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Part II

STUDENT MOBILITY BETWEEN AND TOWARDS OECD COUNTRIES: 
A COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS7

Introduction

Against the current background of economic
globalisation, international trade in goods, services
and information is more important than ever. This
global economic integration demands linguistic and
cultural knowledge from future partners which could,
in particular, be acquired as part of their education.
At the same time, student mobility is made easier
by developments in communications and faster
information flows.

The result is a growing internationalisation of
education systems, manifest in the content of pro-
grammes and the evolution of student populations,
which are becoming increasingly cosmopolitan. The
integration of world trade is encouraging student
mobility, allowing them to absorb the cultural and
social customs of their host country, and thus to act as
ambassador both for their own country and their host
country. The rising power of technology in the eco-
nomic sphere, and the imperative need for countries
to keep pace with technological developments, in
particular in key economic sectors, currently accentu-
ates the internationalisation of educational courses. It
then becomes tempting for countries to encourage
some of their students to go abroad for their educa-
tion, with a view to benefiting on their return from
technology acquired at minimal cost. For their part,
host countries may take the opportunity to allow
some of the foreign students access to the labour
market in the form of part-time or seasonal work or
else participate in research and development work
(R&D) incorporated in educational programmes.

During the last few years, sustained economic
growth in most OECD countries and the develop-
ment of the information economy has led to a con-
siderable increase in migration of human resources
in science and technology (HRST). Some member
countries have relaxed their immigration laws to
attract qualified and highly-qualified foreigners

(including students) to sectors where there are
labour shortages.

Student mobility is a potential flow of qualified
workers, either in the course of their studies or
through subsequent recruitment. Moreover, the
internationalisation of students in higher education
may allow economies of scale in education systems
(for example, development of new branches) and
bring in additional resources to finance them. For-
eign students in significant proportions also have an
impact on the life of the local economy (consump-
tion, accommodation, etc.) From the point of view of
the countries of origin, the potential gains related to
this mobility (strengthening of cultural and commer-
cial ties, transfer of technology) may be limited as a
result of the brain drain, mainly at times of shortage
of qualified labour in the foreign students’ host
countries.

Thus, a panorama of qualified labour flows can-
not ignore international student mobility. Based
on data standardised by the OECD, UNESCO and
EUROSTAT, it is possible, first of all, to attempt an
evaluation of the scale, directions, characteristics and
determining factors of student flows. Prior to that, it
will be recalled that student flows represent a form of
migration of qualified labour and also a precursor of
subsequent migrations, mainly of HRST. Secondly,
the consequences of this mobility for the countries of
origin and host countries will be examined.

A. STUDENT MIGRATIONS: FORM AND 
PREREQUISITES OF MIGRATIONS OF HRST

1. Student migrations: a form of migration 
of qualified labour…

Student migrations, individuals who becoming
increasingly well qualified in the course of their
studies, may amount to a kind of HRST migration

1
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when they become part of the working population
and participate in the host country’s production.

This combination of student and HRST migra-
tion arises in two cases:

• First of all, to validate their programme, stu-
dents enrolled in research programmes are
required to carry out application or research
activities, in a professional context (private or
academic) in the form of dissertations or the-
ses. To the extent that such activities could
be carried on by professional workers, and in
most cases lead to the production of a scien-
tific work (publications), they constitute par-
ticipation in R and D activities in the host
country  ( in  particular at  ISCED level 6,
see Box II.1). This contribution is considered

significant, especially in Australia, Switzerland
and the Netherlands (OECD, CERI, 1991).

• As well as this first form of participation in
active life, internships are often required at
the end of students’ studies to validate their
theoretical learning by placing them in a posi-
tion in a company, with functions suited to
their level of qualification, which can then be
considered as a kind of HRST migration.

Clearly, this is not the case for all student migra-
tions. The actual scale of this combined form of stu-
d e n t  a n d  H RS T  m i g r a t i o n  d e pe n d s  o n
the distribution of students by grade, field of
study, activity and functions exercised during an
internship.

Box II.1. Statistical sources and methods

For the purposes of this study, the data used were
those from the “Indicators for Education Systems
(INES)” project, conducted jointly by UNESCO, OECD
and EUROSTAT in the OECD countries, and certain
emerging countries in Africa, Asia, Latin America and
Central and Eastern Europe participating in the “World
Education Indicators” and “PHARE” projects. This data-
base contains enrolments in higher education for each
country, and records the number of foreign students
enrolled. It thus provides information on numbers of
migrant students and not annual flows. Moreover, the
number of students from each country enrolled abroad
is measured from data available in OECD member
countries. Thus students going to countries that do not
provide OECD with this kind of data or going to non-
member countries are not counted.

Foreign students are usually identified on the
basis of citizenship, or in some cases, by an alterna-
tive (nationality, place of birth, former domicile…).
The application of this criteria thus generates a bias,
related to the differences between host countries’
policies on obtaining nationality. Indeed, children of
non-naturalised migrants may have been living for a
long time in the host country (some are born there),
which does not, a priori, justify attaching them to their
country of origin or that of their parents to measure
the proportion of students going abroad for their edu-
cation. This bias is accentuated by the fact that most
of the countries considered cannot distinguish, among
foreign students as a group, those who possess a per-
manent residence permit (who could be described as
“pseudo” foreign students) and those holding a stu-
dent residence permit. A similar bias may appear, for

example, in Norway, when the classification “for-
eigner” is defined on the basis of place of birth and
not country of residence. Conversely, the number of
foreign students may be under-estimated when iden-
tification is based on the residential address provided
on enrolment (United Kingdom, Ireland), which effec-
tively excludes children of resident immigrants, as
well as foreign students who give the address of a res-
ident relative or friend. The same applies when under
bilateral agreements on free movement of people
(Trans-Tasman agreements between Australia and
New Zealand) or multilateral agreements (Nordic
countries), enrolment procedures do not always con-
sider as foreigners students who belong to the coun-
tries party to the agreements.

Despite these reservations, the fact remains that
the data collected under the “Indicators for Education
Systems (INES)” project are an analytical tool which
can serve as an initial picture of student mobility
between and towards the OECD countries.

The educational levels used in this document are
defined according to the UNESCO International Stan-
dard Classification of Education (ISCED-97), devel-
oped to facilitate international comparisons. The
ISCED 5 level corresponds to the first stages of ter-
tiary education. It comprises programmes that do not
lead to an advanced or research qualification, covered
by ISCED level 6. ISCED 5 programmes can be decom-
posed between 5A types of programmes, mostly theo-
retical in content and directed towards further study
at ISCED level 6, and 5B types of programmes whose
content is more professional (see OECD 1999 for more
details).
© OECD 2001
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2. … and also a precursor of subsequent 
migrations, mainly HRST

While student migrations sometimes represent
a form of HRST migration, they may also be a precur-
sor. Studies of the economics of labour broadly
agree education has a positive influence on the
probability and speed of absorption in the labour
market. OECD recently devoted a thematic study to
the transition from initial education to working life in
14 OECD Member countries8 (OECD, 2000). It shows
that in most of the countries studied, the possession
of higher qualifications by young people entering
the labour market gave them a clear advantage
in 1996 in the process of transition to working life.

In particular, for young people aged 25 to
29 years in the countries studied, possession of a
university degree (ISCED level 5 or 6) results, on
average, in an unemployment rate about half of that
of their compatriots with upper secondary education
certificates (ISCED 3), and less than a quarter of
their compatriots in lower secondary education
(ISCED 2). A university qualification also increases
their likelihood of having paid employment by 9%
compared to those with upper secondary certifi-
cates and 41% for those with lower secondary. Lastly,
higher education has a stimulating effect on levels of
remuneration received, although the size of the dif-
ferential varies from country to country. On average,
30-44 year-olds with university degrees received
levels of remuneration some 60% higher than those
if their ISCED 3 compatriots, and double that of their
ISCED 2 compatriots. On this last point, a study by
Statistics Canada, based on 1994 data (Green and
Riddell, 2000) shows that in that country, each addi-
tional year of studies increased annual income by an
average of over 8%.

At the same time, studies of the entry of immi-
grant populations to the labour market of their host
country also underline that:

• Among the immigrant population, the most
qualified are general more easily and quickly
absorbed in their adoptive labour market
(OECD, 2000), which does not mean that they
do not encounter greater difficulty than quali-
fied locals. Their easier absorption is due to
the mastery of foreign languages associated
with a higher level of education, the greater
ability to adjust, to gather and process infor-
mation, and the possibility of acquiring coun-
try-specific knowledge more rapidly.

• The better immigrants master the language of
their host country, the better they integrate
into its labour market (Dustmann, 1994). Aus-
tralian studies show that linguistic mastery
affects not only immigrants’ employability (a
five-fold increase, according to Vanden Heuvel
and Wooden, 2000), but also their profes-
sional status vis-à-vis other workers (+9 to 17%)
and their income (+2 to 33%, Wooden, 1994).

• Lastly, possession of a degree from the host
country is an additional advantage to immi-
grants. This advantage is partly due to the sig-
nal given by a degree “known” to employers,
but also to the linguistic mastery which is gen-
erally associated with it and the absence of
problems of international transferability of
human capital (recognition of qualification,
institutional framework, lack of country-specific
knowledge – functioning of the labour market,
social relations). Immigrants educated in their
host country are thus at an advantage com-
pared with their peers educated in foreign
education systems which are more difficult to
evaluate, and the time spent job-seeking is
less as a result of their country-specific knowl-
edge. A Swedish study (Bevelander and
Nielsen, 1999) thus shows that possession of a
foreign degree reduces the probability of
being employed for Iranian immigrants, but
not for those from other Nordic countries
(where their degrees are probably more famil-
iar). A similar finding was made for Australia
(Cobb-Clark, 2000). Taken together, these fac-
tors often confer an advantage on applicants
for immigration trained locally in gaining entry
to the labour market on arrival, and conse-
quently in the process of granting visas.

Thus, it can easily be seen how student migra-
tions can be a precursor to subsequent migrations of
qualified workers. The factors detailed above,
indeed, argue in favour of migratory flows which give
preference to former foreign students from the host
country’s point of view, since their linguistic mastery
and their familiarity with the local social manners
make it easier to absorb them. From the applicants’
point of view, familiarity with the host country’s sys-
tems has the advantage of limiting the cost and time
taken to enter the labour market.

The question then arises as to the proportion of
student flows which subsequently lead to HRST immi-
gration. In fact, it is fairly widely accepted that some
students who study abroad subsequently settle there,
© OECD 2001
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but there has still been little measurement of this at
international level. It is often necessary to make do
with incomplete data, particular due to the lack of
information on change from the status of student to
holder of a work permit or permanent immigrant.

A study carried out in the United States in
February 2000 of a sample of 4 200 temporary immi-
grants holding an H1B visa9 shows that some 23% of
them previously held a student visa (US Immigration
and Naturalisation Service, 2000). This finding is
hardly surprising given the presentation of known
degrees and mastery of the host country’s language.
In the North American case, it is even sometimes sug-
gested that for foreign students, the choice of the
United States is part of an explicit strategy for subse-
quent immigration (US NRC, 2000). The American
study also underlines the extreme concentration of
H1B visa holders by country of origin. Roughly half
come from India, and over 9% from China.

Apart from actual migrations, the intentions of for-
eign students can also provide an indication of poten-
tial HRST migrations generated by student migrations.
In this respect, Chart II.1 presents data for the United
States on the proportion of foreign doctoral students

(resident and non-resident) who intend to stay in the
United States on completion of their studies. Students’
intentions are classified on the basis of future plans
(potential loss) and firm plans (post-doctoral contracts,
offers of work from an American employer), thus
reflecting real short-term losses based on the duration
of the proposed visa. This data underlines a very large
variability by country of origin in the propensity of stu-
dents to settle in the United States. Losses seem par-
ticularly high for students from India, China, Argentina,
Peru and Iran, as well as some OECD Member coun-
tries (United Kingdom, Greece, Canada, Germany and
New Zealand) (see Chart II.1).

The scale of losses following a period of study
residence could also be measured through applica-
tions for changes of student visas in order to settle
and work full time in the country where they were
educated. It would be necessary to take into
account not only applications for conversion of visas
into work visas (temporary or permanent), but also
those for family reunion (student migrations most
often occur at an age when families are forming) and
refugees (Chinese students after the Tien An Men
events, for example). The latter types of visa often
benefit from simplified procedures (Australia, for

Chart II.1. Potential and effective loss for the country of origin of students who finished their PhD 
in the United States

Percentage of total students (all fields of study), by country of origin

1. Proportion of foreign doctoral students who intend to stay in the United States on completion of their studies.
2. Proportion of foreign doctoral students who received an offer of work from an American employer on completion of their study.
Source: Science and Engineering Indicators, 2000.
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example). Statistics on applications for conversion
of visas could result in a low estimate of losses to
which should be added applications for visas from
the country of origin by students who returned there
temporarily before deciding to emigrate again.

At present, such data on applications for con-
version of student visas is not available in OECD
countries. However, by analysing the legislation on
conversion of student visas, it is possible to get an
idea of the phenomenon. Facilitating conversion
procedures may, indeed, be a way of quickly solving
specific shortages of qualified labour. Table II.1
shows the possibilities for students to change their
status in certain OECD countries.

Australia, for example, recently adopted mea-
sures aimed at facilitating the entry of foreign stu-
d e n t s  in  i n f o r m a ti o n  a n d  c o mm u n ic a t i o n s
technology (ICT). From July 2001, therefore, these
foreign students will be able to apply for permanent
resident visas on the basis of immigration of skills,
without previous professional experience, and with-
out necessarily being sponsored by an Australian
employer, gaining additional points by virtue of
their Australian degree, and without having to return
to their country of origin to apply. In addition, the
Australian Immigration Department is developing an
online immigration application procedure to speed
up the process (Australian Government, 2001).

Table II.1. Current regulations in OECD countries regarding possibilities for student visa holders 
to change residence status and access the labour market, 2001

Source: OECD.

Possibility to change residence status

Australia Students who have gained Australian qualifications are exempt from the skilled work experience requirement if they 
apply for a skilled visa within 6 months of completing their diploma. If eligible, students can apply for most 
permanent visas eg spouse visas and skill under points-tested skilled entry. 

Austria No in general, but students who graduated in IT can change their status and access the labour market. Free labour 
market access for students during their stay on the basis of an inter-universitary student exchange program or 
educational program of the EU. Seasonal work permits in tourism or in the agricultural sector possible for all foreigners 
including foreign students and graduates.

Canada Students can work (with employment authorisation) for one year after completion of post-graduate degree (no 
validation required).

Finland Stay of a foreign student is seen in Finland as temporary but a student can apply for a permit with new grounds 
through a Finnish representation abroad. A student does not need a work permit for a part time work (max. 20 h/week) 
during the academic year of his/her institution of education, neither during the holiday seasons of the institution of 
education. 

France Yes in general but students who graduated in IT in France (engineers) can change status with a simple demand.

Germany Yes after they have successfully passed their examination (new legislation).

Ireland Employers may seek to have work permits issued in respect of students where this is in their field of study and the 
students themselves, in certain skills areas, may apply for a work authorisation/working visa when they have an offer of 
employment.

Japan Yes. Students may apply for residence.
Korea Students who have gained Master degree or higher in the field of IT can apply for the work permit. Those who have 

obtained the work permit can change her/his visa status from student to employment status for a maximum period of 
3 years.

Mexico Yes but no special procedure.

New Zealand Yes, students may apply for residence. The General Skills Category (GSC) awards additional points for qualifications 
gained in New Zealand. In addition, students with a New Zealand qualification are not required to have any work 
experience to qualify under the GSC. Students may also apply to remain in New Zealand as temporary visitors or 
under work permit policy. 

Norway Yes, for students who have not received financial benefits from Norwegian authorities. No, for students who have 
received such benefits.

Czech Republic Yes but no special procedure.

Switzerland Yes but no special procedure (new legislation).
United Kingdom In-country changes into work permit status for students completing degrees in the UK are allowed in certain 

circumstances. As a general rule, in-country changes to work permit status are not allowed, except for trainees who can 
apply for a Training and Work Experience Scheme visa. Settling procedures are more flexible for Commonwealth, EEA 
and EU residents.

United States Yes but no special procedure.
© OECD 2001
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Thus, student migrations may be a precursor of
HRST migrations. However, the scale of this phenome-
non is extremely difficult to ascertain. By analysing the
characteristics of foreign students, it is, however, possi-
ble to gain a better understanding of the profile of those
that might settle in the host country on completion of
their studies or decide to emigrate subsequently.

B. SCALE AND DYNAMICS OF THE STUDENT 
MIGRATION PHENOMENON

This section and the one following deal with the
study of student flows: the scale and dynamics of
the phenomenon, firstly, then the geographical
trends that emerge from it.

Box II.2. Criteria for identification of foreign students in OECD countries

Australia Since 1998 foreign nationality, thus including permanent residents

Austria Foreign nationality, thus including permanent residents

Belgium (Flemish) Foreign nationality, thus including permanent residents

Canada Foreign nationality, excluding
– former Canadian residents
– students declaring themselves as immigrants
Only concerns tertiary type A students (ISCED)

Czech Republic Foreign citizenship, thus including permanent residents (a register of students should allow to distinguish 
residents in the future)
Only concerns full-time students

Denmark Foreign citizenship, thus including permanent residents

Finland Foreign nationality, thus including permanent residents

France Foreign citizenship, thus including permanent residents

Germany Foreign citizenship, disaggregation between permanent residents and non-residents exists, but is 
incomplete (disaggregation by level of study only)

Hungary Foreign citizenship, thus including permanent residents, but excluding members of neighbouring countries’ 
Hungarian minorities (a specific questionnaire should allow to distinguish residents in the future)

Iceland Foreign citizenship, thus including permanent residents 

Ireland Foreign domiciliary address, thus excluding permanent residents

Italy Foreign nationality, thus including permanent residents 

Japan Foreign citizenship, disaggregation between permanent residents and non-residents exists, but is 
incomplete (64% coverage for ISCED 5-6)

Korea Foreign nationality, thus including permanent residents

Luxembourg Foreign citizenship, thus including permanent residents (who make up the majority of foreign students, 
100% for ISCED levels 1 to 4)

New Zealand Foreign nationality (excluding Australian students), thus including permanent residents

Norway Foreign country of birth

Poland Foreign citizenship, thus including permanent residents

Spain Foreign nationality, thus including permanent residents

Sweden Foreign citizenship, thus including permanent residents
However, only students registered on the Swedish population register are considered foreign, which is not 
the case of all students originating from other Nordic countries

Switzerland Foreign citizenship, disaggregation between permanent residents and non-residents exists, but is 
incomplete (70% coverage for ISCED 5-6)

Turkey Foreigners entering Turkey on the sole purpose of study

United Kingdom Foreign home address

United States Foreign citizenship, excluding
– permanent residents
– refugees
© OECD 2001
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1. Numbers of students

A starting point for this inventory of student
mobility can be the measurement of departures
from each country. The first observation concerns
the variability of rates of student emigration by
country (see Table II.2). From this aspect, several
points should be noted.

• First of all, the size of the country’s popula-
tion seems to be a brake on mobility, as sug-
gested by the low mobility of students from
the United States, France and the United
Kingdom. Conversely, students from smaller
countries such as Austria, Canada, Greece,
Ireland, Iceland, Luxembourg, Norway, New
Zealand and Switzerland tend to be more
mobile. The most plausible interpretation
relates to the nature of the education system.
A larger population allows greater diversity in
the provision of educational services, thus
covering all fields of study to the highest
level. Another reason derives from the strong
outward international tradition of small coun-
tries, motivated by economic demands, facili-
tated by the proximity of frontiers, which may
have become permanently embedded in
behaviour patterns.

• Apart from the effect of size, the institutional
proximity10 of countries is a driving force in
student migration, as shown by the high rates
of mobility in the member countries of the
European Union (some 169 per 1000 enrolled
on average) compared, for example, with the
Czech Republic or Poland, outside the EU11).
This high mobility in member countries of the
European Union is facilitated by policies on
f r ee do m o f  m ov eme n t,  re cog ni t ion  of
degrees, and the existence of exchange pro-
grammes and assistance for student mobility
(Erasmus, for example).

• Lastly, geographical remoteness is also a
brake on mobility. Australia, Japan and the
United States thus have very low levels of
emigration of their students, while European
students can take advantage of education
programmes in neighbouring countries.

Extending the analysis to non-member coun-
tries shows the driving role of institutional proximity
(African countries, Slovak Republic12 whose depar-
tures are concentrated on the Czech Republic) and
the barriers created by distance (Latin America,13

Asia,14 Latvia and Lithuania in Central Europe), and
the size of the country (see Table II.3).

It should not, however, be concluded from the
data on non-member countries that there is a link
between levels of economic prosperity and rates of
student emigration. The truth is that two effects pull
in the opposite direction. A lower level of economic
development may limit resources allocated to edu-
cation and diversity of educational provision,
encouraging students to go abroad to obtain a spe-
cialist education. At the same time, however, it
impairs mobility because of the cost, in particular if
there is a lack of a system of education grants.

With respect to the reception of foreign stu-
dents by OECD countries, the salient fact is the
diversity of situations. The countries examined can
be divided into several groups (see Table II.2).

• A first group of countries receives less than
24 foreign students per 1 000 enrolled (Korea,
Poland, Japan, Italy, Turkey, Spain, Finland,
Iceland and the Czech Republic). All these
countries, with the exception of Spain, are
characterised by a language that is not widely
used internationally. A second group consist-
ing of Hungary and the Nordic countries
(Sweden, Norway and especially Denmark)
have rates of intake ranging from 26 to 60 per
1 000, despite languages which are also not
widely used internationally, albeit used a
great deal at regional level.15

• Contrasting with these countries which are
relatively closed to foreign students, one
group stands out for very high intake rates,
over 110 per 1000 enrolled. It consists of
Australia (125), Switzerland (159), Austria
(114), United Kingdom (108) and Luxembourg
(304)16. For these countries, life on university
sites and campuses and the definition of pro-
gramme content are heavily influenced by the
size of the foreign student contingent. The
latter also help to finance the education sys-
tem and may have a not insignificant impact
on local demand.

• Finally, a last group of countries also takes in
a  h igh proport ion  of  fore ign s tudents ,
although in more limited proportions: in
descending order, these are Germany, France,
Ireland, New Zealand, the United States and
Canada.

While the effect of size and diversification of
education provision can explain why the large
© OECD 2001
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Net mobility (A-B) for:

OECD countries EU countries

17.9 7.7
31.5 21.5

–15.9 –12.4
–10.5 1.7

0.1 3.0
–6.6 –10.2

–26.6 –23.7
1.3 1.3

23.6 7.8
. . . .

–12.9 –11.2
–266.3 –181.7
–101.2 –102.3

–9.6 –6.3
–8.7 –2.1

. . . .
–25.9 –3.5

–1 671.9 –1 520.4
. . . .
. . . .

–26.1 –1.2
–43.0 –29.0
–10.0 –8.4

. . . .
–1.8 0.1

–15.0 –4.7
71.1 73.7

. . . .
–27.7 –21.4

51.2 42.7
10.6 1.6

–82.9 –71.1
0.0 –0.7

–145.1 –133.9
2.4 –
Table II.2. Foreign students in OECD countries, 1998

Per 1 000 students enrolled

1. The stock of students enrolled abroad is calculated on the basis of data for the following OECD countries: Australia, Austria, Canada, Czech Rep., Denmark
Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom, United States. As a result, the net figures (A-B) may be overe

2. Non resident foreign students only.
3. Weighted by the relative importance of each education system.
Source: OECD database on Education.

Proportion of foreign students (A) from:
Students from the studied country who are
enrolled abroad (B) (in an OECD country1)

All countries 
(per 1 000 students 

enrolled)

Of which: 
(% of total foreign students): All OECD countries 

(Per 1 000 sudents 
enrolled)1

Of which: 
EU 
(%)from an 

OECD country
from a 

non-OECD country
from an 

EU country

Australia 125.9 18.4 81.6 7.7 5.3 37.6
Austria 114.9 65.6 34.4 50.4 43.9 82.9
Belgium (Fl.) 40.1 63.2 36.8 54.1 41.2 82.8
Canada2 27.9 42.1 57.9 20.6 22.3 18.1
Czech Republic 18.9 27.6 72.4 23.3 5.1 27.3
Denmark 60.1 42.0 58.0 17.8 31.8 65.8
Finland 17.3 35.9 64.1 22.3 32.9 83.8
France 73.0 26.8 73.2 18.7 18.3 67.6
Germany 81.6 56.3 43.7 27.0 22.3 64.0
Greece . . . . . . . . 146.9 88.8
Hungary 26.1 35.8 64.2 23.0 22.2 77.3
Iceland 24.0 81.4 18.6 52.6 285.8 68.0
Ireland 48.4 72.3 27.7 49.9 136.2 92.8
Italy 12.4 64.5 35.5 60.3 17.6 78.4
Japan 14.1 38.3 61.7 1.7 14.0 16.4

Japan2 6.0 . . . . . . . . . .
Korea 1.0 31.2 68.8 1.4 26.2 13.5
Luxembourg 304.6 84.3 15.7 84.1 1 928.5 92.1
Mexico . . . . . . . . 7.2 24.4
Netherlands . . . . . . . . 26.6 78.4
New Zealand2 36.7 21.5 78.5 5.9 34.0 9.8
Norway 31.6 54.5 45.5 40.8 60.2 69.6
Poland 4.6 17.7 82.3 7.1 10.8 81.0
Portugal . . . . . . . . 27.0 86.4
Spain 16.6 65.7 34.3 57.9 12.8 74.2
Sweden 44.8 63.1 36.9 41.3 43.3 53.6
Switzerland 159.5 72.7 27.3 65.7 44.7 69.5

Switzerland2 63.0 . . . . . . . . . .
Turkey 13.2 8.9 91.1 8.3 28.9 77.9
United Kingdom2 108.1 59.8 40.2 45.1 13.5 44.7
United States 32.4 39.0 61.0 9.5 2.0 71.7

OECD – simple mean 60.3 47.5 52.5 31.9 107.3 62.0
OECD – weighted mean3 37.1 43.6 56.4 22.9 15.0 8.6
UE – simple mean 76.8 58.3 41.7 44.1 169.5 75.8
UE – weighted mean3 59.5 51.9 48.1 35.2 25.5 18.9
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industrialised countries are most often host coun-
tries to foreign students, the presence at the top
of the list of host countries of smaller industria-
lised countries like Australia, Switzerland and
Austria suggests that high levels of economic
prosperity are reflected in per capita educational
resources and high levels of technology which
at trac t  for eig n st ude nt s in cer ta in  ar eas  of
excellence.

In analysing international student flows, the net
balance for each country is also of interest. The anal-
ysis in terms of balance confirms the predominance
in the international reception of students of
the large European Countries (United Kingdom,
France, Germany), the United States, and Australia,
Switzerland and Austria (Chart II.2).

Apart from the scale of student mobility as a
proportion of those enrolled in each country, it may
also be interesting to compare the relative level of
this mobility, by adjusting orders of magnitude to
the average for OECD countries, which makes it pos-
sible to refine the scale of mobility based on the
size of the education systems concerned.17

Table II.4 indicates that Switzerland, Australia,
the United Kingdom, Austria, Denmark, France and
Germany host very large numbers of foreign stu-
dents relative to the size of these countries. With
respect to sending students abroad, the most
dynamic countries relative to their size are Iceland,
Ireland, Greece, Belgium, Norway, Switzerland and
Denmark.

This analysis based on relative size also makes
it possible to distinguish between geographical
areas with which they have the closest  l inks
(see Table II.4). It can thus be seen that in reception
of students from non-member countries, Australia,
F ran ce,  th e Uni t ed  Kin gdom,  D en mark  an d
Switzerland are the leading OECD countries. For
entry of students from OECD countries, Switzerland,
the United Kingdom and Austria dominate. The
same ranking applies to students from the European
Union, with the addition of Belgium.

Analysis of the scale of student flows highlights
the main variables which govern student mobility.
They are the size of the country of origin and host
country, geographical remoteness, languages used
in the education system, institutional proximity, and

Table II.3. Students from non-OECD countries enrolled in an OECD country, 1998

Note: Simple means by region are calculated for the group of countries presented in the Table.
1. Calculations have been done on the basis of data for the following OECD countries: Australia, Austria, Canada, Czech Rep., Denmark, Finland, France,

Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom, United States. 
Source: OECD database on Education.

For 1 000 students enrolled1 Of which: enrolled in an EU country (%)

Argentina 3.4 47.0
Brazil 5.3 37.8
Chile 7.9 53.4
Paraguay 31.9 30.7
Peru 6.5 48.0
Uruguay 7.8 46.6
Latin America – simple mean 10.5 43.9

China 13.6 13.1
Indonesia 12.2 13.4
Malaysia 118.9 34.9
Thailand 11.4 15.8
Asia – simple mean 39.0 19.3

Tunisia 46.4 87.7
Israel 31.6 58.0
Zimbabwe 48.1 57.1
Africa, Middle East – simple mean 42.0 67.6

Bulgaria 28.6 59.7
Estonia 26.5 78.9
Latvia 12.0 60.2
Lithuania 17.2 45.2
Romania 21.5 55.5
Slovenia 22.9 82.9
Central and Eastern Europe – simple mean 21.4 63.7
© OECD 2001
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considerations of an economic nature relating to
tuition fees and living costs on university sites and
campuses.

2. Dynamic trends

Concerning the dynamics of the student mobil-
ity phenomenon, a comparison at an interval of
three years shows that the proportion of foreign
students18 in the OECD countries19 rose by 4.6%
between 1995 and 1998. This trend reflects a pro-
cess of internationalisation of education which is
growing in the OECD countries.

This overall rise, however, masks some signifi-
cant divergences between countries: among the
major student host countries, Australia comes top
with almost a 40% rise over the period concerned,
followed by Switzerland, the United Kingdom and
Denmark and, a long way behind, Germany (+14%)
and the United States (+2.5%).

C. GEOGRAPHICAL POLARISATION 
OF STUDENT MIGRATORY FLOWS

1. A phenomenon concentrated in a few large 
countries

An analysis of the geographical distribution of
foreign student flows shows a very high geographical
concentration of foreign students from all origins
together, of whom 80% go to only 5 countries: the
United States, the United Kingdom, Germany,
France and Australia (see Chart II.3).

The breakdown for each country of arrivals by
major region of origin also underlines the existence
of favoured student flows to OECD countries. For
the sake of clarity, this analysis is confined to coun-
tries receiving the most students in absolute terms
(the United States, the United Kingdom, Germany,
France and Australia), or relative to their size
(Austria, Switzerland and Denmark), although data
does exist for other countries (see Table II.4).

Chart II.2. Net student mobility in selected OECD countries, 1998
Per 1 000 students enrolled

Note: Non-resident foreign students for Canada, the United Kingdom, Switzerland, Japan and New Zealand.
1. The stock of students enrolled abroad is calculated on the basis of data for the following OECD countries: Australia, Austria, Canada, Czech Republic,

Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, New Zealand, Norway, Spain, Switzerland, Turkey, United Kingdom,
United States. As a result, the net figures may be over-estimated.

Source: OECD database on Education.
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Table II.5 presents the distribution of foreign stu-
dents by regions of origin. Especially striking are the
differences between the main host countries by geo-
graphical origin of students admitted. The proportion
of entries of students from OECD member countries var-
ies between 20% for Australia and 70% for Switzerland.
The countries which take in a majority of students
from non-member countries are Australia, France, the
United States and Denmark, while Switzerland, Austria,
the United Kingdom and Germany are more con-
cerned with entries from member countries.

A further breakdown by region of origin allows
the predominant flows to be identified, in particular

in Australia, where some 3/4 of foreign students
come from Asia or the Pacific.20 There are major
migratory flows between Africa and France (over 40%
of entries), between Asia-Pacific on the one hand
and the United States on the other (⅔ of entries)
and between non-OECD European countries and
Denmark (20% of entries). Among countries which
mainly  admit  students from OECD countr ies,
Switzerland and Austria take in mainly Europeans,
while Germany and the United Kingdom take in stu-
dents from Asia and the Pacific (⅓  of entries)
besides a large contingent of European students,.
The United Kingdom’s special relations with India
and Malaysia probably explain the large number of

Table II.4. Relative intensity of student mobility, adjusted for the size of education systems,1 1998

1. Please refer to note 11 for more details on the calculation of the indicator.
2. Greece, Mexico, the Netherlands and Portugal do not provide data on foreign students numbers. OECD and EU means are adjusted accordingly.
Source: OECD database on Education.

Intensity of mobility 
(norm = 1)

Origin of the foreign students enrolled: Enrollment of students to:

(ratio = mobility country x/
mobility reference zone)1 All countries OECD  non-OECD EU EU OECD2 EU2

Reference for comparison OECD2 mean OECD2 mean OECD2 mean OECD2 mean
EU2 mean (intra-

EU mobility)
OECD mean OECD mean

Australia 3.4 1.4 4.9 1.1 . . 0.4 0.2
Austria 3.1 4.7 1.9 6.8 2.8 2.9 4.2
Belgium 1.1 1.6 0.0 2.6 1.0 2.7 4.0
Canada 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.7 . . 1.5 0.5
Czech Rep. 0.5 0.3 0.7 0.5 . . 0.3 0.2
Denmark 1.6 1.6 1.7 1.3 0.5 2.1 2.4
Finland 0.5 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.2 2.2 3.2
France 2.0 1.2 2.6 1.6 0.7 1.2 1.4
Germany 2.2 2.8 1.7 2.6 1.1 1.5 1.7
Greece . . . . . . . . . . 9.8 15.2
Hungary 0.7 0.6 0.8 0.7 . . 1.5 2.0
Iceland 0.6 1.2 0.2 1.5 . . 19.1 22.6
Ireland 1.3 2.2 0.6 2.8 1.2 9.1 14.7
Italy 0.3 0.5 0.2 0.9 0.4 1.2 1.6
Japan 0.4 0.3 0.4 0.0 . . 0.9 0.3
Korea 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 . . 1.7 0.4
Luxembourg 8.2 15.9 2.3 30.2 12.2 128.6 206.9
Mexico . . . . . . . . . . 0.5 0.2
Netherlands . . . . . . . . . . 1.8 2.4
New Zealand 1.0 0.5 1.4 0.3 . . 2.3 0.4
Norway 0.9 1.1 0.7 1.5 . . 4.0 4.9
Poland 0.1 0.0 0.2 0.0 . . 0.7 1.0
Portugal . . . . . . . . . . 1.8 2.7
Spain 0.4 0.7 0.3 1.1 0.5 0.9 1.1
Sweden 1.2 1.7 0.8 2.2 0.9 2.9 2.7
Switzerland 4.3 7.2 2.1 12.3 . . 3.0 3.6
Turkey 0.4 0.1 0.6 0.1 . . 1.9 2.6
United Kingdom 2.9 4.0 2.1 5.7 2.3 0.9 0.7
United States 0.9 0.8 0.9 0.4 . . 0.1 0.2

Total OECD 1.0 1.0
Total OECD2 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.0
Total EU2 1.0
© OECD 2001
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Chart II.3. Main receiving countries of foreign students, 1998
Percentages

Note: Only non-resident foreign students for the United States, Canada, Australia, the United Kingdom, Switzerland and Japan.
Source: OECD database on Education.
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Table II.5. Foreign students by region of origin, 1998

Percentage of the stock of foreign students enrolled in the studied country

1. Total below 100% due to non-stated countries of origin.
2. Excluding the Slovak Republic.
3. As a percentage of the stock of students from an OECD country.
Source: OECD database on Education.

Host country

Region of origin1

OECD2

Africa Asia-Oceania South America
 Non-OECD

European countries
of which: EU3

Australia 18.4 41.7 2.0 73.8 0.5 1.3
Austria 65.6 76.9 3.5 14.0 1.1 17.3
Belgium (Fl.) 62.8 85.7 15.4 18.1 2.4 1.9
Canada 42.1 48.8 15.5 39.4 3.1 2.7
Czech Rep. 27.6 84.5 6.2 13.9 1.3 34.0
Denmark 42.0 42.4 2.3 12.0 1.1 20.5
Finland 35.9 62.1 14.2 23.6 1.4 27.3
France 26.8 69.6 43.1 11.2 2.3 3.8
Germany 56.3 48.0 9.3 35.9 2.3 0.7
Hungary 35.8 64.2 3.2 16.3 0.3 49.0
Iceland 81.4 64.6 0.5 6.7 3.1 24.2
Ireland 72.3 68.9 4.4 23.1 0.1 2.5
Italy 64.5 93.5 10.4 14.2 3.3 7.0
Japan 38.3 4.5 1.0 92.3 1.3 0.9
Korea 31.2 4.4 1.3 80.3 1.3 3.2
Luxembourg 84.3 99.8 1.1 0.2 0.4 1.8
New Zealand 21.5 27.2 1.1 84.4 0.8 0.7
Norway 54.5 74.9 10.5 19.1 2.7 17.0
Poland 17.7 40.5 9.2 19.3 1.0 56.5
Spain 65.7 88.1 10.3 3.9 14.9 4.2
Sweden 63.1 65.5 3.4 18.7 3.0 23.0
Switzerland 72.7 90.4 5.8 6.9 3.0 5.8
Turkey 8.9 93.3 2.7 72.5 0.1 15.9
United Kingdom 59.8 75.4 7.1 34.2 1.2 3.3
United States 39.0 24.2 4.8 65.0 5.3 2.7
© OECD 2001
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Asian students in that country. In the case of Ger-
many, it may be the result of the importance of the
Turkish community in the country’s population.

Apart from identifying these favoured flows, differ-
ences can be observed in the degrees of geographical
diversification in the countries studied: Austria,
Germany, Denmark and France thus appear to be
more eclectic in the regions from which they mostly
recruit compared with Australia, Switzerland, the
United States or the United Kingdom, for example.

If one considers countries, and especially bilat-
eral flows, by country of origin (see Table II.6), stu-
dents from China, India, Japan and Korea make up a
significant proportion of the total number of foreign
students in the United States. The same applies to
those from Greece, Malaysia and Ireland to the
United Kingdom, from France, Italy and Germany to
Switzerland, from Italy and Germany to Austria, and
finally from Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia to France.
This Table also illustrates the importance of border-
ing (or neighbouring) countries, and the role of geo-
graphical proximity in the case of Australia, as well
as for certain flows to Germany (Austria, Italy) and
the United Kingdom (Ireland, Germany). The influ-
ence of historical, cultural and linguistic links is
reflected in the flows to France (Maghreb) and the
United Kingdom (Malaysia, Ireland).

This analysis by country of origin also illus-
trates, in the case of Germany and Japan, the skew
caused by the fact that the majority of the foreign
students are permanent residents.15 Indeed, Turkey

is the main country of origin of foreign students in
Germany (15% of the total), and similarly Korea for
Japan (33%). This large proportion is explained
by the large number of foreign students born in
Germany and Japan who are added to those who
come to study (see Table II.6).

Taken overall, analysis of the geographical dis-
tribution of students by country and host region
leads to the conclusion that the United States
appears to have resolutely set its face towards the
Asian continent and its neighbour, Canada, as has
Australia vis-à-vis Asia and the United Kingdom. The
incidence of European regional integration and the
historical links with certain countries explain flows to
France, Germany and the United Kingdom.

2. Distinction between mobility within/outside 
OECD countries

Looking beyond the general findings for all
countries combined, it may be worth focussing the
analysis on internal exchanges within the OECD
area. Particularly noteworthy are the huge dispari-
ties between the proportions of entries from this
region. In Turkey, for example, foreign students from
one of the OECD countries account for only 9% of the
total, compared with 84% in Luxembourg. A number
of observations can be made:

• The countries of central Europe which have
recently joined the Organisation show rather
low intakes of students from the OECD, which

Table II.6. Main countries of origin of foreign students residing in selected OECD countries, 1998

Percentage of total stock of foreign students enrolled

Note: Countries accounting for less than 3% of all foreign students are not reported in the table.
Source: OECD database on Education.

Host country
Country of origin

1st rank 2nd rank 3rd rank 4th rank 5th rank 6th rank

Australia Malaysia (14.7) Singapore (13.4) Hong Kong (China) (12.2) Indonesia (7.2) United King. (4.9)
Austria Italy (23.3) Germany (19.1) Turkey (4) Bulgaria (3.7) Iran (3.3)
Canada France (10.7) United States (10)  Hong Kong (China) (8.2) China (7.2) Japan (4)
Denmark Norway (10.5) Iceland (5.7) Germany (5.3) Sweden (3.9) Iran (3.9)
France Morocco (11.8) Algeria (10.9) Germany (3.5) Tunisia (3.4)
Germany Turkey (15.2) Iran (5.2) Greece (5) Austria (4) Italy (4) Poland (4)
Italy Greece (49.1) Germany (4.4)
Japan China (45.6) Korea (33) Malaysia (3.7)
New Zealand Malaysia (32) Japan (6.1) Hong Kong (China) (4.9) United States (4.9) Thailand (4.8)
Spain France (13.4) Germany (11) Italy (10) United King. (8.1) Morocco (6.8)
Switzerland Germany (22.4) Italy (15.6) France (10.6) Spain (6)
United Kingdom Greece (12.1) Malaysia (8.2) Ireland (7.8) Germany (6.2) France (6)
United States China (9.8) Japan (9.8) Korea (8.9) India (7) Canada (4.6)
© OECD 2001
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could be explained by a lesser institutional
proximity and a level of economic develop-
ment that is still lower than the average for
OECD member countries. On the other hand,
there is a strong institutional proximity
between the other countries of Central and
Eastern Europe and the former USSR.

• Similarly, Australia, New Zealand, Korea and
Japan show relatively low levels of student
intake from other OECD countries, which
again illustrates the influence of the geo-
graphical factor, discouraging applicants from
distant OECD countries (Europe and North
America), while they would have a certain
advantage for expatriate applicants from Asia.
In the case of Japan and Korea, the language
barrier is certainly an additional explanatory
factor.

• As far as the other OECD countries are con-
cerned, it is striking that countries which have
extensive education systems (France, United
States and, to a lesser degree, Canada,
Germany and the United Kingdom) tend to
receive a lower proportion of students from
the OECD area, which might be explained by
their greater attraction for non-OECD appli-
cants due to the diversified educational pro-
visions, and in the case of Britain and France,
special relations with the former colonies.

• Finally, the European countries as a whole
have very high proportions of students from

the OECD countries, which can be explained
by geographical, cultural and, in some cases,
linguistic proximity, doubled for those which
are members of the European Union by insti-
tutional facilities which encourage mobility.

D. THE POPULATION CONCERNED: 
CHARACTERISTICS OF FOREIGN STUDENTS

After measuring the scale and directions of stu-
dent flows by country of origin and host country, the
following analysis examines the composition of
these flows by discipline and level of studies, in
order to identify the most internationalised fields.

1. Level of education

It may be worth seeing to what extent student
flows to the OECD countries involve specific popula-
tions. In this respect, a breakdown by level of edu-
cation shows the split between general higher
education (ISCED category 5A) or professional (5B)
and between general higher education (5A) and
advanced research (ISCED 6). This type of break-
down is not, however, available for all OECD coun-
tries. For instance, in Germany and France, ISCED
categories 5A and 6 are merged. It is thus not possi-
ble to distinguish doctoral students from others in
higher education (see Table II.7).

Table II.7 presents the distribution of foreign
students by level of education. It can be seen that
from the host country’s point of view, the bulk of for-

Table II.7. Foreign students by level of education in selected OECD countries, 1998

Percentages

Note: Non-residents only for Germany, Switzerland and the United Kingdom.
1. The French data do not distinguish between ISCED 5A and ISCED 6 levels. Moreover data are not available by nationality and level of education for 14% of

foreign students.
2. The German data do not register ISCED 6 level separately.
3. ISCED 5B data are not available separately for non-residents.
4. ISCED 5B data are not available.
Source: OECD database on Education.

International Standard Classification on Education (ISCED – third level)

ISCED 5A ISCED 5B ISCED 6 ISCED 5A-6 ISCED 5-6

Australia 85.1 9.7 5.2 90.3 100.0 
Austria 85.3 3.5 11.2 96.5 100.0 
Denmark 59.0 34.6 6.4 65.4 100.0 
France1 . . 7.7 . . 77.7 100.0 
Germany2 . . 11.0 . . 89.0 100.0 
Switzerland3 58.3 . . 41.7 100.0 100.0 
United Kingdom 73.2 15.5 11.3 84.5 100.0 
United States4 83.3 . . 16.7 100.0 100.0 
© OECD 2001
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eign students are enrolled in general disciplines
(5A), except Denmark and to a lesser extent the
United Kingdom. The low level of internationalisa-
tion of professional disciplines can be explained by
programme content more specifically geared to
national characteristics (legislation and other institu-
tional aspects) or by the fact that certain professions
(nurses, lawyers, doctors, dentists) require the
award of national diplomas, which may discourage
foreign students not intending to settle in the coun-
try where they study. Moreover, professional pro-
grammes are probably little publicised abroad
(while university research ensures international pro-
motion of their general programmes). Finally, the
low level of internationalisation of traditionally short
professional courses could also be a result of the
lower mobility of students during the initial stages
of higher education.

If one calculates the proportion of foreign stu-
dents for each level of education (Table II.8), one
can observe that in all the countries it is greater at
doctorate level (ISCED 6) than at the first or “under-
graduate” stage of tertiary education (ISCED 5A),
which indicates that internationalisation increases
the higher the level of education. This observation
can be explained by a number of factors:

• First of all, the higher the level of education,
the greater the specialisation of students on
precise disciplines or techniques, for which
the centres of excellence may be located
abroad. Moreover, students may, with time,
be tempted to discover other academic envi-
ronments, a desire that is made easier by
greater possibilities of financial support at
doctoral level.

• It is also possible to envisage that the eco-
nomic benefit of a period of study abroad (in
terms of subsequent income) rises with the
level of education. In this case, for virtually
the same cost (tuition fees, living costs…),
the investment is more attractive for the
higher levels of education. This intuitive per-
ception is supported by the observation of
differences between the proportions of for-
eigners enrolled at levels ISCED 5 and 6,
which are much greater for countries where
studies are the most costly: Switzerland (six
times the number for foreigners at doctoral
level), United Kingdom (factor 3) and United
States (factor 7).

• Lastly, a final explanation for this over-
representation at the highest levels of study
could be related to students’ immigration
strategies. Their mobility would then satisfy
the dual objective of obtaining a recognised
degree in the intended country of immigra-
tion and prospecting the local labour market
for an employer who might sponsor them.
Under this hypothesis, the opportune time to
go and study abroad is thus at the end of
one’s studies.

2. Disciplines

An analysis of the distribution of foreign stu-
dents by discipline can be used to identify the most
internationalised disciplines.

Based on the data available for five countries
(see Table II.9), it can be seen that the numbers of
foreign students in science and engineering are

Table II.8. Proportion of foreign students by level of education in selected OECD countries, 1998

Percentage of total students enrolled by level of education

Note: Data cover only non-residents for Germany, Switzerland and the United Kingdom. Please refer to the notes included in Table II.7.
Source: OECD database on Education.

International Standard Classification on Education (ISCED – third level)

ISCED 5A ISCED 5B ISCED 6 ISCED 5A-6 ISCED 5-6

Australia 15.0 4.8 22.4 15.3 12.6
Austria 12.1 4.1 14.4 12.3 11.5
Denmark 6.5 4.8 16.6 7.0 6.0
France . . 2.4 . . 7.4 7.3
Germany . . 4.1 . . 5.8 5.6
Switzerland 5.4 . . 32.7 8.3 6.3
United Kingdom 12.0 5.5 33.9 13.1 10.8
United States 3.5 . . 24.7 4.1 3.2
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relatively low compared with those enrolled in
the social sciences and humanities. This under-
representat ion  of  sc ie nce s tudents  sho uld,
however, be tempered to the extent that data
for flows to the United States, the United King-
d o m  a n d  F r a n c e  a r e  n o t  a v a i l a b l e .  T h e s e
countries, however, take in a large number of stu-
dents in the scientific disciplines because of their
tradition in this field and the more widespread
use of English and French in foreign language
courses.16

If one considers the proportion of foreign stu-
dents for each discipline, it can be seen that the
proportion of foreign students in science and engi-
neering matches that of students in the social sci-
ences and humanities. There is a slight bias for
“humanities” in Austria and Germany, while science
and engineering appear to be more internationa-
lised in Australia, Denmark and Switzerland (see
Table II.10).

3. The science and engineering fields

Bearing in mind the growing importance of sci-
ence and technology in the contemporary, so-called
“knowledge” society, and the links between the
mobility of students specialising in these areas and
HRST, it is worth analysing in more detail the charac-
teristics of this student population. In particular, the
breakdown of foreign students by discipline and
level of education makes it possible to determine
the potential pool of HRST in OECD countries.

From this point of view, differences in profile
emerge between countries. Indeed, science and
technology students as a whole represent a highly
variable proportion of foreign students, from around
7% (Iceland) to 36% (Canada).17

T h e  br e a k do w n  by  l e v e l  p r e s e n t e d  in
Table II.11 shows that the proportion of foreign stu-
dents enrolled in scientific and technological disci-
plines is sometimes much higher up to master’s

Table II.9. Foreign students by field of study1 (all tertiary levels) in the main OECD host countries, 1998

Percentages

1. Some data by nationality are not specified by field of study. That is why the sum of percentages is not exactly equal to 100%.
Source: OECD database on Education.

Australia Austria Denmark Germany Switzerland
Simple mean 

for these 5 countries

Agriculture 1.0 1.8 2.2 1.5 1.1 1.5
Engineering, manufacturing and construction 12.7 15.6 7.6 18.5 16.0 14.1
Health and welfare 9.9 8.9 21.6 7.1 6.6 10.8
Humanities and Arts 9.0 27.9 20.5 23.2 16.5 19.4
Sciences 12.7 12.1 6.6 11.7 14.4 11.5
Services 2.8 0.4 0.6 1.6 8.9 2.8
Social sciences, business and law 46.5 33.2 25.8 24.9 31.1 32.3
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Table II.10. Proportion of foreign students by field of study in selected OECD countries, 1998

Percentage of total students enrolled, by field of study

1. Numbers of students by field of study measure enrolments (not head-counts). Students enrolled in several programmes are thus counted several times.
Source: OECD database on Education.

Australia Austria1 Denmark Germany
Simple mean for 
these 4 countries

Agriculture 6.6 7.9 7.3 5.9 6.9
Engineering, manufacturing and construction 14.6 11.8 8.8 9.2 11.1
Health and welfare 9.2 11.3 5.6 3.6 7.4
Humanities and Arts 7.3 19.8 7.3 11.6 11.5
Sciences 14.1 10.8 5.2 7.8 9.5
Services 9.3 12.3 1.8 3.8 6.8
Social sciences, business and law 17.3 9.1 5.8 7.9 10.0
Total 12.6 9.5 6.0 8.2 9.1
© OECD 2001
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Table II.11. Foreign students by field of study and by level of education, 1998

Percentage of foreign students at each level1

business and law Others

ED 6 ISCED 5-6 ISCED 5 ISCED 6 ISCED 5-6

0.0 49.1 20.0 14.0 14.5
3.9 33.2 14.0 11.1 11.2

. . 36.0 . . . . 12.3
1.9 22.6 23.9 44.7 43.1
7.6 30.4 52.1 16.3 28.6
0.6 23.8 24.5 15.0 16.0

. . 28.1 . . . . 11.6

. . 13.3 . . . . 50.5
5.5 13.7 4.8 9.9 9.3

. . 23.6 . . . . 38.7
9.0 32.5 5.4 12.9 25.8

. . 71.9 3.7 . . 3.7
3.9 55.8 12.1 10.9 11.0
4.7 26.5 18.2 19.2 19.2

. . 22.5 . . . . 44.9
4.0 32.9 50.8 10.7 17.5
 109

001

1. Foreign students whose field of study is specified.
Source: OECD database on Education.

Engineering, manufacturing 
and construction

Sciences Humanities and Arts Social sciences, 

ISCED 5 ISCED 6 ISCED 5-6 ISCED 5 ISCED 6 ISCED 5-6 ISCED 5 ISCED 6 ISCED 5-6 ISCED 5 ISC

Australia 17.0 13.1 13.5 11.9 13.6 13.5 11.3 9.3 9.5 39.8 5
Austria 24.6 15.3 15.6 31.1 11.5 12.1 19.3 28.1 27.9 11.0 3
Canada . . . . 17.5 . . . . 18.3 . . . . 15.8 . .
Czech Rep. 7.1 15.1 14.5 1.7 6.4 6.1 36.0 11.9 13.7 31.3 2
Denmark 19.5 3.4 9.0 5.8 8.9 7.8 5.9 33.8 24.2 16.7 3
Finland 13.2 25.0 23.8 2.8 12.2 11.2 8.3 27.1 25.2 51.2 2
Germany . . . . 20.9 . . . . 13.2 . . . . 26.2 . .
Hungary . . . . 12.1 . . . . 3.7 . . . . 20.2 . .
Iceland – 2.5 2.2 – 5.0 4.4 95.2 67.1 70.3 – 1
Italy . . . . 13.2 . . . . 6.9 . . . . 17.6 . .
Japan 33.1 20.3 17.7 – 3.3 2.6 37.9 24.6 21.4 23.7 3
Luxembourg 10.0 . . 10.0 4.4 . . 4.4 10.0 . . 10.0 71.9
New Zealand 12.4 7.7 8.3 0.2 12.7 11.1 6.7 14.8 13.8 68.7 5
Norway 1.1 11.0 10.5 13.1 13.8 13.8 8.3 31.3 30.1 59.2 2
Poland . . . . 25.3 . . . . – . . . . 7.3 . .
Switzerland 16.8 17.0 17.0 4.2 17.5 15.2 0.7 20.8 17.4 27.5 3
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degree or undergraduate level, for example, in
Austria, Denmark, Japan and Luxembourg than at
doctoral level, as is the case, for example, in Iceland,
Finland, the Czech Republic, Norway, New Zealand
and Switzerland.

E. DETERMINING FACTORS IN STUDENT 
MOBILITY

After examining the scale, characteristics and
destinations of student flows within OECD countries,
one can consider the factors determining student
mobility, mainly the effect of centres of expertise,
the role of language barriers and the influence of
institutional factors.

1. Centres of expertise

One of the economic arguments aimed at
encouraging the sending of students abroad during
their studies is the opportunity for the countries
concerned to educate young people in specialist
disciplines for which domestic supply and demand
of education provision are not enough to reach the
critical mass needed to achieve a satisfactory qual-
ity of education.

This kind of arbitrage is well known in scientific
and technical research, for which the use of certain
experimental methods involves high costs both for
equipment and remuneration of technical staff. It is
then more rational to use specialist research centres
abroad. In the same way, the massive investment
required for certain types of specialist education is
sometimes not justifiable because of the small num-
ber of recipients concerned. Sending individuals
abroad for this type of education can then be much
cheaper, and also have the advantage of being able
to select educational institutions which offer the
greatest expertise.

In the absence of detailed data on foreign stu-
dents and their host institutions, it is impossible to
quantify the influence of centres of expertise on stu-
dent flows. Qualitative information is, however,
available based on a comparative study by the
European Commission on the mobility of doctoral
students in the member countries of the European
Union (Blume, 1995). This study, involving 200 Euro-
pean teachers and doctoral students, sheds light on
their motivation and criteria in selecting host institu-
tions. It finds greater incentive to mobility in the sci-
entific disciplines, in line with the idea of critical
mass and economies of scale. Furthermore, student
perceptions of the prestige of institutions seem to

play a crucial role, as illustrated by the case of a
young Danish doctoral candidate: “He plans to stay
abroad as a PhD student, either in the United States or Great
Britain, because he thinks the best institutions are in these
countries” (Blume, 1995). This kind of argument partly
explains the higher international mobility of stu-
dents from small countries, of doctoral students,
and in the scientific and technical disciplines. It
does not, however, provide an explanation for the
international mobility, also high, of students in the
social sciences and commerce, which therefore sug-
gests that other determining factors of a cultural and
linguistic nature need to be considered.

2. The role of cultural and linguistic factors

Analysis of the geographical breakdown of stu-
dent migratory flows suggested, in fact, that while
language barriers seem to be an obstacle in attract-
ing students for countries whose languages are little
used internationally, countries where the teaching is
in historically or economically important languages
(English, French, German) are characterised, on the
contrary, by a much greater propensity to host for-
eign students. The question then arises as to what
extent language barriers inhibit mobility.

While in the case of migrations of workers, mas-
tery of the language of the host country is an essen-
tial factor in entering the labour market (Dustmann,
1994), the main purpose of student migrations, on
the other hand, is to acquire knowledge and profes-
sional expertise. Students thus have the opportu-
nity of exploiting the language barrier to acquire or
improve linguistic skills which later have an eco-
nomic value. On that hypothesis:

• The proportion of students going to countries
where the teaching is in a language other than
their mother tongue should be particularly
high in the English-, French- and German-
speaking countries (see Table II.12).

• Conversely, emigration by Anglo-Saxon stu-
dents to countries with another language
should be lower, bearing in mind the predom-
inance of English in international economic,
scientific and technical exchanges.

• The mobility of students to countries with a
different language should also be higher for
countries which are very open to trade in
goods and services. Similarly, it could be
expected that international mobility of stu-
dents would be higher in the commercial dis-
ciplines.
© OECD 2001
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Analysis of the mobility of students from OECD
member countries in the OECD area shows that the
rates of mobility to countries with a different lan-
guage vary considerably, from less than 4% (New
Zealand) to 100% for countries like Hungary, Finland
or Greece (see Table II.12).

Most mobility to countries with a different lan-
guage is to the English-speaking countries. This pro-
pensity is particularly marked in the case of Japan
(92%), the bulk of whose trade is with the English-
speaking countries of North America and the Pacific,
and for countries specialising in banking services
(Luxembourg, Switzerland).

Students from the Anglo-Saxon countries do not
favour destinations in non-English-speaking countries,

apart from students from the United Kingdom wishing
to master a second European Union language. The
propensity to go and study in a country with a different
language is very high in the case of Mexican students
(93%) and French, German and Dutch students, while it
is relatively low in the case of Austria.

A breakdown of students by mother tongue,
host country and discipline is not possible. How-
ever, it can be seen that in Australia, for example,
the majority of foreign students come from the Asian
countries which are the main trading partners and
that these students are mostly enrolled in commer-
cial disciplines.

In conclusion, the choice of students to go to
countries with a language other than their mother

Table II.12. Distribution of outgoing students by language of the destination country, 1998

Percentages

Note: Data for the following host countries are not taken into account in this Table: Mexico, the Netherlands and Portugal. For multilingual countries (Canada,
Luxembourg, Switzerland, Belgium), we assumed that students from these countries were fluent in all official languages. Hence studying in a French or
English-speaking country (Canada), German or French-speaking country (Switzerland and Luxembourg) did not involve adjusting to a different lan-
guage environment. For these countries, mobility towards countries of different language may thus be under-estimated.

Source: OECD database on Education.

Country of origin

Language of the destination country (OECD)

Different language
Of which (%):

French-speaking German-speaking English-speaking

Australia 21.7 9.4 7.0
Austria 31.3 10.4 62.4
Belgium 70.2 19.9 60.2
Canada 4.9 2.7
Czech Rep. 100.0 22.6 7.9 73.0
Denmark 100.0 8.5 14.7 50.8
Finland 100.0 5.5 17.4 43.6
France 82.9 27.3 72.2
Germany 76.7 24.4 65.7
Greece 100.0 5.7 37.4 51.4
Hungary 100.0 9.3 56.2 29.9
Iceland 100.0 3.9 12.8 31.8
Ireland 9.1 3.6 3.8
Italy 88.4 23.2 52.6 29.0
Japan 100.0 4.7 4.2 92.2
Korea 100.0 3.3 7.9 63.1
Luxembourg 18.1 93.1
Mexico 92.7 10.6 3.8 88.7
Netherlands 76.7 7.9 22.5 51.3
New Zealand 3.6 2.6 1.3
Norway 100.0 5.6 12.1 58.2
Poland 100.0 14.2 60.5 19.6
Portugal 100.0 42.2 23.3 30.5
Spain 100.0 22.5 32.3 50.4
Sweden 100.0 10.3 13.2 63.2
Switzerland 52.0 91.1
Turkey 100.0 6.5 68.1 24.9
United Kingdom 43.1 18.2 13.5
United States 40.8 21.9 18.4
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tongue is driven by motives of an economic nature,
linked to exploiting language skills on the labour
market. The attraction of the Anglo-Saxon countries
confirms this hypothesis, and thus underlines the
atypical nature of migrations of students for whom
the language barrier can be turned into a profes-
sional advantage.

3. The role of institutional factors

Finally, institutional factors can also help to
explain student migrations, Europe being a typical
example. This area is very open to student migra-
tions, as shown by the high proportion of students
from the countries of the European Union. This
mobility, institutionalised in agreements between
universities or States, for example, offers a number
of advantages to students. It reduces the time taken
and thus the cost of gathering information. More-
over, the existence of former student networks
through institutional channels reduces the uncer-
tainty involved in mobility, and thus facilitates the
decision to go abroad. Furthermore, the institution-
alisation of mobility is generally accompanied by
courses which require part of the studies to be done
in another member country, as well as procedures
for the equivalence of degrees and validation of
qualifications obtained abroad. Finally, this type of
mobility is quite often accompanied by material
advantages (accommodation, grants…). The Blume
study (1995) points out that the institutionalisation
of student mobility for doctorates in science trans-
lates into higher financial benefits than a student
could obtain through his own personal efforts.

Conclusion

In concluding this analysis, three findings are
clear: student mobility is constantly growing, host
countries benefit greatly while the effects for coun-
tries of origin are more varied. Finally, migration pol-
icies should encourage student mobility.

The rising level of student mobility

Analysis based on INES data from UNESCO,
OECD and EUROSTAT underlines the rising volume
of migrations of foreign students, with the propor-
tion of the total number of students enrolled in
OECD cou nt r ie s r is in g  by an ave rag e of  5%
between 1995 and 1998.

Situations vary, however, from one OECD coun-
try to another, mainly due to the nature and range of
educational provision and the characteristics of the

demand and expectations of foreign students. It can
be seen that mobility is relatively higher from the
smaller non-Anglo-Saxon countries where the edu-
cation systems are less varied and which are geo-
graphically close to other countries with more
diversified education systems. Large countries
whose language used is more widely used interna-
tionally attract a larger number of students, espe-
cia lly i f  they come  f rom one of  the member
countries of a regional economic group (European
Union, NAFTA). The directions of student migrations
are governed by geographical, linguistic, cultural,
historical, institutional and academic consider-
ations, (the latter, centres of excellence). Finally,
student migrations are greater the higher the level
of education, degree of technical content of the field
and the need for foreign students to master foreign
languages (commercial disciplines, for example…).

Beneficial effects for the host countries…

The growing internationalisation of education
systems encourages students to be more mobile
while meeting their demands. By offering many ben-
efits to host countries, internationalisation leads
them to open up their education systems even fur-
ther. Indeed, the integration of a foreign population
into national education systems expands sources of
financing these systems. This additional contribu-
tion may be direct (payment of tuition fees by for-
eign students), or indirect through the growth in the
size of the education system and the possibility of
achieving the critical mass required to engender
economies of scale.

Certain OECD countries have, in fact, adopted a
policy of charging enrolment fees of foreign students
at actual cost, thus creating a source of additional
revenue for highly internationalised higher educa-
tion institutions, and powerful incentives to receive
foreign students for others (Australia since 1988, the
United Kingdom since 1980 and the Netherlands
since 1993 for non European Union students).18

Charging in this was may, however, proves a double-
edged sword. Indeed, in the increasingly integrated
and competitive international educational environ-
ment, the imposition of such charges may push stu-
dents to less costly destinations. The financial gains
of the new charging system could then fail to offset
the loss of other advantages deriving from the
intake of foreign students. Indeed, charging at actual
cost is not the only way of profiting from receiving
foreign students. A certain number of advantages
are independent of the method of charging tuition
© OECD 2001
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fees, for example, the possibility of achieving econ-
omies of scale, which can be quite considerable at
macro-economic level (for example, for small univer-
sities where the regional student population is lim-
ited) and this can alone justify hosting foreign
students.

Other advantages of a qualitative order may
also result from opening education systems and
campuses to foreign students. Indeed, foreign stu-
dents may help to increase the flexibility of the
economy. Students encountering an international
environment in the course of their studies, and
growing up on campuses open to international com-
petition and forced to receive an increasing number
of foreign students may enhance their ability to
adjust to the demands of the labour market. This
may, in turn, have an impact on their productivity
and their income, and thus future tax revenues in
host countries.

In addition, foreign students contribute to
domestic demand in the host country during their
stay, by spending on accommodation, food and lei-
sure… For the United States, this contribution was
estimated at 12.3 billion dollars for the academic
year 1999-2000 (Institute of International Education,
2001). But this kind of contribution may be much
more important at local level, especially in highly
cosmopolitan university towns of moderate size.

Attempts at benefit-cost analysis for hosting for-
eign students have been made in some countries.
Thus, additional revenues attributable to the pres-
ence of foreign students were estimated at 9 000 to
10 000 dollars per student in Canada in the late 80s,
for an additional cost of 5 000 to 6 000 dollars. In the
Un it e d  St at e s ,  f or e ign  s tu de n ts  g en e r at ed
11 000 dollars of additional income in their host
region, or double their marginal cost (OECD/CERI,
1991). Along the same lines, Throsby (1996) and the
Institute of International Education provide esti-
mated costs and benefits of hosting foreign students
up to master’s degree or undergraduate level in the
early 90s for the Netherlands, Sweden, the United
S t a te s ,  t h e  U n i t e d  Ki n g do m  an d  Au s tr a l i a
(see Table II.13).

Finally, student migrations may in some coun-
tries help to relieve stresses on the labour market,
notably shortages of qualified labour. Young foreign
graduates may be authorised to settle and work
temporarily or permanently in the country where
they were trained. Some OECD member countries
recently changed their legislation on access of for-

eigners to the labour market, in order to allow in a
larger number of foreign students who have com-
pleted their studies. These decisions have revived
concerns by countries of origin of students.

… and more varied effects for countries of origin

These concerns should be refined. Sending
young people abroad for their education can facili-
tate transfers of technology and individual educa-
tion in highly advanced and specialist fields, where
the country of origin does not have the critical mass
of students or a sufficient level of technology to
make such educational provision. The alternative of
education abroad may then make it possible to
profit from centres of excellence, giving the country
highly qualified labour more cheaply. These trans-
fers of technology may be particularly important in
the case of doctorate students, whose research,
although conducted abroad, can meet the needs of
their country of origin.

Apart from transfers of technology, interaction
of students with the local population during their
studies can give them a better knowledge of the lan-
guage, as well as the cultural and social customs in
the country where they are educated. This knowl-
edge may later make them ideal ambassadors for
economic and commercial relations between the
two countries. The policy in Australia of admitting
students of Asian origin on a massive scale clearly
illustrates this phenomenon.

The corollary of these benefits for countries of
origin is obviously the risk that some of their stu-
dents will be captured by the labour market in the
host country and will not return to work in their
country  of or igin. While this risk  is certa inly
present, its degree depends on the family status of
the migrating student, the existence of institutional
safeguards,25 the comparative employment oppor-
tunities in the two countries. Increased interna-
tional co-operation between host countries and
countries of origin of migrants could help to mini-
mise this risk.

Implications for migration policy

Bearing in mind the many advantages offered
by student migration, both for them personally and
for their countries of origin and host countries, this
type of mobility deserves encouragement, if possi-
ble in a framework of institutional agreements
(see above).
© OECD 2001
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nited Kingdom Australia

1992-93 1994

+8 000 +7 400

+9 500 +7 000

–6 600 –3 200

. . –450
Monash Univ.

+10 900
ver-estimated

+10 750
Table II.13. Annual costs and gains of receiving undergraduate foreign students

US dollars per foreign student

Source: Author’s estimate based on data by Throsby (1996) and Institute of International Education (2001) for the United States.

Year of reference for estimate

Netherlands Sweden United States U

1992 1994-95 1999-00

Cost of living (housing, daily expenses) borne by foreign students +7 100 +11 700 +19 077

Average tuition fees (foreign students) borne by foreign students +1 400 0 +11 669

Teaching costs (excluding research) borne by host institutions . . –5 500 . .

Administration cost specific to foreign students (international 
relations offices, international marketing, scholarships, foreign 
students support…) borne by host institutions

–4 700
Amsterdam Univ.

–5 000
Mälarden Univ.

. .
Average US Colleges

Net figures (cost or gain for the host country) +3 800
over-estimated

+1 200 +30 746
over-estimated o
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Mobility could be increased by more trans-
parent procedures for equivalence of degrees or
simplified conditions for obtaining student resi-
dence permits. The introduction of safeguards to
limit the risk of brain drain and thus ensure an
adequate rate of foreign students returning home
would help to ease the concerns of countries of
origin which might be tempted to put a brake on

the international mobility of their students. For
example, making available a greater number of
bursaries conditional on return would minimise
the brain-drain risk. Finally, greater co-ordination
and co-operation between students’ countries of
origin and destination would lead to a fairer shar-
ing of the advantages linked to international stu-
dent mobility.
© OECD 2001
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NOTES

1. This part was written by Karine Tremblay, Consultant
to the OECD.

2. Australia, Austria, Canada, the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Finland, Hungary, Japan, Norway, Portugal,
Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the
United States.

3. The study concerns H1B visas issued between
May 1998 and July 1999. These temporary visas are
issued for a maximum period of 6 years to highly
qua li f ied persons sponsored by an American
employer who cannot find an equivalent applicant in
the United States. They may replace a student visa,
and they are often the first stage in a permanent
immigration process.

4. Institutional proximity, in this study, means belonging
to area of regional integration (European Union,
NAFTA) or the existence of a common tradition of
educational institutions and systems (French, German
or English-speaking countries…).

5. In the case of these two countries, it is likely that con-
siderations of an economic nature are also an obsta-
cle to mobility (education fees, living costs).

6. The Slovak Republic joined the OECD in
December 2000, and was thus not a member when the
data on educational indicators was collected in 1998.
It is thus placed outside the scope of the OECD for
the purposes of this study.

7. It should be borne in mind that these can be mislead-
ing to the extent that flows within the area are
excluded (OECD destinations only, excluding Mexico
because it is impossible to obtain data for that coun-
try). A strong propensity to emigration can be seen in
the case of Paraguay, where, once again, the small size
of the country could explain this phenomenon.

8. Malaysia, with a very high emigration rate, is an
exception in the region, probably linked to the advan-
tages enjoyed by people of Malaysian origin in enter-
ing university, which sometimes forces young people
of Chinese origin to pursue their studies abroad
because of the quotas to which they are subject
locally.

9. In the case of Hungary, the presence of Hungarian
minorities in neighbouring countries plays a funda-
mental role.

10. Luxembourg, however, is a special case. This small
State only provides a one-year general university

education. Because of this country's special educa-
tional features, it will be excluded from some of the
analysis for the sake of comparability. 

11. It means comparing the weight of a country in interna-
tional student mobility, on emigration or arrival with
its weight in a reference education system (EU,
OECD), which amounts to comparing the country to
the weighted average of the reference group. The
ratio thus calculated is as follows:

Thus, a ratio higher (lower) than one reflects higher
(lower) mobility that the country's weight in the inter-
national system would suggest, or an over(under)-
mobility compared with the reference mean.

12. As no distinction was made in Switzerland and Japan
between resident and non-resident students for the
two dates, the trend is calculated on the basis of the
total number of foreign students.

13. Excluding Greece, Luxembourg, Mexico, the
Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Sweden and Belgium,
for which this data is not available.

14. This finding is even more striking when it is consid-
ered that New Zealand students are not included in
the  Aust ral ian st at is t ics on fo re ign s tudents
(see annex).

15. See the box 1 for an in-depth discussion of the prob-
lems of statistical measurement of foreign students.

16. Indeed, it is likely that the language barrier is a
greater obstacle to science students because less
emphasis is placed on learning foreign languages in
that type of education.

17. Measuring the real size of these HRST pools, however,
would involve comparing the number of students in
science and technology with active populations with
that type of qualification.

18. See Throsby, 1996.

19. Many countries thus offer foreign study bursaries to
their brightest students, on condition that they come
back to work in their country of origin for a certain
number of years.

Ratio of country i =

entries/exits country i

=

entries /exits country i
entries/exits reference group enrolments country i

enrolments country i entries/exits reference group
enrolments reference group enrolments reference group
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