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International students are becoming increasingly important for universities and nations due to their contributions, which 
goes beyond the direct and indirect economic impact. The intangible positive impact of international students includes 
academic, research, experiential, and cultural dimensions contributing towards an inclusive, innovative, and interconnected 
global society. However, the confluence of at least two forces threaten the sustainability of international student mobility:

• Lower prospects of work: International students are facing increasing challenges in finding experiential learning and post-
graduate work opportunities due to anti-immigration policies and job market complexities

• Higher cost of education: In times of declining budget resources and increasing competition, institutions are under 
pressure to grow revenue/recover cost by increasing international enrolment and raising tuition fee

The report recognises the global impact of international students pursuing tertiary education. It calls for proactive and 
welcoming national policies to attract and retain global talent. Likewise, there is an urgency to act among higher education 
institutions to reinvest in strategies that grow the international student body while balancing goals of diversity, quality, 
access, and success. 

The report is structured in three primary sections:

• Estimates of the global economic impact of international students

• Trends and patterns of international student mobility

• Leadership perspectives of university vice-chancellors/rectors/presidents

Dr. Rahul Choudaha, EVP of Global Engagement and Research, Studyportals

Rahul@Studyportals.com
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Part One

Estimates of the global economic 
impact of international students



US$300 billion
Estimated economic impact (direct, indirect and induced) of 

5.1 million globally mobile students in 2016

Methodology
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Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students in the US was US$57.3 b. 

(2016) with China, India and South Korea 

contributing $18.3 b., $8 b. and $3.6 b. 

respectively.

7

Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 971,417 % of Total

China 309,837 32%

India 135,733 14%

South Korea 60,454 6%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $26,655

China $8,502

India $3,724

South Korea $1,659

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $57,307

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) China $18,278

India $8,007

South Korea $3,566

Destination Country: USA
Share of USA of total globally mobile students: 19.1%



Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students in the UK was US$25.5 b. 

(2016) with China, Malaysia, and China, 

HK contributing $5.3 b., $1 b. and $1 b. 

respectively.
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Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 432,001 % of Total

China 89,318 21%

Malaysia 17,360 4%

China, Hong Kong 16,717 4%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $11,854

China $2,451

Malaysia $476

China, Hong Kong $459

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $25,485

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) China $5,269

Malaysia $1,024

China, Hong Kong $986

Destination Country: UK
Share of UK of total globally mobile students: 8.5%



Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students in Australia was US$19.8 b. 

(2016) with China, India, and Nepal 

contributing $6.6 b., $2.7 b. and 

$0.87 b. respectively.
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Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 335,512 % of Total

China 112,329 33%

India 46,316 14%

Nepal 14,712 4%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $9,206

China $3,082

India $1,271

Nepal $404

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $19,793

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) China $6,627

India $2,732

Nepal $868

Destination Country: Australia
Share of Australia of total globally mobile students: 6.6%



Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students in France was US$ 6.7 b. (2016) 

with Morocco, China and Algeria 

contributing $1.7 b., $1.4 b. and $1 b. 

respectively.
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Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 245,349 % of Total

Morocco 28,012 11%

China 23,378 10%

Algeria 17,008 7%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $6,732

Morocco $769

China $641

Algeria $467

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $14,474

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) Morocco $1,653

China $1,379

Algeria $1,003

France charges no to low tuition fee for international students. This estimated value of economic impact 
is derived based on extrapolation and assumptions described in Methodology. 

Destination Country: France
Share of France of total globally mobile students: 4.8%



Destination Country: Germany
Share of Germany of total globally mobile students: 4.8%

Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students in Germany was US$ 6.7 b. 

(2016) with China, India, and Austria 

contributing $1.5 b., $0.7 b. and $0.6 b. 

respectively.
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Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 244,575 % of Total

China 25,464 10%

India 11,739 5%

Austria 10,027 4%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $6,711

China $699

India $322

Austria $275

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $14,428

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) China $1,502

India $693

Austria $592

Germany charges no tuition fee for international students. This estimated value of economic impact is 
derived based on extrapolation and assumptions described in Methodology. 



Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students in the Netherlands was US$ 5.3 

b. (2016) with Germany, China and Italy 

contributing $1.3 b., $0.3 b. and $0.18 b. 

respectively.
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Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 89,920 % of Total

Germany 22,584 25%

China 4,863 5%

Italy 3,012 3%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $2,467

Germany $620

China $133

Italy $83

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $5,305

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) Germany $1,332

China $287

Italy $178

Netherlands charges differential tuition fee for EU and non-EU international students. 
This estimated value of economic impact is derived based on extrapolation and assumptions described in Methodology. 

Destination Country: Netherlands
Share of Netherlands of total globally mobile students: 1.8%



Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students in Canada was US$11.2 b. 

(2016) with China, India, and France 

contributing $3.6 b., $1.2 b. and $0.9 b. 

respectively.
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Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 189,478 % of Total

China 60,936 32%

India 19,905 11%

France 15,603 8%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $5,199

China $1,672

India $546

France $428

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $11,178

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) China $3,595

India $1,174

France $920

Destination Country: Canada
Share of Canada of total globally mobile students: 3.7%



Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students from China was US$51.1 b. 

(2016) with USA, Australia, and UK 

receiving $18.3 b., $6.6 b. and $5.3 b. 

respectively.
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Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 866,072 % of Total

USA 309,837 36%

Australia 112,329 13%

UK 89,318 10%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $23,764

USA $8,502

Australia $3,082

UK $2,451

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $51,093

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) USA $18,278

Australia $6,627

UK $5,269

Source Country: China
Share of China of total globally mobile students: 17.0%



Estimated economic impact (direct, 

indirect, & induced) of international 

students from India was US$17.8 b. 

(2016) with USA, Australia, and UK 

receiving $8 b., $2.7 b. and $1.2 b. 

respectively.
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Inbound Students (UNESCO, 2016) Total 301,406 % of Total

USA 135,733 45%

Australia 46,316 15%

Canada 19,905 7%

Estimated Direct Impact (2016) US$ million Total $8,270

USA $3,724

Australia $1,271

Canada $546

Estimated Economic Impact (2016) US$ million Total $17,781

(Direct, Indirect & Induced) USA $8,007

Australia $2,732

Canada $1,174

Source Country: India
Share of India of total globally mobile students: 5.9%
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Source:  Münch, C. & Hoch. M. (2013) The Financial Impact of Cross-border Student Mobility on the Economy of the Host Country, DAAD

“Student mobility gives rise to chain effects that cannot be expressed in mere economic terms.

On the one hand, this refers to the possibility of cross-border knowledge transfer which benefits 

the participating countries. On the other hand, student mobility represents a significant means of 

recruiting qualified international professionals for the local labour market. Furthermore, the 

student body is able to acquire multicultural competences which on the level of the individual are 

valuable for future careers, and on the societal level contribute towards understanding and 

breaking down prejudices between peoples. Moreover, cross-border student mobility facilitates 

the formation of international networks, which can in the long term lead to intensified economic 

relations among participating countries.”



Part Two

Trends and patterns of 
international student mobility
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By 2030, an estimated increase of nearly 120 million students in 
higher education and 2.3 million internationally mobile students
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4,538

6,869

International Student Enrolment

2015 2030

212,669

332,240

Higher Education Enrolment

2015 2030

7,383,009

8,551,199

World Population

2015 2030

Change
1,168,190 or 16% 

Change
119,571 or 56%

Change
2,331 or 51%

All numbers in thousands | Analysis based on data from UNESCO Institute of Statistics
Source: Choudaha, R. & Van Res, E. (2018). Envisioning Pathways to 2030: Megatrends Shaping the Future of Global Higher Education and International Student Mobility, Studyportals 

https://bit.ly/Megatrends2030

https://bit.ly/Megatrends2030


International students form only 5% of 

all tertiary enrolment in the US as 

compared to 18% for UK, 17% for 

Australia, 12% for Canada, 10% for 

France and 8% for Germany

Data Source: OECD Education at a Glance
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International students are more represented at master’s level and 
doctoral level as compared to bachelor’s level

Analysis based on Education at Glance, OECD
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Proportion of international students in business, engineering 
and technology fields differs by destination countries

Analysis based on Education at Glance, OECD
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Top-15 destinations of international students by income group

Destination
Number of 
Students (2016)

Income Group of 
Destination

Top Source (2016)
Students from Top 
Source (2016)

Income Group of Source
% of Students 
from Source

USA 971,417 High income China 309,837 Upper middle income 32%

UK 432,001 High income China 89,318 Upper middle income 21%

Australia 335,512 High income China 112,329 Upper middle income 33%

France 245,349 High income Morocco 28,012 Lower middle income 11%

Germany 244,575 High income China 25,464 Upper middle income 10%

Russia 243,752 Upper middle income Kazakhstan 69,895 Upper middle income 29%

Canada 189,478 High income China 60,936 Upper middle income 32%

Japan 143,457 High income China 76,537 Upper middle income 53%

China 137,527 Upper middle income NA NA NA NA

Malaysia 124,133 Upper middle income Bangladesh 28,456 Lower middle income 23%

Italy 92,655 High income China 13,768 Upper middle income 15%

Netherlands 89,920 High income Germany 22,584 High income 26%

Turkey 87,903 Upper middle income Azerbaijan 12,504 Upper middle income 14%

Saudi Arabia 79,854 High income Syria 9,546 Low income 12%

UAE 77,463 Upper middle income India 13,370 Lower middle income 17%

Analysis based on data from UIS Statistics



Leading 15 countries enroled 3.5 million 

or 69% of 5.1 million globally mobile 

students.

Leading 5 countries are all in the High 

Income group and enroled 2.8 million 

students (56%).

While English-speaking destinations are 

the preferred choice for international 

students, the rise of English-taught 

Programmes in Europe, Asia and Middle 

East is expanding student choice.

Analysis based on data from UIS Statistics (2016)
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1,928,408, 38%

1,004,154, 20%

562,434, 11%

1,590,897, 31%

Four English-speaking Countries (USA, UK, Australia and Canada)

Six EHEA Countries (France, Germany, Russia, Italy, Netherlands and Turkey)

Five Countries in Asia and Middle East (Japan, China, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia and UAE)

Rest of the World

Destination Countries



Top-15 sources of international students by income group

Source
Number of 
Students (2016)

Income Group of 
Source

Top Destination 
(2016)

Students in Top 
Destination (2016)

Income Group of 
Destination

% of Students at 
Top Destination

China 866,072 Upper middle income USA 309,837 High income 36%

India 301,406 Lower middle income USA 135,733 High income 45%

Germany 119,088 High income Austria 27,828 High income 23%

South Korea 104,992 High income USA 60,454 High income 58%

Nigeria 95,731 Lower middle income UK 16,072 High income 17%

France 90,543 High income Belgium 16,856 High income 19%

Kazakhstan 90,187 Upper middle income Russia 69,895 Upper middle income 78%

Saudi Arabia 90,178 High income USA 58,385 High income 65%

Viet Nam 82,159 Lower middle income USA 22,172 High income 27%

Ukraine 77,263 Lower middle income Poland 29,253 High income 38%

USA 72,690 High income UK 15,654 High income 22%

Italy 65,421 High income UK 12,086 High income 18%

Malaysia 64,861 Upper middle income UK 17,360 High income 27%

Bangladesh 61,430 Lower middle income Malaysia 34,155 Upper middle income 56%

Russia 57,747 Upper middle income Czechia 5,771 High income 10%

Analysis based on data from UIS Statistics



72,690, 1%

500,249, 10%

1,666,829, 33%2,846,125, 56%

One English-speaking Country (USA)

Six EHEA Countries (Germany, France, Kazakhstan, Ukraine, Italy and Russia)

Eight Countries in Asia, Middle East and Africa (China, India, South Korea, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, Viet Nam,

Malaysia and Bangladesh)

Rest of the World

Leading 15 countries were source of 2.4 

million or 44% of 5.1 million globally 

mobile students.

Nine of the 15 leading source countries 

were Lower Middle Income or Upper 

Middle Income group countries.

Significant untapped potential of 

expanding mobility of international 

students from Lower Middle Income or 

Upper Middle Income.

Analysis based on data from UIS Statistics (2016)
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Source Countries
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"Prediction is very difficult, especially if it's about the future," said Nobel laureate Niels 

Bohr. While many were surprised (pleasantly or unpleasantly) by the unpredictable 

outcomes of the Brexit referendum and the American presidential elections, the world will 

continue to experience “black swan” events which will surprise us and have a 

disproportionate effect on the world. 

The conceptual framework of “three waves of international student mobility” (Choudaha, 

2017) analyses the recent history of global student mobility and its implications for future 

trends. In this framework, a 'wave' indicates key events impacting mobility directions and 

patterns. While many variables influence student mobility, this conceptual framework 

provides a bigger picture of how global mobility has shifted over time from the perspective 

of source and destination countries.

Three Waves of 
International 

Student Mobility



2001-2008

• Impact of the 9/11 terrorist attack

• 2.2 m. – 3.3 m. (+50% or 1.1 m.)

Wave I

2008-2016

• Impact of the global financial recession

• 3.3 m. – 5.1 m. (+55% or 1.8 m.)

Wave II

2016-onwards

• Impact of the new political order

• 5.1 m. – ? (slower growth)

Wave III

Adapted from Choudaha, R. (2017). Three  Waves of International Student Mobility, Studies In Higher Education 
Analysis based on UNESCO data.
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Three Waves of International Student Mobility

https://gallery.mailchimp.com/e2c46b35762c434d8735f20d0/files/19e6d259-0e77-4908-9cbf-1e197be8adc2/Choudaha_Rahul_Three_Waves_of_International_Student_Mobility_Studies_in_Higher_Education_AM.pdf


28

• Shaped by the terrorist attacks of 9/11 

• Student demand shifts from the US (+31%) towards Australia (+91%), Canada (+119%) 

and the UK (+51%) 

• Bologna process provides a policy framework for increasing international student 

mobility in Europe and sets the foundation for the launch of English-taught 

programmes

• Excellence initiatives for world-class universities gain initial traction in Asia

• China and India lead the growth momentum, but majority of the enrolment was at 

master’s and doctoral level

• Japan as a regional hub in Asia-Pacific attracts large number of Chinese students

Wave I (2001-2008)
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• Affected by the global financial recession 

• US universities become proactive with recruitment as reflected by the “debate” about 

the use of commission-based recruitment and launch of first pathway program 

• Australia and UK experience some push back for international students resulting in 

tightening of post-study work rights

• Universities in Continental Europe gain from intra-Europe mobility along with the 

introduction of tuition fee for non-EU students in some countries [e.g. Sweden (2011)]

• With the growth of international branch campuses (e.g. Malaysia) and rise in global 

rankings some Asian countries (e.g. China, Singapore) gain traction as regional hubs

• The rapid expansion of Chinese upper-middle class fuels the growth momentum at the 

undergraduate level while Indian students continue to enrol at master’s level

Wave II (2008-2016)
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• Influenced by the new political order of anti-immigrant policies and rhetoric

• US and UK are face prospects of stagnancy and even decline in enrolment due to 

increasingly restrictive immigration policies and uncertainty 

• Canada and Australia assess and reflect on the concerns of sustainability of growth and 

over-reliance on few countries

• Regional hubs in Asia wrestle with some of the student integration (language and 

culture) challenges

• Political and economic turbulence in the Continental Europe trigger diverse policy 

questions related to tuition, housing, and stay rate 

• As China (Upper Middle-Income) slows down, Lower Middle-Income countries such as 

India, Nigeria and Viet Nam are likely to drive demand in growth

Wave III (2016-
onwards)



Maintaining a growth momentum in 
Wave III (2016-onwards) requires 
aligning national policies and 
institutional strategies to offer “value for 
money”

31

Increasing 
Tuition Fees

Decreasing 
Work 

Prospects

Higher expectations 

for “value for 

money”

International student choice shift towards the 
“value for money”
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• Two-step Migration policies focus on enabling retention of former international 

students as a major source of future skilled immigrants

• “…international students have emerged as a skilled migration elite. They represent a 

highly acceptable human capital resource to governments and employers…They 

represent a palatable option for countries with ambivalent views on migration…” 

• “The percentage of international students who stay after graduation in the country of 

study – the ‘stay rate’ – is on average 25% for OECD countries” 

“Two-Step” 
Migration

Source:  Lesleyanne Hawthorne (2012) Designer Immigrants?: International Students and Two-Step Migration. The SAGE Handbook of International Higher Education
Hans de Wit, Nannette Ripmeester (2013) Increasing the stay rate of international students. University World News



Comparison of post-study work rights by destination countries

Table from Berquist, B., Hall, R., Morris-Lange, S., Shields, H., Stern, V., & Tran, L. T. (2019), ‘Global perspectives on international student
employability’, International Education Association of Australia (IEAA), retrieved from www.ieaa.org.au.
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• For last couple of decades, international student mobility has been on a growth 

trajectory. Bulk of the mobility is driven by students moving from lower income countries 

towards higher income countries in search of better prospects of life and career

• Proliferation of English-taught programmes in Europe and Asia expanded new 

opportunities for international students and introduced new competition for traditional 

English-speaking destinations

• Future mobility of international students faces serious threats in sustaining the growth 

momentum due to the lower prospects of finding work opportunities in destination 

countries and the overall increase in cost of overseas education (living and tuition) 

• A sustainable growth scenario for globally mobile students requires aligning national 

policies and institutional strategies and creating pathways to attract and retain global 

talent by offering “value for money”

Summary



Part Three

Leadership perspectives of university 
vice-chancellors /rectors/presidents
(Listed in the order of the last name)



K.M. (Koen) Becking
President 

Tilburg University

The Netherlands

36

The Netherlands is quite an attractive destination due to the combination of high 

academic quality English-taught progammes and relatively low tuition fees. 

What we are focusing on more and more is retaining more of the talented 

students after their studies in the Netherlands. For example, by offering Dutch 

classes early on, or by making it easier for almost-graduates to enter the labor 

market by offering internships. 

To support international students, a university also needs to develop an inclusive 

community on campus. We are also in touch with the Dutch government to 

increase communication in English by government agencies. 



Dawn Freshwater
The University of Western Australia

Vice-Chancellor

Australia

37

International students choose Australia for both high-quality education and 

globally-relevant opportunities. National policies should include immigration and 

visa programs for students to remain in Australia for a period after graduation, to 

get more from their experience and provide Australia with a valuable, talented 

workforce.

Initiatives to grow the international educator sector need to be informed by in-

market experts, research, competitor policy analysis, and be supported by 

sufficient funding. A university’s international strategy should be based on 

identified factors that maximise international students’ likelihood of succeeding, 

thriving, and becoming passionate advocates for their university. 



Graham Galbraith
Vice-Chancellor

University of Portsmouth

United Kingdom

38

The UK has suffered recently with tighter controls on student entry. International 

students having studied in a country want the opportunity to contribute to the 

economy through post-study work to gain the graduate experience that improves 

employability. This is a key decision-making factor, and policy in the UK will likely 

change to include a two-year post-study work option. 

The transition to HE is a challenge for many international students and 

supporting students from application to arrival through comprehensive 

programming and services is vital. What seems trivial, such as securing a bank 

account, needs engagement and support. 



Inge Jan Henjesand
President 

BI Norwegian Business School

Norway

39

Norway needs to acknowledge the contributions of international (degree) 

students and pursue a proactive and coordinated national policy that focuses on 

attracting and retaining them. Such a strategy should include cheaper student 

visa and a targeted scholarship scheme and a more liberal policy regarding post-

study works permits.

BI proactively recruits international students and provides scholarships to 

excellent international students. We offer language courses in the national 

language and make every effort to use our network of corporate partners to 

facilitate the post-study transition to a career in Norway, including experiential 

learning through internships.



Marvin Krislov
President

Pace University

United States

40

We must affirm the importance of international students to the United States and 

to global understanding.  We should create a national strategy to recruit 

international students and signal to them that they are welcome at our colleges 

and universities. We must deploy more staff to process pending visa requests. 

And we should consider creating pathways for international students to stay and 

work legally in this country after graduation.

At Pace, we’re recruiting around the world and helping potential students to 

navigate both the application and visa processes. We have systems in place to 

support international students here, both by making them feel at home and 

connect them with other students from their countries. 



Mohamed Lachemi
President and Vice-Chancellor

Ryerson University

Canada

41

Studying in Canada provides international students with access to work permits 

during and for three years upon graduation, as a pathway to permanent 

residency. This ties into Canada’s welcoming philosophy and our overall economic 

success. Immigration pathways should continue to be improved and expanded to 

encourage and allow for more diverse international students to access higher 

education in Canada.

Ryerson University’s focus on Global Learning seeks to ensure that the diversity of 

the perspectives and experiences that international students bring to our 

campuses is recognized and valued. We are continuously looking for ways to 

support faculty and staff to better understand the needs and perspectives of 

international students. 



Torbjörn von Schantz
Vice-Chancellor

Lund University

Sweden

42

Sweden’s national application system needs to be optimised for international 

applicants. Certain migration rules have a strong effect on the ability to attract 

and retain international students. For example, extending timeframe to secure 

employment and reviewing the residence permit process and regulations for 

international students.

Swedish universities are working actively to attract and support international 

students with a wide range of range services and activities already in place. 

Universities also need to address priorities related to accommodation and alumni 

relations. With the growth of English-taught bachelor’s programmes, universities 

need to expand services and support for international students.



Elizabeth J. Stroble
President

Webster University

United States

43

There are several factors - from immigration practices, economic conditions, and a 

welcoming environment - that influence a student's decision to study in the US. 

On a practical level, immigration policies and practices should permit 

opportunities for review if a student is denied a visa. Recent visa process revisions 

(Sept 2018) gave full discretion to a visa officer to deny student visa without 

requesting additional evidence.

Webster University is using its international campuses to mitigate these 

challenges and build a pathway for international students to study in the 

US. Initial enrollment at one of our international campus provides the student 

with opportunities for future mobility through a variety of “study abroad” options 

in the US.



Thomas Strothotte
President

Kühne Logistics University

Germany

44

International students often need a visa to enter Germany; sometimes, they also 

need a residence permit. Students may have to apply very early, even before they 

have been accepted at the host university. Further, housing and proof of financial 

guarantee could be a challenge for some students. Continued efforts to 

streamline the visa process will help attract and retain international students. 

All KLU our programs are taught in English with a significant proportion of 

international students. Housing is an essential expectation of international 

students, and we try our best to support them. We have to provide better support 

to international students to establish a base, from where students can focus on 

academic success in Germany and beyond. 



Ashish Vaidya
President

Northern Kentucky University

United States

45

The current national rhetoric has created a difficult climate for colleges and 

universities in the US to attract and retain international students. A 

comprehensive reform proposal that incentivizes skill-based immigration along 

with corporate partnerships would enhance the economic argument for 

attracting and retaining global talent.

We have seen that successful strategies for domestic under-represented, first 

generation, and low-income students also translate well for international 

students. NKU is focusing on aligning student success with the needs of the 

region and attracting, supporting and retaining international students is an 

important element of that focus.



Youmin Xi
Executive President of Xi'an Jiaotong-

Liverpool University, China
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In order to ‘attract and retain’ international students to China, it is important to 

define clear and transparent policies. For example, offering longer duration post-

study work visa for degree students is important. It is also essential to recognise

that educational and cultural practices outside China may be different and setting 

age limits for programmes, especially at the post-graduate level is not a good 

practice.  

Based on XJTLU experience, offering programmes in English along with support 

services related to language, academic, counseling, and career is crucial for 

institutional and student success. As we recruited more international students, 

establishing an international qualifications equivalency database was useful.
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The global impact of international students is multidimensional and goes beyond direct and indirect estimated value of 

US$300 billon. While the financial impact is enormous, it does not capture the intangibles in terms of soft power, culture, 

innovation, and relationships contributing to societies in both source and destination countries. Viewpoints of university vice-

chancellors/rectors/presidents from around the world reaffirm the importance of international students for their institutions

and countries. 

This report analyzes the trends from the lens of “three waves of mobility” and highlights that one of the defining 

characteristics of the “third wave” is the anti-immigrant and nationalistic overtones in high-income countries. This is creating

new barriers to mobility for students in not only securing study visa but also post-study work visas. On the institutional front, 

the challenge of declining enrolment is compelling some universities to increase tuition fees to meet the budget gaps. The 

interplay of these challenges of higher cost and lower prospects of finding jobs is making it more difficult for students to 

recover their investment and hence they are becoming even more conscious about the importance of value for money.

Breaking barriers of visas and costs is paramount for sustaining the momentum of globally mobility students. This will require 

concerted efforts to align national policies with institutional strategies to attract and retain international students. 

Immigration and visa policies must become more proactive and welcoming for international students. Likewise, higher 

education institutions must reinvest in strategies that grow international student body while balancing goals of diversity, 

quality, access, and success. 

Dr. Rahul Choudaha

Concluding thoughts
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Previous reports from various leading destinations have used diverse 
definitions and methodologies for arriving at the country level economic 
impact of international students. To author’s understanding, this is one of the 
first exploratory reports of its kind providing global estimates of economic 
impact of international students. Variations in definition and availability of 
data for each country result in differences in estimates of the global 
economic impact.

This report uses data and definition of UNESCO Institute of Statistics. 
International students are degree-seeking students “who have crossed a 
national or territorial border for the purpose of education and are now 
enrolled outside their country of origin.” This definition focuses on students 
pursuing tertiary degree (or higher) and hence the length of stay is typically 
more than one year. This excludes any students who are in high-school 
programmes, non-degree programmes or exchange programmes. Data for 
2016 was used as it was the most complete data available.

The analysis presents two different estimates:
I. Direct Impact: This is an estimate of the direct dollar amount spent in a 
destination country by international students including tuition, fees, and 
living expenses. Any financial support/assistance and income earned by 
students is not deducted from the impact.
II. Direct + Indirect + Induced Impact: This is the direct impact plus the 
indirect and induced impacts, including the ripple effect of international 
student expenditures on jobs, tax revenues, and household income (knock-
on effect). Based on the literature review, this report uses a Final Demand 
Multiplier of 2.15. The multipliers estimate the impact from changes in final 
demand on one or more regional industries in terms of output, employment, 
and labor earnings (London Economics, 2018). Direct impacts result from 
expenditures associated with international students. Indirect impacts result 
from suppliers of services to international student and job which would not 
have happened but for the presence of international students. Induced 
impacts result from the employees of suppliers of services to international 
student purchasing goods and services at a household level.

This report derived the direct economic impact by first reviewing existing 
literature for methodologies and then using the estimates of tuition fees and 
cost of living expenses.

Cost of living expenses was derived using the data of the cost of living from 
NAFSA report and then adjusting them for each destination country based on 
OECD Price Level Indices. These indices provide a measure of the differences 
in the general price levels of countries.

Estimates of tuition fee were used from the country reports whenever 
available. In other cases, additional assumptions and extrapolations were 
made along with the review of external resources and country-level data to 
triangulate the estimates. Estimating tuition fee at global level is limited by at 
least following factors:

• Fee differences by level of education (bachelor’s vs. master’s vs. 
doctoral). This report does not break down estimates by the level of 
education.

• Policies for tuition fee differ by countries. For example, 
bilateral/multilateral relationships and policies can results in 
differential tuition fees based on country of origin. This report does 
not investigate the complex variations in tuition fee.

• Tuition fee also differ by public and private universities or for 
international branch campuses

• Countries like Norway and Germany charge no tuition fee and many 
other countries are still charging a low tuition fee. This report still 
makes estimates of notional tuition revenue for these countries.

• Tuition fee also differs by field of study (social sciences vs. medical).
• Some students also get discounted tuition fee in the form of 

scholarships especially in research degrees. however, these estimates 
do not factor the discounts.

Methodology

https://migrationdataportal.org/themes/international-students
https://data.oecd.org/price/price-level-indices.htm
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