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THE “GAIN-DRAIN” DYNAMIC, CULTURAL CHANGE AND THE 

INTERNATIONALISATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The internationalisation of higher education, especially in the university 

sector, has been a growing trend over the last 25 years, and is likely to 

intensify into the future. Internationalisation is a process that affects not only  

what is learnt and taught, but also the ways universities are organised and 

managed. Even more important is the fact that traditional notions of 

university education and training will change profoundly, as a response to 

globalisation, modernisation and the changing needs of most economies, be 

they developed or developing. In other words, higher education will need to 

brace itself sooner rather than later for the impending challenges that will 

accompany the age of “super complexity”. A term used to describe the way 

individuals now and in the future, handle many frames of reference in order 

to understand themselves, and the world around them Barnett (2002, 

Thomas 2004). 

Alongside these trends mentioned above, there has been a growing increase 

in the last 30 years in “mobility flows” of students, as well as academic staff 

into and out of higher education throughout the world. Traditionally, the 

term “brain drain” has been applied to include  much of this mobility of 

human resource as an outflow of  a country’s educated and skilled human 

resources. However, Jaloweicki and Gorzelak (2004) have questioned the 

use of  “brain drain” and the newer term “brain gain” which denotes those 

countries that actively encourage educated elites to join their workforce, as  

inadequate. They suggest the notion of  mobility as being more neutral, 
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encompassing both migration and transfer of human resource from one place 

to another. Unfortunately, the sole and neutral use of the term mobility tends 

to obfuscate the  complexity and crucial qualitative dimension experienced 

by individuals involved in the mobility process.  Socio-cultural, 

demographic, economic and political  factors are all part of  mobility to 

varying degrees, for both individuals and institutions. 

 

It is therefore argued here, that a deeper understanding of the dynamic 

involved in mobility, whether it constitutes a cognitive drain, gain or is a 

cyclical process of developing human potential, would provide a better 

understanding of how higher education may meet the challenges posed by 

globalisation and the arrival of the age of super complexity. 

 

The main focus of this paper will be on the cultural changes which occur  

during the mobility of human potential in higher education. The scope of the 

paper will be confined to the university sector and will address student and 

to a lesser extent staff  mobility. This reflects the author’s interest and 

international experience of teaching and research in higher education in the 

United Kingdom, South East Asia and Africa. It is envisaged that a key 

outcome of the present paper will throw light on some cross cultural issues 

that arise from (a) the process of internationalisation of higher education, 

and (b) the related process of student and staff mobility. These two processes 

will be discussed in the context of three notions namely,(i) cultural identity, 

(ii) cultural borrowing (iii), cultural adjustment, which are subsumed under 

the wider concept of the gain-drain dynamic. 
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The paper will address three principal questions these appear below: 

 

(1)What is the background to the “gain-drain dynamic” in higher education 

and its relationship to internationalism and internationalisation? 

 

(2)To what extent does the “gain-drain dynamic” provide a context for 

cultural change amongst students ,and  academic staff in higher education? 

 

(3)What are the implications for the gain-drain dynamic, with reference to 

the effective internationalisation of higher education in the context of 

cultural change? 

 

Before attempting to answer the three questions, we need to establish the  

meaning of key terms used in the paper. The term “gain-drain dynamic” 

refers to the flow of knowledge, skills and attitudes that students and staff  

bring to, acquire and in some cases reject, during the time they are engaged 

in higher education. The word dynamic has been chosen particularly to 

underline the interactive aspect of students’ career development, not only 

when they are at a higher education institution, but when they move on to 

full time employment. In the case of staff development, this could be within 

higher education or other sectors of the economy. We are not dealing here 

with a static situation when examining the “gain-drain dynamic” but a 

constantly changing set of parameters often cyclical in nature. 

Internationalism is viewed as the development of knowledge communities 

which transcend national boundaries, but in which national interests are able 

to persist. It is essentially a process of knowledge transfer and exchange 
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which embraces administration, teaching, research and professional 

development, Thomas (2004). Internationalisation is the process by which 

internationalism can be achieved. The other key term used in this paper 

namely the age of supercomplexity, has already been clarified in the first 

paragraph of the paper. Let us now discuss the three questions posed above 

 

BACKGROUND TO BRAIN DRAIN AND MOBILITY IN HIGHER 

EDUCATION 

The first question refers to the background of brain drain in higher education 

but in more general terms, it is clear that movements of people with skills 

and knowledge is not a new phenomenon. Mobility of human resources was 

not coined as brain drain in the past, but movement of knowledge and skills 

have happened from the times of ancient China, Greece, Rome, during 

medieval times and up to the present. However, at the start of the 21st 

century the main differences are greater numbers of people moving from 

place to place, who move over larger distances often involving transfer of a 

substantive pool of skills and knowledge. The prospects for the mobility of 

human resources continuing, seem assured probably becoming more intense. 

This is mainly a consequence of globalization, modernization and in some 

instances, the result of bad/corrupt governance leading to economic collapse 

and internal conflicts.  

The problem with a gain – brain portrayal of  intellectual and skilled 

mobility is that what is a drain for one side is a gain for the other. The 

subject of brain drain has been a matter of debate for some time in the 

United Kingdom and other European countries. For instance, the Sepsu 

Policy Study Report(1987) in Britain saw the attraction of better salaries and 

working conditions for scientists and engineers in the USA as a key factor. 



 6

The Advisory Board for Research Councils UK (1985) commented on the 

broadening nature of experience as a positive outcome of mobility, but  the 

Board found that this is minimized, as the potential rarely returns to the 

country of origin. Cormack (1993) examined the problem of over production 

of graduates for jobs that were not available , the so called “brain overflow” 

in the Northern Ireland. This is yet another side to the brain-gain dynamic. 

More recently at an international level, the loss of qualified personnel from 

South Africa to Western Europe, USA and Australia in both professional 

and manufacturing sectors since the end of apartheid, is has become a 

serious issue Crush(2000), and has seemingly got steadily worse. 

 

 McMahon (1992) looking at the global context of international study in the 

early 1990s proposed  two related  “Push” and “Pull” Models which pin 

pointed a number of key indicators, affecting the flow of international 

students from 18 developing source countries to developed host countries 

during the 1960s and 1970s. The “push” typified the outbound movement of 

students from the developing source country while “pull” coined the 

inbound  flow to the developed host country. Both models continue to be 

useful in throwing light on the gain-drain dynamic in 2005, as  similar 

circumstances not only still exist but have become intensified. The “push” 

factor appears to be as strong as it was in the 1960s and 1970s, but what is 

perhaps more worrying, is the rise of the “pull” factor in developed 

countries, partly as a result of reform in higher education coupled with less 

government support financially, notably the UK and Australia.  In these 

countries, the “pull” factor is linked to  improving the budgets of universities 

by a  competitive policy of  overseas student recruitment. Furthermore, the 

“push” factor  has also intensified, due in many cases to the lower levels of 
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economic development eg  Sub-Saharan Africa, or the  source country’s 

inability to meet the demand in its higher education provision eg Malaysia, 

Singapore.  

 

 

Question 1 also poses the issue of the relationships between the gain-brain 

dynamic and internationalism and the internationalisation of higher 

education. Let us examine these relationships in the light of the background 

discussed above. It is clear that the gain-drain dynamic is related  to the aims 

of internationalism and its internationalisation. A key feature of the gain – 

drain dynamic centres around the issue of international mobility, which 

embraces both individuals and governments, who hope to benefit from the 

ethos of internationalism which is a feature of this type of mobility.  

 

But  the “push”  and “pull” affects have shown that mobility is a complex 

process when it comes to understanding the value of international higher 

education. It is clear that there are advantages and disadvantages to 

international mobility, whether it concerns student mobility or that of 

academic staff. What seems to be an undeniable trend is  the need for 

internationalism and internationalisation of higher education is increasing, 

and increasing at a very rapid pace, Bennell &Pearce (1998)  Hatakenaka 

(2004). However, it appears that notions of internationalism and 

internationalisation are also changing. Many  higher education institutions in 

host countries now have to maintain a competitive edge, and this has meant 

a change in the role of higher education and what it offers. 
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 The shift from elite to mass systems of university education has meant a 

move towards almost universal access, Mazzarol and Soutar (2001). As a 

consequence, many universities worldwide have become more vocational 

and instructionally oriented, and less willing to pursue pure research. The 

commodification of higher education is also having a key influence on what 

is taught, so affecting the internationalisation of higher education and the 

form it will take in the future, Thomas(2004).  

 

The gain-drain dynamic actually manifests itself from the time students enter 

higher education, whether they are  studying in their home (source) country 

or are beginning their education and training overseas. In the national 

context, when students graduate they mostly take up employment in their 

own countries, and so we can talk of a net gain in these circumstances. 

However, drain is also a feature when mobility takes place across different 

sectors of a nation’s economy, such as the loss of graduates from the public 

to the private sector. This is an internal drain and may not be seen by 

governments to be so serious as a drain to other countries  The attraction of 

graduates to other professions eg industry, media and armed forces mean 

that internal drain results in a loss from one sector and a gain for another. 

 

In the case of students studying overseas, the gain-dynamic tends to be less 

straight forward and certainly more costly in terms of financial and social  

concerns, for the “pull” factor  appears to encourage a growing drain from 

the source country, and a “gain” for the host country as  Mazzarol and 

Souter have pointed out in Australia. This also happens in Canada, USA and 

the UK. This maybe an unintended outcome of pull factors for the host 

countries, nevertheless the countries cited above have vibrant economies and 
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lack skilled manpower, and this therefore leads to students, and in many 

cases working graduates from source countries, staying on after their 

training, and taking up temporary residence leading possibly to citizenship. 

In other words, a net drain and a permanent loss for the source countries! 

It could be argued that as the essence of  the gain-drain dynamic lies in the 

mobility of human resources, and because transfer is at the heart of the 

internationalising process, in the last analysis there will be an overall net 

benefit over time for all concerned, whether its student flows across 

countries or movements of academic staff. However this may not be much 

consolation for countries coping with severe  brain drain issues at present or 

in the near future. 

 

 Figure 1 below provides a summary of the gain-brain dynamic from the 

perspective of a source country. Four parameters, Presage. Process, 

Outcome and Status  portray mobility over time and its assessment relating 

to the flow of human resource into and out of higher education. The presage 

parameter refers to the qualifications and previous training of the potential 

pool of human resources entering higher education. The process parameter 

refers to the actual education and training students receive during their 

period of study The outcome parameter is couched in terms of time spent 

after training in the host country or other destination. and  has a four point 

time spectrum spanning Immediate Return (IR), to No Return(NR). The 

Status parameter gives a descriptive assessment of outcomes in terms of  

gain-drain. 
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              FIGURE 1 HERE 

 

For the remainder of the paper we will focus on some of the cultural changes 

which take place as part of the gain-drain dynamic, which constitutes the  

main gist of the second question posed in this paper.  

 

THE GAIN-DRAIN DYNAMIC, CULTURAL CHANGE AND THE 

PROCESS OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

 

The extent to which the “gain-drain dynamic” provides a context for cultural 

change amongst students and  academic staff in higher education is the 

principal focus of the discussion that follows? Both the process and outcome 

parameters will be  key factors in the change processes that affect human 

resources, and the development of human capacity. In this section of the 

paper we will be concentrating of cultural change. Cultural change will be 

discussed  with reference to three important notions namely (i) cultural 

identity, (ii) cultural borrowing ,(iii) cultural adjustment .The three notions 

have been chosen because they entail and reflect student experiences when 

studying in the host country. These experiences over the decades, have 

resulted in changing  cultural contexts within higher education, especially in 

host countries. This has resulted in the start of a reappraisal by both 

academics and administrators of the role of higher education, in an 

increasingly multi –cultural  world, to meet the challenges of cultural 

change, of which identity, transfer and adjustment form important elements. 

Let us consider now the issue of cultural identity.  
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(i) Cultural Identity and cultural change 

 

Cultural identity is closely linked to an individual’s view of him/herself and   

can be considered to have three components (a) identity linked to the values 

a person holds,(b) identity linked to the social group to which the person 

belongs and (c) identity which is closely bound with a person’s personality, 

Camilleri &Malewska-Peyre (1997) .See Figure 2 below. All three identity 

components can be influenced by cultural change and especially when 

students enter higher education. Students who study in their source country, 

tend to experience identity change to a lesser extent and of a different order 

than those who study overseas. This is mainly due to the fact that students 

studying overseas, become exposed to new situations and experiences which 

challenges their values and belief systems.  Such situations offer students at 

least two pathways, they either meet the challenges head on and adjust, or 

they preserve their identity as best they can. 

 

In the author’s experience with postgraduate education students studying in 

the UK most adjust and meet the challenges.  The extent of the adjustment 

will depend on among other factors, age, gender, their past experience, 

family commitments in their home country and the length of stay. For 

instance a three to four year stay means there is more time to experience 

changes and adjust accordingly. The relative openness of higher education in 

countries like the UK and USA and especially access to the attitudes and 

values of host country and other students, as well  from staff, means that an 
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individual’s cultural identity is more exposed to change and self appraisal. 

This can of itself be perceived as part of the gain dynamic which students are 

likely to experience. The extent of change and how durable the gain will  

prove to be, depends on the strength of the individual’s core values and 

personality, both key components of  a cultural identity. The part played by 

the influence of the social group( the third identity component), to which 

overseas students belong, would also be a key factor that affects cultural 

identity. Group interaction which is experienced in the process and outcome 

stages in the mobility process, is likely to influence the values and attitudes 

held  individuals during the period they are away from the source country. 

 

In situations where staff from another culture train students in their own 

country, the extent of the change in cultural identity is probably more 

limited, in view of the fact that students are immersed in familiar socio-

cultural surroundings, which tend to mitigate against any radical change in 

their cultural identity, this is especially true for values identity. However 

even in these circumstances, we cannot dismiss the fact that cross cultural 

influences do have an effect. For instance, language usage, attitudes and 

values held, as well as life styles practised by expatriate staff, often covert 

during teaching and learning activities, will have an impact. It is after all one 

the functions of education to inform the individual about change, be it from 

the knowledge and skills they are acquiring or from new social influences 

imported into a social group. It is the extent and the nature of change  in 

cultural identity that is at issue here, which would tend to be more limited 

than if the students were studying overseas in a host country. Cultural 

identity should not be seen as rigid notion, but one that under certain 

circumstances,( such as students studying in another country and or different 
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cultural context in their home country),is able to accommodate  to changing 

values and attitudes which often results in shared identities. Brock & 

Tulasiewicz (1985). Figure 2 below shows the main influences which can 

affect the change of cultural identity of students studying overseas with 

reference to the gain-drain dynamic 

 

        FIGURE 2 HERE 

 

(ii) Cultural Borrowing as a prelude to transfer and adaptation 

 

At the heart of internationalism are the processes of transfer and exchange 

which often encompasses a period of cultural borrowing and invariably 

followed by transfer and adaptation. Cultural borrowing is a process which 

usually precedes transfer especially in education, but what is borrowed may 

not always be acceptable to a country’s future plans and aspirations. For 

instance, after WW2 the Japanese borrowed extensively from American 

education models, but found some aspects of the models were unsuitable for 

their cultural and social needs. However, where cultural borrowing appeared 

to be successful eg  the structure and organisation of higher education, 

cultural borrowing was followed by transfer, adaptation and finally 

acceptance. 

 

 Interestingly, in contrast to the situation of Japan immediately after 1945, 

by the early 1970s, much of successful Japanese management and 

productivity strategies were borrowed by firms all over the industrialised 

world, and have since became successful global management models. This 

proves that cultural borrowing and lending are interchangeable processes 
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often benefiting the borrower and the lender over time, and in ways that may 

be serendipitous to both. Figure 3 gives a schematic view of the process and 

outcomes of cultural borrowing with reference to the gain-drain dynamic in 

higher education. A four phase model is presented which attempts to trace 

the selection, transfer, adaptation and acceptance of sources and a 

reappraisal which could result in new cultural sources which might have the 

potential for other borrowers.  

     

    FIGURE 3 HERE 

 

Cultural borrowing involves not only tangible notions such as innovations, 

knowledge and skills but the more abstract, such as values and belief 

systems, ideologies, attitudes and ways of thinking which are often more 

covert rather than overt. For instance, distance learning in higher education, 

a notion developed originally from the Open University has spread world 

wide after its inception in the UK in 1970. Not only has the notion of 

“learning at a distance” meant that knowledge and skills can be transferred 

through  printed materials and mass media more easily, but attitudes to  

teaching and learning have often changed alongside it. 

 

 This is particularly the case where distant learning has been successful. In 

such situations, there is clearly a gain for students who would otherwise not 

have had the opportunities of having access to higher education. It is also 

beneficial for staff in higher education especially in developing countries, 

who had previously lacked the essential teaching  and learning materials for 

their work. Recently, the notion of “borderless higher education” is another 

example of cultural borrowing which uses the Internet as a mean of 
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education and training, Pincas (2002). Borderless higher education is no 

longer confined to particular countries such as the United Kingdom and the 

USA, but has transferred to many higher education systems world wide.  

 

There is clearly a substantive gain side to cultural borrowing particularly 

when  transfer leads to well planned and relevant adaptation. In many 

instances of trans-national schemes of higher education, especially in 

Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand, cultural borrowing from host countries 

by source countries which are often part of twinning programmes, have 

resulted in enriched curricula and effective assessment procedures. In many 

cases there has been a reappraisal of what has been accepted from cultural 

borrowing and this has resulted in the creation of new ideas ( see phase 4 in 

figure 3). This has also benefited staff development and  improved the 

prospects for clearer and realistic career pathways. Unfortunately the drain 

part of the dynamic cannot be ignored entirely when assessing the value of 

cultural borrowing. Students as well as staff who have benefited from the 

outcomes of the borrowing process, are tempted by better conditions of work 

and higher salaries to either remain in the host country, or migrate from the 

source country to improve their prospects further. However, if mobility of 

these human resources flow back after short or even longer term stays (see 

Figure 1), hopefully the drain will be more than balanced by the gains 

achieved over time. 

 

(iii)  Cultural adjustment 

 

The gain-drain dynamic is essentially about flows of knowledge, skills and 

attitudes which students acquire during the time spent in higher education 
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and when they enter the world of work.  However, the author perceives the 

gain-drain dynamic not only in terms of mobility of human resources per se, 

but in the interactions which take place during the teaching and learning 

process . Furthermore, informal social interactions which take place outside 

the formal training programmes are also an essential part of a student’s 

personal development.  

 

In principle, this applies to all students who study at a university or other 

institutions, wherever they are. But in the context of internationalism, and 

particularly where students are studying overseas, the gain drain dynamic 

assumes a cross cultural dimension, and raises the issue of cultural 

adjustment and the extent to which it changes certain aspects of higher 

education in both host and source countries. Cultural adjustment  takes place  

mainly at three levels, personal, social, and  institutional. As far as the 

internationalism is concerned, cultural adjustment takes place at all three 

levels and in different ways and with different outcomes. The processes and 

consequences of cultural contact and cultural change have attracted 

substantial attention over the years by cross cultural psychologists, Berry 

&Kim (1988), Ward &Kennedy (1993,1996). Of particular relevance to the 

present discussion, is how do students adjust to new cultural contexts and the 

changes that take place as a consequence? Ward and Kennedy have provided 

a useful overarching framework which identify two adjustment domains, the 

first they call  psychological adaptation and the second they label socio-

cultural adaptation. The former domain refers to an ability to “fit in” and 

focuses on the individual being able to adapt and cope with new situations, 

The later domain refers to the social context relating to the development of 

social skills and culture learning during the adjustment process. If the gain –
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drain dynamic is viewed through the domain framework above, both host 

and source countries will hopefully benefit over time. 

  

The process of cultural adjustment  not only affects students coming from 

source countries, as cultural contact and context is also a factor for the host 

country’s higher education system. When overseas students and staff from 

different cultures come to a host country to study or for work, cultural 

adjustments by the host country’s higher education system  also happen. For 

instance, comparative approaches in the fields of education, health, 

psychology, social medicine and law are obvious areas where the presence 

of students and staff from different cultures have something to offer so 

enriching both teaching and learning. At the postgraduate level especially in 

the social sciences, students from various cultures will not only add  

relevance to studying cultural change, but may provide new ideas and 

methodologies which could feed into both theoretical and applied research. 

The cross cultural dimension would also be a factor enriching the way 

knowledge and skills are delivered to students making pedagogy not only 

more effective but culturally sensitive as well, Thomas (2002). 

 

THE GAIN-DRAIN DYNAMIC, CULTURAL CHANGE AND THE 

INTERNATIONALISATION OF HIGHER EDUCATION     

 

The third question posed in this paper relates to the implications of the gain-

brain dynamic for the internationalisation of higher education in the context 

of cultural change. While mobility is clearly an important issue, it is only 

part of the debate. The internationalisation of higher education is more than 

just about students and staff moving from one part of the world to another, 
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financial costs, institutional competition and the loss or gain of expertise. 

The notion of internationalism and the internationalisation of higher 

education is more comprehensive. It is also about qualitative concerns such 

as, developing a curriculum that meets the challenges of the “age of super-

complexity”, providing strategies which will encourage staff development 

and interchange, as well as a readiness on the part of institutions to adapt to 

and benefit from internationalisation, Windham (1996). Higher education is 

becoming more global, more knowledge based and increasingly linked to 

productivity. The role of technology already plays an important part in the 

internationalisation of higher education, as software development and its 

widening use across the globe, lessens student mobility and reduces costs. 

The advent of different pathways to higher education eg  distance learning, 

lifelong learning, borderless education etc, are producing new clienteles, 

another feature internationalisation. This in turn, will mean the need for 

more investment for resources in higher education. It also means that future 

institutional development resulting in more integrated, dynamic and 

multipurpose higher education could be the norm in the next decade. 

 

It is also clear from what has been discussed earlier in the paper, that cultural 

factors play an increasingly important role in the process of 

internationalisation There is a clear need to understand  more fully the role 

played by culture and cultural change in making policies for more relevant 

and culture sensitive higher education curricula. The demand for more 

research here will also intensify. A closer examination of the gain-drain 

dynamic, as far as cultural change is concerned, shows that cultural identity 

and cultural adjustment play an important part in the way students and staff 

attempt to adapt to change in their new internationalised environment, as 
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well as to the effects of globalisation. Cultural adjustment is perhaps the 

most important process when it comes to weighing up the balance between 

gain and drain in the context of internationalism. The transfer and exchange 

of ideas, which are the hall marks of internationalism, whether they affect 

students studying overseas or are being trained in their own country by 

expatriate staff, will hopefully in the long term result in overall gain. 

Therefore, adjusting to these changes will be crucial in order that gains are 

realised for students, staff, institutional development and ultimately the 

world of  work and society in general. This brings us to the other cultural 

notion discussed earlier, namely that of cultural borrowing. The four phase 

model shown in Figure 3, reflects the essence of internationalism and 

internationalisation in which knowledge and skills can be selected, 

transferred and accepted, thereby enriching the quality of education. Perhaps 

an even more important part of the model lies in Phase 4,  which indicates 

that a reappraisal might lead in the future to new and valuable sources for 

cultural borrowing across higher education worldwide?   

 

EPILOGUE 

Discussions about the future of internationalism and the internationalisation 

of higher education to date, have not emphasised sufficiently, the influence 

cultural change may have, not only on the gain-drain dynamic, but also on 

some of the developments outlined in the first paragraph of this section of 

the paper. It is hoped that this will change as it is realised that, any 

reservations and worries about brain drain, would be compensated by the 

many accrued gains which would benefit higher education in the longer 

term. For an effective process of internationalisation of higher education to 

be realised in the future, taking account of the value and role of cultural 
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influences which students and staff bring to university education, will enrich 

and hopefully ensure desirable outcomes in the years ahead. 
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