need to stimulate both internal mobility as well 

as mobility from the outside of Europe into the 

continent: enhancing Europe’s competitiveness.  

 

 There is an increasing tension between short term 

anti-immigrant tendencies and budget cuts for 

research and education and the long term need for 

skilled immigration to stay competitive in the global 

knowledge economy  
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Questions to adddress 

 What are the trends in student mobility from outside 

Europe, where do they come from, where do they go 

to, what are their drives and motives, what 

challenges do they face, do they stay, move on or go 

back?  

 

 Which countries/regions are the main competitors to 

Europe in student flows?  

 

 What is the impact of the Bologna Process on 

student mobility from the outside into Europe? 
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 Historical Development 

 Higher education in Europe in the first decade after 

the Second World War was not very international.  

 

 The focus was on the reconstruction of its countries 

after the great depression followed by the impact of 

the Second World War on society and economy.   

 

 As far as there was an international dimension, it was 

primarily by the circulation of degree seeking 

students from the elites in the developing countries to 

the colonial and imperialist powers they were linked 

to 
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Historical Development 2 

 In the sixties another international dimension in 

higher education emerged, technical assistance 

(development aid).  

 

 Above the traditional circulation of the elites, 

scholarship schemes provided opportunities for 

students from developing countries to study in 

Europe, primarily in countries they had traditional 

cultural and linguistic ties with and/or political links.  

 

 Capacity and institution building programs offered 

academic expertise and material support to the 

higher education sector in the developing countries.  
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Historical Development 3 

 In the 1980s, one can observe in Western Europe 

two different shifts. The “benevolent laisser-faire” 

policy and the “humanitarianism and internationalism” 

that characterised the previous decades did not 

completely disappear but were bypassed by new 

policies.   

 

 In continental Europe a shift took place towards more 

controlled reception of degree seeking international 

students and to cooperation and exchange (student 

and staff mobility) 

 

 In the United Kingdom a shift to active recruitment of 

fee-paying international students.  
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Historical Development 4 

 There was and remains a tension between the more 

competitive approach to recruitment of fee-paying 

students (a focus on degree seeking student 

circulation) and the subsidised programmes of the 

European Commission, based on the principle of 

exchange (a focus on mobility as part of the home 

degree).  

 

 Where degree mobility in Continental Europe 

(Germany and France in particular) stayed high due 

to traditional links, the emphasis there became more 

focussed on the principle of exchange. 
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Historical Development 5 

 The reputation of British higher education 

 Its extended network of Commonwealth countries  

 The dominance of English as first or second 

language, and  

 The financial necessity to recruit full-cost students 

from abroad  

 

 Placed British higher education in a position to be a 

competitive player in the international student market, 

as well as in the cross-border delivery of education, 

just behind the United States of America. 
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Historical Development 6 

 In the past decade in particular one can see a move 

into a more competitive approach to recruitment of 

non-EU/EER students and introduction of full cost 

fees for them in continental Europe. 

 

 The Bologna Declaration of 1999 and the Lisbon 

Agenda of 2001 are the manifestations of the need to 

reform higher education in Europe into the direction 

of a more competitive player in the global knowledge 

economy, and by that to make Europe more 

attractive to mobility from the outside into the 

continent.  
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Historical Development 7 

 It would be too simple to state that the changing 

landscape of internationalization into more 

competitiveness and active recruitment of 

international students from inside and outside of 

Europe is developing in similar ways everywhere in 

higher education in Europe.  

 

 There are different accents and approaches. 

Internationalization strategies are filtered and 

contextualized by the specific internal context of the 

university and their national embeddedness.  
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Numbers 

 The number of globally circulating students over the 

past 40 years has increased from approximately 

250,000 in 1965, up to an estimated 3.7 million at 

present (OECD, 2011, 320).  

 

 According to UNESCO (2006, 34) a first wave took 

place in the period 1975-1985 with an increase of 30 

%, a second wave between 1989 and 1994 (with an 

increase of 34 %), and a third wave between 1999 

and 2004 (with an increase of 4 %). In the past five 

years, the increase was from 3.0 to 3.7 million, 

another twenty percent.  
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Numbers 2 

 About 2% of the world student population is internationally 

mobile every year. This is quite consistent over the past 

decades. 

 

 Europe is leading in receiving international students, 38%, 

followed by North America (23%).  

 

 At the same time, “within the share of foreign students enrolled 

in EU21 countries, 72% of students come from another EU21 

country.” (OECD, 2001, 321)  

 

 Europe is the most favourite destination country for European 

students, followed at a far distance by the United States.  
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Numbers 3 

 European students are circulating within Europe to a large 

extent and in particular towards three countries (UK, Germany 

and France 

 

 The number of non-Europeans studying towards a degree in 

Europe has increased much faster than the number of European 

students enrolled in European countries outside their country of 

origin: from 365,000 in 1998/99 to 745,000 in 2006/07.  

 

 Chinese students are the largest national group of foreign 

students in Europe – 123,000 in 2006/07.  

 

 Chinese students accounted for 8.2% of total foreign enrolment 

in Europe in this year, followed at some distance by Germans 

(75,000), French (53 000), Italians (41,000) and Poles (39,000).  
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Numbers 4 

 The US‟ „market share‟ has dropped from 23% to 18% over the 

past decade  

 

 Europe has managed to preserve its position on the global 

education market, despite growing competition from non-

traditional study destinations like China, India or Japan. 

 

  85.5% of Europeans who studied towards a degree abroad in 

2006/07 chose another European country – an increase from 

82.2% in 1998/99 (Teichler et al., 2011).  

 

 The US and Australia remain important destination countries for 

European students, but their appeal seems to be waning. The 

UK and Germany are clearly the preferred destinations of 

European students who study abroad in pursuit of full degrees. 
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Credit mobility in Europe 

 At the European level about 200,000 European students are 

mobile every year through the ERASMUS, i.e. just below 1% of 

all students in Europe.  

 

 ERASMUS accounts for only part of all European credit mobility 

that takes place every year. We only lack reliable data on the 

rest, also about credit mobility outside of Europe.  

 

 The feeling is that, where credit mobility within Europe is not 

drastically growing, credit mobility to other parts of the world is.    

 

 The Erasmus Mundus programme, started in 2004, has certainly 

stimulated the inbound and outbound mobility of credit and 

degree mobility in Europe. Also national and European 

development cooperation programmes have played and 

continue to play an important role.  
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Credit mobility in the US 

 The United States, as far as mobility understood as 

short-term, credit-seeking experiences, enjoyed 

dynamic growth in numbers.  

 

 Participation in study abroad rose nearly 82% over 

the period 1999/00 to 2008/09. Of the country‟s 

approximately 19 million higher education students 

1.4% spent time abroad, largely in Europe (54.5%).  

 

  Attempts to diversify study abroad destinations for 

American students seem to paying off but very 

slowly. 
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Trends and Challenges 

 The traditional destination countries for international students – 

the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany, France, and 

Australia – face increasing competition from countries like the 

Russian Federation (3.7%), Japan (3.6%), China (1.7%), South 

Africa (1.7%), and Korea (1.4%).  

 

 Countries like Malaysia, Singapore, and Taiwan have set targets 

to increase their number of international students in the coming 

years, similar to Japan (300.000 in 2015) and China (500.000 in 

2020).  

 

 Countries that send large numbers of students abroad are 

increasingly also becoming recipients of international students. 

FOHE- BPRC, Bucharest, 17-19 October 2011 



 

 
Trends 2 

 The competition for top talents is replacing the 

quantitative approach to international student 

mobility.  

 The greying societies of Europe are competing with 

North America, Australia, and Japan for top talent 

around the world, as all of these countries and 

regions share an urgent need to fill human resource 

gaps in their knowledge economies.  

 

 At the same time, they must compete with the 

emerging economies in Asia, Latin America, and 

Africa, which perhaps need such human resource 

talent even more. 
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Trends 3 

 Cross-border delivery of higher education – with 

programmes, projects and providers moving across 

borders instead of students – is becoming an 

important growth market for the United States, 

Australia and the United Kingdom, while continental 

Europe lags behind.  

 

 The number of students in offshore activities for both 

the United Kingdom and Australia is increasing more 

rapidly than onshore. The offshore enrolment 

expansions represent a notable trend worth watching 

in the overall evolution of international student 

mobility and enrolment patterns. 
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Trends 4 

 Tuition fees and cost of living play an important role in student 

decisions on where to study abroad. But these are increasingly 

under pressure, in particular in Europe, a continent with 

traditionally low or no tuition fees, also for international students.  

 

 By the end of the 1990‟s, first in the Netherlands and 

Scandinavia and later in Germany and France, a shift to higher 

education as an export commodity began to emerge.   

 

 Several countries – Ireland, Slovakia, Denmark, the Netherlands 

and Sweden– have introduced full-cost fees for non-EU 

international students in recent years, the main drive not being 

income generation, as was the case in the United Kingdom in 

1979.   
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Trends 5 

 Language is an important factor. “Countries whose language is 

widely spoken and read, such as English, French, German, 

Russian and Spanish, are therefore leading destinations of 

foreign students, both in absolute and relative terms.” (OECD, 

2011, 323) 

 

 An increasing number of institutions in non-English-speaking 

countries are teaching courses and degree programmes in 

English, in particular  Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands and 

Sweden, but also elsewhere in Europe.  

 

 Exceptions are the southern European countries (Spain, Italy, 

Greece) as well as Austria, Belgium and the Russian 

Federation, where nearly no programmes are offered in English.  
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Trends 6 

 Reputation is an important factor.  

 

 The emergence of international rankings of 

universities has provided students and their parents 

an instrument to assess the presumed quality of 

institutions and programmes offered around the 

world.  

 

 Given that still The United States and Europe are 

leading these rankings, the more favoured 

destinations are institutions in those regions.  
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Trends 7 

 Degree mobility into Europe is increasing more at the graduate 

level: master and phd, than at the undergraduate level. 

 

 This is due to increased capacity at the undergraduate level in 

sending countries and increased focus on talents in the 

receiving countries. 

 

 European countries have different policies, fee structures and 

stimulus packages for graduate students from inside and 

outside the EU/EER, in particular phd. 

 

 Quantitative analysis of phd-students is difficult to make due to 

diverse positioning of them as employees or students.     
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Concluding 

 Overall, the United States and Europe, and English-

speaking destinations in general, remain the 

dominant actors in international student mobility, 

notwithstanding the increasing competition from the 

rest of the world.  

 

 This is true for degree mobility as well as credit 

mobility.  

 

 But at the European, national and institutional level 

measures have to be taken to maintain the 

competitive advantage of Europe, as the global 

competition is increasing with new actors coming to 

the forefront. 
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