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Abstract:

This paper contributes to existing theoretical and empirical understandings of international student
mobility (ISM) decision-making. Drawing on interview and focus group data from 115 current and
former ‘student migrants’ in the EU (from both EU and non-EU countries of origin), it provides an in-
depth, international comparative analysis of ISM decision-making. It addresses three questions: 1)
What motivates the decision to study abroad in the EU, and how do these motivations vary across
different countries of origin?; 2) How does the decision to study abroad relate to the student’s initial
aspirations (i.e. formed prior to starting their foreign study programme) regarding their post-study
(im)mobility?; and 3) How are post-study (im)mobility aspirations (re)shaped over the course of the
student’s foreign study programme? The relevance of existing theorisations of ISM decision-making
is tested in relation to student inflows from different countries of origin. The results highlight the
ways in which individual decisions to study abroad do not necessarily align with a single decision-
making model but are rather often determined by multiple and interacting considerations. The
findings further existing knowledge on: 1) the ways in which international student decision-making
relate to the social, cultural, economic and political environments in which these decisions are
made; and 2) how international student decision-making relates to the student’s broader and
evolving life aspirations.



1. Introduction

International student mobility (ISM) is a growing and evolving phenomenon. Much of the ISM
scholarship has focussed on understanding why students choose to study abroad. Studies have
commonly framed the decision to study abroad as the product of various push and pull factors which
provide the inputs into a cost-benefit calculation, made by a rational actor at a particular moment in
time (Carlson, 2013; Mosneaga & Winther, 2013). More recently, theoretical perspectives have
sought to contextualise the decision-making process within broader social and economic trends,
including, for example, widening access to education, the growth of the middle classes, the
neoliberal commodification of higher education, the emergence of global knowledge economies, the
individualisation of young people’s biographies, and the ‘internationalising geography of
consumption’ (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014, p. 246). A part of this scholarship has explored the
decision to study abroad in relation to the student’s (and their family’s) personal trajectory and
broader life aspirations, drawing attention to the need for a better understanding of how the
individual decision to study abroad relates to the student’s longer-term international mobility
(Findlay et al., 2017; King & Findlay, 2012; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002; Waters, 2006). Although some of
these models of decision-making have clear implications for likely post-study mobility outcomes,
there has been relatively little empirical investigation of the relationship between the decision to
study abroad and international students’ longer-term mobility behaviour (Findlay et al., 2017).

Moreover, in seeking to understand the processes by which students become internationally mobile,
the meanings attached to their mobility, and the implications of this mobility, scholars are
increasingly recognising the ways in which the decision to study abroad is embedded within
particular social, cultural and economic relations (Carlson, 2013; Findlay et al.,, 2012, 2017,
Mosneaga & Winther, 2013; Van Mol, 2014; Waters, 2006). However, a lack of international
comparative research means that the ways in which international student decision-making
processes vary across different geographies is only beginning to be understood (Perkins &
Neumayer, 2014; Van Mol, 2014). As Perkins and Neumayer (2014) have pointed out, ‘the literature
leaves unanswered questions about the relative importance of particular attributes in shaping
outward and inward ISMs, and how these vary across different countries’ (p.249).

Recent mixed-methods empirical investigations by Findlay et al. (2017) and Van Mol (2014) make
important contributions to demonstrating how ‘the decision to study abroad or to remain at home
should be situated within the broader economic, cultural and social environments wherein these
decisions are formed’ (Van Mol, 2014, p. 40). They furthermore recognise that the post-study
(im)mobility of international students is shaped not only by the environment of the country of origin,
but also that of the country of study. In conclusion to his study of intra-EU credit-mobile students,
Van Mol (2014) calls for future studies to ‘look into how the characteristics of specific destination
countries entwine with the personal biographies and national baggage students take with them
when they arrive, and how specific destination countries influence the outcomes of mobility’
(p.163). Findlay et al.’s (2017) study responds to this question by exploring how, in the case of
international students following degree programmes in the UK, ‘the experience of international
study results in the renegotiation of the meanings (some inherited from pre-study imaginings) of
future post-study mobility’ (p.194).



This is the point of departure for the present study, which uses a sub-sample of a broader qualitative
dataset on intra-EU mobility! to investigate two points: firstly, how the decision to study abroad
varies across geographic contexts; and, secondly, how post-study mobility decisions are shaped by
the country of origin and the country of study. The paper therefore addresses the following research
questions:

What motivates the decision to study abroad in the EU, and how do these motivations vary across
different countries of origin?

How does the decision to study abroad relate to the student’s initial aspirations (i.e. formed prior to
starting their foreign study programme) regarding their post-study (im)mobility?

How are post-study (im)mobility aspirations (re)shaped over the course of the student’s foreign
study programme?

The data used to answer these questions is drawn from fieldwork conducted in five EU countries:
Germany, ltaly, Spain, Sweden, and the UK. Interviews and focus groups were conducted with
current and former international students from both EU and non-EU countries of origin. For the
purposes of the research, international students are defined as individuals who have left their
country of prior residence in order to pursue higher education in the country of destination.’
According to this definition, international students may have lived in the country of destination
previously, or may be a citizen of that country, as long as they were residing in another country
before migrating to the destination country in which they are enrolled for higher education.

This study makes a number of empirical and theoretical contributions to current understandings of
ISM decision-making. The decision-making of 115 current and former students from 49 countries of
origin is analysed, providing a rich comparative perspective. Firstly, the study compares the
motivations for studying abroad reported by students from different geographical backgrounds. The
analysis tests the applicability of existing theories of ISM decision-making to students from different
geographic contexts. The resulting survey of motivations highlights the diversity of objectives
subsumed within each of the three theoretical models, as well those that lie outside of these
models. The findings highlight the ways in which individual decisions to study abroad do not
necessarily align with a single decision-making model but are rather determined by multiple and
interacting considerations. Secondly, the relationship between the decision to study abroad and
students’ initial post-study (im)mobility aspirations is explored. The concept of ‘citizenship capital’
emerges as an important determinant of initial post-study (im)mobility expectations. Finally, the
paper provides substantial evidence for the ways in which post-study (im)mobility aspirations are
developed or revised in the country of study. Overall, the paper furthers current understandings of:
i) the ways in which international student decision-making is a product of the social, cultural,
economic and political environments in which these decisions are made; and ii) how international
student decision-making relates to the student’s broader and evolving life aspirations (e.g. lifestyle,
romantic, career-related).

! https://www.reminder-project.eu/. See Dubow et al. (2019) for the results of the full study.
2 o . . .

This includes those pursuing a full degree programme as well as those moving as part of a student exchange
programme, or for an internship as part of a full degree programme. Further details are provided in the
methodology section.




The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 gives an overview of international student mobility and
related policy development, globally and within the EU specifically. Section 3 provides an overview
of the literature and sets out the paper’s theoretical framework and related hypotheses. Section 4
summarises the research methodology. Section 5 provides an analysis of the first research question
relating to international student’s motivations for studying abroad and how these vary across
‘sending’ geographies. Section 6 addresses the second research question on how the decision to
study abroad relates to the student’s initial post-study (im)mobility aspirations. As per the third
research question, Section 7 analyses the factors which prompt students to formulate or revise their
post-study (im)mobility aspirations during the course of their foreign studies. Section 8 discusses and
concludes on the paper’s main findings and contributions.

2. Context

The relevance of international student mobility worldwide

Studying abroad has become an increasingly popular choice for people across the globe. In 1975
there were 0.8 million tertiary-level international students worldwide, a number that increased to 2
million by 1988, and to 5.3 million by 2017 (OECD, 2017, p. 295, 2019, p. 232). This rapid expansion
has been attributed to a combination of demographic, economic, social and technological factors.
Globally, as economic growth has become increasingly dependent on knowledge and innovation,
demand for highly skilled workers has increased. In some cases, the limited capacity of local tertiary
education systems has prompted prospective students to pursue their education abroad (OECD,
2019). Furthermore, the growing middle classes in emerging economies has contributed to the
demand for international tertiary education. Processes of globalisation have internationalised the
higher education sector (Findlay et al., 2012; King & Findlay, 2012). Moreover, the falling costs of
international travel, our global hyper-connectedness facilitated by ICTs, and the increasing use of
English in work and study environments, have reduced the costs of international mobility, including
for students (OECD, 2019).

Inflows of international students are of interest to policymakers in receiving countries for a number
of reasons. In the short-term, international students support the higher education sector by paying
tuition fees, which are often substantially higher than those paid by domestic students (OECD, 2019;
Suter & Jandl, 2008). International students who also reside in the country where they are enrolled
in Higher Education Institutes (HEI) (as opposed to those who study remotely) support the local
economy through their expenses on the costs of living (OECD, 2019). In addition to these direct
financial contributions, the presence of international students may also enhance the reputation and
the learning environment of the HEls where they study. It has been argued that the quality of
education is increased by international students who contribute new knowledge and help domestic
students to widen their perspectives (Suter & Jandl, 2008). In addition, HEIs may have to enhance
their educational offering in order to successfully compete for international students (Suter & Jandl,
2008). The ability of HEls to attract students from abroad has become a “selling point” which
enhances institutional prestige (and therefore attracts further international students) and helps to
secure funding (Jubb, 2018; Suter & Jandl, 2008).

In the longer-term, international students who stay on in the country in which they study can make
important contributions to boosting innovation and economic growth (OECD, 2019). International
student “stayers” are highly skilled migrants who can help to enhance the country’s competitiveness
in the globalised knowledge-based economy, fill skills shortages in the domestic workforce, and
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mitigate demographic ageing (OECD, 2019; Suter & Jandl, 2008; Sykes & Chaoimh, 2012). Compared
to other types of highly skilled migrants, international student “stayers” may offer particular
advantages to their host society because they are often young and highly proficient in the host
country language, they have higher education qualifications that are fully recognised in the domestic
labour market, and they are also likely to have a good understanding of local cultural and
professional norms and practices (Suter & Jandl, 2008; Sykes & Chaoimh, 2012). These advantages
are likely to facilitate such individuals’ successful integration into the labour market and boost their
productivity. Finally, the more indirect and longer-term benefits for host countries may be an
increase in soft power, as flows of international students strengthen the political and economic
relationships between sending and receiving countries (Suter & Jandl, 2008; University of Oxford,
2017).

In recognition of these benefits, many countries have introduced policies to attract and retain
student migrants, which can include allowing students to work alongside their studies, facilitating
their access to student visas and visas for post-study highly skilled work or job-searching, as well as
to permanent residence and citizenship (Suter & Jandl, 2008; Sykes & Chaoimh, 2012). HEls have
also adapted to the fierce competition for international students by adopting more consumer-
oriented marketing strategies, actively recruiting students in key countries of origin, setting up
specific services to assist international students, teaching more courses in English, setting up
overseas branch campuses and engaging in collaborations with HEIs in other countries (Sykes &
Chaoimh, 2012; University of Oxford, 2017).

The EU approach to international student mobility

In Europe, the current approach to higher education as an international market first took shape in
the 1980s, when European countries started to take a more active and systematic approach to
receiving international students, and sought to facilitate student and staff mobility for enhanced
cooperation and exchange (de Wit et al., 2012). Two major policies have been central to European-
level policy in this regard. These are the Erasmus programme and the Bologna process. When it was
launched in 1987 the Erasmus scheme was conceived as an instrument to promote a European
identity through increased contact between European citizens, and to promote the mobility of
graduates within the European labour market (see Van Mol, 2014). The Erasmus programme has
evolved and expanded since its inception (Van Mol, 2014). At the time of fieldwork, Erasmus has
been superseded by the 2014-2020 Erasmus+ programme. Based on the merger of seven former
programmes, Erasmus+ is the EU programme for education, training, youth and sport, in line with
the Europe 2020 strategy for growth, jobs, social equity and inclusion (European Commission,
2020d). Erasmus+ opportunities are available not only to students, but also to education staff, youth
workers, volunteers, apprentices, recent graduates and other young people. It supports not only
formal study but also training, volunteering and other professional development opportunities
(European Commission, 2020a). Erasmus+ student exchanges are also available to students from
selected non-EU programme and partner countries, although non-EU partner countries are subject
to specific restrictions and conditions (European Commission, 2020b, 2020e).

The Bologna Process has been key to facilitating the mobility envisaged by the ERASMUS scheme.
The Bologna Process, inaugurated with the Bologna Declaration in 1999, aimed to remove barriers to
student and staff mobility across European countries and HEIs and to increase Europe’s competitive
advantage as a destination for higher education. Bologna Process reforms were designed to



harmonise higher education systems and structures within the European Higher Education Area,
including through the mutual recognition of study periods and qualifications completed at foreign
HEls; convergence around a three-tiered system (of bachelor’s, master’s and doctoral studies); as
well as shared quality assurance (European Commission, 2020c).

More recently, the 2015 European Agenda on Migration reiterated the EU’s commitment to ensuring
that Europe continues to be an ‘attractive destination for the talent and entrepreneurship of
students, researchers and workers’ (European Commission, 2015). In line with this aim, the Students
and Researchers Directive ((EU)2016/801) was introduced in order to better harmonise admission
conditions for the entry and residence of non-EU/EEA researchers, students, school pupils, trainees,
volunteers and au pairs. In particular, the Directive aims to make the EU a more attractive
destination for students by making admission requirements more consistent across the EU, by
allowing students to work at least 15 hours per week alongside their studies, and by permitting
students to remain in the country of study for at least nine months following the completion of their
study programme (European Migration Network, 2019). Most recently, reflecting on progress made
under the European Agenda on Migration, the European Commission highlighted the continuing
need to provide more opportunities for students and professionals, given their role in building a
more competitive EU economy (European Commission, 2018).

International student migration to and within the EU has also been shaped by national-level policy
developments. The UK was the first European country to pursue higher education as an export
market: in 1979 the decision was taken to charge full fees to foreign degree-seeking students (de
Wit et al., 2012). It took around two decades for other European countries — such as Denmark,
Sweden, Finland and the Netherlands — to similarly introduce full-cost tuition fees for non-EU/EEA
students (de Wit et al., 2012). In the case of these countries, the aim was not necessarily income-
generation but rather to compensate for the costs borne by domestic taxpayers and to attract a
higher quality of foreign student (de Wit et al., 2012). However, according to Choudaha (2017), the
resource constraints facing universities in the wake of the 2008 global financial crisis have created
broader interest among HEls around the world in recruiting full fee-paying international students as
a source of revenue.

Indeed, attracting and retaining international students is now a policy priority for many EU Member
States, including for four of the five countries in which fieldwork was conducted for this study —
Germany, Italy, Spain and the UK. The rationales underlying this policy focus vary somewhat among
Member States, but economic considerations — including the economic value of international
students to the higher education sector, as well as their contributions to economic growth, filling
skilled labour shortages and addressing demographic imbalances — often dominate (European
Migration Network, 2019). For some countries, including Germany, Spain and the UK, international
students are also valued as an important resource for international relations and collaboration
(European Migration Network, 2019). In Sweden, attracting international students is not considered
a policy priority in itself, but is considered essential to the broader aim of internationalising
Sweden’s higher education system and research environment (European Migration Network, 2019).

In pursuit of international student revenues, it is now common practice across the EU for Member
States to charge higher tuition fees for non-EU students. Italy and Germany are exceptions. In Italy
tuition fees are the same for all students, and in Germany neither EU/EEA nor third-country



nationals are charged tuition fees, except in one of the country’s 16 Lander (states), where non-
EU/EEA students are charged tuition fees (European Migration Network, 2019). A comparative
overview of the fees charged to third country nationals vs. EU/EEA and domestic students across the
case countries is provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Range of tuition fees (in euros, per academic year) charged to non-EU/EEA international students enrolled in
Bachelor and Master programmes in public HEIs across the case countries

Case Country Range of tuition fees Same fees for domestic/EU students?
(per academic year/euros) at public HEI

Germany No tuition fees (except in Baden- | No (no fees for domestic/EU students)
Wiirttemberg: 3,000)

Spain min. 1,081 (BA) No (lower fees for domestic/EU students)
min. 1,527 (MA)

Italy 900 — 4,000 (BA and MA) Yes
Sweden approx. 7,700 — 28,900 (BA and MA) No (no fees for domestic/EU students)
United Kingdom 11,400 — 43,400 (BA) No (lower fees for domestic/EU students)

12,500 — 36,500 (MA)

Replicated from the European Migration Network (2019).

Many national governments and HEls in Member States have developed strategies for the active
recruitment of students from outside the EU, as well as policies to retain international graduates
within the domestic labour market (European Migration Network, 2019). For example, common
policies to attract international students include promotional and information-dissemination
activities targeted at prospective international students, the creation of scholarship funds and
programmes taught in English (European Migration Network, 2019). Table 2 provides an overview of
which types of measures are used to attract non-EU/EEA international students to the individual EU
case countries.

In order to retain international students, most Member States have created legal channels for
international students to stay on as labour migrants post-graduation. For example, in recent years,
Spain and Sweden have made it easier for non-EU/EEA international students’ family members to
join them in the country of study; Spain has created a new residence permit to allow international
graduates to stay on and look for employment; and Germany has extended the time given to
international graduates to seek employment to 18 months (European Migration Network, 2019). The
UK stands as an exception: although the UK prioritises the recruitment of international students, it
has a relatively restrictive legal framework as regards retaining international graduates in the UK
labour market (European Migration Network, 2019). EU HEls and private sector agencies often also
have their own measures to support their graduates in finding post-study employment
opportunities. For example, in Germany some local employment offices offer specialised career
counselling to international students, and in the UK, some HEls provide free legal advice to guide
international students regarding their post-study options (European Migration Network, 2019).
Table 2 further provides a comparative overview of the incentives used in each of the case countries
to retain third country national students following the completion of their studies.
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Table 2. Incentives to attract and retain non-EU/EEA international students in place across the case countries

Type of incentive Germany Spain Italy Sweden UK

Policies to attract international students

Promotional activities and | « v v v v
dissemination of

information

Scholarships v v v v v
Study programmes in | v v v v
English

Family reunification v v X v v
Other financial incentives X v v v v
Support for spouses and | & v X v v

other family members

Policies to retain international students

Exemption from labour | v X v v

market test

Exempt from work permit X v X X X
Exemption or lower salary | ¥ v X X X
threshold

Incentives  for  family | ¥ v X X X

reunification

Exemption from | % v X X X

immigration quotas

Replicated from the European Migration Network (2019)

However, Member States also report challenges in attracting international students, for example,
due to the limited availability of scholarship opportunities and courses taught in other languages
(particularly English), lengthy processing times for visas and residence permit applications, as well as
limited promotional activities (European Migration Network, 2019). Common barriers to retaining
international students in the EU often relate to broader structural factors in the domestic economy,
for example, high unemployment, low standards of living and other factors affecting the
attractiveness of labour market opportunities (European Migration Network, 2019). Other
challenges include bureaucratic difficulties in securing the extension of permits, as well as students’
own lack of relevant language competencies and professional and wider support networks
(European Migration Network, 2019). It should also be noted that policies to attract international
students can undermine efforts to retain graduates. For example, offering courses taught in English
helps to encourage international student inflows, but students who are not taught in, or do not
otherwise speak, the native language of the destination country may struggle as graduates to
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integrate into the domestic labour market and wider society (European Migration Network, 2019).
For example, this is a source of debate in Germany, where a large number of courses are taught in
English (European Migration Network, 2019). This is not an issue in the UK, where English is both the
national language and the language of tuition.

International student flows to and within the EU

As with student mobility worldwide (OECD, 2019; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014), the patterns which
characterise student mobility within the EU are highly uneven: the volume of flows varies
substantially according to the subject studied, level of study, countries of origin and destination, and
student demographics. The international student market has long been dominated by flows from
developing to developed economies, and by a handful of English-speaking destination countries in
particular (Institute of International Education, 2018; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). The United States,
United Kingdom, Australia and Canada receive more than 40% of all international students studying
in the OECD and partner countries (OECD, 2019, p. 236). Of the 3.7 million international students
studying in the OECD in 2017, 985,000 were enrolled in the United States, 436,000 in the United
Kingdom, 381,000 in Australia and 210,000 in Canada (OECD, 2019, p. 236).

The EU is also an important region, receiving a large proportion of the world’s internationally mobile
student population, particularly those from elsewhere in the EU (Eurostat, 2020; OECD, 2019).
According to Eurostat’s latest analysis, in 2017 there were 1.71 million international students (both
EU and non-EU origin) undertaking tertiary education within the EU (Eurostat, 2020). As mentioned
above, the UK holds a particularly dominant position in the market, receiving 436,000 — or 25.5% —
of all internationally mobile students within the EU-28 in 2017 (Eurostat, 2020). Germany hosted the
second largest proportion — 259,000, or 15.1% (Eurostat, 2020). As

Figure 1 shows, much smaller numbers of international students were studying in Italy (98,000),
Spain (65,000) and Sweden (29,000). Reflecting trends worldwide (for all students, both foreign and
domestic), there are generally larger numbers of international students enrolled in lower levels of
tertiary education (

Figure 1). However, also reflecting global patterns (OECD, 2019), international students in the EU
typically make up a larger proportion of total student enrolment at higher educational levels — in
other words, more advanced educational levels are associated with greater international student
mobility (see Figure 2 below).



Figure 1. The distribution of international students across EU case countries and level of education

International students by level of tertiary education and
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Figure 2. The proportion of international students enrolled in each level of tertiary education, across the EU case countries
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Globally, patterns of international student mobility tend to be highly concentrated in dyadic flows,
shaped by factors such as language, geographic distance, historical ties and political frameworks, as
well as educational and economic opportunities (OECD, 2019; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). Similarly,
EU destination countries typically receive international students from neighbouring EU countries,
and from countries and regions outside the EU with which they share a common language, cultural
or historical ties (for example, in the case of former colonies) (Eurostat, 2020). The highest number
of internationally mobile students in the EU-28 migrate from elsewhere in the EU (37.8% in 2017)
(Eurostat, 2020). Asia was the second largest source region for international students in the EU-28 in
2017 (30.1%), followed by Africa (13%), the Caribbean, Central and South America (5.7%), North
America (3%) and Oceania (0.3%) (Eurostat, 2020).
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Regarding the largest inflows to the present study’s case countries, Table 3 shows the top three
countries of origin for international student inflows to each country, and to the EU-28 overall, in
2017. Notably, Chinese students (including from Hong Kong) made up by far the largest origin group
across the EU-28 as a whole (11.2%) and represent the first or second largest groups in four out of
five of the case countries (Spain is the exception). As can be seen in Table 3, country-specific
differences often tend to vary along the lines of geographic proximity, cultural and historic (often
colonial) ties, and established labour migration corridors.

Table 3. Top three countries of origin for international students studying in the case countries in 2017

Largest country of | Share Second largest | Share Third largest | Share
origin for | (%) country of origin | (%) country of origin for | (%)
students from for students from students from
abroad abroad abroad

EU-28 China (inc. Hong | 11.2 Germany 4.4 Ukraine 35
Kong)

Germany China (inc. Hong | 11.6 India 5.6 Austria 4.4
Kong)

Spain France 10.9 Italy 10.6 Ecuador 9.9

Italy China (inc. Hong | 14.9 Albania 10.6 Romania 9.0
Kong)

Sweden Finland 8.6 China (inc. Hong | 8.3 Germany 6.6

Kong)

UK China (inc. Hong | 22.2 India 3.8 Malaysia 3.8

Kong)

Source: Eurostat (2020).

Also in common with worldwide trends, international students within the EU are disproportionately
represented in certain fields of study. Across the EU28 (excluding the Netherlands and Slovenia),
business, administration and law (grouped according to the ISCED-F 2013 classification) was the
most popular field of study among international students in 2017, 24.8% of whom were enrolled in
these subjects (Eurostat, 2020). Engineering, manufacturing and construction attracted the second
largest proportion of international students (17.3 %), followed by the arts and humanities (14.0 %)
(Eurostat, 2020). In contrast, the smallest shares of international students were enrolled in
education (2.6%), services (1.6%) and agriculture, forestry, fisheries and veterinary studies (1.4%)
(Eurostat, 2020). Again, the distribution of international students in different fields of study varies
substantially across EU destination countries — reflecting, at least in part, those countries’ areas of
specialisation (Eurostat, 2020). For example, a particularly high number of international students in
Italy were enrolled in arts or humanities courses (24.8%), whereas in Germany and Sweden the
highest numbers of international students were following courses in engineering, manufacturing or
construction (29.6% and 25.2%, respectively). In the UK almost a third (33.1%) of international
students were studying business, administration or law, and in Spain the highest proportion of
international students were studying health and welfare (25.4%).
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3. Literature review and theoretical approach

Theorising international student mobility decision-making

In the last two decades, international student mobility or migration has become the subject of a rich
academic literature, albeit mostly from the perspective of higher education studies, sociology and
geography rather than mainstream migration or mobilities studies (Beech, 2015; Findlay et al., 2012;
King et al., 2016). The determinants of the decision to study abroad and the choice of destination —
and how these relate to the international student’s post-study mobility behaviour — have been
investigated mainly with regard to flows from developing, or ‘non-Western’, countries to
industrialised, or ‘Western’, countries (van Bouwel & Veugelers, 2013; Van Mol, 2014). Particular
attention has been paid to inflows to the United States (US) and United Kingdom (UK) as the two
Anglophone destination countries that have historically dominated the international market for
higher education (Levkovich et al., 2016). As regards the other four European case countries
included in this research, there has been little or no in-depth analysis of the motivations of
internationally mobile students who choose Spain, Italy, Germany or Sweden as destinations for
higher education.

There have been some recent efforts to theorise international student migration and mobility
decision-making (King et al., 2016), although push-pull models (and relatedly, analyses of barriers
and facilitators) are still commonly relied upon as an organising framework for empirical studies
(Caruso & de Wit, 2015; Maringe & Carter, 2007; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Rahimi & Akgunduz,
2017; Rodriguez Gonzales et al.,, 2011). Broadly speaking, we identify three main theoretical
approaches to understanding decisions to study higher education abroad: the human capital
approach; the cultural capital model; and the ‘youth mobility cultures’ framing.

Firstly, Sjaastad’s human capital theory (1962) has been used to explain why students invest
resources in pursuing higher education abroad (Balaz & Williams, 2004; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014;
van Bouwel & Veugelers, 2013). Higher education programmes in other countries may provide
access to valuable knowledge and skills and internationally recognised qualifications that students
cannot obtain in their countries of origin. These may help the student to secure better-quality or
better-paid employment opportunities upon graduation (whether in the country of origin or
internationally) (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). In considering study abroad, prospective international
students therefore weigh the potential human capital benefits offered by different destination
countries, higher education providers and courses against the financial and psychological costs
associated with these different options (Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). Human capital theory builds on
the traditional neo-classical theory of migration, but it can also be understood in relation to the New
Economics of Labour Migration (NELM) (Stark & Bloom, 1985), whereby the household becomes the
primary economic actor. Studies of international student flows to the UK provide some evidence
that families from countries where economic opportunities are scarce (in these cases, African, Latin
American and Eastern European countries) may invest in their children’s education in the UK in
order to reap future economic benefits from their international qualifications and access to the UK
labour market (Findlay et al., 2017; Marcu, 2015; Maringe & Carter, 2007).

Secondly, recognition of the role of the family in determining ISM has produced a variant, but closely
related, theoretical strand which explains ISM as a family strategy to reproduce social distinction
(the cultural capital model) (Findlay et al., 2012; Waters, 2005, 2006). Following Bourdieu, Waters
(2005, 2006) explains that, given widening access to higher education in Hong Kong, the scarcity
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value of a higher education degree has diminished, whilst competition for entry into domestic
universities has increased. The ability of middle-class families to maintain their privileged position in
Hong Kong’s class structure through educational accomplishment is thereby threatened and, in
response, families send their children to university in countries such as Canada as an alternative
route to ensuring their academic — and therefore social — success. According to Waters, a ‘Western’
university degree is acquired for the valuable cultural capital it denotes upon return to the country
of origin, where place-specific social relations perpetuate a shared perception of the superiority of
qualifications obtained (from particular institutions) abroad (Waters, 2006). Similar evidence is
provided in the European context by Pelliccia (2014) in her study of student migration from Greece
to Italy, and by Findlay et al. (2012), whose study of UK students emphasises the social construction
of the symbolic value associated not only with studying at “world-class” universities (e.g. those at
the top of world rankings) but also with ‘the very performance of international living’ (p.128).

Like the human capital approach, the cultural capital model assumes the conversion of the
accumulated capital into an advantaged position in the labour market upon graduation. However, as
explained by Findlay et al. (2012), the cultural capital model ‘differs from the conventional human
capital perspective in suggesting that it is the social benefits of gaining new knowledge, skills and
education in another place that matter most’ (p.121). It is worth noting that empirical investigations
of the cultural capital model focus on the reproduction, rather than creation, of social advantage
through ISM. This perhaps relates to the consensus in the broader literature that internationally
mobile students tend to come from more privileged socio-economic backgrounds (see, for example,
Findlay et al., 2012; van Mol, 2014).

This focus on the social construction of the symbolic value accorded to international mobility is
central to the third (and overlapping) conceptualisation of ISM decision-making. According to this
framing, the decision to study abroad is not necessarily a rational calculation of the (human/cultural,
social or economic capital) benefits to be obtained through ISM, made at a discrete moment in time.
Rather, it is the processual outcome of contemporary ‘youth mobility cultures’ which valorise and
normalise travelling, living and studying abroad as a rite of passage (Beech, 2015; Carlson, 2013; King
et al., 2016; King & Findlay, 2012). King and colleagues associate this conceptual frame with, firstly,
the ‘mobilities turn’ in social science research and, secondly, the ‘individualisation’ of young people’s
biographies in contemporary (Western) societies, due to the declining role of traditional social and
geographic relations (such as class, family and neighbourhood) in determining life trajectories (Beck
& Beck-Gernsheim, 2002 in King and Ruiz-Gelices, 2003; King et al., 2016). In the context of
expanded opportunities and choices, transnational communications and connectivity, young
people’s aspirations are shaped by ‘shared imaginings’ of the international experience (Beech, 2014,
2015) which portray the experience of different places, cultures and languages as an opportunity for
personal growth, enrichment and adventure (King & Ruiz-Gelices, 2003).

According to the ‘youth mobility cultures’ framing, study abroad is therefore less a strategy for
capital accumulation than it is an ‘act of consumption’ (King et al.,, 2016, p. 19) through which
internationally mobile students ‘[set] in motion their own individualised life-projects’ (King & Ruiz-
Gelices, 2003, p. 245). However, this framing has been linked to Murphy-Lejeune’s theorisation of
the ‘mobility capital’ that accrues to the internationally mobile student and which distinguishes
them as part of a ‘migratory elite’ (2002). Murphy-Lejeune conceptualises mobility capital as a ‘sub-
component of human capital, enabling individuals to enhance their skills because of the richness of
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the international experience gained by living abroad’ (2002, p. 51). Subsequent scholarship has
suggested that, like the human capital and cultural capital models of ISM, the mobility capital
accumulated through study abroad may be converted into social, personal and career advantages
(Brooks & Waters, 2010; Findlay et al., 2017; King et al., 2016).

However, the degree to which mobility capital is pursued for its instrumental value (its potential for
conversion into other forms of capital) remains unclear (Prazeres et al., 2017). As Carlson argues,
following Bourdieu, mobility capital ‘should not just be thought of as a resource that people can
draw upon as they like. Instead, it is essential to emphasise its incorporated nature [..] and
conceptualise it as part of a person’s habitus, as an internalised disposition’ (2013, p. 172). Indeed,
Prazeres et al. (2017) find that international students in the UK, Austria and Latvia relate their
mobility as students to an aspiration to remain internationally mobile in the longer term, not
necessarily in pursuit of career advantages but rather as part of a lifestyle which prioritises ‘the
experiential qualities of place’ and ‘newness within global places’ (p.120).

Understanding international student mobility decision-making as ‘environmentally embedded’

Studies which have contributed to the theorisation of ISM decision-making have tended to focus on
a single theoretical frame, applying it to the case of a particular country of destination or origin, with
limited reflection on how the findings relate to other conceptualisations or geographic contexts (Van
Mol’s 2014 mixed-methods comparative study of intra-EU credit mobility is a notable exception). As
Perkins and Neumayer have pointed out, ‘the existing literature has had surprisingly little to say
about variations across countries or, for that matter, categories of countries, in the influence of
particular determinants of ISM’ (2014, p. 252). However, as Findlay et al. (2017) and Van Mol (2014)
have argued, aspirations for student and post-study (im)mobility should be understood as a product
of their environments: shaped firstly by the familial, social and political institutions of the student’s
country of origin, and subsequently re-negotiated in contact with the new (and perhaps different)
economic, social and cultural milieu that the student encounters in the place of study. In other
words, these decisions are ‘environmentally-embedded’ (Van Mol, 2014, p. 32). Following this line of
inquiry, we therefore posit that the relevance or applicability of each theoretical model may be
determined by the student’s (and their family’s) existing capital(s) stock, understood in relation to
the social and economic context of their country of origin.

Indeed, the empirical evidence suggests that the motivations for international study, destination
choice, and post-study (im)mobility intentions differ between countries of origin and between socio-
economic groups within these countries. Quantitative studies of “push” and “pull” factors, which do
include cross-country comparative analyses, help to illustrate these variations (Abbott & Silles, 2016;
Hazen & Alberts, 2006; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014; Zheng, 2014). As regards the decision to study
abroad and the choice of study destination, Hazen and Alberts (2006) found that students from low
income countries of origin are more commonly motivated to study in the U.S. for the better
educational opportunities available there, relative to students from middle or high-income
countries. In this study, the perception that obtaining a U.S. higher education qualification would
improve job prospects upon return to the country of origin was also of varying relevance to students
from different geographic regions (73% of Africans, versus 56% of Latin Americans, 46% of Asians,
31% of Europeans and 8% of North Americans cited this as motivating factor) (p.207). Abbott and
Silles (2016) and Wei (2013) conclude from their analyses of international student flows across a
wide range of destination and origin countries that higher GDP per capita in the destination country
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is a key determinant of higher student inflows from low-income countries, but is less important for
students from high-income countries. As Abbott and Silles (2016) suggest, this is likely due to
expectations among students from low-income countries that the destination country offers better
labour market opportunities post-graduation, and therefore a higher return on the investment in
studying abroad, as per the human capital approach.

In the context of intra-EU educational mobility, Van Mol’s (2014) review of the literature finds that
students from middle- and upper-class backgrounds are more likely to participate in credit
(exchange) mobility — but that the differences are most striking among students departing from
countries such as Switzerland, Ireland and the Netherlands, where access to higher education is
relatively more inclusive. Van Mol suggests that the less marked differences observed in other
countries of origin (which include Germany, Bulgaria, Italy, Romania and Spain) are due to the
relatively greater social selectivity that characterises enrolment into higher education in these
countries, and which therefore conceals the degree of selection into exchange programmes. An
alternative, or complementary, explanation — following the cultural capital model — might suggest
that students from socially inclusive higher education systems might have greater incentives to seek
academic and social distinction through international mobility.

Geographic and demographic differences have also been observed in analyses of international
students’ post-study (im)mobility intentions (Findlay et al., 2017; Sykes & Chaoimh, 2012). A survey
of non-EU master’s and doctoral students enrolled in degree programmes in five EU destination
countries found that respondents from China, Eastern Europe and Turkey were most likely to want
to stay on in their countries of study (at least in the short or medium term) (Sykes & Chaoimh, 2012).
Students from high-income, Anglophone countries (the US, Canada, Australia and New Zealand)
were the least likely to want to stay (Sykes & Chaoimh, 2012). These survey results do not
differentiate between intentions to return to the country of origin and intentions to migrate
onwards to a third country. Richer mixed-method insights are provided by Findlay et al.’s (2017)
study of international students in the UK, which distinguishes between staying in the country of
study; returning to the country of origin; migrating onwards to a specific third country; and pursuing
continued onwards mobility (‘global mobility’). According to the authors’ survey results, students
from China were the most likely to expect to return to their countries of origin, in contrast to only
24% of EU students who expected to return within five years (Findlay et al., 2017, p. 194). In-depth
interviews revealed that, for students from North America and the EU, the desire to be
internationally mobile post-study tends to relate to aspirations for a lifestyle characterised by world
travel (Findlay et al., 2017). In contrast, for students from African and Latin American countries, the
pursuit of work abroad links more pragmatically to the wish (or obligation to their families) to secure
better economic opportunities, or, in some other cases, to contribute to the development of their
countries of origin (Findlay et al., 2017). The latter aspiration is also observed among Eastern
European students in Spain (Marcu, 2015). Maringe and Carter (2007) report similarly that African
students pursue higher education in the UK in order to stay on and access better economic
opportunities post-study (as well as more stable political conditions).

Decision-making processes in the country of study

In this study we also investigate how international students’ post-study (im)mobility intentions may
be shaped in the country of study (as per our third research question). As suggested by the literature
reviewed above, economic and political conditions and familial and social relations can have a
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determining influence on the student’s longer-term (im)mobility plans from the outset of the move
to study abroad. However, a student’s future (im)mobility intentions may also be shaped or re-
shaped during the period of study abroad, as the student encounters new people, ideas and
opportunities (Findlay et al., 2017; King, 2002). Indeed, recent scholarship has emphasised the need
to see international student decision-making not as a one-off choice or “event”, but as a continual
process that lays (im)mobility plans open to regular re-assessment and revision (Findlay et al., 2012,
2017; Hazen & Alberts, 2006; Van Mol, 2014). Because international mobility involves not only
spatial mobility but also mobility through different social and economic geographies (Findlay et al.,
2017), the relevance of different ISM models may change over the course of a student’s studies
abroad. In other words, as the international student integrates into a different socio-economic
context from that of their country of origin, where their stock of, or access to, different forms of
capitals may change (in both absolute and relative terms), so too may their preferences and
priorities, thereby (re-)shaping their longer-term (im)mobility intentions. As Findlay et al. report, it is
common for students to develop new plans or re-assess old ones in the course of their studies
abroad, as this is typically a ‘developmental and transitional period characterised by (self)discovery’
through which students acquire new cultural and social capital, ideas and aspirations (2017, p.197).

Indeed, the literature on graduate mobility points to a range of factors which may emerge over the
course of higher education as important determinants of the student’s post-study (im)mobility. For
example, the decision to stay, migrate onwards or return to the country of origin may be influenced
by the student’s employment prospects in each of these places. This may be determined by the
relative labour market value of the skills acquired through formal study (Winters, 2012). It may also
be impacted by ‘location-specific’ capital that international students accumulate through living in
the place of study, or through work experience during the course of study (Haapanen & Karhunen,
2017). Such location-specific capital may include knowledge of labour local markets; proficiency in
the local language and other culturally specific competences; and access to local professional
networks. Mobility capital acquired or enhanced as a result of migration for study abroad may also
induce the graduate towards further mobility. Studies have found that previous migration
experiences increase the likelihood of migration upon graduation (see, for example, Faggian et al.,
2007; Hooijen et al., 2017). Access to legal residence, for example to post-study visas, may be
relevant to non-citizens, or, in the European context, to non-EU nationals (Hooijen et al., 2020;
Mosneaga & Winther, 2013).

The literature on graduate and high-skilled migration has also paid due concern to the ‘soft’, non-
economic locational factors that may retain a graduate in the place of study or motivate them to
migrate elsewhere. These may include the attractiveness of the physical landscape, the cultural and
social environment, the concentration of amenities, and the quality and availability of housing (see
Corcoran & Faggian, 2017; Hooijen et al., 2017; Sleutjes, 2016). Indeed, Winters (2012) finds that
‘preferences for the place where they attended college may even incline some recent graduates to
accept lower-paying jobs to stay in the area that they have grown to appreciate’ (p.3). Integration, or
simply becoming used to the place of study, may provide a ‘comforting feeling’ that could dispose a
graduate towards staying rather than ‘venturing elsewhere and starting life again from scratch’
(Mosneaga & Winther, 2013, p. 188). Unforeseen events, such as the formation or break up of
romantic relationships, or unexpected job offers, have also been highlighted as playing a key role in
determining the (im)mobility options considered by students, and the preferences and priorities
which weigh on their decision-making (Hooijen et al., 2020; Mosneaga & Winther, 2013).
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We therefore turn to Carling’s aspiration/ability model (2002) as a useful framework through which
to understand the varying and dynamic interactions between the capitals that the student (and their
family) starts with, pursues, and accumulates through international mobility. As already outlined, the
three ISM models elucidate differing migration aspirations — the individual student’s motivations and
intentions regarding their international (study and post-study) (im)mobility. The fulfilment of these
aspirations depends on the student’s ability to do so: whether or not they have the necessary
economic, social, cultural and symbolic capitals® required to successfully navigate the context-
specific opportunities and obstacles that may facilitate or hinder their actual movement or stay
(Carling, 2002). As suggested above, the ability to realise post-study (im)mobility intentions may
depend on factors such as visa and employment opportunities, the cultural and social capital
resources required to secure employment and navigate visa regimes, and the financial (and/or
social) capital that the graduate may need to rely on during periods of job-seeking. In this way,
ability may determine the successful realisation of aspirations, but ability may also determine the
formation of aspirations. As Carling and Schewel explain, ‘in the face of limited migration ability,
individuals could react by subconsciously subduing their migration aspirations’ (2018, p. 958). The
same ‘adaptive preference’ (Carling & Schewel, 2018) could also be at work in the case of
international student migrants who discount staying on in the country of study, not because it is not
a desired outcome, but because it is considered unfeasible, for example, due to visa restrictions. In
the other direction, new or enhanced ability may also lead to the emergence of new aspirations. For
example, during the course of study the international student may build new social or professional
relationships, and acquire new information, skills and competences, that open their eyes to
(im)mobility options that they had not previously considered. Thus the international student’s
decisional ‘awareness space’ (Brown & Moore, 1970) may expand as a result of their new
experiences and capital stocks.

Hypotheses

Despite the empirical insights on geographical variations discussed above, there has so far been very
limited attention paid to the ways in which current theories of ISM decision-making fit different
geographic contexts. As explained above, we conceptualise each theorisation of ISM decision-
making as an ISM aspiration that is the product of place-specific social and economic structures and
relations. We therefore expect the different models to have greater or lesser explanatory power in
the context of different geographic student flows. In this section we set out our hypotheses in
relation to the original research questions. We follow Perkins and Neumayer (2014), who, in addition
to finding significant differences between the determinants of ISM from developed and developing
countries, call for greater disaggregation of the developed vs. developing country categories into
relevant sub-groupings — namely, Newly Industrialising Economies (NIE) and Least Developed
Countries (LDC).

As regards individual motivations for student mobility and their variations across geographic
contexts (research question 1), we expect that, firstly, in developing country contexts, where higher

* A note on terminology: In the review of the theoretical literature above, we distinguish between the ‘human
capital’ and ‘cultural capital’ models of ISM decision-making, in order to reflect the terminological preferences
of the main scholars applying these closely-related (and somewhat competing) concepts to analyses of student
decision-making (Aksakal & Schmidt, 2019; Lulle et al., 2019). However, for the purpose of our analysis of
mobility abilities, we prefer to use ‘cultural’ rather than ‘human’ capital for the sake of maintaining
consistency with the rest of Bourdieu’s forms of capital that serve to structure the analysis (Bourdieu, 1986).
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education systems are of a lower quality and economic opportunities for graduates are scarcer,
students choose to study abroad in order to enhance their human capital and/or secure higher
economic returns on their human capital investments. We therefore hypothesise that:

H1: Human capital theory is most relevant to the decision-making of students from developing
countries (excluding NIEs).

Secondly, in newly industrialised and developed country contexts, where wider access to higher
education may threaten middle-class families’ privileged access to social and economic capital,
international study may be more frequently used as a means of reproducing social distinction. We
therefore hypothesise that:

H2: The cultural capital model is most relevant to the decision-making of students from NIEs and
(other) developed countries.

Thirdly, we expect that in developed countries, where access to higher education and graduate
employment opportunities are more secure, students are more able to prioritise experiential
objectives. We therefore hypothesise that:

H3: The youth mobility cultures framing is most relevant to the decision-making of students from
developed countries.

In order to address the second research question (on the relationship between the decision to study
abroad and the student’s initial aspirations regarding their post-study mobility behaviour), we will
examine whether, in practice, the three decision-making models are associated with different post-
study (im)mobility aspirations. A second set of hypotheses, based on the theoretical literature
reviewed above, will guide this analysis.

We do not have a hypothesis regarding initial post-study (im)mobility aspirations associated with the
human capital model. Studies of ISM decision-making which focus on human capital accumulation
have tended not to give much attention to post-study (im)mobility outcomes. Where these have
been considered, the literature has focussed on the extent to which international students use their
study abroad as a bridge into the country of study’s labour market, or whether they return to their
countries of origin (Balaz & Williams, 2004; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014). Our analysis of the initial
post-study (im)mobility intentions of students who choose to study abroad as a strategy for human
capital accumulation will therefore not be guided by any particular expectation.

The cultural capital model sets out firmer expectations regarding students’ post-study mobility
behaviour. According to the original conceptualisation of this model, international students intend
to return to their countries of origin where the symbolic capital associated with their international
qualification gives them an advantaged position in the labour market (Waters, 2006). More recent
evidence from the UK suggests that some students seeking distinction through an international
education may instead intend to use their newly accumulated or enhanced symbolic capital to
support an international career (Findlay et al., 2012). Our analysis will therefore test the continued
relevance of the model’s original formulation of the relationship between study and post-study
mobility:
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H4: Students whose decisions to study abroad align with the cultural capital model aspire to return to
their country of origin following the completion of their studies.

Lastly, the youth mobility cultures framing is not clearly associated with any particular initial post-
study (im)mobility intentions (King et al., 2016; Murphy-Lejeune, 2002). However, there is some
evidence that students who pursue an international education for the experience of international
living conceive of their mobility as students as part of a longer-term international ‘lifestyle’ (Findlay
et al., 2017; Prazeres et al., 2017). We therefore hypothesise that:

H5: Students whose decisions to study abroad align with the youth mobility cultures framing aspire
to prolong their international mobility following the completion of their studies, either by staying in
the country of study or migrating onwards to a third country.

Finally, as regards the study’s third research question on the ways in which post-study (im)mobility
aspirations may be (re)shaped over the course of the student’s foreign study programme, two
hypotheses emerge from the literature review.

Firstly, if we conceive of international student decision-making as the strategic pursuit of particular
forms of capital (as the human capital approach and cultural capital model suggest, and which might
be furthermore applicable to the accumulation of mobility capital), it is reasonable to expect that
these calculations may change in the country of destination. That is, in the new environment of the
place of study, the international student may accumulate new capital (whether economic, cultural,
social or symbolic). This capital may provide them with the ability to realise new (im)mobility options
that they may not have previously considered, or previously considered viable. Moreover, in the
destination country, it may not only be the student’s capital stocks which change, but also the ‘field’
in which they participate. As Nicolini (2013) explains, Bourdieu’s ‘field’ can be understood as ‘local
markets of capital, specific goals, peculiar distinctions, and norms’ (p.60). Contact with, or
participation in, a new field may lead to new reflections on the relative exchange value of the
student’s capital stocks and on their positioning within that local capital market, and the set of
opportunities, constraints and possible courses of action that these imply. If such reflections result in
new aspirations (for example, social, study, or career-related), new (im)mobility aspirations may be
pursued. We therefore hypothesise that:

H6: During the course of study, changes in the student’s relative capital stock (and therefore ability)
lead to changes in their post-study (im)mobility aspirations.

However, the literature on graduate and high-skilled migration evidences that in some cases it is not
(or not only) changes in capital, capital markets and ability which lead to new post-study
(im)mobility aspirations. Rather, aspirations may change simply as the result of new desires
unrelated to the strategic accumulation of capital. For example, international students may decide
to stay in the country of destination due to a new romantic relationship or a newfound pleasure in
the culture or physical environment of the place of study. However, following the reasoning
discussed above, according to which post-study (im)mobility aspirations are shaped by abilities, it
seems logical that students with higher capital stocks are more likely to give priority to desires
unrelated to the strategic accumulation of capital in their mobility decision-making. This reasoning
recalls our third hypothesis regarding the greater relevance of experiential factors in the decisions to
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study abroad by international students from developed countries. Our final hypothesis is therefore
the following:

H7: Among students from developed countries, post-study (im)mobility aspirations may change as a
result of aspirations unrelated to the strategic accumulation of capital.
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4. Methodology

This paper is based on the analysis of data collected for a larger research project on intra-EU mobility
(REMINDER, https://www.reminder-project.eu/). One component of the project focussed on the
‘determinants’ of intra-EU mobility, and provided a mixed-methods, cross-country comparative
exploration of the decision-making processes that underlie individual migrants’ mobility trajectories.
The project collected focus group, interview and survey data from a broad range of migrants in the
EU, defined as anyone who had migrated to one of the five EU case countries from another country
(either EU or non-EU) within the last ten years. As detailed below, the present study draws only on
the qualitative data from the ‘student migrants’ included in the sample. The fieldwork was
conducted in Germany, Italy, Spain, Sweden, and the UK between 2018 and 2019. The recruitment
of research participants was necessarily purposive. It often relied on convenience and snowball
methods, mobilising the research team’s own social and professional networks, as well as
gatekeepers at NGOs, charities and migrant associations, language schools, companies and
organisations with a high proportion of international staff. Some interviewees and focus group
participants were also successfully recruited through in-person intercept-point sampling, for
example at university campuses, restaurants, cafes and cultural heritage houses, as well as through
online communications (the research team posted information about the project on social media
platforms such as Facebook). The in-person collection of data (from interviewees and focus group
participants) was conducted in a number of cities with large immigrant populations in the five case
countries (London, Madrid, Barcelona, Seville, Malaga, Rome, Turin, Stockholm, Uppsala, and Berlin),
as well as some rural towns in Northern Italy and Germany®. Some interviews were conducted via
Skype with research participants living in these and other locations.

This paper draws only on the qualitative (interview and focus group) data from research participants
who discussed their migration for higher education to or within the EU, and within the last ten years.
These ‘student migrants’ are thus defined as migrants who enrolled in a higher education
programme in the country of destination — and who migrated with the firm intention to do so. As
such, it excludes respondents who only decided to undertake higher education once they were
already living in the country of destination. The dataset includes both respondents who were
studying abroad at the time of data collection, and who had already completed their study abroad
programmes. In many cases, respondents were simultaneously current and former ‘student
migrants’ — having already completed previous study abroad experiences and having undertaken
further international study at the time of interview. As a result, the study captures prospective
intentions regarding post-study (im)mobility, as well as retrospective accounts of actual post-study
mobility behaviour. We take a broad view of mobility for higher education, including both degree
and credit mobility,” vocational courses, and internships conducted as part of higher education
programmes (regardless of whether these were mandatory or self-organised). Doctoral studies are
included alongside other post-graduate courses and undergraduate programmes.

* The fieldwork did not result in interviews or focus groups with ‘student migrants’ in all of these locations —
for example, in the rural towns of Northern Italy and Germany it was mostly asylum-seekers, refugees and low-
skilled migrants who participated in the data collection.

> Where the student migrates to undertake an entire degree programme abroad, this is referred to as ‘degree
mobility’. Where the student moves abroad only for part of their degree programme, typically for a semester
or an academic year (either for a study exchange or a work placement), and then returns to their home
institute to complete their degree programme, this is referred to as ‘credit mobility’ (for a fuller discussion of
these terms, see King et al., 2016; or Van Mol, 2014).
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In total, the analysis draws on data from 115 current and former student migrants. 62 research
participants were from EU countries of origin (in which we include the additional member countries
of the European Economic Area [EEA] and Switzerland), while 53 were from non-EU countries of
origin. For the purpose of this study, country of origin was defined as the country of birth. However,
in the small number of cases in which the respondents had been born in one country but were taken
to another country as infants, the country in which the respondent spent their childhood was
considered their country of origin. This was because it was clear from the interview and focus group
discussions that these respondents identified these countries more strongly as their “home”
referent, and it seemed logical that these country-contexts were more relevant to the formation of
their mobility aspirations, compared to their countries of birth.

As regards further country of origin groupings, we follow Perkins and Neumayer (2014) in
distinguishing between developed and developing countries based on their income level in
accordance with World Bank classifications. Developed countries are high income countries which
had a gross national income (GNI) per capita of $12,375 or more in 2018 (World Bank, 2019).
Countries with a 2018 GNI lower than this are considered ‘developing’ (and therefore include low,
lower-middle and upper-middle income countries). It should be noted that, according to these
classifications, all EU countries except Romania and Bulgaria are considered developed (World Bank,
2019). We also follow Perkins and Neumayer (2014) in defining NIE countries as: Brazil, China, India,
Malaysia, Mexico, Philippines, South Africa, Thailand and Turkey (which are also developing
countries). To this grouping we also add Hong Kong (a developed country). In the present dataset, a
majority of respondents (69) came from developed countries of origin and 46 came from developing
countries of origin. 19 respondents came from NIE countries of origin. A full breakdown of research
participants’ countries of origin is presented in Table 4.
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Table 4. Research participants' countries of origins

Total Participants (115)
EU (62) 54% Non-EU (53) 46% 100%
Developed Developing
(58) 50% Developing (4) 3% Developed (11) 10% (42) 36% 100%
Germany (14) 24% Bulgaria (2) 50% | Singapore (2) 18% | Argentina (5) 12%
Italy (10) 17% | Romania (2) 50% | United States (2) 18% | Peru (3) 7%
France (8) 14% Canada (1) 9% Azerbaijan (2) 5%
Poland (4) 7% Chile (1) 9% Colombia (2) 5%
Portugal (3) 5% Japan (1) 9% Ecuador (2) 5%
Spain (3) 5% New Zealand (1) 9% Ukraine (2) 5%
Switzerland (3) 5% NIE: (Alf)ghanlstan 2%
Hungary (2) 3% Hong Kong (3) 27% Albania (1) 2%
Ireland (2) 3% Ethiopia (1) 2%
Netherlands
(2) 3% Ghana (1) 2%
Belgium (1) 2% Guatemala (1) 2%
Czechia (1) 2% Indonesia (1) 2%
Denmark (1) 2% Jordan (1) 2%
Greece (1) 2% Kazakhstan (1) 2%
Slovakia (1) 2% Moldova (1) 2%
Sweden (1) 2% Nigeria (1) 2%
North
LS 2 Macedonia (1) 2%
NIE:
China (3) 7%
South  Africa
(3) 7%
Turkey (3) 7%
India (2) 5%
Mexico (2) 5%
Philippines (2) 5%
Total 100% 100% 100% 100%

In terms of the distribution of research participants across case countries, the highest number (51)
were recruited in the UK (of whom six were recruited for the purposes of the UK fieldwork, but had
already left the UK and were living in other countries at the time of data collection). Smaller
numbers of research participants participated in Italy (23), Germany (18), Sweden (12) and Spain
(11) (see Table 5).

Because the countries in which the respondents were living at the time of fieldwork were not
necessarily — or not only — the countries to which they had migrated for higher education, the
dataset includes information on a wider set of student migration experiences in the EU. For example,
the account given by a single respondent might pertain to two student migration experiences if they
first completed an ERASMUS exchange in one country and then migrated onwards to a third EU
country in order to undertake a post-graduate degree. Therefore, the 115 research participants
discuss a total of 127 student migration experiences in the EU, including: 52 in the UK, 24 in Italy, 17
in Germany, 12 in Spain, 11 in Sweden, and 11 in other EU countries (mostly the Netherlands, but
also Belgium, Czechia, Denmark, Poland and Romania) (see Table 5). Furthermore, these 127 student

®As explained above, countries are categorised based on World Bank classifications.
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migration experiences include a higher number of study abroad programmes because some
respondents completed more than one credit or degree programme in a single EU destination
country. The dataset therefore includes references to a total of 159 study abroad programmes. In
terms of the levels and types of programme included, there were 21 instances of credit mobility (at
all study levels) and 138 instances of degree mobility, of which 39 were undergraduate programmes,
82 were postgraduate courses (excluding doctorates), 13 PhD programmes, and 4 remained
unidentified (see Table 6). It should be noted, however, that respondents did not describe their
decision-making regarding each of these student migration experiences and programmes in the
same level of detail, as the interview and focus group discussions focussed primarily on the reasons
for migration to the current country of residence.

Table 5 Distribution of fieldwork data collection and study abroad experiences.

Number of research [ Number of student

Case country participants migration experiences
Germany 18 17

Italy 23 24

Spain 11 12

Sweden 12 11

United Kingdom 51 52

Other - 11

Total: 115 127

Table 6. Research participants' study abroad programmes

Type of study abroad programme Number of instances
Credit mobility 21

Degree mobility 138

PhD 13

Other postgraduate 82

Undergraduate 39

Unknown 4

Total 159

The sampling strategy aimed for the inclusion of a diverse range of countries of origin which was, to
a large extent, achieved: the research participants came from 49 countries of origin, of which 19
were EU (39%) and 30 were non-EU (61%). However, we do not claim that our sample is
representative of the total student migrant population in the EU, either in terms of country of origin,
country of destination, HEI or level and subject of study. Its value lies rather in providing in-depth,
gualitative insights that illustrate the substantial complexity and variation that characterises the
decision-making of international students from across the globe. Finally, the analysis focusses on
respondents’ reasons for studying abroad in general, rather than their reasons for choosing a
particular destination country, although we recognise that in some cases, these decisions are one
and the same. The interview and focus group transcripts were read multiple times, before they were
coded in Atlas.Ti. The coding took both a deductive and inductive approach, based on the theoretical
framework previously outlined.
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Please note that in the analysis, research participants who are directly cited are referred to in the
following format: Interviewee (INT) /Focus Group Participant (FGP) number, country of fieldwork
(which largely coincides with the country of study), country of origin. For example: FGP0O1, Germany,
Spain.

5. Motivations to study abroad

An analysis of the motivations underlying the decision to study abroad in the EU points firstly to the
often multiple, and inter-related, reasons that students have for studying abroad. Although
substantial evidence was found for the relevance of the three theoretical models of ISM decision-
making (and particularly the human capital and youth mobility cultures framings), it was clear that
other factors — unrelated to the three theoretical models — also have a determining influence on the
decision to study abroad. This section therefore reviews the relevance of the three theoretical
models, before touching on the other factors which were found to motivate study abroad. It should
also be noted that, although the structure of this section discusses these motivations separately, the
interview and focus group data clearly showed that individual decisions to study abroad are often
based on a combination of these motivations, a point which is reflected on further at the end of this
section.

Human Capital Approach

In this analysis, the human capital model emerged as highly relevant across all the geographic
contexts sampled. Our first hypothesis (H1) that this model of decision-making would be most
relevant to students from developing countries (excluding NIEs) is therefore negated. Moreover, the
qualitative insights from the many research participants who discussed their human capital-related
mobility aspirations provided substantial empirical depth that better explains what exactly is meant
by student migration for human-capital reasons. Five main human capital themes were
distinguished, although these should be understood as overlapping rather than mutually exclusive —
respondents often mentioned more than one in relation to their own decision-making. These were:
1) the availability of the “right” course at a foreign HEI, henceforth referred to as ‘person-course fit’,
following the ‘person-job fit’ concept commonly used in the organisational psychology literature; 2)
the desire to work in the country of study upon graduation; 3) the higher quality of education
available in another country; 4) the prestige associated with an international qualification; and 5)
language learning.

Person-course fit

It is this theme that was most frequently discussed by research participants, and which seems to be
under-recognised in the existing literature. Person-course fit was discussed mostly by respondents
from developed (and particularly EU) countries. These students and former students explained that
their chosen courses offered what they wanted in terms of furthering their academic or professional
goals (i.e. the right course content, structure or teaching style); aligned well with their existing
academic or professional background; was taught in their preferred language; and/or was based at a
HEI with particular expertise in the subject of interest. For example, as one German national who
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studied in the UK explained: ‘the university | went to was one of the best in my field and | had this
specific focus on conflict and so they offered a really great programme’ (FGP06, UK, Germany)’.

Person-course fit was most frequently discussed in relation to the decision to study a master’s
degree. This seems to relate to the way in which master’s degrees are typically used by students as a
bridge into the labour market (or into doctoral studies) through the acquisition of more specialised
skills and knowledge which help to distinguish the job-seeking graduate. However, finding the right
opportunity on the international higher education market was also highly relevant to doctoral
students, whose high degree of specialisation — in combination with the scarcity and geographic
distribution of relevant opportunities — often makes it necessary to pursue PhD opportunities in
other countries. Some students had simply been unable to find the right degree programme in their
country of origin and therefore looked elsewhere:

I wanted to study development and that course wasn’t offered in New Zealand at all. So, | had
to go overseas (FGP02, UK, New Zealand);

| was thinking of doing a master degree in Argentina...but the subject | chose was not
developed yet in Argentina (FGP30, Spain, Argentina).

Sometimes, it was the inherently foreign or international nature of the respondent’s chosen subject
of study that drew them towards the international market. As the following quote from a Japanese
master’s student illustrates, students wishing to focus on a foreign or international subject may seek
to study in the relevant geographical context for their specialisation, or at an international hub
where expertise in their chosen subject is concentrated.

I [was] studying [...] South Asia studies in Japan, and especially I’'m focussing on Pakistan. So |
was considering going to Pakistan University but actually my parents warned me about it
because of the security aspects. So then | searched for other universities that offered my
specific degree — for a course suited to my interests, and then | found [name of institute],
because [name of institute] is quite famous for area studies especially for Asia, and | found this
specific course for South Asian studies. And the course is very suited to my interests — that’s
why | came here (FGP11, UK, Japan).

Two respondents framed their exposure to a foreign or international study environment as a kind of
human capital in itself, which they expected to complement their formal studies of international
subjects. For example, as a student from Kazakhstan explained: ‘I'm studying diplomacy and
international relations. That's why | need work experience to talk with people, new culture.
Something new’ (FGP37, lItaly, Kazakhstan). A very similar rationale was given by an lItalian
respondent:

| wanted to study international relations and it generally made more sense to study
international relations abroad and where you're in an international context. And to be honest,

7 As explained in the methodology, research participants are referred to using the following format:
Interviewee (INT) /Focus Group Participant (FGP) number, country of fieldwork (which largely coincides with
the country of study), country of origin.
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Italian universities, although they give good preparation, they're not really international yet,
not as much as British universities (INT12, UK, Italy).

Related to the pursuit of the right person-course fit, a smaller number of respondents had decided
to study their undergraduate degrees in another country based on their preferences for another
educational system. In light of it being relatively less common to be internationally mobile at
undergraduate level, it is perhaps important to note that all of these respondents were EU nationals,
and all but one had parents from other EU countries. As suggested by Murphy-Lejeune (2002), it
seems that these international family backgrounds had a role to play in expanding the students’
awareness space to include the possibility of studying abroad (and in their parent’s country of origin,
particularly). For example, in the case of a respondent born in France to parents from different EU
countries, she was both dissatisfied with the French education system, and inclined to explore the
foreign aspects of her identity that she was not yet familiar with:

| guess my main motivation then was that | didn’t really want to stay in France to do my
studies, | didn’t really like the educational system there, and | guess the choice, well, choosing
to come to the UK was also to do with.... I'm half British, I’d never actually lived in the UK, so it
was kind of a way to come back to my family roots, in a sense (FGP28, UK, France).

In the case of the only one of these respondents who did not have an international family
background, her decision to study abroad was motivated by a perhaps stronger aversion to the
educational system in her country of origin. This respondent explained that, due to the corruption
she experienced within the Bulgarian school system, she decided that she ‘didn’t want to be part of
this system’ and left instead for Germany (INT22, Germany, Bulgaria).

Labour market access in the country of study

Some respondents chose to study abroad not necessarily — or not only — for the human capital that
they could accumulate through a foreign course of study. Rather, they identified unique
opportunities to develop their human capital in the destination country’s labour market, or they
perceived that the economic returns on their human capital would be higher in the destination
country’s labour market.

Respondents who had a clear idea about the specific sector in which they wanted to work after
completing their studies often chose to study in a country — or city — which they perceived as
offering advantageous career development opportunities. Their reasoning was driven not only by
their perception that the country of destination offered greater employment opportunities related
to their field of study, but also by their desire to obtain exposure to and experience in a field of work
which they considered to be particularly advanced in the place of study. For example, an interviewee
from Poland who had always wanted to work in trading explained that: ‘London is the European hub
for trading, so it’s pretty much the best place where you can end up, if you want to be a trader’
(INTO6, UK, Poland). For this respondent, gaining access to the UK labour market, and building up
experience as a trader in London, was therefore a strategic decision designed to later open doors to
working as a trader elsewhere in the world. Similarly, other research participants studying tourism or
international relations chose Italy — and Rome, specifically — due to the large tourism industry and
exposure to international organisations and NGOs that the city offers. Many of the research
participants therefore conceived of their chosen study destinations as a kind of springboard to
career success and global opportunities.
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Other respondents were less focussed on gaining professional experience in a particular sector, but
rather aimed to benefit from the better economic opportunities available outside their country of
origin (either in the country of study or in a third country). For these respondents, the poor
economic conditions in their countries of origin (Ethiopia, Albania, Portugal and Italy, in these cases)
were key to the formation of these aspirations.

Higher quality of education

Another frequently cited motivation relating to human capital accumulation was the higher quality
of education available in the country of study, which was discussed by students from developing and
NIE, as well as developed countries, and at undergraduate as well as master’s level. Although finding
the right person-course fit may similarly imply access to a higher quality of education (often
associated with the HEI's particular field of specialism), we distinguish the motivation for a higher
quality of education separately. This is because the latter seemed to be based on more general
perceptions of the overall higher quality of the educational system in the destination country, as
opposed to specific information about individual HEls and courses, as the following quotes suggest:

[...] the tertiary education system in Nigeria is not, | mean... when you compare the standards
to what you get here in the UK it is a lower standard. So of course people do want to get a
better level of education (INT18, UK, Nigeria);

Sadly, | was not so happy with the quality of the study in the Ukraine. | would say it has
become outdated. And you can't really from that far away get a good recognition or
qualification, if you only study in the Ukraine. [...] My goal was getting high quality, and in
Germany | saw this high quality, which is why | wanted to study here (INT16, Germany,
Ukraine).

For some respondents who mentioned the quality of education available in the country of study,
value for money was a central consideration. These respondents discussed their perceptions that
they would be accessing a higher, or comparable, quality of education at a comparable or lower
financial cost, in relation to their country of origin or previous residence. These value for money
calculations were discussed both by (developed country) EU-origin respondents moving within the
EU, as well as by students from non-EU developing countries (Kazakhstan, Indonesia, Ecuador and
Colombia). These third country nationals emphasised how expensive tertiary-level education is in
their countries of origin, and why studying in their chosen EU destination countries (Italy and Spain,
in these cases) therefore offered much better value for money. Among the EU nationals, these
respondents similarly discussed the relatively lower costs of study in the destination country. This
was because the students were eligible for lower or no tuition fees, and/or to government support
in the country of destination (Sweden, Scotland, Germany and the Netherlands, in these cases). Also
significant for these EU-origin respondents — although less commonly discussed — were the lower
living costs and potential for higher earnings to support their studies in the country of destination,
and the ability to save money by living with family or a romantic partner. It is worth noting that
these factors motivated return as well as outwards movements — such as in the case of two
respondents from Denmark and Sweden who moved back to these countries for the more affordable
higher education opportunities there.
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Reputational advantages

Related to the perceived quality of a higher education system or university is its international
reputation, and the prestige thereby conferred upon its graduates. This kind of symbolic capital was
relevant to a number of students mostly from developing and NIE countries, and mostly from
outside of the EU (with the exception of three students from Romania, Czechia and Poland). As the
quote below illustrates, respondents were often pursuing both the perceived higher quality of
education available at a foreign institute (as discussed above) as well as the career advantages to be
derived from the symbolic capital associated with an international qualification — in this case, based
on its relative scarcity and perceived distinction:

The driving motive [to study abroad] was because in Mexico it is considered that universities
abroad, like in the UK, in America, and Australia — are quite privileged — that almost nobody
can achieve. So that will give me a lot of prestige, and that will help me to get like better
positions in big companies and also like, just give me a better education, which means it will
like make the difference because the situation in Mexico is very competitive, and any extra
additional studies in a very prestigious institution would give me the bit extra that | needed at
the time (INT09, UK, Mexico).

Language learning

Surprising few of the research participants explicitly mentioned language learning as a reason for
their decisions to study abroad, although it should nonetheless be noted as a distinct theme. Around
half of the students who did mention language learning had studied in the UK, which likely relates to
the importance of English as a ‘ground-floor’ language in the international labour market (van Parijs,
2000). It is possible that some research participants — particularly those who studied in the UK —
simply did not think to mention this as a motivating factor, perhaps because it seemed too obvious
and was not the most important factor for them. This seemed to be the case for two interviewees
who only confirmed that part of their aim was to improve their English when directly asked by the
interviewer. Some respondents explicitly discussed the labour market advantages to be derived from
language-learning — as in the case of an Ecuadorian respondent studying tourism who had gone to
Italy for her Erasmus exchange. However, others seemed to prioritise language-learning for the love
of the language and culture, thus indicating an overlap between human capital and experiential
objectives (as also noted by Van Mol, 2014).

Cultural Capital Model

The quote from the Mexican respondent discussed above under ‘Reputational advantages’
emphasises the place-specific, socially-constructed value associated with higher education in
(certain) foreign countries (and at particular HEIs). The explanation given by this interviewee closely
echoes the narratives presented by Waters (2006) and Findlay et al. (2012) in their elaborations of
the cultural capital model. However, what is largely missing from the interviewee accounts analysed
in the present study is the role of family dynamics in choosing international higher education as a
strategy for social reproduction, which is central to the cultural capital model (Pelliccia, 2014;
Waters, 2006). It is generally difficult to ascertain whether this kind of family decision-making was
present in our dataset because the interviews were conducted with the students themselves rather
than with their families. As noted by scholars such as Findlay et al. (2017) and Beech (2015), it is not
surprising that individual students would downplay the role of their family in influencing their
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decisions (including familial expectations and insecurities), preferring instead to frame these
decisions in terms of their own individual agency and aspirations.

However, there were a number of respondents from NIE countries who highlighted the importance
of obtaining a Western qualification and who intended to then return to their countries of origin, as
per the cultural capital model and in accordance with our original hypothesis (H2). Notably, most of
these respondents came from Hong Kong and China (the national contexts in which Waters’ cultural
capital model was originally developed) and it was these interviewees who explicitly mentioned the
role of their families, and their broader social networks, in influencing their mobility behaviour. For
example, a student from Macau explained that her family had encouraged her to go abroad to get a
master’s degree in order to improve her employment prospects in mainland China. It was also her
parents’ preference that she study at the particular HEI where she was enrolled, based on its
reputational value in China and the fact that her mother had colleagues who studied at that
particular HEI and who held it in high regard. She further explained that many of her classmates had
gone to study in the US and Australia. Another Chinese respondent explained similarly that the vast
majority of the students who had completed their undergraduate degrees with her at one of the
most prestigious universities in China went on to study postgraduate degrees in the US and UK. This
respondent explained that families like hers feel a certain pressure to, as it were, “keep up with the
Joneses”, by sending their children to study abroad, and that, moreover, for a high-achieving
student, the ‘ladder of distinction dictates that they pursue their postgraduate studies outside of
China:

Culture-wise, China is a very family-based society, and all of your family friends, when their
kids are doing studies abroad, you’re sort of like automatically influenced and your parents are
influenced to think that “maybe we should send our kids abroad as well”. And also, yeah, |
went to one of the top schools in Beijing — in all of China — and um, yeah, most of them are
quite academic, so they want you to go on to pursue a postgraduate degree instead of going
straight to work. And yeah, [...] it’s an interesting trend but people who do their undergraduate
in my school don’t go to my school for a postgraduate, which is already the top university in
China, but they would go abroad. And then people in secondary universities, or second-tier
universities in China, would do a master’s or postgraduate in my university. So it’s sort of a
ladder (INT19, UK, China).

However, there was also some indication that the cultural capital model might also apply to other
regional or country contexts — both NIE (in the case of Mexico) and developing (in the case of
Indonesia and Kazakhstan). These students did not present their student mobility decisions as a
family strategy per se. Neither did the students from Indonesia and Kazakhstan necessarily intend to
return to their countries of origin upon graduation (their initial aspirations were not explicitly
articulated). However, like the Mexican respondent, these students made reference to the symbolic
capital associated with an international qualification that would be valued by employers upon return
to their countries of origin: ‘Once you come back with your abroad degree you will get paid like
foreigner... because they like this’ (FGP38, Italy, Indonesia).

Moreover, in addition to underlining the relevance of the cultural capital model for students from
particular national contexts — mostly NIE and particularly East Asian — the data also lends weight to
Findlay et al.’s (2012) exploration of the cultural capital model as a strategy for further social

30



differentiation among students from private and independent schools. Interviewees who made
reference to their (private) international school backgrounds emphasised that studying abroad
(namely in the UK or US) was ‘the expected path’ for them (FGP08, UK, Switzerland). According to
these respondents’ accounts, this was not only because ‘everyone else is doing it’ (INT15, UK, Hong
Kong) and because the school system actively facilitated their transition to higher education abroad,
but it was also, in some cases, at the direct or indirect prompting of the students’ parents. For
example, as one former international school student explained:

Yeah, | would definitely second what [another respondent] said about parents pushing you in a
certain direction. | think that’s so true. So in my case my parents are Colombian, they moved to
Switzerland, when | was born they moved a little bit around before settling in Switzerland and
they’ve always moved in like international Anglo-Saxon circles in terms of employment, and
like social life. So yeah, | think it was quite clear that you know staying in Switzerland.... They
wouldn’t have sent me to the international school if they had wanted me to stay in Switzerland
and go to a Swiss university and get a job there and everything (FGP8, UK, Switzerland).

Similarly, a focus group participant from Italy said that her parents had decided to send her to an
international school because it ‘would just open up more horizons afterwards’ (FGP9, UK, Italy). In
another case, a French student who had gone to an international school in France explained that her
parents had sent her to an English boarding school for two terms when she was fourteen years old.
At the point of applying for university she was again ‘very pushed’ by them to go abroad. While she
baulked at the much higher tuition fees of UK universities, she cited her parents as advising her ‘No,
it’s a good opportunity, it’s different, it’s always good to go abroad’ (INTO5, UK, France).

The choices made by internationally mobile parents who send their children to international schools,
and who strongly encourage their international mobility as tertiary-level students, therefore lend
weight to King et al.’s (2016) assertion that the international education market supports the
reproduction of a ‘transnational capitalist class’ (Sklair, 2001). In this ‘sending’ context, the cultural
capital model is socially embedded, but to some extent de-territorialised given the inherent
internationalism of international schools. Whereas the ‘geographic logic’ (Holloway et al., 2012)
underpinning the original elaboration of the cultural capital model depends on the ‘very specific
place-based social relations’ (Waters, 2006, p. 189) that have developed in particular national
contexts, the accounts given by students from international schools suggest that the cultural capital
model may also be sustained by social relations which transcend national structural environments.
Study destinations nonetheless remain more geographically specific — all of the interviewees who
described their international school backgrounds as relevant to their decisions to study their
undergraduate degrees abroad went to the UK.

In respect of the initial hypothesis (H2), the cultural capital model emerged as less widely relevant
than the human capital model. Substantially fewer interviewees made reference to cultural capital-
type motivations compared to human capital motivations. In terms of geographic scope, the cultural
capital model also seems to be more limited than the human capital model, although there is some
evidence which challenges the bounds of the original hypothesis. That is, the cultural capital model
most clearly applies to NIE — and particularly East Asian — national contexts where the model was
originally developed. However, the accounts given by three students from Mexico, Indonesia and
Kazakhstan suggest that, as more recent studies on student migration from Greece and Kazakhstan
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have explored (Holloway et al., 2012; Pelliccia, 2014), the model’s relevance may also extend to
other geographic regions and national contexts. The data furthermore supports Findlay et al.’s
(2012) analysis of the cultural capital model’s relevance to private and international school contexts.
However, there are two related points to be made here. Firstly, as regards the initial hypothesis, the
international school-type cultural capital model is not necessarily only at work in developed or NIE
country contexts. For example, a student who attended a British school in Nigeria reported that at
her school it was ‘kind of just expected that you were going to go to university not in Nigeria’ —
although she also noted that she did not think that her parents consciously meant for her to study
abroad when they sent her to that school (INT18, UK, Nigeria). Rather, the second point to be made
is that this variant of the cultural capital model seems unlike the original in that it is does not depend
on embeddedness in the specific ‘place-based social relations’ of a particular national context, but
instead on the more geographically dispersed elite transnational relations which make up the
‘transnational capitalist class’.

Youth Mobility Cultures

In contrast to our hypothesis (H3) that the youth mobility cultures framing would be most relevant
to students from developed countries, experiential factors were cited by a large number of
respondents, from developed, developing and NIE countries of origin (and across all levels of study).
In some cases, experiential factors formed the core motivation driving the aspiration to study
abroad, while in other cases they provided an additional incentive that reinforced other (for
example, human capital-related) motivations.

King et al.’s (2016) description of student mobility as an ‘act of consumption’ is borne out by the
accounts of some student migrants — particularly those undertaking credit mobility — for whom the
international study experience was akin to an extended form of tourism. For example, a French
student who went to Germany for an Erasmus exchange explained: ‘Everyone was saying that Berlin
was so great. And | thought, why not, you know? Erasmus is an opportunity to go and live in a new
city and meet new people and | heard that it is a nice place’ (INTO8, Germany, France).

The accounts of students who had migrated to participate in an Erasmus or other short-term study
abroad schemes suggest that, for young people from EU countries, the experiential opportunities of
studying in another EU country are reason enough to participate in credit mobility. Whilst
recognising that our sample includes ‘movers’ only (we did not capture the decision-making of
anyone who decided against participating in credit mobility), the decision-making of interviewees
who undertook Erasmus and related exchange programmes clearly reflects a youth mobility culture.
That is, at least for students with the means to participate, credit mobility seems to be an assumed
part of the contemporary European student experience. Thus, for students participating in credit
mobility, it is enough to ‘have always enjoyed travelling and getting to know new places’ (INT23,
Germany, Spain). This supports Van Mol’s (2014) finding that in the context of intra-EU credit
mobility, ‘a study period abroad is rather more valued for personal developmental than for an
academic or educational added value’ (p.59). It should be noted that this exchange student mobility
culture also seems to extend to students from outside of the EU, for example as illustrated by a
Turkish Erasmus student who ‘wanted to travel, to visit’ (INT24, Italy, Turkey).

Among the EU students who enrolled in entire degrees abroad, their decision-making was often
recounted with the same lightness that characterises the “why not?” decision-making that emerged
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as typical of Erasmus sojourns and which emphasises the experiential value of foreign study. For
example, a student from Ireland explained ‘there were opportunities here [to do a master’s in the
UK], but also just in the sense of it being a good time to go away for a few years to get a range of
experiences, so that was the main motivation’ (INT36, UK, Ireland). A Slovakian national, who was
already internationally mobile having completed his secondary school in Denmark, recalled that, in
addition to being attracted by the better reputations of universities outside of Denmark, he did not
consider staying in Denmark for his undergraduate because: ‘I knew the environment quite well and |
wanted a change’ (FGP30, UK, Slovakia). Similarly, for a German national transitioning between
undergraduate and post-graduate study, enrolment in a foreign master’s programme seemed not to
be any weightier a decision than enrolment in a domestic institution: ‘/ did an internship in London
when | was in my undergrad years and | really liked London so | thought, “yay, | can apply here for my
master’s degree”’ (FGP06, UK, Germany).

As noted above, students from developed, NIE, and developing countries outside the EU also
prioritised experiential factors in their accounts of their mobility aspirations, occasionally with the
same sense of casualness as EU nationals. However, when third country nationals emphasised the
experiential factors that led them to study in the EU, it seemed that these were more often linked to
more concrete objectives regarding personal growth and an anticipated transition into adulthood.
For example, two students from India and one student from Singapore framed their decisions to
migrate for their undergraduate degrees as an important opportunity to spread their wings as young
adults, away from their familial homes and wider home environments: ‘/ wanted to have an
independent life because | was very dependent here in India, | was very lazy, for everything | was
dependent on my parents and everything’ (INT14, UK, India). Other third country nationals placed
the emphasis less on personal autonomy than on personal development. A master’s student from
Azerbaijan emphasised that it was ‘very important’ to him to change perspectives and ‘exchange
ideas in other countries’ (FGP23, Italy, Azerbaijan).

Within this experiential model of decision-making, there was also a group of respondents whose
decisions to study abroad were less about pursuing new experiences, and rather about immersing
themselves in the particular social, cultural and physical environment of a specific country. For
example, a German student had organised an internship in Sweden within her master’s degree
programme. As she explained:

It started with Astrid Lindgren. It is like | read all her books and | am a really huge fan, | mean,
this may sound a bit stupid but it is like this. | also read her books that are not for children, she
did more than children books. So | really got into her as a person. And | have travelled to
Sweden before, and | really love the country and the culture. And | really got this idea that |
wanted to be more than a tourist here. So | wanted to work and come here. [... ] [| wanted to
be] more than a tourist. Not travelling. | wanted to live here with a flat and work and have
something like an everyday life (FGP21, Sweden, Germany).

Although seemingly quite idiosyncratic, the development of a kind of fascination or strong affinity
with a particular foreign country was described by a number of respondents as the primary driver of
their decision to undertake higher education in the country of destination. Often, these desires
responded to the powerful pull of an “imaginative geography” (Beech, 2014), informed by cultural
exports such as literature, television and film, the study of the language, and impressions gleaned
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from the stories of others who had been there (Beech, 2015; Waters & Brooks, 2011). Sometimes
direct prior experience of the country (for example, through family holidays and other short-term
travel or study experiences) kindled the desire to return and stay for longer, or, as in the case of the
quote above, reinforced the pull of the initial fantasy. Interviewees who wanted to experience, or re-
experience, a particular destination country were mostly EU-origin (both developed and developing,
i.e. including Romania and Bulgaria), for whom the greater geographic proximity, intercultural
exchange, and enabling mobility regime within the region likely helps to stimulate these desires.
However, there were also a few respondents from (mostly developed and NIE) non-EU countries
who similarly explained their migration as being motivated primarily by the wish to spend (more)
time in a particular EU destination country — the majority of these respondents had already spent
time travelling or living in the destination country. For example, a student who migrated from
Canada (where she had lived since she was a young teenager) explained that, as part of her art
history studies at undergraduate level, she spent a semester travelling around Europe. She returned
with such a positive image of life in London that she decided to orient her further studies towards
the UK labour market, so as to allow her to return and live in London in the medium term (seven to
ten years, in her mind):

[...] so at that time that | did the studies abroad | just fell in love with London, and | thought
about coming here to work at some point, but | didn’t really know how to make that happen.
And then | was interested in pursuing law and | realised that to practice here in England | need
to do my law degree here, so that’s why. That would be the main reason. | just really like the
lifestyle here in London, the proximity to other countries... (INT10, UK, Philippines).

Other motivations for student mobility in the EU

As the analysis above demonstrates, the opportunity to study abroad sometimes facilitates the
pursuit of another goal which is not necessarily study- or even work-related. For a number of
respondents — mostly from the EU but also from a few non-EU countries — the transition from school
to university, between higher education levels, or from work back to study — offered an opportunity
to realise other objectives which have generally not been given much attention within the ISM
literature. Besides the pursuit of lifestyle or experiential objectives as discussed above, some
respondents undertook higher education programmes in a foreign country in order to join a
romantic partner or close family members from whom they had been separated. For example, an
Argentinian national studying in Italy explained:

| came here to study because my father had some work to do here in Italy and | came when he
came. And | wanted to continue my studies that | had already started in Argentina [...] | was
following my dad's choice to come here, actually, so | didn't really choose (FGP32, Italy,
Argentina).

Others explained their decision as more of an active choice. For example, an Italian national, whose
family had been split between Malta and Italy due to the mother’s work, chose to return to Italy
after completing her secondary education in Malta because she wanted to join her father who had
already returned to Italy. As she explained, she did not want to stay in Malta for university because,
in her words ‘there wasn't really a good choice of programmes’, and she did not want to migrate
onwards to a third country because she did not want to disperse the family any further: ‘instead of
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going somewhere else, it's better to go back so that at least we were divided in just two groups, the
family’ (FGP20, Italy, Italy).

A number of research participants chose to join their romantic partners in their destination
countries. However, the extent to which romantic ties proved decisive varied significantly. Only in a
couple of cases did the presence of a romantic partner in the destination country seem to determine
the decision to study abroad. More often, it seemed that the opportunity to join a romantic partner
worked in conjunction with other motivations. For example, as the following quote suggests, the
desire to join a romantic partner may determine the choice of specific destination, or may act as the
“trigger” for realising pre-existing aspirations for international mobility: ‘When | moved here my
partner at the time was doing his PhD here in the UK and so that kind of worked for me because | had
always wanted to study abroad’ (FGP0O4, UK, Hungary). In contrast, one interviewee reported that
having her partner in the destination country had no bearing on her decision to study abroad.

Less common, but nevertheless clearly articulated, was the desire amongst respondents with
international family backgrounds to get to know one’s roots. For example, a Guatemalan national
studying in Italy explained that a second main reason for coming to study in Italy was that his
mother’s side of the family is Italian and therefore, he explained, ‘I wanted to come here to know
who | was’ (FGP30, Italy, Guatemala).

Finally, a couple of third country nationals (from Afghanistan, Argentina, and Chile) indicated their
desires for a better, or more secure, quality of life, as offered by a different political and/or
economic system. For example, the Argentinian national explained:

I came to study, but it’s a bit of an excuse to be able to live here and see how the city is [....]
well, | came more to improve the quality of life than we have in [...] Argentina and other Latin-
American countries, to get away from the insecurity, the politics, the unemployment and the
violence (INT20, Spain, Argentina).

Multiple and inter-related motivations

Although the preceding analysis of ISM motivations has been presented according to each model of
decision-making or ‘type’ of motivation, it is important to note that individual decisions to study
abroad were often driven by multiple motivations and the interactions between them.

Frequently, human capital-type motivations sat alongside experiential or personal objectives. For
example, the account of a German national studying in the UK provides a particularly rich illustration
of the way in which the global market for higher education can be navigated strategically in pursuit
of multiple objectives. This respondent was already intending to study a master’s programme
following the completion of her bachelor’s degree in Germany, but she also wanted to join her
partner in the UK for at least the duration of his PhD programme. She therefore chose to study her
master’s in the UK because: i) the course she chose supported her own longer-term career
development goals; ii) studying in the UK meant she could join her partner at least in the short-term;
and iii) she considered that studying a master’s in the UK would better prepare her for successfully
integrating into the UK labour market, which was important if she wanted to live with her partner in
the UK in the longer term. The decision to study this particular course in the UK therefore provided a
good person-course fit as well as supporting her (and her boyfriend’s) ‘partnership project’ (Carlson,
2013), thus suiting both her shorter and longer-term romantic and career aspirations. As
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demonstrated in this and previous cases, enrolment in a foreign higher education programme does
not necessarily indicate that the migration is undertaken primarily for study (or even employment)
reasons, but can rather obscure other motivations for migration which may be equally or more
important.

The case of an Italian national furthermore helps to demonstrate that the decision to study abroad
may (in some cases at least) be better understood as multiple decisions — and that different types of
motivation can have more or less relevance in determining each of these. This focus group
participant wanted to study a master’s degree for ‘classic’ human capital reasons — in order to
acquire the skills and knowledge that would improve his employment prospects. However, his
choice to study abroad rather than in Italy was driven by experiential considerations — he had
participated in a one-year student exchange in Toronto as part of a previous master’s programme,
and had so much enjoyed the experience of living in a ‘intercultural environment’ that he wanted to
do it again — this time in Europe. The decision to study in the UK specifically was however
determined by his perceptions of the quality and reputation of the UK higher education system and
of the specific university he applied to. Thus, there are three (or even four) decisions enclosed within
this decision-making process: the decision to undertake a higher education programme, the decision
to undertake it in another country, and the choice of destination country and institute. Although the
respondent’s decision to study abroad hinged on experiential motivations, his decision to undertake
another master’s degree, and to do it in the UK at the particular HEI he enrolled in, was based on
human capital factors. Human capital and experiential motivations are thus inextricably linked in this
research participant’s decision to study a master’s programme in the UK.

As regards the study’s first research question, this first part of the analysis explored the range of
motivations that underpin the decision to study abroad in the EU, and their relevance to students
from different geographical contexts. The analysis found that, in contrast to the paper’s initial
hypotheses, the strategic accumulation of human capital, and the influence of youth mobility
cultures, are frequently relevant to students from both developed and developing, EU and non-EU
countries of origin. The cultural capital model was found to be less commonly evident in
respondents’ decision-making. Where the cultural capital model did emerge as relevant to students’
decision-making, this was clearly the case for respondents from the East Asian NIE settings in which
the model was first developed. But there was also evidence to suggest that the cultural capital
model may have relevance in other countries and regions, and, moreover, that it may also
characterise the decision-making processes of students from international schools, regardless of
where in the world these might be located. Table 7 presents a summary of the evidence relating to
the study’s first three hypotheses:

Table 7. Summary evidence for hypotheses 1-3

H1: Human capital theory is most | Rejected: Human-capital related motivations are frequently
relevant to the decision-making of | relevant to students from both developed and developing countries
students from developing countries | of origin.

(excluding NIEs).

H2: The cultural capital model is | Ambiguous: The cultural capital model is most clearly relevant to
most relevant to the decision-making | respondents from East Asian NIE settings. But it may also be
of students from NIEs and (other) | relevant to other national contexts — both NIE and developing. It
developed countries. furthermore seems highly relevant to international-school settings,
which transcend national boundaries and structural conditions.
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H3: The youth mobility cultures | Rejected: Experiential objectives are commonly relevant to
framing is most relevant to the | students from both developed and developing, EU and non-EU
decision-making of students from | countries of origin.

developed countries.

Beyond the study’s initial hypotheses, the data clearly showed that, in practice, more than one
model may be relevant to an individual student’s decision-making. In particular, individual decisions
were frequently based on both human capital and experiential motivations. Moreover, the
qualitative exploration of individual decision-making demonstrated that the human capital and
youth mobility cultures framings should be understood not as two distinct and universal ideal-type
decision-making processes, but rather as broad decisional frameworks within which a variety of
different motivations may operate. In addition to the motivations subsumed within the three main
theoretical models, other motivations not directly related to any of these models — such as joining a
romantic partner or other family members, returning to one’s family ‘roots’, or seeking the security
of a more stable political and economic system — emerged, in some cases, as highly relevant to the
decision to study abroad. Finally, it was shown that multiple motivations may determine the
individual decision to study abroad. Assessing which of these motivations has greater or lesser
weight within an individual decision-making process is not necessarily straightforward, particularly
given the ways in which different factors may interact in relation to an individual’s longer-term life
aspirations.

6. Initial post-study (im)mobility intentions

Having addressed the first three hypotheses put forward at the outset of this paper, the rest of the
analysis focusses on how the decision to study abroad may relate to the student’s initial post-study
(im)mobility aspirations (Section 6), and how these aspirations may change during the course of the
study abroad period (Section 7). We use the term ‘aspiration’ as a shorthand for a variety of
concepts, including desires, plans and intentions, that have related but distinct meanings, as well as
different implications for likely (im)mobility outcomes (Carling, 2019). Although we tended to ask
about intentions and plans in the focus group and interview settings, the responses that research
participants gave varied substantially in terms of the extent of their deliberation and planning, as
well as, perhaps, in terms of whether feasibility concerns mediated their actual preferences. The
following discussion of aspirations should therefore be understood in this broader sense, although
we do try to indicate the degree of ‘firmness’ and conscious preference underlying the responses,
where possible.

This section therefore addresses the paper’s second research question, by providing an overview of
the respondents’ initial expectations regarding their post-study (im)mobility (i.e. at the point that
they first arrived in the country of study, prior to any changes occurring as a result of their
experiences in the destination country). Some of these already started to emerge in Section 5 where
they were inherent to the respondents’ initial decisions to study abroad (for example, in the case of
students who wanted to access the destination country’s labour market). This section is structured
according to the three theories of ISM decision-making, as per the initial hypotheses (H4-5)
regarding the types of initial post-study (im)mobility aspirations associated with the cultural capital
model and youth mobility cultures framing. However, this analysis is complicated by the conclusion
from Section 5 that, in reality, individual decisions to study abroad may be determined by multiple
considerations, which may relate to more than one of the theoretical models of ISM decision-
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making, as well as to factors which lie outside of these models. Whilst recognising that individual
decisions do not necessarily align with a single theoretical model, the following analysis seeks to
identify any broad trends in the relationship between the relevance of the different models and the
student’s initial post-study (im)mobility aspirations. This is based on a coding of the data according
to which of the models seem to apply to the individual decision to study abroad, which means that
individual decisions may be analysed under more than one of the following sub-sections, if they align
with more than one theoretical model.

Human Capital Approach

Among respondents for whom human capital motivations dominated their decisions to study
abroad, initial post-study (im)mobility intentions varied widely. However, respondents from non-EU
countries discussed a narrower range of post-study (im)mobility options. The large majority had
expected either to return to their countries of origin or to stay in the country of destination. The
larger number had expected to return and this was particularly the case among those whose primary
motivation to study abroad was the reputational value and prestige of an international qualification.
The non-EU origin respondents who had planned to stay on often did so tentatively; they had chosen
the country of study with the idea that they might like to stay on in that country (or city, specifically),
but planned to see how it went. For example, an Indian law student recalled that, in choosing to
come to the UK for his undergraduate degree, he was deliberately keeping his options open with
regards to either staying to work in the UK, or returning to work in India: ‘/ think when | first came,
[...] in the first year | definitely was just testing the waters’ (INT11, UK, India). It is important to note
that the non-EU origin respondents who more confidently expected to stay in the country of study
tended to have more secure legal status in the EU, either because they already had EU nationality, or
because they expected to have relatively easier access to visa or residence permits. For example,
some non-EU origin respondents expected to take advantage of the special visa categories that
enable nationals of Commonwealth countries to stay in the UK. Others perceived that, as graduates
in certain subject areas, or from certain universities (e.g. in the case of the UK'’s pilot Tier 4 visa
scheme), they would have a greater likelihood of accessing a work visa.

In contrast, students from EU countries (and with EU nationality) commonly held more hazy or open-
ended ideas about their future post-study (im)mobility. Although some expected to return to their
countries of origin or to stay in the country of study, they were often open to migrating onwards to
other countries. Many had no firm ideas about their likely post-study mobility behaviour. EU
nationals often recalled that they had given little thought to what they would do after completing
their chosen course. For example, as one German national explained:

No | don't think | thought that far ahead. | mean | kind of knew that it was a one year masters,
and | kind of knew that its basically one and a half years or three years crammed into one year,
so it’s all very - you don't have a lot of time to think in between, really. So you know what, I'll
just get through with that year, get my masters and then I'll think about what | really want to
do, and if anything happens in between - great, if not, that’s fine (INT25, UK, Germany).

The EU nationals who had firmer intentions to stay in the destination country (at least in the short-
term) were typically those who had chosen the country of study based on its labour market
opportunities. In contrast, those EU nationals for whom finding the right course-fit was a priority in
their decision to study abroad often reported more open-ended plans, suggesting that they intended
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to similarly navigate the international labour market in search of the right job opportunities for their
skillset and preferences.

Cultural Capital Model

As regards the initial post-study (im)mobility intentions associated with the cultural capital model,
those respondents whose decision-making most explicitly reflected the original conceptualisation of
the cultural capital model — wherein it is the national place-based social relations that influence the
decision to study abroad (Waters, 2006) — expected to return to their countries of origin. These
findings therefore confirm our fourth hypothesis. It should be noted, however, that return plans
were not necessarily conceived of as an immediate post-graduation outcome. This was the case for a
Chinese national who hoped to pursue a research career in the US for a number of years in order to
further enhance her symbolic capital (and increase her earnings) before returning to China. In
contrast, as regards the respondents from international school backgrounds, all but one of these
research participants had had entirely open-ended post-study plans. However, this open-endedness
often assumed continued international mobility as part of an international, or indeed global, career
(Findlay et al., 2017): ‘I assumed | would keep moving to different places to do different things’
(FGP0S8, UK, Switzerland). The lack of any long-term planning likely relates to these respondents’
youth (they all studied at undergraduate level), as well as the outwards-looking, international
orientation instilled in them through their educational and familial backgrounds. However, it likely
also relates, as discussed above, to their privileged legal status (all but one had EU nationality).

Youth Mobility Cultures

As regards students for whom youth mobility cultures emerged as highly relevant to their decision to
study abroad, there were no clear patterns identified regarding their post-study (im)mobility
intentions. Our fifth hypothesis is therefore rejected. The many credit mobile students, whose
decision-making was, as discussed, often dominated by experiential motivations, tended not to
relate their credit mobility to any longer-term (im)mobility plans. This was likely because their period
of stay was defined from the outset and would end with a return to the home institution. However,
this does not mean that these students expected to stay indefinitely in the country of their degree
programme upon their return. Indeed, a Portuguese student, whose decision to study the final year
of her Bachelors programme in Spain was based entirely on the desire to ‘have the experience of
living in another country’, explained that she did not expect her international mobility to end with
her exchange vyear: ‘I did not think it would be just for a short time. It was like "I'm leaving,
indefinitely,” and [then] see what happens’ (FGP29, Spain, Portugal).

Among the respondents for whom experiential objectives motivated the decision to study an entire
degree programme abroad, the initial post-study (im)mobility intentions were varied. In some cases,
respondents thought of their study abroad as a particular chapter in their life and expected to then
return home. For example, a French national who went to the UK for a master’s degree explained:
‘For me, it was quite clear from the beginning that | would have... it would be a distinct time in my
life, that | would be there, then I'd rather come back to my country’ (INT21, UK, France).

In other cases, these students wanted or expected to stay on in the country of study. For example, a
German national who had come to Sweden because she was strongly attracted to the culture and
environment explained that she had conceived of her student enrolment as the first chapter of a
longer-term migration experience:
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[...] of course, when you go here for your studies you only have like this two years that you're
going to stay anyways [for the two year master’s programme], and after that | was kind of
clear that | was going to stay here, but it was never like written down in any paper or
something, but it was clear in my heart that | was going to stay here and, of course, you have
to see if you really fit in there, if it's something for you (FGP17, Sweden, Germany).

Other respondents reported that they had had no firm idea of their likely post-study mobility
behaviour. Consistent with the findings above, open-ended plans were more common amongst EU
nationals. The large majority of non-EU origin respondents expected to return to their countries of
origin upon completion of their studies abroad. As before (and referring to some of the same cases
where both human capital and experiential motivations were key to the individual’s decision to
study abroad), those non-EU origin students who aimed to stay in the country of study, or whose
plans were more open-ended, either had EU nationality or seemed to expect easier access to
employer sponsorship or other visa categories.

The role of legal status in shaping post-study (im)mobility expectations

The analysis therefore points to the determining role of legal status in the initial formation of post-
study (im)mobility intentions. At the outset of their international study experience, students without
EU nationality, and without privileged access to long-stay visas or residence permits, tended not to
conceive of staying on in the country of study. General perceptions of the difficulty of obtaining a
visa to work in the EU upon graduation likely results in an ‘adaptive preference’ (Carling & Schewel,
2018) (and perhaps in some cases, a harrower awareness space), meaning that non-EU nationals do
not necessarily even consider, let alone actively pursue, the possibility of staying on in the EU. As an
example, a Japanese national seemed to take for granted her return to Japan, based on her
understanding that she would be disadvantaged as a jobseeker in the UK labour market:

| came here just for my study, because | think, when | consider future plans and especially the
job opportunities, | think definitely it is more easy for me to get a job in Japan. It’s very difficult
for me to get a job here, | think. One of the biggest problems is the language barrier, and the
other thing is that | don’t have any work experience. And this is my opinion but if a Japanese
person wants to work here then maybe we have to have more specific skills or something. So |
think | will go back to Japan after finishing my degree and then find a job in Japan | think
(FGP11, UK, Japan).

As the above quote suggests, upon the expiry of their student or graduate job-seeker visa, third
country nationals are unable to legally remain in the EU without a valid visa. International graduates
will therefore often need to secure an employment contract which meets specific ‘high skilled’
requirements in terms of, for example, contract duration and minimum salary. Legal status therefore
intersects with cultural capital where employer sponsorship for high skilled work depends on having
advanced (and, often, culturally specific) skills and competencies, including language proficiency.
This was also suggested by a Chinese respondent who likewise took her return to her country of
origin for granted, based on her perception that it would be very difficult to succeed in the UK labour
market, due to cultural differences. Neither of these respondents expected to acquire the necessary
cultural capital within the course of their studies. In contrast, it is clear that the EU-origin
respondents’ more open-ended post-study (im)mobility intentions are a product of the EU mobility
regime, which to some extent removes the need for long-term planning or strategising because the
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barriers to and costs of intra-EU mobility are so much lower. This point is underlined by a Mexican
national studying in Germany at the time of her interview, who highlighted the investments she
would have to make in securing the right to stay in Germany, and the level of commitment that this
would require. As she explained, pursuing secure legal status in Germany would drain not only her
financial resources, but might also have implications on her freedom to take opportunities in other
areas of her life, for example, her choice of romantic partner, or job:

[...] it isn't set that | want to definitely stay here. But with a visa it really is like this “tick-tock-
tick-tock”, you have to do something if you want to stay here. [...] For me there are always
problems with my visa because you need a lot of money for it, and | don't have that. And, yeah,
I also don't want to try to find a partner just for citizenship and | also don't want to put so
much pressure on getting this money, so that's why it's staying like this (FGP14, Germany,
Mexico).

The analysis therefore highlights legal status as a key determinant of post-study (im)mobility
aspirations. The distinction between EU and non-EU citizenship is crucial, given the rights that EU
nationals have to freely reside and work across the EU, in contrast to the much higher barriers that
non-EU nationals face to obtain the right to live and work in a single EU country. There is, however,
further unevenness among non-EU nationals. Privileged access to long-term visas or residence
permits can be dependent on nationality — for example in the case of the UK’s Youth Mobility
Scheme and UK Ancestry visas which facilitate access for citizens of Commonwealth and some other
countries. The ways in which citizenship therefore shapes the post-study (im)mobility options
considered and pursued by international students adds empirical weight to Kalm’s (2020) argument
that ‘citizenship capital’ should be acknowledged as a form of capital alongside the other
Bourdieusian capitals. Like the other forms of capital, citizenship capital is ‘a resource with which
individuals are more or less endowed, and which impacts on people’s social positionings and thus on
their possible spaces of action’ (Kalm, 2020, p. 2). Moreover, although citizenship capital has ‘an
autonomous force and impact’ it also ‘shapes transnational positions in combination with other
capital forms’ (Kalm, 2020, p. 19). This is likewise reflected in the preceding analysis in which the
interactions between legal status and cultural capital are observed.

As regards the second research question and related hypotheses, a range of post-study (im)mobility
intentions (and including a lack of firm intentions) are associated with each of the models. Table 8
presents a summary of the evidence in relation to hypotheses 4 and 5. There are, perhaps, clearer
relationships between specific motivations or particular manifestations of the models and students’
initial post-study (im)mobility aspirations. This was the case for respondents who decided to study
abroad in order to access the destination country’s labour market; respondents who prioritised
person-course fit; respondents from international school backgrounds; and respondents whose
decision-making more closely aligned with the original conceptualisation of the cultural capital
model. However, legal status, better conceptualised as ‘citizenship capital’, emerges as the perhaps
more important determinant of post-study (im)mobility expectations.

Table 8. Summary evidence for hypotheses 4 and 5

H4: Students whose decisions to study abroad | Partly confirmed: Students whose decision-making
align with the cultural capital model aspire to | reflected the original cultural capital model largely
return to their country of origin following the | expected to return to their countries of origin. However,
students from international school backgrounds most
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completion of their studies. commonly had open-ended plans, often assuming
continued international mobility.

H5: Students whose decisions to study abroad | Rejected: No clear patterns identified regarding their post-
align with the youth mobility cultures framing | study (im)mobility intentions.

aspire to prolong their international mobility
following the completion of their studies,
either by staying in the country of study or
migrating onwards to a third country.

7. Changing abilities and aspirations

Having reviewed the broad range of post-study (im)mobility intentions that the research participants
had upon arrival in the destination country, this section addresses the paper’s third research
guestion on the ways in which post-study (im)mobility aspirations may be (re)shaped over the
course of the student migration experience. In order to test our sixth hypothesis that: During the
course of study, changes in the student’s relative capital stock (and therefore ability) lead to changes
in their post-study (im)mobility aspirations, we first explain the changes in the respondents’
aspirations which seem to arise from changes in their (relative) wealth of cultural, social and
economic capital. We then explore any other reasons for respondents’ changing aspirations, as per
our seventh hypothesis that: Among students from developed countries, post-study (im)mobility
aspirations may change as a result of aspirations unrelated to the strategic accumulation of capital.

Cultural capital
The analysis identified various ways in which cultural capital stocks play a role in shaping post-study
(im)mobility aspirations during the course of study abroad.

Firstly, some respondents decided that it would be better for them to stay on in the country of study
because they realised that the cultural capital that they had accumulated during their course of
study had a relatively higher value in the labour market of the country of study compared to that of
their country of origin. For example, one of the Indian students already mentioned above was
initially undecided about whether he would stay on in the UK after his undergraduate studies or
return to India. Over the course of his degree programme, he did a work experience placement
through which he came to realise that he would not be able to take full advantage of his UK law
degree if he returned to India. His aspirations therefore re-focussed on staying in the UK:

I did a little bit of work experience back home in India and that was when it sort of clicked that,
you know, this knowledge, this legal knowledge and all these skills that I’'m assimilating here
won’t properly be truly valued back at home. Because they’re different legal markets, different
business markets, and | think it was like mid-second year when | started formulating a plan
where | was like, “ok, after | graduate, I’'m going to try and get that training contract and, you
know, try and work in London if | can” (INT11, UK, India).

Similarly, a Polish national had initially expected to return to Poland at the end of her undergraduate
degree, but subsequently decided to seek employment in the UK in part because of the culturally
specific workplace competencies that she had accumulated in the UK but lacked in Poland:

42



[...] my only professional experience and knowledge of the job market that I’'ve ever had is in
the UK now, and after three years of studying you’re quite detached from what’s happening in
your home country, so, um... | was going back, and having a look, | even applied for a few
things but | just felt so unfamiliar with the whole system, | never used... obviously I’'m native in
the Polish language but I’d never used it in business situations, so | found myself completely
unable to go through interviews in Polish because all the vocabulary related to business
situations, role plays, interviews, sort of economic and financial subjects that | was studying in
English. So that was an additional barrier to going back (FGP12, UK, Poland).

As the above examples suggest, the cultural capital accumulated during the course of foreign study
may be location-specific, valorised within the labour market of the study destination but not (or to a
more limited extent) in that of the country of origin. This creates a situation of path-dependency.
Firstly because, as described above, the international student may have acquired location-specific
cultural capital for which the return on investment is much higher in the country of study. Secondly,
once the student has integrated into the national higher education system, the barriers to accessing
further educational or post-graduate employment opportunities may be much lower. As the case of
a Czech respondent illustrates, this is not necessarily because the newly-acquired skills and
competencies are inherently location-specific (i.e. only of value, or of significantly greater value, in
the place of study), but rather because, in their institutionalised state (represented through
educational qualifications) their value is less widely recognised in the country of origin’s labour
market. This respondent, who had completed two degree programmes in the UK and who had
stayed on to work in London, explained:

[...] the system like incentivises you to stay, because it’s easier to get a job in the UK if you have
a UK degree, because everyone is like “oh, | know this degree”. Whereas if you go abroad, for
example back in the Czech Republic, | have to always just like validate my education through
the ministries and all that stuff, it’s complicated. And here it’s just much easier (FGP52, UK,
Czechia).

Moreover, it seems that being physically present in the country of study reduces the barriers to
converting cultural capital into job opportunities, which can prompt, or strengthen, aspirations to
stay. A number of respondents had expected to return to their countries of origin or had initially had
no firm intentions regarding their post-study (im)mobility, but decided to stay longer in the country
of study because they had started working alongside their studies, and/or received job offers at the
end of their studies. For example, a South African national had initially expected to return to South
Africa, or to migrate onwards after completing her master’s degree in the UK. However, having
started a job during her course of study, it occurred to her that it might be useful to stay (at least in
the short-term) in order to make the most of the work experience opportunity: ‘/ guess | only
thought | would be here for studies, and | think now I’ll probably will stay for the job. So | don’t
know, that’s the biggest change. | expected to go to back South Africa after’ (FGP31, UK, South
Africa).

Physical presence in the country of study can also help the international student to accumulate
knowledge regarding their prospects for converting their cultural capital into further work or study —
and therefore (im)mobility — opportunities. In other words, by virtue of their integration into the
destination country’s higher education system, and/or their proximity to the destination country’s
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labour market, respondents gained a better sense of their ability to realise certain (im)mobility
outcomes. Thus, in these cases, it was not so much the accumulation of new cultural capital per se,
but rather a process of learning how their cultural capital was valued in the local capital market, that
influenced their aspirations.

For some international students, this process involved the acquisition of information (whether
accurate or ill-informed) about their prospects for securing legal status in the country of study
compared to other potential destination countries. Two respondents accumulated new information
regarding relevant visa regimes, which prompted them to strategically re-orient their post-study
(im)mobility aspirations. Both of these respondents — a U.S national and a Nigerian national — had
had open-ended plans at the start of their study programmes, although both were hoping to remain
internationally mobile rather than to return to their countries of origin upon graduation. In the case
of the American student, by talking to potential employers in his field of interest, he came to
understand that his prospects for securing employer sponsorship would be better if he stayed in the
UK rather than migrate onwards to another EU country. In contrast, the Nigerian national, who was
also studying in the UK, came to perceive that her prospects for remaining internationally mobile
would be better if she were a student in another Anglophone destination country. This respondent
therefore started to look into post-graduate options in the U.S. and Canada:

I looked at people who had come before me and most of them hadn’t been able to stay on
after their studies so | was like, “ok, | think what I’m going to do is, after my last year here |
should probably start applying for master’s in Canada or the U.S., um... where | probably might
have a greater chance of staying on (INT18, UK, Nigeria).

In other cases, it was knowledge of the higher education system in the country of study that shaped
respondents’ decision-making. A couple of EU nationals explained that they had stayed on in (or
returned to) the country of study for post-graduate programmes largely because it was simply more
straightforward to navigate a higher education system that was already familiar to them, and from
which they had already obtained educational qualifications. For example, as one focus group
participant explained, ‘as soon as you’re within one system, it allows you to just be part of like, go to
the next level, go to the next level’ (FGP53, UK, Germany). In this way, existing integration into, and
increased familiarity with, the destination country’s higher education system may influence post-
study (im)mobility aspirations through reducing the costs of staying versus leaving.

In other cases, embeddedness in the social and informational environment of the destination
country’s higher education system provided respondents with information on further study
opportunities that they had not necessarily been aware of prior to starting their foreign study
programme. For example, an Argentinian national decided to stay on in Germany in order to follow a
course that was not available in her country of origin. In other cases, new information regarding
further study opportunities interacted with the accumulation of new cultural capital related to the
students’ subjects of study. A number of master’s students decided to pursue doctoral studies —
either in the country of their master’s studies or in another EU country — because, in the course of
accumulating particularly specialised skills, knowledge and research interests through their formal
study programmes, they realised that they wanted to pursue these further, and were made aware of
opportunities to do so. For example, as a result of having access to particular information flows
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within the university environment of his master’s studies in Spain, another Argentinian student
decided to apply for a PhD opportunity in France:

You know | was not thinking about doing a PhD initially [...]. But when this project... | got an
email, learned about the project, | figured it was very interesting from [the perspective of his
research interests], which is what | like to study. So that's why, you know, | decided to apply,
because my plan was to probably go back to the States and work in the United States (FGP36,
Spain, Argentina).

In this way, new information regarding opportunities for further study expands international
students’ ‘awareness space’, giving rise to new (im)mobility aspirations.

Thus, the analysis has identified various ways in which cultural capital — newly accumulated or, at
least, re-assessed, in the country of study — shapes post-study (im)mobility aspirations. Firstly,
aspirations can change because the returns on the educational investment are higher in the country
of study, where the student’s cultural capital has a higher value in the local labour market. Secondly,
through their physical presence in the place of study international students may develop knowledge
or familiarity (habitus) and social networks (social capital) that lower the barriers to converting their
cultural capital into further study or work opportunities — usually in the country of study, thus
motivating a decision to stay. Thirdly, newly-accumulated cultural capital may combine with new
information on opportunities to further build on this cultural capital through further study, therefore
expanding the international student’s decisional awareness space. Finally, non-EU nationals may
obtain new information on how their cultural capital interacts with local visa regimes, thus
prompting the recalibration of their (im)mobility aspirations in accordance with their prospects for
realising these.

It is clear from this analysis that the impact of cultural capital on decision-making processes in the
country of study is often mediated by new social capital. It is also interesting to note that symbolic
capital — wherein cultural capital bestows prestige on the holder by virtue of a logic of scarcity and
distinction — did not emerge from the data as playing a role in shaping decision-making processes
during the course of study. It is possible that symbolic capital was at work in the cases of those
respondents who explained that their initial study programmes had turned into further study or job
opportunities in the country of study — particularly given that many of these research participants
had graduated from prestigious HEls. If this was the case, it is nonetheless not surprising that
research participants did not allude to their symbolic capital. Particularly in the context of a focus
group setting, respondents may have felt that discussing the distinction associated with their
qualifications would have been perceived as arrogant by the other focus group participants or
researcher.

Social capital

An analysis of the role of social capital helps to identify the specific ways in which social networks
mediate the decision-making outcomes discussed above. Firstly, as suggested above, social networks
can play a large role in creating the international student’s sense of familiarity with the place of
study, thereby smoothing the path to a longer-term stay. Secondly, social networks can provide
informational inputs into the decision-making process. Both of these effects are illustrated in the
case of a Macedonian student whose aspirations to return to the country of study were formed as a
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result of the social networks she built during her master’s programme in Germany. This student
initially followed her Argentinian boyfriend to Argentina upon graduation. She then returned to
Germany for a PhD programme largely because the academic and social contacts she had made in
Germany had, firstly, prompted her to consider doctoral studies and, secondly, inclined her to
pursue doctoral studies in an educational and social environment with which she was already
familiar:

And while | was finishing up my master’s thesis it was actually my supervisor who encouraged
me of thinking of pursuing a PhD. And | did a lot of thinking about that, and when | was
thinking about where to do the PhD | was thinking that it would actually be nice to do it in a
familiar setting. Because | had already switched so many educational environments, like
Macedonia, the US, Germany, and then to do it in Argentina was, you know, it would have
been too stressful. In Germany | already had people that | knew, | had my network (INT11,
Germany, Macedonia).

Moreover, it was not only professional or academic contacts that had a role in shaping the
(im)mobility options considered by international students. In the following case, a French Erasmus
student’s ‘awareness space’ was expanded by the decision-making of a friend:

At the beginning | was thinking that | would just stay for one year, it was for two semesters.
And then in the end, one of my good friends decided to stay. And actually | had never thought
about it and | thought, yes, why not? Actually | could stay. And | was thinking if | stay for a
masters it is just two more years and my German would be really good, and | will have really
gotten to know the city, because you know, | think | am a very slow person and | take the time
to really get to know a place (INTO8, Germany, France).

Thirdly, social capital can not only inform or prompt consideration of post-study (im)mobility options
but can also directly provide post-study opportunities. This was the case for a Polish national whose
professional networks, and clients in particular, exert a strong retaining influence on her decision-
making. This student extended her post-graduate study programme as a result of taking up a
consultancy opportunity which she received via LinkedIn during the course of her studies. Having
successfully established her consultancy business (whilst still a student), she remained open to
onwards mobility for the sake of her partner’s preferences, but preferred to stay in the UK because
of the professional network she had developed: ‘[...] for me with my current job situation, well, it
would be much better for me to stay here, because the clients are here, physically’ (FGP10, UK,
Poland).

The social capital afforded to international students as a result of the social networks developed
during the course of studies can therefore influence post-study (im)mobility aspirations in various
ways. Firstly, social contacts can open up the international student’s ‘awareness space’ to prompt
consideration of new (im)mobility options. Secondly, the presence of social networks in the place of
study can reduce the barriers to staying on in the country of study, thereby inclining the student
towards an aspiration to stay. Thirdly, social networks can directly provide post-study opportunities,
with consequences for the student’s preferred mobility outcomes. In this analysis, the social capital
accumulated over the course of study tended to be geographically emplaced in the location of study,
inclining the student to stay on in the country of study upon graduation, rather than return or
migrate onwards. It is easily conceivable that social networks developed in the course of study may
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motivate other mobility aspirations — for example, for onward migration — but this was not reported
by any of the research participants, and so remains an interesting question for future research to
explore.

Economic capital

As regards economic capital, there was limited evidence that purely economic factors — for example
wage differentials or employment rates — had, on their own, a determining influence on (re-)shaping
respondents’ post-study (im)mobility aspirations. The only case in which wage differentials did work
— in conjunction with other factors — to incline a respondent to stay on after her undergraduate
studies was described by a Polish national who explained that, at the end of her undergraduate
degree, it no longer made sense to return to the Polish labour market and economy: ‘So I came
originally just for university, | didn’t really consider staying longer. But then when you’ve racked up
30 grand in debt, in Pounds, it doesn’t really make sense to go back to Poland’ (FGP12, UK, Poland).
In contrast, a German PhD candidate studying in the UK realised that the ratio between his likely
salary and the cost of living in the UK compared unfavourably to other EU destination countries he
was considering for post-study employment. He explained that this information provided a new
input into his decision-making that might incline him towards migrating onwards. However, his post-
study (im)mobility aspirations remained open-ended (he had not yet completed his PhD), and he
acknowledged that his future decision-making would likely be based on a range of other factors,
including romantic and family ties and the destination country’s social environment. As another
example, for another German respondent who had just completed her undergraduate degree in the
UK, staying in the UK offered a financial advantage. The offer of a paid PhD position in the UK (and
which did not require the prior completion of a master’s degree) led her to abandon her plans to
return to Germany, where she would have had to pay to continue her studies: ‘it’s stupid to pay for
your masters, so | stayed’ (INT29, UK, Germany).

Others made reference to their realisations that their employment prospects would be much better
in the country of study than in their country of origin. For example, as a Ukrainian national who was
studying a master’s programme at the time of the interview explained, she had initially intended to
return to the Ukraine at the end of her studies, but was now hoping to find employment in
Germany:

I am not certain that | could find a fitting job in the Ukraine. It is always about this situation,
this economic situation. | mean in the Ukraine it is not so easy at the moment, of course it is
not that easy in Germany either, but still. | would definitely try to get a good job here (INT16,
Germany, Ukraine).

In contrast, two other respondents realised that their employment prospects in the country of study
(in these cases, Italy and Spain) were not what they had hoped, and therefore re-focussed their
attention on opportunities for onwards migration:

For me, Italy was an option. After | realised how living in Rome, unless if | would have a good
opportunity, | don't think | would stay in Rome. Italy could be an option, but I'm quite sceptical
about if there are opportunities here anymore. So now I'm more open to everything. | just
know | don't want to go home until | did try to work abroad or tried to work in another
environment (FGP43, Italy, Hungary).
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These references to a ‘good’ job or opportunity also suggest that, as discussed by other respondents,
students who revised their post-study (im)mobility intentions based on new perceptions of their
employment prospects were not necessarily — or not only — referring to their potential earning
power (economic capital) in the country of study (in terms of employment rates and wage
differentials). Rather, the ability to find work that suited their qualifications and career aspirations,
as well as the broader social and cultural work environment, were important factors for
respondents. An Irish national had planned to return to Ireland upon completion of his master’s
studies in the UK, but then stayed on for another six years because he realised that ‘career wise it
was a good decision to stay and get, it was better experience available in London then it would have
been at home’ (INT36, UK, Ireland). Another Irish national explained that his decision to stay in the
UK rather than to return to Ireland was shaped by the recent economic crisis, not because it had a
direct impact on his own employment prospects in Ireland, but rather because it had created a
dismal social environment to return to:

[...] actually | had a job [in Ireland], but it just felt that at the time with the economic crash,
even if you did have a job it just didn't feel like a great place to be, because obviously
everything was so terrible with employment and people were just devastated by the crash, so
I'd rather stay in London which at the time recovered quite quickly (INT35, UK, Ireland).

During the course of study, international students do therefore make assessments regarding the
economic conditions of the country of study compared to that of the country of origin or third
countries, and these assessments do, in some cases, lead students to revise their post-study
(im)mobility aspirations. However, there was little evidence that post-study mobility decision-
making is a function of rational economic cost-benefit analyses. Labour market considerations
included factors such as wage differentials, the relative costs of further study opportunities, and the
likelihood of finding employment, as well as ‘softer’ factors such as the students’ career
development aspirations and the affective atmosphere emanating from broader socio-economic
conditions.

Other factors (re-shaping) post-study (im)mobility aspirations

The analysis identified a range of other factors which are unrelated to the strategic accumulation of
capital but which were discussed as having a determining impact on re(shaping) respondents’ post-
study (im)mobility aspirations.

Mobility capital and location-specific capital as an unexpected by-product of the study abroad period
Some respondents discussed how the experience of study abroad developed in them the kind of
personal characteristics and competencies that successful adaptation to a foreign environment
requires (Murphy Lejeune’s ‘mobility capital’). In some cases, this mobility capital contributed to the
formation of aspirations for further international mobility. As a German national explained, his initial
Erasmus experience in Romania prompted him to return to Romania for a master’s programme, and
then to remain internationally mobile over the course of his career:

[...] if someone had told me 10 years ago that | would work here and there, travel to these
places, when | was 23 and went abroad for the first time. Because before that | had never
travelled by myself, without family, when | was 23. With 23 | went to Romania by myself, and
this experience, which is what | meant at the start, was an accelerator for personal
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development. It has changed me and moulded me so much that it has driven me to constantly
go abroad and work on my English language, to talk to people, these kinds of things (INT13,
Germany, Germany).

Similarly, another participant emphasised that the ‘safe framework’ of the Erasmus scheme was
important because:

[...] especially when you’re really young, you know, you have the support of the university, you
have all the structures, so you know there won’t be any trouble really, it’s fine, you won’t be on
your own. And so, having a helping hand for the first time you move abroad was really, really
helpful. And then, as [the other focus group participants] said, it made me realise it’s actually
easy — and it becomes an addiction (FGP29, UK, Italy).

Although these accounts indicate the clear accumulation of capital that (re)shapes (im)mobility
aspirations, we discuss them in relation to our seventh hypothesis because these decision-making
processes do not seem to be shaped by the strategic accumulation of capital. Although it is possible
that respondents had initially chosen to study abroad at least in part because they were attracted to
the kind of symbolic capital that international mobility confers, these respondents described the
changes to their ‘dispositions of the mind and body’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 243) with some degree of
surprise, as if they had not been anticipated. Or, even if these respondents had wanted for
themselves the kind of allure associated with international travel, the more fundamental changes to
their personality, tastes and aspirations that they observed in themselves seemed to be an
unexpected by-product of their study abroad experience, rather than a determinant of the decision
to study abroad. As regards the study’s seventh hypothesis, it is worth noting that all three of the
research participants who explicitly discussed the ways in which their first experiences of studying
abroad gave them the confidence and aspirations to undertake further international mobility were
from EU, developed countries.

Similar discoveries were observed by students who explained that their successful adaptation to the
foreign study environment explained their decisions to stay on in the country of study. For these
respondents, it often seemed to be a combination of location-specific cultural and social capital that
inclined them — often in conjunction with further study or work opportunities — to stay on in the
country of study. For example, a Bulgarian national whose initial plans were open-ended but
included the possibility of returning to Bulgaria had subsequently decided that she wanted to stay in
Germany for a master’s programme:

[..] now I am looking towards the future here, and the city just feels like home, and the people
that | have here and the contacts that | have established. So if that can be considered a
change, maybe | just feel more settled here now (INT17, Germany, Bulgaria).

As an Argentinian national explained, the accumulation of such location-specific capital is not
necessarily an intended outcome of the study experience, but rather emerges as an important
decision-making factor over the course of time spent in the destination country:

I don't know, when you plan you of course do not have all elements for thinking really how it is
meant to be, and there are so many factors that you can't consider [...] before coming here.
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And that's mostly personal factors which is like knowing people and integrating and making
friends (FGP32, Italy, Argentina).

The Bulgarian student mentioned above further emphasised that the accumulation of such location-
specific capital represents an investment that makes it easier to stay and increases the costs of
leaving:

‘[...] at this point | just think that, since [...] | am aware of how the tax system works and how
the health insurance system works, etcetera, | am a bit unwilling to go somewhere else where
I'd have to start from the beginning. So the safety that | have of knowing my way around
things, of how the country, the state system functions. That is something that is sort of helping
my decision to stay here and preventing me from a decision to move somewhere else’ (INT17,
Germany, Bulgaria).

In this sense, the development of location-specific capital might be better understood in terms of
Bourdieu’s ‘habitus’, in that it provides the international student or graduate with an ease of being
and sense of self-efficacy in the place of study. Respondents who described their feelings of being
‘settled’ or ‘rooted’ in the place of study as an important factor in (re)shaping their post-study
mobility decision-making were mostly — but not only — from developed countries of origin. The
students from Bulgaria and Argentina cited above clearly contradict our initial hypothesis (H7) that
only students from developed countries would be able to prioritise experiential preferences, as does
a similar account given by a student from Azerbaijan.

In a smaller number of cases, respondents came to perceive through their study abroad experiences
that they did not have — and were unlikely to accumulate — the location-specific capital necessary for
them to feel satisfied with their positioning and opportunities in the place of study. For these
respondents, a lack of integration or sense of belonging underpinned the formation of an aspiration
to leave the country of study, whether that implied a return to the country of origin or onwards
migration. This was based on their perceptions of discrimination, or of their perpetual status as an
outsider that would prevent them from ever feeling like they truly belonged. For example, another
Bulgarian national studying in Germany initially had entirely open-ended plans regarding her post-
study (im)mobility, but had since decided that she did not want to stay in Germany, for the following

reasons:

Well the thing that bothers me most is the fact that, culturally and socially, people here,
Germans, are very different than Bulgarians. Like, for example, | have been here for like four or
five years already but | could not build a strong friendship with any German. Of course, there
are people that | can go to get drinks with and stuff like that, but it is never something deeper
and | kind of do need that thing, so think that the factor that really stops me from staying here
is that. Factor number two is that | am kind of a perfectionist and | don’t feel good enough
neither with my German or English [...] | need to be able to communicate, to have deep
conversations. [...] it is still easier for me to have these kind of discussions in English than in
German. This difficulty is one of the reasons why | do not want to stay forever in Germany and
that | cannot imagine staying abroad, that is why | want to go back (INT22, Germany,
Bulgaria).
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In these cases, respondents’ post-study (im)mobility aspirations were therefore changed by their
perceptions that they lacked the cultural and social capital necessary for achieving their wider
aspirations in the country of study. It is perhaps interesting to note that, in contrast to the
respondents whose aspirations were influenced by the successful accumulation of location-specific
capital, most of these respondents came from developing countries. This may suggest that it is more
difficult for international students from developing countries to acquire the social and cultural
capital necessary for them to feel optimistic about their longer-term prospects in the developed
country contexts analysed in this study.

Enjoyment

Closely related to integration and belonging was the sense of enjoyment that respondents described
as an important input into their post-study mobility decision-making. Enjoyment is in some cases
difficult to distinguish from the accumulation of location-specific capital and the development of
habitus — for example, where it was related specifically to a rich and fulfilling social life in the place
of study. However, we draw attention to it as a separate factor because it is clear that, in some
cases, enjoyment is not so much about the ability to thrive in the place of study but rather about the
respondent’s preference for the ‘field’ encountered in the place of study. These preferences were
based on the discovery of cultural norms and practices, societal values, a political system or even a
physical environment and climate in the place of study that respondents preferred to those that
they had previously experienced.

For example, a Swiss national who had come to Germany with open-ended post-study mobility plans
explained that, in addition to her successful social and economic integration, the socio-cultural
environment she had discovered in Berlin motivated her to stay longer:

| find that the diversity and the access | have to many distant worlds in one place is something
that | appreciate a lot about Berlin. And | think that there are several other things that I... that
are quite unique, which | still want to sort of explore. | think there are things in the city that are
unique that have nothing to do with, “oh, will | find work or not?”, etcetera (INT21, Germany,
Switzerland).

In some cases respondents’ preferences for the place of study related to more tangible benefits, for
example as described by an US national who had stayed on to pursue a PhD in Spain:

[...] | think after living here and seeing the differences in culture... | suppose mine were mainly
cultural reasons. In the United States | was working, you know, 12 hours a day. It's really
competitive. There's some great things about the United States, but after coming here | saw
and | was like “oh, well, if | was going to have a family | think I'd rather have them grow up in
that environment”. Especially with the States it can be pretty violent, for young men especially.
[...] That was a big factor. And so just being able to kind of... I'm so relaxed here compared to
how I was there (FGP35, Spain, United States).

Two Argentinian nationals similarly reflected on the better quality of life they enjoyed in their EU
countries of destination (Germany and Spain, respectively), compared to Argentina, and which had
influenced their decisions to stay in their countries of study. One of these research participants
referred to both the direct economic benefits available on the German labour market, as well as the
broader psychological benefits that stem from the country’s greater economic and political security:

51



For me there are factors that influence why I'd stay here, and like the certain stability that |
feel here, that | don't have in Argentina. In Argentina there are constantly political crises, and
economic crises, and inflation and... Here, there are a lot of job benefits as well (FGP16,
Germany, Argentina)

For these and an Afghan respondent, who had decided to stay on in the UK because the security
situation in Afghanistan had further deteriorated whilst he had been abroad, it is perhaps inaccurate
to speak of their ‘enjoyment’ in the country of destination. Rather, their preferences for the country
of destination should be understood in relation to the more basic human needs for physical and
ontological security. Nonetheless, these cases similarly illustrate how international students may
experience the place of study as offering them a better living environment and life opportunities, in
ways which go beyond the strategic accumulation of or ability to deploy of capital. Overall,
respondents who discussed their enjoyment as an important decision-making factor came from a
range of geographic backgrounds. Most were from developed and EU countries but, as illustrated
above, others came from developing countries outside the EU. Moreover, although it is clear that
the importance of physical and ontological security is a more pertinent decision-making factor for
students from certain less developed and more insecure countries outside the EU, ‘lighter’
experiential or lifestyle considerations were also relevant to other respondents from non-EU,
developing countries. For example, an Indian national emphasised that his enjoyment of ‘student
life’ in the UK was an important factor alongside his realisation that his career prospects would be
better in the UK, as discussed at the beginning of this section (INT11, UK, India).

It should furthermore be noted that, in a smaller number of cases, research participants explained
that their lack of enjoyment of the place of study motivated their aspirations to leave following the
completion of their studies. For example, following the completion of his PhD in the UK, an Italian
national searched for work opportunities elsewhere in the EU because he was ready for something
different and he missed the Mediterranean lifestyle. He explained that his decision-making was
‘driven a bit by, you know, the usual things like the weather, food, social relationships. So | decided to
move and find something a bit closer to Italian culture’ (INT20, UK, Italy). Lifestyle factors were also
important for a Canadian national who preferred to move on elsewhere in the EU rather than stay in
Rome because he wanted to be able to spend more time on outdoors activities such as cycling,
running and hiking, which he found that he was not able to easily do in Rome.

Although this analysis focuses on instances in which post-study (im)mobility aspirations actually
changed, it is worth noting that sometimes, the experience of life in the destination country did not
change the international student’s immediate post-study plans, but provided inputs into their
longer-term mobility decision-making. This was particularly the case for respondents interviewed in
the UK, who had stayed on as initially intended, or whose post-study (im)mobility plans remained
open-ended, but whose newly gained insights into life in the UK inclined them to leave the country
in the longer-term. These respondents had concerns that the UK'’s social, cultural and political
environment (and the weather) did not offer an attractive place in which to settle. The UK’s decision
to leave the EU featured in some of these explanations, but broader consideration was also given to,
for example, social stratification and inequality, and the UK’s response to the so-called “refugee
crisis”. Most of these respondents were from developed, EU countries. The exceptions were three
South Africans, two of whom nonetheless had EU nationality and could therefore more easily stay in
the UK, if they wanted to.
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Romantic ties

Romantic relationships often had a determining role in shaping post-study (im)mobility aspirations.
Sometimes the break-up of a relationship allowed the international student to consider other
(im)mobility options. For example, a Polish national explained that, having broken up with the
boyfriend who she had left in Poland, she was able to pursue a new aspiration to stay in the UK:

So | had quite a lot of pressure from my partner at the time — we’ve been together for five
years and he stayed in Poland when | came here. He said yeah, go back, he wants to have a
family. So we broke up. But yeah, so that was like the only thing for me holding me back
(FGP12, UK, Poland).

In other cases, respondents formed a new romantic relationship in the country of study, which
motivated them to stay on. However, as described in Section 5 regarding the role of romantic ties
on the decision to study abroad, the presence of a romantic partner in the country of study was not
necessarily the only or primary reason to stay longer. For example, in the case of a Swiss national
who, as mentioned earlier in this section had decided to pursue opportunities to stay in Berlin in
order to further improve her German and enrich her experience of Berlin, being able to stay with her
new partner was an advantage but not a critical determinant of her decision:

[...] and | think also that one of the factors that | stayed was when | was doing Erasmus | met
someone and | fell in love. And this also kind of motivated, like | think that it wasn't the main
factor because [...] at first | was just like “jit was just for the time while | am in Erasmus and
when | go back we'll see what happens. And if it is important or serious for both of us we can
make it happen”. And then | saw the opportunity to stay longer and to try and challenge
myself, so | stayed. But | think it is definitely also part of my decision (INTO8, Germany, France).

In the case of a couple of EU nationals who formed new relationships, their (im)mobility aspirations
were shaped by the interaction between their romantic ties and the cultural capital requirements
(namely, language proficiency) and citizenship capital that constituted their partner’s migration
abilities. For example, regarding language, an Italian respondent in the UK explained:

In my case | got my life more complicated during the study, because | fell in love with one of
my coursemates and we married here in the UK. And we both use English as our language we
have in common, but my first language is obviously Italian and her first language is Indonesian,
so the UK becomes somehow a neutral country, in between the other two (FGP32, UK, Italy).

He further explained that he and his partner were attracted to other countries but were reluctant to
leave the UK because of the constraints associated with his partner’s citizenship capital. This
respondent considered that they had already invested so much in the processes for obtaining visas
and permanent residency in the UK for his non-EU national wife that they did not want to start from
scratch in another country. Meeting the requirements for his wife’s visa had been ‘a real nightmare’
but it would be ‘even worse to go back to Italy and start from zero’, particularly because he felt that
the UK visa requirements and regulations were at least clearer than in Italy.

It is worth noting that, as was found regarding enjoyment of the place of study, some respondents
had formed relationships in the country of study which had not yet necessarily changed their post-
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study (im)mobility aspirations, but which they explained would be important factors in their future
decision-making. For example, as a Polish national explained:

[...] my plan is still to move from London after a couple of years, so that hasn’t changed.
However, the destination is likely to be in Europe now, as opposed to Asia, given that | met a
girlfriend on the way who is not that keen to live in Asia. Who is more keen to be based in
Europe (INTO6, UK, Poland).

With regard to the initial hypothesis (H7), romantic ties were described as having an important role
in (re)shaping post-study (im)mobility decision-making processes by respondents from mostly — but
not only — developed, EU countries. However, it should be noted in relation to the EU/non-EU
national distinction that the development of romantic relationships can blur any distinction between
the decision-making processes of international students who do and do not have secure legal status.
This is because, as the account given by the Italian national described above illustrates, students
with ‘high’ citizenship capital (i.e. EU nationality) may nonetheless find themselves beholden to visa
regimes that pose constraints on their partners’ (im)mobility choices.

Table 9 summarises the conclusions to the study’s sixth and seventh hypotheses regarding the
factors that (re)shape post-study (im)mobility aspirations over the course of study. Our sixth
hypothesis is clearly confirmed. As overviewed above, there are various ways in which cultural and
social capital influence post-study mobility decision-making over the course of the study abroad
period. These are moreover often highly interlinked, such as in cases where social connections
facilitate the conversion of cultural capital into further study or job opportunities. Access to
economic capital can also play a determining role in post-study mobility decisions, although rational
cost-benefit analyses regarding income differentials and employment rates did not emerge as a
common feature of international students’ decision-making in the place of study. Indeed, broader
employment and economic conditions — including the quality of career opportunities and the
general socio-economic climate — were highlighted as important decision-making factors.

As regards other factors unrelated to the strategic accumulation of capital, respondents described
the ways in which their post-study (im)mobility aspirations were shaped by the unanticipated
accumulation of mobility capital; the development — or lack of — place-specific social ties, familiarity
and belongingness; enjoyment of and preferences for certain social, cultural, political and physical
environments; and the break-up and formation of romantic relationships. These accounts were
given by research participants from developing and developed countries, as well as from both EU
and non-EU countries, thus rejecting the initial hypothesis (H7). Although these decision-making
factors are not unrelated to capital (for example, the choice of romantic partner or pursuit of leisure
activities are clearly often correlated with the individual’s stock of cultural and economic capital),
these findings reiterate the importance of understanding international student decision-making in
relation to the student’s broader life aspirations, and of conceptualising the student experience not
only as the strategic accumulation of capital. Indeed, as was found in Section 5, decision-making
processes were often shaped by multiple considerations — for example, where work opportunities,
lifestyle preferences and romantic ties cumulatively inclined an international student to stay in the
longer term. Or, as one German national put it ‘It just so happened that everything kind of worked
out for me to stay here’ (INT33, UK, Germany).
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Table 9. Evidence in relation to Hypothesis 6 and 7

H6: During the course of study, changes in the
student’s relative capital stock (and therefore

Confirmed: Substantial evidence for the ways in which
newly accumulated cultural and social capital, and access

ability) lead to changes in their post-study | to economic capital, influence post-study mobility
(im)mobility aspirations. decisions.
H7: Among students from developed | Rejected: Students from developing countries also

countries, post-study (im)mobility aspirations
may change as a result of aspirations
unrelated to the strategic accumulation of

described the influence of their integration, enjoyment,
and romantic relationships on (re)shaping their post-study
(im)mobility aspirations.

capital.

8. Discussion and Conclusions

This paper contributes to a recent and growing body of literature which seeks to investigate the
ways in which international student decision-making is shaped by the structural contexts in which
these aspirations are formed. To this end, it offers a valuable international comparative analysis, the
lack of which has limited existing understandings of ISM decision-making. Moreover, by drawing on a
set of 115 interview and focus group accounts, the study responds to the need for qualitative
explorations of international student decision-making, which are required for ‘the detailed analysis
of student experiences, behaviours, and attitudes [...] [giving] depth and complexity to student
subjectivities’ (King & Raghuram, 2013, p. 132).

The study has firstly tested the applicability of existing theorisations of ISM decision-making to the
decisions made by students from different countries of origin. The first part of the analysis sought to
answer the question ‘What motivates the decision to study abroad in the EU, and how do these
motivations vary across different countries of origin?’ Regarding the initial hypotheses (1-3), the
study found rich evidence for the wide applicability of both the human capital approach and the
youth mobility cultures framing to international students from across both developed and
developing countries. As regards the cultural capital model, it was more difficult to assess the extent
to which ISM was a family strategy to reproduce social distinction given that family members were
not included as research participants. Nonetheless, there was clear evidence to reiterate the
relevance of the cultural capital model in the East Asian NIE settings in which the model was first
developed. There was also evidence to suggest that the cultural capital model may be similarly
relevant to other geographic regions and national contexts where the symbolic capital associated
with a foreign qualification holds particular value amongst employers. Moreover, the analysis
provides further empirical support for Findlay et al.’s (2012) analysis of international student
mobility as a strategy for social differentiation among UK students from more privileged
private/independent school backgrounds. More specifically, the data demonstrates that it is not only
particular national contexts which produce ISM aspirations as a result of location-specific social
relations which help to convert international qualifications into career and social success. Rather, it
is evident that students from international schools (wherever these may be located) belong to a
mobility culture wherein the elite, de-territorialised social networks which characterise the
‘transnational capitalist class’ reproduce distinction through international mobility. Table 10 (below)
presents a summary of the evidence in relation to all seven of the hypotheses explored in this paper.
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Table 10. Summary table for all hypotheses examined.

H1: Human capital theory is most
relevant to the decision-making of
students from developing countries
(excluding NIEs).

Rejected: Human-capital related motivations are frequently
relevant to students from both developed and developing countries
of origin.

H2: The cultural capital model is
most relevant to the decision-making
of students from NIEs and (other)
developed countries.

Ambiguous: The cultural capital model is most clearly relevant to
respondents from East Asian NIE settings. But it may also be
relevant to other national contexts — both NIE and developing. It
furthermore seems highly relevant to international-school settings,
which transcend national boundaries and structural conditions.

H3: The youth mobility cultures
framing is most relevant to the
decision-making of students from
developed countries.

Rejected: Experiential objectives are commonly relevant to
students from both developed and developing, EU and non-EU
countries of origin.

H4: Students whose decisions to
study abroad align with the cultural
capital model aspire to return to
their country of origin following the
completion of their studies.

Partly confirmed: Students whose decision-making reflected the
original cultural capital model largely expected to return to their
countries of origin. However, students from international school
backgrounds most commonly had open-ended plans, often
assuming continued international mobility.

H5: Students whose decisions to
study abroad align with the youth
mobility cultures framing aspire to
prolong their international mobility
following the completion of their
studies, either by staying in the
country of study or migrating
onwards to a third country.

Rejected: No clear patterns identified regarding their post-study
(im)mobility intentions.

H6: During the course of study,
changes in the student’s relative
capital stock (and therefore ability)
lead to changes in their post-study
(im)mobility aspirations.

Confirmed: Substantial evidence for the ways in which newly
accumulated cultural and social capital, and access to economic
capital, influence post-study mobility decisions.

H7: Among students from developed
countries, post-study (im)mobility
aspirations may change as a result of
aspirations unrelated to the strategic
accumulation of capital.

Rejected: Students from developing countries also described the
influence of their integration, enjoyment, and romantic
relationships on (re)shaping their post-study (im)mobility
aspirations.

The differing manifestations of the cultural capital model identified in this analysis moreover point
to the paper’s value as a survey of the specific motivations or strategies encompassed by the three
theoretical models. Some of these — for example, language-acquisition, access to a higher-quality or
more prestigious HEIl, and the allure of new experiences and broadened horizons, are well-
established in the literature. However, other motivations have received much less attention and yet
emerge as highly relevant to the international students who participated in this study. These include
the pursuit of the right person-course fit; exposure to particular professional fields and career
development opportunities; and the distinction between the desire for ‘new’ experiences versus the
desire for immersion in a specific foreign environment. Furthermore, although the comparative
analysis points to the broad geographic relevance of the three ISM models at a high level, the
evidence suggests that specific decision-making factors may be more or less relevant to different
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student-origin groups. For example, the prioritisation of person-course fit may be most relevant to
students from developed — and particularly EU countries — who perhaps assume relatively easier
access to international labour markets and whose pursuit of educational specialisation may relate to
the broader trend towards the individualisation of personal biographies. In contrast, a different
strategy is observed among students from non-EU developing countries for whom the international
higher education market offers a bridge to more secure political and/or economic systems.

The results of this first analysis also suggests broader points regarding the conceptualisation of the
decision to study abroad. Firstly, it is clear that different theoretical models can apply simultaneously
to an individual decision-making process — most commonly, strategic human capital motivations
were accompanied by experiential objectives. Further, the data supports recent arguments that the
decision to study abroad should not be framed as categorically distinct from other types of migration
decision-making (King, 2002; King & Raghuram, 2013; Raghuram, 2013). Rather, students’ decisions
to become internationally mobile are often based on multiple and interacting factors, some of which
relate to their other identities and aspirations — for example, as family members or romantic
partners. In this way, the internationalised higher education market allows prospective students
(who are typically young, and relatively free from the care-giving or other commitments that may
constrain mobility later in life) to simultaneously pursue the multiple aspirations — work, study,
lifestyle, psychological, or partnership-related — which characterise their processes of identity-
formation as young adults.

The study’s second research question asked: ‘How does the decision to study abroad relate to the
student’s initial aspirations (i.e. formed prior to starting their foreign study programme) regarding
their post-study (im)mobility?’. In contrast to the initial hypotheses (4-5), a range of post-study
(im)mobility intentions (and including a lack of firm intentions) were associated with each of the
models. Among respondents for whom human capital motivations and experiential objectives
dominated the decision to study abroad, initial post-study (im)mobility intentions varied widely. As
regards the cultural capital model, return plans were common among the respondents whose
decisions to study abroad were motivated by the symbolic capital that would be attributed to their
international qualifications by employers in their countries of origin. On the other hand, students
from international school backgrounds, for whom the symbolic capital associated with international
mobility depends less on national structural contexts, tended to have entirely open-ended post-
study plans, which often assumed continued international mobility as a likely outcome.

Some clearer trends associated with specific motivations or particular manifestations of the models
can therefore be observed. Open-ended plans were also typically reported by respondents who had
prioritised finding the right person-course fit in their decision to study abroad, suggesting that these
students were intending to similarly navigate the international labour market in pursuit of the right
job opportunity for their skills and interests. In contrast, respondents who chose to study in the
country of destination based on the particular labour market opportunities available there more
often had firmer intentions to stay in the country of study. Nonetheless, legal rights to live and work
in the EU, often based on ‘citizenship capital’ (Kalm, 2020), emerge as the perhaps more important
determinant of post-study (im)mobility expectations. Students without EU nationality — and without
expectations that it would be relatively straightforward for them to secure a long-stay visa or
residence permit — tended to have firmer expectations regarding their post-study (im)mobility,
which was usually to return to their countries of origin. In contrast, EU nationals less commonly
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engaged in longer-term planning. Instead, EU nationals commonly held very vague or open-ended
ideas regarding their post-study (im)mobility, often considering onwards mobility to other
destination countries alongside the prospect of returning to their country of origin or staying in the
country of study. These findings therefore support other studies on student and graduate decision-
making which have noted that the ‘most privileged young adults are also largely immune from the
pressure to engage in strategic life planning’ (Brooks & Everett, 2008, p. 335; Findlay et al., 2017).
‘Citizenship capital’ should therefore be considered an important component of international
students’ mobility ‘ability’, allowing EU nationals the freedom to improvise, whilst narrowing the
(im)mobility options considered by non-EU nationals from the outset of their study abroad
experiences.

The final part of the analysis addresses the study’s third research question: ‘How are post-study
(im)mobility aspirations (re)shaped over the course of the student’s foreign study programme?’ As
regards the initial hypotheses (6-7), substantial evidence was found for the role of changing capital
stocks as a key factor in the formation or revision of longer-term (im)mobility aspirations. In some
cases, the shift in decision-making was not only prompted by the accumulation (or enhancement) of
cultural or social capital, but came about through the realisation of how the student’s existing capital
could be best deployed in order to secure, for example, economic, further study or career
development opportunities. Cultural and social capital often worked in combination to incline
international students to stay in the place of study. It will be interesting to observe whether, in
future research, social networks developed in the course of study (perhaps online rather than in the
place of study) also motivate other mobility aspirations such as onwards migration. However, it
should also be noted that, in accordance with existing studies on high skilled and graduate
migration, factors unrelated to the strategic accumulation of capital — including the development of
mobility capital or location-specific cultural and social capital, enjoyment of the place of study, and
the formation or end of romantic relationships — can also have a determining role in shaping post-
study mobility outcomes.

Overall, this paper makes several theoretical and empirical contributions to the literature on
international student decision-making. It provides a much needed in-depth comparative analysis of
the decision-making of students from 49 countries of origin who had studied across five different EU
destination countries. Secondly, it compares post-study (im)mobility aspirations and outcomes to
initial expectations and aspirations. However, the strength of the conclusions is limited by the
following methodological realities. Firstly, as Murphy-Lejeune (2002) has pointed out:

[...] if trying to disentangle the maze of a person’s motivations is at the very heart of
therapeutic interviewing, it is not the point of a research interview. The account of the
motivations the students expressed must be considered as a likely sample of reasons which
draw their value from the more or less rationalised meaning actors assign to this aspect of
their life story (p.76).

This is true of our interviews and perhaps truer of our focus groups, in which the group discussions
were guided by the direction of shared conversational threads, and it is therefore not clear whether
individual participants would have offered more detail, or mentioned other aspects of their decision-
making, if they had had the “floor” to themselves. Secondly, although the study makes use of
respondents’ retrospective accounts to help fill a gap on international students’ migration
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‘imaginations and aspirations’ prior to the study abroad period (Van Mol, 2014, p. 121), retroactive
data-collection may of course be affected by recall bias. Respondents may have introduced slight
inaccuracies into their accounts of their past decision-making, due to gaps in their memories, or
because their auto-biographical narrative accounts may be coloured by their post-decision
experiences or by the desire to present their decision-making processes as more coherent than they
necessarily were. Future studies would therefore ideally employ a longitudinal design in order to
more reliably capture the evolution of international students’ decision-making and identify the
critical events and junctures within these. Secondly, although the present research offers a rich
cross-section of insights from a relatively large (qualitative) dataset, due to the sampling strategy
employed for the wider project’s data-collection, there was limited attention given to ensuring
representativeness in terms of the research participants’ gender, class, ethnicity and countries of
origin, as well as the fields and levels of studies that they pursued abroad. The findings should
therefore be interpreted as illustrative of the variations in international student decision-making,
and future research should seek to more systematically assess the role of these other variables in
shaping decision-making processes.

Lastly, the study has particular relevance in light of the sudden and unprecedented halt to ‘normal’
international mobility practices. At the time of writing, international travel restrictions imposed as a
result of the Covid-19 pandemic have begun to be lifted within the EU, but restrictions are still
largely in place for travel between EU and non-EU countries. Moreover, even if usual transport links
and border controls resume, if the heightened health risk remains, individuals may not be as willing
as they used to be to travel internationally, given the risks of relying on public transport, implications
regarding health insurance and access to healthcare, and the fear of being ‘stranded’ away from
loved ones and support networks in the case of illness. Higher education providers have adapted to
these constraints by innovating in the delivery of online or virtual education. However, this study
clearly demonstrates that the prospect of an ‘online’ higher education programme will have varied
impacts on student enrolment, given the diverse range of motivations for studying abroad. For
example, students for whom human capital motivations are most important may not mind — or may
even find it easier to participate in — an online degree programme, if they can be confident that they
will still acquire the skills, knowledge and/or internationally-recognised qualification that they value
in an international study programme. However, if the student also conceives of an international
study programme as an opportunity to access the destination country’s labour market, they may
well be less interested in ‘distance learning’ programmes. Although the cultural capital model of
decision-making emphasises the prestige of an international qualification that could, in theory, be
acquired virtually, the model’s emphasis on the embodied nature of the desired cultural capital —
including, for example, language proficiency, inter-cultural competencies and a cosmopolitan
mindset — may be less easy to transfer virtually. As regards students for whom youth mobility
cultures-type experiential motivations are most important, it is difficult to imagine that participation
in an online course (from one’s country of current residence) would incentivise enrolment. Similarly,
as regards the ‘other’ motivations for international student mobility, students who would otherwise
enrol in foreign study programmes in order to join a romantic partner or other family members, or in
order to return to their family ‘roots’ or access a different political and/or economic system may
make alternative decisions if they are unable to physically re-locate to the country of study. As
policymakers within governments and HEIs make their contingency plans for the continued delivery
of higher education, an understanding of the varied motivations that international students have for
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studying abroad may help to explain — and perhaps even predict — enrolment rates. Moreover,
specific measures — for example, to facilitate access to employer networks, or offer jobseeker visas
to international graduates even if they have not physically re-located to the country in which they
are enrolled as students — may help to incentivise international student ‘inflows’ even if participation
remains virtual.
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