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ABSTRACT & KEYWORDS 
 

In today’s global order, the status of countries and regions is no longer exclusively determined 

by powerful militaries or a wealth of raw materials. Rather, international competition is 

increasingly centred around a different type of resource: highly skilled human capital. On an 

exploratory basis, this thesis considers to what extent the European Union has utilised higher 

education programmes and has attracted international students as a strategy to build its own 

supranational, competitive knowledge economy. The initial focus explores the historical context 

of the European Community’s first higher education cooperation efforts between 1976 to 1992. 

Then, the thesis examines which events and communications steered the decision-making 

processes of EU higher education policy between 1993 and 2004 and led to the establishment 

of the EMJMD. After the creation of the EMJMD in 2004, the thesis analyses how the global 

financial crisis intensified Commission rhetoric on attracting and retaining third country students 

as human capital for the labour market. The second half of the thesis explores to what extent 

third country students are “retained” as knowledge workers in the EU, and this is determined 

using two methods. First, the thesis analyses survey data on Erasmus Mundus students and 

alumni from 2005 to 2018. Then, interviews are conducted with Erasmus Mundus students and 

alumni to ascertain their incentives for embarking on their programme, how they built 

connections while studying in the EU, and whether their experiences convinced them to migrate 

to the EU as knowledge workers. Longitudinal data from the Erasmus Mundus Association’s 

Graduate Impact Surveys shows that over the last five years, between 42% to 47% of Erasmus 

Mundus international students migrated to the EU after graduation. Interviews revealed a 

combination of factors that “pushed” international students out of their countries of origin and 

“pulled” them to study in countries within the EU. While various literature discusses how 

globalisation and neoliberal policy are affecting European higher education, little literature has 

intersected these themes specifically with Erasmus Mundus, and that is where this thesis aims 

to fill the gap. As the EU continues to innovate and invest in its higher education programmes to 

gain global competitiveness, it is necessary to discuss the implications of supranational 

authorities prioritising the retention of talent from around the world. 

 

Keywords: Erasmus Mundus, European Union, European Commission, knowledge-based 

economy, human capital, brain drain, student migration, higher education, EMJMD, international 

competition. 
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INTRODUCTION TO THE CONTEMPORARY COMMODITY: HUMAN CAPITAL 

 

From the mid-twentieth century, academics have conjectured the role education would 

play in the increasing prevalence of globalisation, particularly how knowledge could be 

used as a tool for boosting national and supranational economies.1 In today’s global 

order, the status of countries and regions is no longer exclusively determined by 

powerful militaries or a wealth of raw materials. Rather, international competition is 

increasingly centred around a different type of resource: highly skilled human capital.  

Within Human Capital Theory, highly educated individuals are more likely to see 

greater financial returns when they enter the workforce; this in turn helps the economy 

as a whole.2 The breakthrough that human capital was a viable economic resource 

occurred in the 1960s, after Schultz3 determined through long-term observation that on 

average, US college graduates earned more than high school graduates. The discovery 

greatly shifted the global perception of education as being a long-term investment that 

yielded high financial returns. Over the years, the service sector has become paramount 

for economic growth in western financial systems; by 2002, the service sector 

contributed 70% of added value to OECD economies.4 Under the logic of Human 

Capital Theory, if economic activity is centred around knowledge and accruing as much 

human capital  as possible, then the national economy is more likely to flourish and 

bounce back from events that may adversely affect the market.5 Endogenous economic 

growth theory additionally stipulates that human capital boosts technological innovation 

processes, which also stimulates long-term economic growth.6  

Since the emergence of these theories, Western states have worked to create 

competitive “knowledge economies,” which Peters defines as post-industrial economies 

that are centred on the “production and consumption of knowledge and symbolic goods 

 

1 Kean Birch and Vlad Mykhnenko, “Lisbonizing versus Financializing Europe? The Lisbon Agenda and the (Un)Making of the 

European Knowledge-Based Economy,” Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy 32, no. 1 (2014): 109, 

https://doi.org/10.1068/c1246r). 
2 Donald Gillies, “Human Capital Theory in Education,” Encyclopedia of Educational Philosophy and Theory, (2015): 1, 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-287-532-7_254-1). 
3 Ibid, 2. 
4 Anita Wolfl, “The Service Economy in OECD Countries,” OECD Enhancing the Performance of the Services Sector, (2005): 28. 
5 Gillies, “Human Capital Theory in Education,” Encyclopedia of Educational Philosophy and Theory (2015): 2. 
6 Łukasz Jabłoński, Marek Jabłoński, and Oleksandr Fedirko, “Building Knowledge-Based Economy In The EU: Methodological 

Background And Policy Solutions,” International Economic Policy 29, no. 2 (2019): 8, https://doi.org/10.33111/iep.2018.29.01_eng). 
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as a higher-order economic activity that encompasses and affects the entire economy 

and society.”7 In other words, such an economy relies on education systems to produce 

a highly educated workforce, who in turn contribute to industries by producing service-

based goods. To understand the evolution of education as an economic tool, it is 

important to identify and differentiate the roles of globalisation and internationalisation in 

generating a demand for a “knowledge economy”. While both globalisation and 

internationalisation are at play in the changes occurring in western higher education, 

internationalised innovation is purposefully devised by governments and universities to 

make their offerings attractive to students worldwide. Conversely, globalisation’s 

shaping of higher education is a more natural process, due to forces that have resulted 

in the demand for a knowledge-based economy that stemmed from a growing service 

sector, the amplified societal dependency on knowledge-based products, and an 

economy fuelled by a highly educated workforce.8 One should note, though, that Human 

Capital Theory hinges on the assumption that governments will optimise their education 

models according to an economic demand, and this is more relevant for economies that 

are service-based than those that are labour and manufacturing intensive.   

As early as the 1970s, the European Community viewed education as a means 

to help shape European integration and the economy. The first Community action 

programme for education and cooperation was established in February 1976 and 

served as a framework for improving education policy and encouraging closer ties 

between European education systems.9 From 1976 to 1986, the European Commission 

supported more than 600 joint study programmes launched by hundreds of European 

universities.10 Increasing higher education cooperation across Community borders 

eventually paved the way for the establishment of the Erasmus programme in 1987, 

which sought to link universities and facilitate student mobility.11 However, despite the 

 

7 Michael A. Peters, “Three Forms of the Knowledge Economy: Learning, Creativity and Openness,” British Journal of Educational 

Studies 58, no. 1 (2010): 68, https://doi.org/10.1080/00071000903516452). 
8 Philip G. Altbach, “Globalisation and the University: Myths and Realities in an Unequal World,” Tertiary Education and 

Management 10, no. 1 (2004): 291-292, https://doi.org/10.1023/b:team.0000012239.55136.4b). 
9 European Commission, “1969-84: The early days of community cooperation in the field of education,” The History of European 

Cooperation in Education and Training (2006): 68. 
10 Ibid, 75. 
11 Luce Pepin, “The History of EU Cooperation in the Field of Education and Training: how lifelong learning became a strategic 
objective,” European Journal of Education (2007): 124. 



7 

 

growing popularity of student mobility, the Commission long struggled with having to 

rationalise the establishment of their education programmes, combatting fears of 

Member States that a harmonisation of education systems would mean loss of national 

methods and individual education culture. Yet, when education was incorporated under 

Article 126 of the 1992 Maastricht Treaty, higher education was legitimised as a major 

contributor to European cooperation and integration.12  

After the Maastricht Treaty took effect in 1993, the newly established European 

Union faced the challenges of globalisation and enlargement as it entered the arena of 

international competition.13 Of the upmost importance in this new competition was to fix 

the Union’s long-established issues of high skills gaps and a shrinking workforce due to 

the ageing population. The Commission’s 1993 “White Paper on Growth, 

Competitiveness and Employment” and the 1995 “White Paper Towards a Learning 

Society” introduced higher education as a tool to boost EU competitiveness, and set the 

goal of developing a knowledge-based economy. The curation of human resources via 

higher education and training became increasingly paramount in EU discourse through 

the 1990s, especially as the Union expanded with new Member States. The 1999 

Bologna Declaration marked a critical breakthrough by seeking coherence in EU higher 

education systems and marketing European universities as attractive worldwide.14 Just 

one year later, the 2000 Lisbon Strategy announced the ambitious goal of making the 

EU “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world” by 

2010.15 To meet the ambitions of these two political events, rhetoric in Commission 

communications increasingly pointed toward attracting and retaining international 

students as highly skilled human capital. Thus, the Commission created a programme in 

2004 that would attract the brightest minds from around the world, in particular from 

third countries: Erasmus Mundus. Within Erasmus Mundus programmes, three 

European higher education institutions in different EU countries hosted the world’s 

 

12 European Commission, “1985-92: From the launching of Community Programmes,” The History of European Cooperation in 
Education and Training (2006): 143. 
13 Ibid, 155. 
14 Dominique Bonjean, “The Bologna Process and the European Higher Education Area,” Education and Training - European 

Commission (2019), https://ec.europa.eu/education/policies/higher-education/bologna-process-and-european-higher-education-
area_en. 
15 Kalervo N. Gulson and Colin Symes, “Spatial Theories of Education: Policy and Geography Matters” New York: Routledge 

(2007): 215. 
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brightest scholars for two years and awarded these students with master’s degrees in a 

variety of disciplines. Up until this point, European higher education policy had largely 

looked inward to develop a knowledge-based economy, striving toward integration that 

would foster the skills needed to fill Europe’s employment gaps. However, Erasmus 

Mundus was a turning point in European higher education, and the first initiative in 

which Europe looked outward for the cultivation of human capital and “brain gains.” 

After the creation of Erasmus Mundus in 2004, a mid-term review of the Lisbon 

Strategy revealed that Member States were falling behind on meeting their goals for 

2010. To address this issue, the Commission called for a relaunching of the Lisbon 

Strategy and outlined several measures to get the EU back on track, with one 

suggestion being legal migration as a method of filling skills gaps in the labour market.16 

The Commission additionally asserted that knowledge was the key to driving growth 

and productivity in the Union, and it placed the onus on universities to disseminate this 

knowledge not only by training pupils, but also by creating links between students and 

industry. However, Lisbon Strategy goals were hindered after the global financial crisis 

of 2008, which had seriously affected labour markets and business productivity. The 

Commission argued that to survive this crisis, the Union needed more than ever to 

harness a knowledge economy and invest further in innovation and education. To 

accomplish this, the EU needed to redefine its policies, and so it drafted the Europe 

2020 Strategy.  

The Europe 2020 Strategy outlined three priorities: smart growth, which meant 

developing an economy centred on knowledge and innovation; sustainable growth, in 

which the economy was more resource efficient, green and competitive; and inclusive 

growth, in which the EU maintained a high employment and facilitated social cohesion.17 

Within this strategy, Europe 2020 pledged to promote “forward-looking” labour migration 

policies to fit the priorities and needs of EU labour markets.  

Since the introduction of the Europe 2020 Strategy, the rhetoric of Commission 

documents pertaining to higher education have increasingly focused on attracting and 

 

16 Birch and Mykhnenko, “Lisbonizing versus Financializing Europe? The Lisbon Agenda and the (Un)Making of the European 
Knowledge-Based Economy,” Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy 32, no. 1 (2014): 114. 
17 Muñoz, “European Education Policy: A Historical and Critical Approach to Understanding the Impact of Neoliberal in Europe,” 
Journal for Critical Education Policy Studies (2015): 35. 
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retaining third country students to contribute to the European labour market. Erasmus 

Mundus, now referred to as the Erasmus Mundus Joint Master’s Degree (EMJMD), 

aims to increase the attractiveness of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) by 

offering full scholarships to the most prestigious master’s students from around the 

globe. With the European Commission intending for EMJMDs to bridge a connection 

between graduates and employers, it is worth reflecting on the larger picture of how 

these programmes link third country graduates to the European labour market, and how 

this might facilitate brain drain from developing countries to the European Union. In the 

grander scheme, these unequal flows of people and talent, enabled by ever-intensifying 

globalisation and competition, risk compounding regional inequality.  

On an exploratory basis, this thesis will consider to what extent the European 

Union has utilised higher education programmes to attract international students as a 

strategy to build its own supranational, competitive knowledge economy. The 

overarching question will be: to what extent have EMJMD programmes influenced the 

migration of international students from 2004 to 2020, and how can this be considered a 

reflection of EU discourse on higher education from 1993-2010? The initial focus will 

explore the historical context of the European Community’s first higher education 

cooperation efforts between 1976 to 1992. Then, we will examine which events and 

communications steered the decision-making processes of EU higher education policy 

between 1993 and 2004 and led to the establishment of the EMJMD. After the creation 

of the EMJMD in 2004, we will analyse how the global financial crisis spurred the 

drafting of the Europe 2020 strategy in 2010, and how this intensified Commission 

rhetoric on attracting and retaining third country students as human capital. Next, we will 

explore to what extent third country students are “retained” as knowledge workers in the 

EU. A case study on EMJMDs will ask two questions: what incentivises international 

students from developing nations to study on an Erasmus Mundus master’s 

programme? How do students build connections in the EU, and does this ultimately 

convince them to stay as knowledge workers and contribute to the EU’s knowledge 

economy? 
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While there is a plethora of literature about how globalisation and neoliberal 

policy are affecting European higher education,18 little literature has intersected these 

themes specifically with the EMJMD. So far, there is scarce literature that focuses 

specifically on EMJMDs as a vehicle for the EU to accumulate international students as 

human capital, let alone what motivates students to embark on an Erasmus Mundus 

master’s programme and how often graduates remain in the EU to work. Some 

literature exists on student feedback from participation in EMJMDs, but this pertains to 

overall satisfaction and does not delve into non-EU students’ decisions to either stay in 

the EU post-graduation or bring their newly acquired skills back home. As the EU 

continues to innovate and invest in its higher education programmes to gain global 

competitiveness, it is necessary to discuss the implications of supranational authorities 

prioritising the retention of talent from around the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18 Christian Reiner, “Brain competition policy as a new paradigm of regional policy: A European perspective,” Papers in Regional 
Science (2010); Katharyne Mitchell, “Neoliberal governmentality in the European Union: education, training, and technologies of 
citizenship,” Environment and Planning D: Society and Space (2006); Rubén Arriazu Muñoz, “European Education Policy: A 
Historical and Critical Approach to Understanding the Impact of Neoliberal in Europe,” Journal for Critical Education Policy Studies 
(2015). 
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LITERATURE REVIEW: THE KNOWLEDGE-BASED ECONOMY, REASONED 

MIGRATION AND BRAIN DRAIN 

 

The cross-border movement of scholars and the exchange of knowledge whilst 

obtaining higher education have existed for centuries. However, only in the last thirty-

odd years has there been exponential growth in the scope of interuniversity 

cooperation, programme mobility and competitive prerogatives to accumulate a highly 

educated workforce. On a broader scale, this can be attributed to a transition away from 

Keynesianism, where the goal was full employment and social democracy, and toward 

neoliberalism where the objective is full employment in an entrepreneurial state. With 

higher education systems increasingly interdependent on governments and industry, a 

type of social contract has been formed in which universities receive public funding and 

in return, the university more directly supports the economy by ensuring students’ 

employability.19 Because policymakers are incorporating knowledge economy goals into 

higher education programmes, one may argue that in many ways the university has 

become a neoliberal vehicle set to attract students, the “future knowledge workers,” and 

link that human capital with industry connections.20 The onus of training placed on 

universities is neoliberal in the sense that governments have assumed responsibility for 

creating the laws and programmes necessary to facilitate a knowledge-driven market; 

whereas in liberalism the student is valued as a free and autonomous individual, in 

neoliberalism the state takes initiative to train the student to be a competitive enterpriser 

and contribute to the economy.21   

As will be discussed in-depth in upcoming sections, the primary drivers for the 

EU to innovate its higher education policy toward the development of a knowledge 

economy were due to both the internal force of enlargement and the external forces of 

globalisation and international competition. Globalisation has not only led to the 

liberalisation of trade and finance, but has also liberalised people flows – the key flow 

 

19 Ngai-Ling Sum and Bob Jessop, “Competitiveness, the Knowledge-Based Economy and Higher Education,” Journal of 

Knowledge Economy (2013): 33. 
20 Mark Olssen and Michael Peters, “Neoliberalism, higher education and the knowledge economy: from the free market to 

knowledge capitalism,” Journal of Education Policy (2005): 313. 
21 Ibid, 315. 
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here being international students, who are potential highly skilled labour – and has thus 

created a global competition for nations to secure the lion’s share of brainpower.22  

There are several advantages to gaining a highly skilled workforce through 

recruiting international students as opposed to importing an already-established 

professional. For one, international students face a lower cost of entry into the host 

country’s workforce, as their student status proves they have sufficient language skills 

to communicate at a professional level.23 Additionally, the time students spend studying 

in the host country means they are better equipped than a newcomer to adapt to that 

nation’s social norms and working methods. Finally, students and governments have 

time to analyse one another for the duration of a student’s stay. While the foreign 

students can investigate job opportunities and working and living conditions, host 

governments can collate information on students to ensure they pose no potential 

security risk.24 Recruiting international students is equally attractive for universities, 

because the higher tuition fees foreign students pay are a major source of income, and 

attracting the brightest minds from around the world garners a level of prestige.  

Several key theories explain why it is attractive for the EU to achieve a 

competitive knowledge economy by adopting neoliberal higher education policy. In New 

Growth Theory, knowledge contributes to the accumulation of more knowledge, thus 

yielding increased efficiency in production and improved products and services; this 

return on investment leads to a nation or region’s economic growth.25 In this vein, the 

EU’s adoption of lifelong learning is an investment into the growth of service-based 

firms and knowledge products; as Mayo asserts, lifelong learning is a process that 

ensures the continuous increase of “all-purposeful learning…on an ongoing basis with 

the aim of improving knowledge, skills and competence.”26 Similarly, Human Capital 

Theory states that the more education a person has, the greater his or her financial 

 

22 Zhen Li and John Lowe, “Mobile student to mobile worker: the role of universities in the war for talent,” British Journal of Sociology 

of Education (2016): 13. 
23 Manolo Abella, “Global competition for skilled workers and consequences,” Competing for Global Talent, Geneva: International 

Institute for Labour Studies (2006): 11 
24 Christiane Kuptsch, “Students and talent flow – the case of Europe: From castle to harbour?,” Competing for Global Talent, 

Geneva: International Institute for Labour Studies (2006): 39. 
25 Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD), The Knowledge Based Economy (1996): 11. 
26 Peter Mayo, “Engaging the Glocal: EU mantras, national strategy & adult education as a public good,” Studies in the Education of 

Adults (2018): 115. 
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returns and the greater his or her contributions to the national economy.27 Combined, 

the New Growth and Human Capital theories complement Foucault’s conceptualisation 

of how “the modern sovereign state and the modern autonomous individual co-

determine each other's emergence.”28 In other words, both governments investing in 

higher education programmes and highly-skilled individuals pursing those programmes 

each have something to gain from the other. In governments’ case, highly skilled 

students have the potential to remain as knowledge workers and hold the promise of 

increased productivity and innovation.29   

Students, on the other hand, are driven by a variety of “push” and “pull” factors to 

embark on a given study programme. These can be explored through several theories. 

For example, another facet of Human Capital Theory stipulates that students will 

partake in studying abroad if the net benefits of that foreign study outweigh net benefits 

of engaging in other activities.30 Also, to lend credence to Richard Florida’s creative 

class theory, international students may be attracted to a given programme because of 

the technology, talent and tolerance within that region, state or city.31 This is also an 

argument for European nations to attract and retain international students as highly 

skilled human capital, as doing so would draw in an even greater number of highly 

skilled individuals. 

In order to understand why international students are incentivised to embark on 

Erasmus Mundus programmes, it is necessary to delve further into possible motivational 

theories. Baruch’s push/pull model, pictured below, explains the different forces that 

come into play when an individual decides whether to move to a different country. 

Though this push/pull model was originally made to assess the migration of workers, the 

framework can also be applied to international students. Examining Figure 2, one can 

observe that within the model, the individuals, organisations, and countries act as 

“participants,” while the economy, law, and culture act as “social elements.” The model 

 

27 Donald Gillies, “State Education as High-Yield Investment: Human Capital Theory in European Policy Discourse,” Journal of 

Pedagogy (2011): 225. 
28 Katharyne Mitchell, “Neoliberal governmentality in the European Union: education, training, and technologies of citizenship,” 

Environment and Planning D: Society and Space (2006): 389. 
29 Ibid, 326. 
30 Laura Perna et al, “Understanding the programmatic and contextual forces that influence participation in a government-sponsored 

international student-mobility program,” The International Journal of Higher Education Research (2015): 175. 
31 Richard Florida and Charlotta Mellander, “The Creative Class Goes Global,” Routledge (2014): 2. 
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is grounded in the theory that there are two types of forces: “push” forces, which drive 

individuals to leave their country of origin; and “pull” forces, which attract individuals 

toward a host country.32 Yet, according to Baruch, whenever either of these forces are 

at play there are simultaneously counter forces that either restrain or draw an individual 

back to his or her country of origin. For instance, a student may be “pulled” to embark 

on an Erasmus Mundus programme because he or she is attracted to European culture; 

however, this student may feel “drawn” to return to his or her home country after 

graduation to be near family. Another example is that a student is “pushed” to enrol in 

an Erasmus Mundus programme because he or she perceives employment 

opportunities in the EU as better than what is available in the home country; however, 

that student may be “restrained” from remaining after graduation because of strict 

immigration laws. In the case study ahead, this framework will be helpful in 

understanding the pushes and pulls of international students who participate in 

EMJMDs, and may even provide insight on the draws and restraints of EMJMD 

graduates regarding whether they have chosen to migrate or return home. 

 

 

32 Yehuda Baruch, “Business Globalization - The Human Resource Management Aspect,” IOS Press Human Systems Management 

14 (1995): 317. 
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Figure 1: Baruch's Push/Pull Model, Baruch et al (2007). 

 

Azjen and Fishbein’s theory of reasoned action, modelled below, is also useful for 

studying students’ decision-making process. The theory predicts that a student’s 

decision to return home or remain in the host country is positively correlated to students’ 

intentions, which are shaped by attitudes formed from the student’s personality, home 

culture and environment.33 For instance, if a host country’s culture resonates with a 

student’s values, norms or beliefs, this will influence the student’s attitude toward the 

host country and incline students to migrate. On the other side of the coin, students may 

feel inclined to return home if the host country does not align with students’ values, 

norms, or beliefs. In Figure 3, one may observe how culture and environment can also 

influence attitudes that determine the inclination to stay or leave, depicted below as the 

“behaviour”. For instance, a student may feel inclined to stay in the host country if the 

cultural adjustment to the country was smooth in terms of positive induction and a 

 

33 Yehuda Baruch, Pawan S. Budhwar, and Naresh Khatri, “Brain Drain: Inclination to Stay Abroad after Studies,” Journal of World 

Business 42, no. 1 (2007): 101, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2006.11.004 
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welcoming host experience. This is also true vice versa: a culture or environment where 

there are negative experiences mean students are more inclined to return home. 

Underneath “behaviour,” Azjen and Fishbein write “BD,” signifying brain drain, 

insinuating that the student’s decision to stay in the host country leads to a loss of 

human capital by the country of origin.  

 

 
Figure 2: Fishbein and Ajzen's theory of reasoned action for immigration, Baruch et al. (2007).  

 

Both the push/pull model and the theory of reasoned action were applied to a 

study by Baruch, Budhwar and Khatri to determine international students’ reasons to 

remain in the host country after graduation, and how this contributes to brain drain. The 

researchers hypothesised that international students were more likely to remain in the 

host country or return to the home country depending on: their level of adjustment to the 

host country; whether the host country’s labour market was stronger than that of the 

home country; and whether students came from stronger emerging economies (and 

thus were less likely to stay), or whether students were from weaker emerging 

economies (and thus more likely to stay).34 After surveying 949 international master 

students studying in the US and UK, Baruch et al. found that only 30.5% of international 

students expressed the intention to return home after graduation, and 40% planned to 

remain for a longer period or permanently. Survey results also backed the hypotheses 

that the adjustment process and perception of the host country’s labour market were 

significant factors in determining settlement, though results on the emerging economies 

 

34 Baruch et al., “Brain Drain,” Journal of World Business 42, no. 1 (2007): 102. 
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theory was mixed.35 The authors acknowledge that these results are indicative of brain 

drain, in which those with high skills from developing countries emigrate to developed 

countries, and the developing country is left with a skills shortage.  

Indeed, brain drain is possibly the greatest criticism facing nations that actively 

seek to attract and retain third country international students. The brain drain theory 

stipulates that if a country loses too many of its highly educated citizens, national GDP 

and technology innovation will suffer and the nation will become stuck in a cycle of 

underdevelopment. Most academic talent flows run from the Global South to the Global 

North, and many Southern students choose to migrate to the host country after their 

studies. Altbach estimates that 80% of international students are from developing 

countries, and nearly all travel to the North for a bachelor’s, master’s or doctorate 

degree.36 In this sense, globalisation in higher education tends to exacerbate existing 

inequalities between regions, as the most powerful universities, or “centres,” are 

typically based in wealthier countries with greater access to resources such as funding 

and infrastructure, greater capacity for research, instruction in a major language (usually 

English), and receiving support from the state for their achievements. In turn, smaller 

“periphery” institutions in developing countries have less access to resources and a 

lower capacity for research development, meaning many talented Southern academics 

are drawn to the North. With many international students also paying high tuition fees 

when studying in the North, Altbach believes the money students spend abroad nearly 

equals foreign aid received.37  

Li and Lowe evaluate states’ strategic use of higher education to recruit global 

talent as a form of “knowledge imperialism.” Within knowledge imperialism, former 

imperial states engage in a “global hegemonic rivalry” and accumulate economic and 

political power by gathering the necessary resources for a competitive knowledge 

economy. Thus, international inequalities that had been established during the imperial 

 

35 Baruch et al., “Brain Drain,” Journal of World Business 42, no. 1 (2007): 107. 
36 Altbach, “Globalisation and the University: Myths and Realities in an Unequal World,” (2004): 12. 
37 Ibid, 7-12. 
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era are perpetuated through the continued evolution of neoliberal policy and imbalanced 

flow of students from South to North.38 

Shahjahan and Hartmann concur that the neoliberalist tendencies in higher 

education policy act as modern-day imperialism. Speaking broadly about western 

patterns of neoliberalism in evidence-based higher education policy, Shahjahan claims 

there is an intersection of knowledge and colonial domination, insofar that western 

states will assert dominance through a binary discourse that positions itself as superior 

to developing nations via economic, political, and cultural interactions. This discourse, in 

the sphere of education, tends to fall under a combination of four categories: first, that 

the interaction is a civilising mission meant to refine the developing country’s 

administration; second, that the developing nation is economically exploited on the 

premise of cooperation; third, that the western nation imposes its knowledge systems 

and standards upon the developing nation; and fourthly, that the western partner uses 

sophisticated technologies that minimise coercion.39  

How are these broader ideas of knowledge imperialism applicable to Erasmus 

Mundus, and how do other academics link the two? Hartmann incorporates this 

hegemony into the analysis of international relations using a Neo-Gramscian 

perspective, in which one state dominates another using soft power, or “benevolent 

imperialism.”40 She claims that Member States have a vested interest in expanding the 

global service economy, and asserts that Erasmus Mundus is a facilitator for the EU to 

forge alliances with intellectuals in the Global South and establish Common Areas of 

Higher Education.41 In a related study, Sheng-Kai examines how the EU employs soft 

power strategies through Erasmus Mundus scholarships. Sheng-Kai defines soft power 

using Joseph Nye’s interpretation, in which one achieves desired results through 

attraction rather than coercion or bribery; such a strategy is successful because the 

country employing soft power has attractive policies, culture, and political ideals, and 

 

38 Li and Lowe, “Mobile student to mobile worker: the role of universities in the war for talent,” British Journal of Sociology of 

Education (2016): 13. 
39 Riyad Ahmed Shahjahan, “Decolonizing the Evidence‐Based Education and Policy Movement: Revealing the Colonial Vestiges in 

Educational Policy, Research, and Neoliberal Reform,” Journal of Education Policy 26, no. 2 (2011): 183-184, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2010.508176. 
40 Eva Hartmann, “Bologna Goes Global: a New Imperialism in the Making?,” Globalisation, Societies and Education 6, no. 3 (2008): 

209, https://doi.org/ 10.1080/14767720802343308. 
41 Ibid, 212. 
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ultimately the country using soft power is able to shape the preferences of others.42 For 

instance, even if international students do not remain in the EU after graduation, many 

return to their countries of origin and potentially go on to become leaders in public and 

private sectors and, Sheng-Kai argues, will “contextualise and diffuse the knowledge 

learnt through their university education.”43  

European Union officials express that Erasmus Mundus is meant to increase the 

“worldwide attractiveness of European universities.”44 As international students embark 

on these Erasmus Mundus programmes, Manners and Whitman claim that a soft power 

of transference diffusion takes place in which foreign students acclimate to European 

norms and partake in sociocultural experiences, thus giving the EU an emotive, 

influential reach that is greater than any other form of public diplomacy.45 With Erasmus 

Mundus having a similar purpose to the Tempus programme, which facilitated relations 

between the EU and former Soviet Union nations, Botonero asserts that the EU 

considers higher education to be a soft power tool capable of influencing its global 

political agenda.46  

Some academics strongly oppose the objectives and transference methods of 

the Commission’s Erasmus Mundus. Papatsiba claims that that the bases of 

competitiveness and integration on which the EU develops higher education policies are 

not neutral, but instead are economically motivated and intentionally vague to 

circumvent the criticism that the Union is crossing “moral boundaries.”47 Papatsiba 

additionally argues how regional “problems” can be created through framing; she details 

how, in the Bologna Process, the European Commission framed European higher 

education institutions as being underexploited, lagging behind and badly in need of 

reform. However, she is critical of these proclamations and questions whether they had 

been exaggerated to justify neoliberal policy action. Mayo concurs with Papatsiba that 

 

42 Charles Chia Sheng-Kai, “Higher education scholarships as a soft power tool: an analysis of its role in the EU and Singapore,” EU 
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(2013): 191-192. 
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47 Vassiliki Papatsiba, “Policy Goals of European Integration and Competitiveness in Academic Collaborations: An Examination of 

Joint Masters and Erasmus Mundus Programmes,” Higher Education Policy 27, no. 1 (2013): 46. 
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the EU policy emphasis on the need for a knowledge economy may be an attempt by 

private enterprises to construct a European “skills crisis”—markedly different from a jobs 

crisis, in that industries specifically lament a lack of high skills and hold higher education 

institutions responsible for filling the gap.48  

Papatsiba, similar to Botonero and Sheng-Kai, theorises that the generous 

scholarships underpinning the EMJMD retain ulterior motives of the European 

competitiveness agenda; for instance, scholarships may persuade prospective students 

to choose to attend university in Europe over a university in the US.49 Papatsiba claims 

that EMJMD scholarship students are a ‘resource’ for the European knowledge 

economy with “implications of improved competitiveness,” with the prospect of these 

students settling in the EU after completing their studies. Mayo concurs that there has 

been a prevalent pro-market shift in European higher education policy, and 

contemporary university philosophy stands in stark contrast to the holistic and 

humanistic Humboldtian tradition which had previously underscored higher education. 

Rather, European universities are now heading toward greater differentiation in the 

effort to develop a knowledge economy that can compete against Asia and the US.   

In this quest for the Union to display European higher education on the world 

stage, Mayo also cites the ALFA programme partnership between EU and Latin 

America, and how its implicit drives are to attract “more non-EU fee paying students to 

European universities.”  He brings into question university-business partnerships, in 

which the modernisation of European universities calls for partnerships with the 

business community to create opportunities for student work placements. Most 

markedly, Mayo asserts that the neoliberal influence on higher education has shifted the 

perception of education as a public good into a consumption service characterized by 

privatisation and competition.50 Given these criticisms, one can observe how the EU 

might benefit from EMJMDs on at least two fronts: the first, by incentivising scholarship 

students from non-EU countries to remain in Europe as knowledge workers; and 
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second, to acquire high fees from tuition-paying students to fund the Erasmus Mundus 

knowledge enterprise. 

These arguments aside, it is important to clarify that the EU is not the sole 

perpetuator of capitalistic higher education policy practices; in many respects the 

neoliberal influence in their policies pale in comparison to those of the US, which are 

notorious for such things as high tuition fees and extensive privatisation. It is also 

important to acknowledge the literature that exists on the opposite side of the spectrum, 

which is supportive of European higher education policy and critical of the anti-

neoliberal discourse. Kuptsch, Fong and Abella question much of the brain drain 

rhetoric in circulation, writing that the disenfranchised countries in question are also 

guilty of importing foreign labour from other low-wage nations. Kuptsch et al. additionally 

question the impact of brain drain on GDP growth, saying there is not a clear link 

between performance of developing countries and loss of skilled emigration.51 However, 

their argument goes against a prolific history of developing nations’ brightest students 

emigrating to study and work in richer nations. For instance, many medical students 

from African countries seek to gain an education and work in industrialised EU nations, 

both because students’ countries of origin lack resources and opportunities, and 

because students are incentivised by visa schemes to extend their stay to search for 

work after graduation.52 

Also challenging the brain drain narrative, Hussain uses a life cycle model to 

assess the pros and cons of third-country emigrants returning home after acquiring 

skills from the USA. Hussain finds the only incentive that would convince emigrants to 

return home would be substantial pay raise, which would prove quite costly to the 

developing nations.53 There are also a number of academics who support the official 

rhetoric that innovating European higher education programmes not only facilitates a 

knowledge economy, but also cultural understanding. Stapleton, Mecea and Beqiri 

herald Europe’s Erasmus Mundus scheme as being a “regional reconciliation and a 
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stability generator.”54 Stapleton et al evaluated two EMJMDs named MITRA and EM2-

STEM, and found that the programmes’ joining together of diverse nationals allowed 

students to overcome barriers of “otherness” and raised students’ awareness of 

international stability programmes.55  

Of course, with globalisation making travel and communication more accessible 

than ever, migration is no longer necessarily unidirectional. International students who 

choose to migrate to their host country may at some point return home for work or may 

move somewhere else entirely. This phenomenon, known as brain circulation or 

circulatory migration, typically involves migrants either repatriating or moving back and 

forth between the host and home country.56 Circulatory movements either occur 

spontaneously or via government incentives. Brain circulation is generally viewed 

positively, because host countries benefit from highly skilled labour while the country of 

origin receives remittances and the migrant might return and use learned skills to 

improve the home economy.57 Still, acknowledgement of brain circulation does not 

exclude the fact that brain drain is a real threat to developing nations as the global 

competition for foreign talent rages on.  

Though this literature review is critical in evaluating the internationalisation of 

European higher education and EMJMDs, this approach serves a purpose. It is 

important to observe the implications of globalisation, the migration of international 

students, and ultimately how these two phenomena risk perpetuating global inequality. 

Several aims of the below case study include exploring the historical context of the EU’s 

ambition for a competitive knowledge economy, why students from developing countries 

are drawn to the EU, and if the connections and experiences students gain during their 

EMJMD ultimately motivate them to migrate. Because so little literature exists which 

intersects the EU knowledge economy, Erasmus Mundus and motivations for student 

migration, there is a gap in which this thesis may make useful contributions. Connecting 

this existing critical literature, historical events in EU higher education cooperation, and 
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international students’ insights could add to the conversation on the need to bring more 

equality to global higher education systems.  
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CASE STUDY: RISE OF ERASMUS MUNDUS, AND ITS IMPACT ON INTERNATIONAL 

STUDENT MIGRATION 

 

The European Commission defines the Erasmus Mundus Joint Master Degree 

(EMJMD) as “a high-level integrated international study programme of 60, 90 or 120 

ECTS credits, delivered by an international consortium of universities from different 

countries and, where relevant, other educational and/or non-educational partners with 

specific expertise and interest in the study areas/professional domains covered by the 

joint programme.”58 EMJMD programmes typically run between one to two years, and 

the 128 programmes currently offered span a wide array of disciplines from science to 

humanities. Upon completion, graduates receive either a joint or multiple degree from 

each university in the programme consortium.  

For a group of European universities to establish an EMJMD, they must undergo 

a vigorous selection process by the European Commission. Successful EMJMDs 

receive a grant of 4.4 million euros on the condition that the consortium follows specific 

guidelines to allocate these funds for scholarships. At maximum, the Commission grant 

will finance up to 60 scholarships for EMJMD students over four cohort intakes. 

EMJMDs have the ability to request up to 28 additional scholarships, but these must be 

specifically allocated to students from certain non-EU countries. In the list of Partner 

Country regions the Commission provides EMJMD consortia, the Commission specifies 

that within Asia, scholarship allocation should go to “Least Developed Countries”; in 

Central Asia, allocation should go to “Low or Lower Middle Income Countries”; and in 

Latin America, scholarships should be allocated to “Lower Middle Income Countries and 

a maximum allocation to Brazil/Mexico.”59 Overall, 75% of awarded scholarships must 

go to students from outside of the EU, also known as Partner Countries, in accordance 

with EU external policy priorities.60 Partner Countries do include industrialised countries 

such as the US, Canada, Australia and so on, but one can observe the Commission has 

a preference of scholarships going to lower middle income or low income countries.  

 

58 European Commission, “Erasmus+ Programme Guide,” (2019): 88. 
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As will be discussed below, students from developing nations view EMJMD 

scholarships as a major factor in deciding whether to participate in a programme, and 

the Commission prioritises these students in the scholarship allocation process. Within 

this case study, an analysis of chronological events will explore what led the EU to look 

“outward” at international students to help build its supranational knowledge economy. 

After the enactment of the Maastricht Treaty in 1993, intensifying rhetoric on the EU 

building a competitive knowledge economy eventually led to the establishment of 

Erasmus Mundus in 2004. Then, after the global financial crisis in 2008, the 

Commission viewed knowledge economy goals as paramount to economic recovery. 

Launching the ‘Europe 2020 Strategy’ in 2010 as an agenda for recovery, the 

Commission highlighted that economic migration was one method to filling high skills 

gaps and increasing regional attractiveness. Thus, the other half of the case study will 

see, on an exploratory basis, to what extent Erasmus Mundus has attracted and 

retained international students in the EU as highly skilled human capital. To contribute 

to this gap in the conversation, survey data and qualitative interviews with non-EU 

EMJMD students were analysed to ascertain the incentives for pursuing an EMJMD, 

what industrial opportunities students may take advantage of during their studies, and 

whether these international students planned to return home or remain in Europe after 

graduation. Understanding the incentives to participate in these programmes and the 

experiences which lead to students’ desire to migrate will uncover how influential the 

EMJMD is in helping achieve EU knowledge economy goals.   
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METHODOLOGY 

 

The first step in the methodology was to research the chronological events and policies 

which led to the establishment of the EMJMD in 2004, and the evolution of EU higher 

education discourse up until 2010, when the ‘Europe 2020 Strategy’ was formed. 

Relevant literature was synthesised with policy archives to establish a timeline of 

events, divided into three chapters: European Community discourse on higher 

education from 1976 to 1992; the momentum for an EU knowledge economy and the 

creation of Erasmus Mundus, from 1993 to 2004; and the increasing emphasis on 

attracting and retaining international students as potential highly skilled workers, from 

2005 to 2010. Underscoring this historical analysis is the framework of Human Capital 

Theory. Though through the decades the European Union’s policy was guided by goals 

to bring cooperation and integration to the European community and its universities, 

over time higher education policymaking also became economically driven to help solve 

the perpetual problems of high skills gaps and an aged, shrinking population. Human 

Capital Theory thus explains the policymaking in which politicians express the need for 

highly skilled individuals, placing responsibility on universities to attract international 

students, improve student employability, and help shape a knowledge economy. 

To explore the extent to which EMJMD programmes influence the migration of 

non-EU students, data was drawn from the Graduate Impact Survey (GIS) from the 

Erasmus Mundus Association (EMA), which has surveyed EMJMD students and alumni 

covering the period 2005 to 2018. The EMA is the official international professional 

network for participants of Erasmus Mundus programmes, established by EMJMD 

students with the backing of the European Commission’s Directorate General for 

Education and Culture. According to the EMA, roughly 9,000 Erasmus Mundus students 

and alumni belong to their organisation.61 Year over year, the average number of GIS 

responses ranged from 1,200 to 1,700 EMJMD students and alumni. The GIS has 

evolved in complexity and scope over the course of its existence. The EMA provides 
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only executive summaries of surveys covering 2005 to 2013. These documents are a 

concise six pages giving a brief overview of participants’ impressions of their EMJMDs, 

the impact of the joint master’s degree on graduates’ employment status, broad 

motivations for partaking in an EMJMD, and students’ impressions of the European 

Union after completing their courses. By 2018, the GIS expanded to a 60-page report 

awash with graphs, tables, in-depth analyses of responses and an expansion of 

evaluation criteria. Within recent reports, the EMA provides the Commission with data, 

by region, of what percentage of non-EU graduates remain in the EU post-graduation to 

work; the EMA considers these results as evidence of the EU’s global attractiveness as 

a destination to study and find employment.62 For the purpose of this case study, a 

content analysis was used to assess the GIS reports. The following were compared for 

noticeable changes between 2005 to 2018: the percentage of non-EU Erasmus Mundus 

participants who remained in Europe to work post-graduation; the surveyed push and 

pull factors which motivated non-EU students to remain in the EU or return to their 

home country; how the EMA survey evolved over time in terms of length, scope, and 

discourse, and how this could speak to EU priorities regarding Erasmus Mundus. 

In the third part of the methodology for this case study, semi-structured 

qualitative interviews were conducted amongst 21 non-EU graduates and current 

students. Of these 21 respondents, there were two from Bangladesh, one from India, 

one from Peru, one from Kurdistan, one from Thailand, two from Colombia, four from 

Brazil, one from Mexico, one from Argentina, one from Zambia, two from Russia, one 

from Georgia, one from Pakistan and two from Ukraine. Seventeen out of 21 

interviewees were recipients of Erasmus Mundus scholarships, two interviewees 

received scholarships from their home countries, and two interviewees were self-funded 

and received no scholarship. Graduates who participated had completed their degree 

within the last three years. Participants were members of the following EMJMDs: the 

Erasmus Mundus International Master in Global Markets, Local Creativities (GLOCAL); 

the Erasmus Mundus International Master in Security, Intelligence, and Strategy Studies 

(IMSISS); the Erasmus Mundus International Master in Crossways and Cultural 
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Narratives; the Erasmus Mundus International Master's in Adult Education for Social 

Change (IMAESC); the Erasmus Mundus International Master of Science in Marine 

Biological Resources (IMBRSea); and the Erasmus Mundus Joint Program in 

Parliamentary Procedures and Legislative Drafting (EUPADRA). Countries where 

programmes and consortia were based included the United Kingdom, Ireland, Italy, 

Spain, France, Estonia, Malta, the Netherlands, Czech Republic, and Germany. These 

six EMJMDs represent a small portion of the 128 currently active programmes; 

however, these select EMJMDs are thematically diverse, and all boast equally 

international cohorts, which is critical for gathering diverse interviewees and 

perspectives. Interviewees were initially selected based on convenience sampling, and 

then a snowball method was used whereby interviewees would recommend other 

students and alumni within their personal networks.  

The interview questions were influenced by Azjen and Fishbein’s theory of 

reasoned action, as well as Baruch’s push/pull model. One facet of the theory of 

reasoned action stipulates that intention determines behaviour; in this case, intention 

determines the behaviour for international students to migrate to the EU. Thus, 

interviewees were asked what their post-graduation plans were, and if they had 

considered extending their visa to remain in Europe after graduation. Baruch’s push/pull 

model also shaped several interview questions to ascertain the forces that “push” 

individuals from their home countries, the “pull” forces that attract individuals toward 

host countries, the forces that “draw” individuals back toward their home countries and 

the forces that “restrain” individuals from remaining in the host countries. To adapt this 

framework to this case study, interviewees were asked what factors had motivated them 

to apply to their EMJMD programmes, as well as what they would find most attractive 

and unattractive about working in the EU versus their countries of origin. Overall, 

questions sought to determine the contradicting forces students faced when considering 

embarking on the EMJMD, and whether students chose to migrate to the EU for 

employment.63  
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For this case study, current students and alumni were essentially asked the 

same questions, with the only difference being that alumni were asked about their 

current location and employment status, while current students were asked where they 

planned to live and work after graduation. Participants were asked the following: 

 

1. What is your first name? 

2. What is your country of origin? 

3. Which EMJMD programme did you participate in, and which universities 

compose the consortium? 

4. What is the length of your programme? 

5. Are you a scholarship student? 

6. How did you first hear about your EMJMD? 

7. What aspects of your programme’s advertising were most attractive to you and 

made you want to apply? 

8. Were there any other factors that motivated you to apply to your programme? 

9. What sort of visas did you acquire for each country during your study (for 

instance, short-term, long-term)? 

10. Are you considering extending your visa to remain in Europe? If so, what visa 

scheme do you plan to use? 

11. What industrial or professional development opportunities did your programme 

provide you with over the course of your studies? Did these opportunities allow 

you to form connections with the organisation(s) you worked with? 

12. Did you acquire an internship in Europe during the summer break between 

courses? If so, how did you come across this opportunity? Could you detail 

where and what kind of internship this was? 

13. (For alumni) When you were still a student, what were your post-graduation 

plans, as in where did you plan on living and working after graduation? 

14. (For current students) What are your post-graduation plans, as in where did you 

plan on living and working after graduation? 

15. (For alumni) What is your current location and employment status? Does your 

current situation align with what you had planned to do after graduation?  
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16. What would you find most attractive about working in the EU? 

17. Conversely, what would you find to be the drawbacks of working in the EU? 

18. What would you find most attractive about working in your home country? 

19. Conversely, what would be the drawbacks to working in your home country? 

20. Are there any other thoughts you would like to share about your Erasmus 

journey? 

 

Discourse analysis was used to identify common themes and sentiments amongst 

interviewees, particularly the various push and pull factors involved in embarking on an 

EMJMD programme. Discourse was also analysed to ascertain how many participants 

planned to find employment in the EU after graduation versus the home country. It 

should also be acknowledged that some of the above questions are intentionally kept 

broad; while the EU is composed of countries with widely varying economies, 

employment landscapes and cultures, the goal was to ascertain respondents’ general 

impressions of the EU in comparison to their home countries. 
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EUROPEAN COMMUNITY DISCOURSE ON HIGHER EDUCATION, 1976-1992 

 

From as early as the 1970s, the European Union (EU) used rhetoric that considered 

education as a means to help shape European integration and the economy.64 Mass 

unemployment, public spending cutbacks, and economic uncertainty from the oil crisis 

in 1973 and 1974 had shifted attitude about the focus of education systems. 

Additionally, there was an alarming trend of young people leaving education 

prematurely and without qualifications, which resulted in rising unemployment; by 1978, 

young adults aged 25 and under made up one third of those unemployed across the 

Community.65 With a declining economic situation, European governments were 

developing education with less focus on egalitarianism, and more emphasis toward 

associating the university with the development of national economic and social 

policies.66   

Regarding intergovernmental cooperation in this period, Henri Janne, the 

Chairman of the Scientific Committee at the Institute of European Studies of the Free 

University of Brussels, issued a report in 1973 which explored the potential for a 

European Community education policy.67 This Janne Report summarised the 

challenges facing European education systems, and started a dialogue on the 

possibility of a common European approach toward educational content. After Janne’s 

analysis, the Commission issued a communication to the European Council in 1974 

titled “Education in the European Community,” in which the Commission set out the 

base principles for cooperation in education. One of these principles was that “on no 

account must education be regarded merely as a component of economic life,”68 which 

is worth taking note and keeping in mind as later sections of this paper explore the 

increasingly neoliberal themes in European higher education discourse through the end 

of the millennium.  
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The first Community action programme for education and cooperation was 

established in February 1976 by the European Council and the ministers of education 

within the European Economic Community (EEC).69 Officially named the Education 

Action Programme (EAP), this early Community initiative served as a framework for the 

main objectives of improving education policy and encouraging closer ties between 

European education systems.70 The creation of the EAP is significant because it is 

widely considered to be the beginnings of university cooperation that catalysed the 

intricate mobility exchange ties which exist between European universities today. The 

EAP navigated the then-politically sensitive landscape of intergovernmental 

cooperation, seeking to increase mutual understanding and connectivity by developing 

a European dimension in education systems via activities such as study visits and pilot 

projects.71 The EAP was also notable in that it innovated inter-European education 

cooperation by proposing mutual recognition of degrees and partnership agreements 

that were supported at the Community level.  

Later that same year, in December 1976, there was a second Community 

resolution to address the issue of unemployment amongst young adults.72 This 

resolution called for action that would better prepare youth for the labour market and 

would ease the transition from studies to work. Study trips and exploratory projects 

inspired by the December 1976 resolution set out to determine the needs of youth 

seeking employment, how to motivate young adults to study and work, and how to 

strengthen cooperation between schools and professional organisations.73 The 

Community extended these initiatives through to 1987, at which point it established 

PETRA, a major programme for young adults to partake in exchanges and initial training 

schemes. The December 1976 resolution is equally as notable as the resolution in 

February 1976, insofar that it recognised European youth needed a bridge to transition 

from education to work to improve unemployment rates. This is arguably one of the first 
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instances of governments taking significant actions to use education policies as 

methods to solve economic hardship.  

From inception, Commission strategies to promote student and staff exchanges 

between universities were programme-based and focused on recognising study periods 

obtained at universities in other Member States, which is now referred to as student 

mobility. Under the umbrella of the EAP was the Joint Study Programme (JSP), a pilot 

programme involving networks of European universities facilitating the exchange of 

students and staff. From 1976 to 1986, the European Commission supported more than 

600 joint study programmes launched by hundreds of European universities.74 

Eventually, the JSP would pave the way for the establishment of the Erasmus 

programme in 1987.75 These early initiatives were entwined with the EEC’s emerging 

policies of free movement of labour and regionally recognised professional 

qualifications.76  

By 1985, two events occurred which were critical to the development of 

European cooperation in higher education. Firstly, this was the year Jacques Delors 

was appointed to be President of the European Commission; during his tenure, Delors 

would prove critical in framing higher education as a tool for the development of a 

European knowledge economy, to be discussed further in the next section. Secondly, in 

this same year, the European Court of Justice handed down the Gravier judgement. 

This verdict was inspired by a French student who had to navigate tougher admission 

protocols for a Belgian education institution due to her nationality. The ruling sparked a 

reinterpretation of Article 128 from the Treaty of Rome, which had previously set out 

broad principles with little follow-through on the development of vocational training to 

contribute to national economies and the common market. With the introduction of the 

Gravier judgement, all students had the right to pursue both vocational training and 

higher education in Member States under the same conditions as nationals.77 As this 
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judgement liberalised the pursuit of education across borders, the European 

Commission jumped to introduce its first major programmes: Commett, which sought to 

link university and enterprises; and Erasmus, linking universities to facilitate student 

mobility.78 

There are many programmes that the European Commission rolled out from 

1986 onward which promoted higher education cooperation, but the most noteworthy for 

this thesis is Erasmus, the ancestor of Erasmus Mundus. Proposed in 1985 and named 

after the philosopher Erasmus of Rotterdam, the Erasmus programme allowed 

university students to undertake a period of study between three and 12 months in 

another Member Country which would, upon return, be recognised for credit.79 It took 

the Council of Education Ministers eighteen months of negotiation on the programme’s 

budget and legalities before finally adopting the programme in May 1987. The 

programme’s overarching goals were to foster cooperation between different European 

universities, fund the study abroad ventures of students and professors, and set a basis 

for academic recognition of study periods completed in another Member country. Most 

notably, Erasmus innovated the first system for transferring credits from a semester 

abroad, known as ECTS (European credit transfer system).80 Today, Erasmus is 

considered to be a great success in interuniversity cooperation, with over three million 

student participants since its inception81 and radical improvements in relationships 

between Member States which had previously had little to no academic cooperation.82   

Several other notable events and communications occurred which drove the 

development of higher education cooperation leading up to the Maastricht Treaty. In 

1987, the Single European Act aimed to improve the European community’s economic 

and social cohesion, along with setting the goal of completing the internal market by 

1992. Soon after, a 1988 communication from the Commission, titled “Education in the 

European Community — medium-term perspectives,” framed the enhancement of 

 

78 Pepin, “History of EU Cooperation,” European Journal of Education (2007): 124. 
79 European Commission, “1985-92: From the launching of Community programmes,” The History of European Cooperation in 

Education and Training  (2006): 110.  
80 Ibid, 118-119. 
81 European Commission, “Erasmus Facts, Figures & Trends: The European Union support for student and staff exchanges and 

university cooperation in 2013-14,” Publications Office of the European Union (2015): 4. 
82 Commission of the European Communities, “EC Education and Training Programmes 1986-1992, Results and Achievements,” 

Report from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament and Social Committee (1993): 25. 



35 

 

cooperation across national education systems as a contribution to the economic and 

social goals of the Single European Act.83  

In 1989, the Commission issued another communication which expanded on the 

1988 version, setting out medium-term recommendations for shaping education and 

training policies. Among these recommendations, the Commission outlined that priority 

needed to be given to human resource development for the “forecasting of skills,” 

attracting “non-traditional groups into higher-level skills training,” and partnerships 

between universities, firms, and research bodies.84 It is worth noting here that “non-

traditional groups” did not necessarily mean international human capital at this point; 

though the Commission does reference in this communication the need to collaborate 

with higher education institutions around the world, concrete actions had not yet been 

taken at this point. Rather, the communication seemed more concerned with improving 

education and training amongst European youth and promoting European solidarity to 

prepare for the creation of the internal market. Specifically, the communication called for 

education and training to be responsive to socioeconomic trends and be more involved 

in the development of local economies to “exploit local economic potential.”85  

In addition to these policies advocating for European social and economic 

cohesion, the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 was a critical event that heightened the 

rhetoric for European integration and a convergent identity. The waves of political and 

economic change that rippled through central and eastern Europe had spurred a 

zeitgeist for unity through higher education.86 Recognising that these central and 

eastern European countries needed aid in coping with major political and economic 

changes, the European Commission devised the Tempus programme in 1990.87 

Tempus aimed to reform central and eastern European higher education systems by 

joining them with consortia of Member State universities, creating joint curricula which 

promoted mobility of academic staff and fostered strong links between countries as 
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these former Soviet Union countries navigated new democracies.88 Tempus’ 

innovations of mobility for academic staff and cooperation with universities outside the 

official “Community” are programme features which would eventually repeat with 

Erasmus Mundus. 

Finally, the major event that legitimised the importance of education in the 

European cooperation agenda was the incorporation of education under Article 126 of 

the 1992 Maastricht Treaty.89 Prior to this incorporation, the Commission long struggled 

with debates and legal intricacies when rationalising and establishing their education 

programmes, combatting the fears of Member States that a harmonisation of education 

systems would mean loss of national methods and individual education culture. Up until 

the Maastricht Treaty, the European Community had not integrated education in a 

Community-wide capacity apart from the Gravier judgement; and because the EAP was 

a resolution and not legally binding, the European Commission could only meet in an 

intergovernmental context.90  However, by giving education its own article, the 

Maastricht Treaty made education its own sector. The treaty called on renewed 

Community action from its 1976 goals: creating a European approach to higher 

education; increasing student and staff mobility; and fostering cross-border university 

cooperation.91  Under Article 126, the Maastricht Treaty also set out a goal that 

foreshadowed the EU looking outward for international human capital: that the 

“Community and the Member States shall foster cooperation with third countries and the 

competent international organisations in the field of education.”92 Indeed, this mandate 

had set the scene for the European Commission’s next great ambition: creating a 

knowledge society. 
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MOMENTUM FOR EU KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY & ERASMUS MUNDUS, 1993-2004 

 

The rhetoric for harnessing a knowledge economy began in earnest from 1993 onward. 

With the Maastricht Treaty entering into force on 1 November 1993, the newly 

established European Union was presented with two challenges: enlargement and 

globalisation.93 With global trade on the rise and adaption to globalisation becoming a 

determinant of economic growth, the rhetoric in EU policymaking veered more and more 

toward how to integrate the European community both socially and economically to 

collectively face international competition. This narrative for a European identity to meet 

the challenges of globalisation continued to build with the incorporation of Sweden, 

Austria and Finland into the Union in 1995. With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, EU 

leaders also saw the potential of allowing ten central and eastern European countries, 

along with Cyprus and Malta, into the fold. Though this enlargement would not happen 

until 2004, there were great incentives for the EU to pursue this ambition: adding the 

twelve countries would not only increase cultural and economic diversity, but also boost 

the EU to 500 million residents, making it the largest single market with more 

inhabitants in that period than the populations of Australia, the US, Canada and Japan 

combined.94 With globalisation also harkening the advancement of technology and 

information flows, it became imperative for nations to take charge of knowledge 

accumulation through higher education and training. Now, education’s role in the 

Maastricht Treaty was not only for social cohesion, political unity and to fill the region’s 

own employment skills gaps, but also to raise the competitiveness of the Union to 

ensure its endurance.  

Several key events occurred from 1993 onward which led the EU to realise that 

higher education was a key tool in boosting EU cohesion and competitiveness. Firstly, 

then-President of the European Commission, Jacques Delors, issued a communication 

in 1993 titled “White Paper on Growth, Competitiveness and Employment.” The 
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document outlined the need for Europe to modernise its higher education institutions 

and develop a knowledge-based economy to remain competitive under global market 

conditions.95 The White Paper specifically highlights the emergence of an information 

society in which the global economy has become increasingly knowledge-based, 

centred around a service sector with rapidly advancing information and communications 

technologies.96 The Commission expressed the various challenges the European 

Community had been facing for decades and still needed to address: young adults 

prematurely leaving school without adequate professional qualifications; a lack of quality 

training to bridge young people to the workforce; a widening gap of skills and 

occupations in the regional market; a shortfall of recognising academic qualifications 

across Community borders; and the need for a European area for open and distance 

learning.  

In this White Paper, the Commission asserted that education and training would 

assist in maintaining competitiveness against the US and Asia, decreasing 

unemployment, and facilitating social cohesion. The Commission outlined that 

European education institutions would accomplish these goals by prepping pupils as 

“human resources” who would be provided the basic skills needed for employment and 

integration into society. Universities were called upon to become meccas of lifelong 

learning, prepping students with skills for a continuously changing market with rapid 

technological innovation; the Commission also recommended increased collaboration 

with enterprises to help shape job-creating sectors.97 Overall, Delors’ ambitious 1993 

White Paper started the dialogue on the European Union needing to diversify and 

strategize to become a global contender for a knowledge-based economy. The 1993 

White Paper’s rhetoric also underscored the need for an EU information society, to have 

international cooperation with third countries and to seek “genuine reciprocity” in 

international alliance strategies, indicating the beginnings of the EU looking outward to 

fill skills gaps to achieve its knowledge economy.98 
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Unfortunately, even after the publication of this ambitious document, it was 

becoming increasingly clear that European higher education was losing ground in 

competitiveness as foreign students, European graduates and European researchers 

were opting for opportunities within the United States.99 To confront this issue again, the 

European Commission presented another White Paper titled “Teaching and Learning: 

Towards the Learning Society,” as a follow-up to “Growth, Competitiveness and 

Employment.” This 1995 White Paper reiterated the need for the EU to embrace lifelong 

learning strategies to raise competitiveness. The Commission identified three factors of 

upheaval that the Community needed to address as the end of the century neared: the 

rise of the information society; internationalisation of the economy; and advancements 

in science and technology. To confront these global changes, the EU needed to create 

a new type of society, the “learning society,” composed of knowledgeable citizens 

equipped with the skills to pursue employment in an evolving economic landscape.100   

The Commission proposed several ways to advance its aspirations toward a 

knowledge society. First, although mutual recognition of degrees was granted for some 

regulated professions, other professions might not recognise components of a degree 

issued in another nation; this complicated jobseekers’ ability to prove their skills and 

qualifications for a profession. Thus, the Commission pledged to increase recognition of 

qualifications through greater use of the ECTS system that had been introduced through 

Erasmus.101 In a related sphere, the Commission promised improved ease of student 

mobility through a recently announced Parliamentary resolution, which mandated that 

students receiving a grant from their home country were permitted to use those funds 

wherever they received an acceptance at any university in a Member State.102 Next, the 

Commission outlined the goal of aligning education systems and businesses through 

increased training schemes; in this same section they also promised to create a system 

for forecasting new occupations and upcoming skills gaps.103 Lastly, the Commission 
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framed investment in training as equivalent to a capital investment – in other words, a 

hefty investment into human capital and skills development are key for employability 

and maintaining competitiveness.104  

Overall, this communication resembled its 1993 predecessor by raising 

awareness of the emerging knowledge economy, and re-stressing dynamic global 

changes in competition that the EU needed to band together to confront. It challenged 

the functioning of education systems and called for a new order. However, this 1995 

White Paper also acknowledged the need to remain flexible in developing education 

systems within the Union as information and communications technologies continued to 

evolve and call for new skillsets. This was easier said than done, as Member States 

found the White Paper’s suggestions to be complex and needing subsequent debate.105 

Ironing out the logistics of implementing lifelong learning would take several more years, 

more meetings and clarification. 

In the meantime, organisations outside of the Commission were beginning to 

build rhetoric around the rise of the knowledge economy. In 1996, the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) issued a report which reinforced that 

a knowledge economy was the answer to improving a country or region’s global stance, 

as knowledge was seen as being interlinked with human capital, training and skills; 

these would in turn fuel jobs, employment and labour markets.106 Since the OECD is 

comprised of nations both inside and outside the EU, this publication further cemented 

the idea that a knowledge-based economy was a goal which countries and regions 

ought to strive toward to become leaders in the global economy. At the time of writing, 

the OECD estimated that nearly half of GDP in its major economies were knowledge-

based, including both the high-technology industries of computers and aerospace as 

well as education and communications.107  The organisation highlighted that the 

intangible investment of training a workforce was just as important as investing in 
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physical equipment like computers, and said that leading economies exhibited an 

increasing demand for skilled labour with a university education, known as “knowledge 

workers.”108 Unlike employees in manufacturing, knowledge workers produce intangible, 

service-related products, with titles such as business consultants or computer 

technicians. The OECD report also introduced the concept of national innovation 

systems, in which universities, industries and governments cooperate to develop 

science and technology to boost performance of businesses and, by extension, 

economies. Although the OECD conceded that it was difficult to quantify the 

contributions of knowledge processes to economic growth, the organisation asserted 

that major OECD countries were transitioning to knowledge societies, and both higher 

education and lifelong learning were central to fostering a highly skilled workforce and 

economic prosperity.109 

Indeed, through the 1990s the Commission continued to evolve its education 

programmes to build bridges between academia and industry, as well as cultivate a 

highly educated workforce of EU citizens. At this point, its six previous major 

programmes (Erasmus, Lingua, FORCE, Commett, Youth and PETRA) were 

consolidated into two broad programmes: Socrates, for incorporating a European 

dimension to higher education, enhancing mobility and promoting inter-university 

cooperation; and Leonardo da Vinci, for promoting lifelong learning in vocational 

training.110  In 1997 the Socrates and Leonardo da Vinci programmes, previously 

reserved for EU students, acted as a political tool by opening participation to Cyprus, 

Malta, and select central and eastern European countries.111 Although the Tempus 

programme was also created for political cooperation with these countries, this first 

instance of expanding programmes which were previously exclusive to EU students was 

an early indicator of the Commission viewing its programmes as a device for expansion, 

cooperation, and diversification. Further evidence of the Commission linking its 

programmes to political priorities were witnessed in its 1997 communication, “Towards a 
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Europe of Knowledge,” as well as the 1997 Amsterdam Treaty. Both documents frame 

education programmes as mechanisms through which the EU could achieve 

unprecedented levels of knowledge.112 

A great leap in EU higher education cooperation began in 1998, when then-

French Education Minister Claude Allègre announced his intention to establish a 

European Higher Education Area (EHEA) which would coordinate study periods, 

academic structure, and degree recognition across EU universities; to navigate the 

sensitivities of Member States, Allègre assured his constituents that this EHEA would  

preserve universities’ academic culture regarding teaching methods and content.113 

Allègre’s initiative, called the Sorbonne Declaration, was signed by the education 

ministers of France, the United Kingdom, Italy and Germany. The following year, the 

Sarbonne Declaration’s goals were expanded when officials gathered at the Bologna 

University to sign a declaration envisaging that by 2010, Europe would have its own 

higher education area which would coordinate academic structure while respecting 

cultural diversity; this document was called the Bologna Declaration, and actions under 

its name became known as the Bologna Process.114 

The 1999 Bologna Declaration was an intergovernmental mechanism of 29 

countries that not only sought to bring more coherence to higher education systems 

across Europe, but also aimed to market higher education in Europe as attractive 

worldwide.115 To achieve a cohesive higher education area, the Bologna Declaration 

pledged to facilitate recognisable and comparable diplomas, increase mobility of 

students, researchers and staff, and enact quality assurance measures for teaching.116 

The common framework envisaged would include both the ECTS system, which had 

been innovated years prior by Erasmus to transfer credits; and also a shared structure 

of bachelor’s, master’s and doctorate as levels of study.117 The Bologna Declaration and 
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its subsequent Bologna Processes marked a true acknowledgement within the 

Community that higher education cooperation was a necessary step for shared 

economic advancement. This document culminated decades of brainstorming on how to 

unify without harmonising, and achieved the delicate balance by converging systems on 

a basic level and shifting diversity from a hurdle to a comparative advantage (when 

comparing the EU to competitors like the US and Asia). The Bologna Declaration was 

not the only initiative driven to enact substantial change by 2010; just one year later, an 

equally ambitious strategy would also come to shape the future of the EU.  

In 2000, the European Council met in Lisbon, Portugal, and devised an action 

which set the intention that, by 2010, the EU would become “the most competitive and 

dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, capable of sustainable economic 

growth with more and better jobs and greater social cohesion, and respect for the 

environment.”118 This EU Lisbon Strategy had occurred at the Spring European Council 

of 2000, and was the first major acknowledgement of Europe’s participation in the global 

competition to achieve a knowledge economy. Three major structural reform meetings 

led up to the creation of the Lisbon Strategy: the 1997 Luxembourg process, which set 

out to strengthen employability through education and training, and also introduced a 

multilateral quality check strategy called the open method of coordination (OMC); 

second, the 1998 Cardiff process, which proposed updating environmental Community 

policies with a horizontal, more integrated approach; and the 1999 Cologne process, 

establishing an Employment Pact aiming to encourage economic growth through 

increased dialogue of Member States on macroeconomic policy.119   

The Lisbon Strategy used these three structural reform processes as a base for 

its own ambitions and assertions. Building a knowledge-based economy with higher 

productivity and a larger labour workforce meant the EU would have a better chance of 

combatting its long-term challenges, such as its ageing workforce and the increased 

international competition harbingered by globalisation. At this time, the Union was also 
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struggling with long-term unemployment, low participation of women in the workforce, 

and significant regional employment imbalances.   

As such, the Lisbon Strategy proposed a three-pillar solution: an economic pillar 

focusing on the transition to a knowledge economy, a social pillar aiming to increase 

investment in human resources,  and an environmental pillar ensuring that economic 

growth would not abuse the use of natural resources. The Lisbon Strategy would also 

incorporate the Luxembourg Process’ OMC, enabling Member States to use a system 

which measured progress on quantified employment and education targets for national 

action plans.120 The structure of the OMC into the Lisbon Strategy was a clear value-

add for Member States, who would now have increased cooperation in higher education 

through shared indicators and benchmarks. The Lisbon Strategy, with all its intricacies 

and ambition, was an acknowledgement by EU leaders that lifelong learning and a 

knowledge-based economy were determinants of the Community’s future economic and 

social success. The need to invest in education, research and training to achieve that 

success by 2010 meant that Member States were obliged to collaborate more closely 

than ever before, in what would come to be one of the most unique economic 

integration processes in the world.121  

Several years after the Lisbon Strategy, the Commission composed a progress 

report in November 2003, in preparation for the spring 2004 European Council, titled 

“Education and Training 2010: The Success of the Lisbon Strategy Hinges on Urgent 

Reforms.” Within this report, the Commission expressed concern that Member States 

needed to accelerate efforts to reach Lisbon Strategy goals by 2010; the Commission 

specifically highlighted the need for Member States to invest efficiently in human 

resources, increase Community funding for higher education, remedy obstacles to 

student mobility and, once again, ensure that diplomas be recognised everywhere in the 

EU. 122 This communication stressed how human capital was the EU’s primary asset in 

determining growth and productivity, equally as important as investment in capital and 

equipment. With higher education at the “crossroads of research, education and 
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innovation,” the Commission asserted that universities were key players in advancing 

EU competitiveness and its knowledge economy. Also notable within this 

communication was the Commission writing that the EU lagged behind the US and 

Japan in terms of investment into the private sector and higher education; the US 

invested 2.2% of GDP and Japan spent 1.2%, in comparison to Europe’s 0.6%. Equally 

alarming to the Commission was that, contrary to the EU’s goal of making Europe an 

attractive place to study worldwide, Asian and Latin American students were 

consistently choosing the US as a study destination over Europe, indicating a loss of 

talent.123 Overall, the November 2003 communication was an attempt to galvanise 

Member States to unleash the potential of its human resources via increased 

investment in higher education. 

The Commission’s November 2003 warning was bolstered by the Kok Group’s 

2004 mid-term evaluation. The Kok Group was an organisation of independent experts 

who were tasked with formally assessing progress of the Lisbon Strategy, in the hopes 

that findings would spur momentum for Member States to invest more efficiently in 

knowledge economy goals. The results of this report, titled “Facing the Challenge,” were 

quite similar to the Commission’s observations in their November 2003 communication: 

that the EU still faced major challenges of international competition, an ageing 

population, and both opportunities and risks to enlarging the Union. Still, despite little 

progress having been made on the Lisbon Strategy objectives since its inception, the 

Kok Group asserted that the EU’s best chance at success was to continue striving 

toward Lisbon Strategy benchmarks. The independent experts also suggested using the 

OMC as a tool of peer pressure to ensure all Member States were doing their part to 

contribute to knowledge economy goals.124 In their conclusion, the Kok Group advised 

that the Union continue investing in a knowledge society, and that the EU develop its 

labour market by attracting research workers and scientists.125 
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What can be gathered from the Bologna Process, Lisbon Strategy, the 

Commission’s November 2003 communication, and the Kok Group’s proposal is that 

the EU needed a hard action plan to boost cooperation between universities, attract 

international students to study in the EU, and ensure degree recognition across EU 

nations. Since the Commission had used programmes to achieve political and economic 

goals in the previous twenty years, it seemed only natural that they would create a 

programme to overcome the obstacles standing between the EU and a competitive 

knowledge economy: the Erasmus Mundus scheme. Leading up to the launch of 

Erasmus Mundus, the Commission issued a communication in 2001 on the benefit of 

strengthening higher education cooperation with third countries.126 Then, in July 2002, 

the Commission submitted a proposal for establishing a programme called “Erasmus 

World,” which aimed to enhance the quality and attractiveness of European higher 

education and promote intercultural understanding via cooperation with third countries. 

The Commission expressed that this programme proposal was meant to complement 

national and intergovernmental efforts to address management of the 

internationalisation of higher education, writing: 

 

Higher education plays a critical role in boosting innovation, economic 

growth, employment growth and productivity. Its potential positive impact 

can be further reinforced if it provides labour market access to highly 

skilled, mobile human capital...from another angle, Europe’s political and 

commercial success in the world is dependent on future decision-makers 

in third countries having a better understanding of, and closer ties with, 

Europe.127  

 

From this quote, one may interpret the purpose of “Erasmus World” as twofold: 

firstly, by attracting international students to the EU via this study programme, labour 
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markets of Member States would benefit from a pool of potential highly skilled human 

capital. Secondly, highly skilled international students who return to their country of 

origin may rise to influential positions and retain a positive impression of the EU, which 

may be favourable in future international cooperation efforts. In this sense, there are 

benefits from both a labour market perspective and a diplomacy perspective. There are 

also benefits from a competitive standpoint, as attracting and retaining the brightest 

foreign students would raise the profile and visibility of European higher education that 

could rival competitors like the US.128 The 2002 proposal addressed the issue of brain 

drain, and how consortia would be asked to make “provisions” during the application 

and admission processes to try and prevent brain drain from developing countries. 

However, the only concrete provision mentioned was that third countries should offer 

grants that encourage the return of students after graduation.129  

The Commission first piloted these joint master’s programmes under Socrates 

from 2002 to 2003,130 testing the waters before officially launching the programme in 

2004 and renaming it Erasmus Mundus.131 Though Erasmus Mundus programmes 

covered a wide array of subjects from communications to science, the basic 

requirement was that consortia consisted of three European higher education 

institutions in different EU countries, with students spending at least one semester in 

each country. Erasmus Mundus was the first programme in which students’ admission 

did not depend on their country of origin; instead, the prerogative was to recruit the 

brightest minds from around the world, with scholarships exclusively awarded to high-

achieving, third country scholars.132 Up until this point, European higher education 

policy had largely looked inward to develop a knowledge-based economy, striving 

toward integration that would foster the skills needed to fill Europe’s employability gaps. 
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130 European Commission, “2000-05, Education and training are central to the Union’s economic and social strategy for 2010,” The 
History of European Cooperation in Education and Training (2006): 224. 
131 European Commission, “Decision No 2317/2003/EC: Establishing a programme for the enhancement of quality in higher 

education and the promotion of intercultural understanding through cooperation with third countries (Erasmus Mundus),” Official 

Journal of the European Union (2003). 
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However, Erasmus Mundus was a turning point in European higher education, and the 

first initiative in which Europe looked outward for the cultivation of human capital and 

“brain gains.”  
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INCREASING EMPHASIS ON ATTRACTING AND RETAINING INTERNATIONAL 

STUDENTS, 2005-2010 
 

It is worth noting that since its inception, Erasmus Mundus has undergone three 

reorganisations. Its first phase from 2004 to 2008 stressed the need to “enhance the 

quality of European higher education by fostering cooperation with third countries in 

order to improve the development of human resources,” in addition to elevating the 

visibility of European higher education and making Erasmus Mundus an attractive 

prospect worldwide.133 The objectives from the second phase of 2009 to 2013 remained 

largely unchanged, only shifting the wording slightly to “promote intercultural 

understanding through cooperation with third countries,” while also boosting “the profile 

and visibility of European Union higher education in the world as well as its 

attractiveness for third-country and European nationals.”134 The third and current phase, 

2014 to 2020, places Erasmus Mundus under the larger umbrella of Erasmus+, a single 

programme that combines all of the Commission’s initiatives in education, training, 

youth and sport. The primary objectives in this phase are to “enhance the international 

dimension of education and training, in particular through cooperation between Union 

and partner-country institutions…increasing the attractiveness of European higher 

education institutions and supporting the Union’s external action, including its 

development objectives, through the promotion of mobility and cooperation between the 

Union and partner-country higher education institutions and targeted capacity-building in 

partner countries.”135 Within this latest objective, the Commission expresses the wish to 

facilitate capacity-building in third countries, though also insinuates that this capacity-

building is meant to further the EU’s own development goals.  

The proposal for Erasmus Mundus in 2002 confirmed that the Commission had 

envisioned several benefits of EMJMDs, one of which being the ability to provide 

 

133 European Commission, “Decision No 2317/2003/EC: establishing a programme for the enhancement of quality in higher 
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and sport and repealing Decisions No 1719/2006/EC, No 1720/2006/EC and No 1298/2008/EC,” Official Journal of the European 
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European labour markets with access to a pool of highly skilled, international human 

capital. In accordance with Human Capital Theory, accumulating highly skilled human 

capital will generate greater financial returns, and this in turn will boost national 

economies. As aforementioned, Erasmus Mundus had been partly shaped by the 

Lisbon Strategy, which called for initiatives to help the EU become the most competitive 

knowledge-based economy by 2010. In 2005, however, a mid-term review at the Spring 

European Council revealed that the EU was still far from meeting Lisbon Strategy goals. 

Productivity growth had slowed, especially in comparison to competing regions; 

economic growth was projected to halve in the coming decades; and the EU still faced 

the challenge of needing to develop its workforce.136 These slumps were contributed to 

the Lisbon Strategy’s failure to hold Member States accountable on delivering regional 

goals. To address these issues, the Commission called for a relaunching of the Lisbon 

Strategy and outlined several measures that were critical for getting the EU back on 

track. One of these was to complete the Single Market and expand the Union’s service 

sector, which the Commission credited with creating almost all of the EU’s new jobs 

from 1997 to 2002.137 Next, the Commission acknowledged that the EU’s ageing 

population and low birth rates meant that both the population and workforce would 

shrink significantly in the coming decades. Alongside various recommendations for how 

to address European youth, the Commission suggested legal migration as a method of 

filling skills gaps in the labour market.138 The Commission additionally asserted that 

knowledge was the key to driving growth and productivity in the Union, and it placed the 

onus on universities to disseminate this knowledge not only by training pupils, but also 

by creating links between students and industry. Setting this expectation arguably 

heightened European universities’ responsibility to contribute to economic growth by 

attracting, training, and retaining student talent.139  

Two months later, in a communication titled “Mobilising the Brainpower of 

Europe,” the Commission expressed that although most of Europe perceives higher 

 

136 European Commission, “Working together for growth and jobs: A new start for the Lisbon Strategy,” Communication to the Spring 
European Council (2005): 4. 
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education as a public good, “tertiary enrolments have been stronger and faster in other 

parts of the world, mainly thanks to much higher private funding.”140 The Commission 

argued that European universities were fragmented, overregulated and insulated from 

industry. Raising the quality and attractiveness of universities by modernising and 

adapting to the needs of the market was imperative; those who failed to undertake the 

necessary changes would “create a growing handicap for themselves, their graduates 

and their countries.”141 This use of rhetoric displaced the Humboldtian ideology of 

universities, instead positioning higher education as a neoliberal tool to boost economic 

growth via curricular uniformity and strengthened ties with industry. It also appears as 

though the communication applied peer pressure, framing universities who could not or 

would not comply with proposed changes as failing at an institutional and national level. 

Academics have criticised the rhetoric associated with the relaunch of the Lisbon 

Strategy as prioritising competitiveness over social cohesion and environmental 

sustainability. For instance, Birch and Mykhnenko claim that the Commission dropped 

social and ecological goals in the relaunch, and instead were more concerned with 

facilitating research, innovation, and technological advancement to boost EU 

employment opportunities and economic growth.142   

After announcing the relaunch of the Lisbon Strategy, the Commission invested 

€72 billion into the efforts of EU competitiveness, growth, and employment. When the 

Lisbon Council issued a progress report in February 2007, officials appeared more 

optimistic about the Union’s progress with meeting strategy objectives. The report 

summarised that in 2006, economic growth in the EU 15 reached 2.8%, its most 

prosperous economic point since growth hit 4% in 2000.143 However, shortly after this 

the global financial crisis of 2008 heavily impacted any progress the Lisbon agenda had 

made. The crisis had seriously affected labour markets, with the decline in consumer 

spending impacting business productivity and leading to a rise in unemployment. The 

Commission reported a 1.3% drop in EU employment during the first quarter of 2009 
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alone,144 and by the end of that same year the Union’s GDP fell by 4% and 23 million 

people were unemployed.145 Weathering through the crisis, the Commission argued that 

the EU’s long-term problems of labour market shortages, an ageing workforce, and 

demands for innovation would only be solved if it continued its plan to harness a 

knowledge economy and invest further in innovation and education.146 However, the EU 

needed to redefine its policies; thus, the Europe 2020 Strategy was born.  

Similar to the Lisbon Strategy, the Europe 2020 Strategy took the neoliberal 

approach that the free market and consumer culture would lead Europe out of the crisis 

and toward economic recovery by 2020.147 The Commission’s proposal for the Europe 

2020 Strategy outlined three priorities: smart growth, which meant developing an 

economy centred on knowledge and innovation; sustainable growth, in which the 

economy was more resource efficient, green and competitive; and inclusive growth, in 

which the EU maintained a high employment and facilitated social cohesion.148 Within 

the seven flagship initiatives the Commission outlined, one was titled “Youth on the 

Move,” meant to improve the performance of education systems and help young people 

enter the labour market. The Commission expanded that “Youth on the Move” 

endeavoured to boost the performance and international attractiveness of European 

universities, enhance programmes such as Erasmus Mundus, facilitate apprenticeships 

and other work experiences, and gear learning outcomes toward the needs of the 

labour market.149  On the one hand, integrating graduates with the labour market is an 

understandable suggestion to decrease unemployment and ensure individuals’ higher 

quality of life; however, one may also criticise that this is a reproductive and reductionist 

purposing of higher education for economic benefits, and that the university is meant to 

promote a critical and democratic society.150 Additionally, in the flagship initiative “An 

Agenda for New Skills and Jobs,” the Europe 2020 Strategy pledged to promote 
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“forward-looking” labour migration policies to fit the priorities and needs of EU labour 

markets,151 which could refer to labour migration from third countries.   

It is worth highlighting that since the introduction of the Europe 2020 Strategy, 

the rhetoric of Commission documents pertaining to higher education have increasingly 

focused on attracting and retaining third country nationals for the labour market. For 

instance, the European Migration Network (EMN), a Directorate-General of the 

Commission, issued a study in 2012 titled “Immigration of International Students to the 

EU,” in which it analysed the added value of international students and how some 

Member States allowed third-country graduates to access the labour market via a job-

searching visa, which could last up to 18 months.152 In 2013, an EMN study titled 

“Attracting Highly Qualified and Qualified Third-Country Nationals” cited the Europe 

2020 Strategy as a call for economic migration to attract “highly skilled third-country 

nationals in the global competition for talent” to supplement parts of the economy 

suffering labour and skills shortages.153 The 2013 study also admitted that most 

Member States did not address brain drain in their policies to attract highly skilled third 

country nationals, instead focusing on encouraging migrants’ long-term settlement.154 

More recently, the 2018 EMN report “Attracting and Retaining International Students in 

the EU” sought to explore “incentives…to encourage international students to study in 

EU Member States and to stay on in the Member State following graduation.” In this 

document, the EMN revealed that half of Member States believed attracting and 

retaining third-country students was a policy priority for their labour markets.155 There is 

also mention of a recently circulated communication suggesting how to better broadcast 

to third-country students the availability of opportunities and legal migration channels so 

students may “contribute to a more competitive EU economy.”156  

Overall, one can discern that the global financial crisis and launching of the 

Europe 2020 Strategy heightened the need for “brain gains,” and led Member States to 
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prioritise the attraction and retention of international students for the EU labour market. 

On an exploratory basis, the following chapters will investigate to what extent graduates 

are retained as highly skilled knowledge workers, what factors motivate international 

students to embark on an EMJMD, and how students build professional connections 

that facilitate entry into the EU labour market. 
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FINDINGS: ERASMUS MUNDUS GRADUATE IMPACT SURVEY 

 

The Erasmus Mundus Association provides insights of the Commission’s past Graduate 

Impact Surveys (GIS) between 2005 and 2018. This is an annual survey distributed to 

students and alumni of Erasmus Mundus programmes to ascertain long-term impacts 

such as career development and settlement patterns. A consultancy named ICUnet, 

which is known to help organisations internationalise, was charged with conducting all 

surveys up until 2017, after which the Institute for Advanced Studies in Vienna took 

charge of the most recent 2018 report. On average, surveys received between 1,200 

and 1,700 responses from EMJMD students and alumni. Because the EMA only 

provides executive summaries of GIS from 2005 to 2013, this analysis will 

predominately explore the results and evolution from the full reports provided between 

2014 to 2018.  

The GIS surveys covering periods 2005 to 2013 explored the impact of Erasmus 

Mundus on the following: students’ perception toward the EU; how the EMJMD 

programmes enhanced students’ employability; and the impact on students’ personality, 

skills development, and social life. Surveys also sought to discern how students 

discovered Erasmus Mundus programmes, what motivated students to participate, their 

perception of the quality of courses, and how their overall satisfaction was with the 

programme. From these early findings, the most pertinent takeaways were that students 

perceived Europe as an attractive place to study and work; that the scholarship is a key 

factor in students’ participation; and that most students found employment within six 

months of graduation, with only 18% of students on average taking over six months to 

get hired.157  

Starting from 2014, the length and scope of subjects covered by the GIS 

incrementally expanded. While the original core research topics of EU perception, 

employability and student motivations remained constant, additional areas were 

explored of how many graduates remained in the EU after graduation, and what their 

reasons were for choosing whether or not to migrate.158 Over the years, one could also 
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observe small changes between surveys. The 2015 GIS report, which measured all the 

same elements as the 2014 GIS, had one section with notable rhetoric: stating that 

43.9% of non-EU graduates remained in the EU after their programme, the authors 

write that “this is a relatively high figure and proof that Erasmus Mundus succeeds in 

attracting qualified human capital.”159 Though it is implicitly understood that attracting 

students as highly skilled potential labour is one of the goals of Erasmus Mundus, to 

see it plainly stated in the report signals the Union’s acknowledgement of Erasmus 

Mundus as a mode for human capital attainment. The 2015 GIS also asked 

respondents what their study programme lacked in terms of preparation for the labour 

market, again signalling the pro-market intentions underscoring EMJMDs. The 2016 

GIS built upon its predecessors by evaluating unsuccessful job seekers by region of 

origin, unsuccessful job seekers by field of study, and a question for successful 

graduates on how “international” their jobs were in terms of contact and collaboration.160 

An unexpected and personal question asked in the 2016 GIS was whether graduates 

had adopted a serious romantic relationship during their programme, and whether this 

person was an EMJMD student. Only 23.4% answered yes to having a relationship, but 

65.2% of those respondents said they were still involved with their partner.161 The report 

did not specify why it asked this personal question, but an assumption might be that 

students are more likely to remain in the EU if they meet a romantic partner during their 

programme. Starting from 2017, the GIS began to ask students and graduates about 

the countries in which they sought employment. Aside from the home country (62.5%), 

the top five cited countries were Germany (24.7%), the United Kingdom (23%), France 

(15.5%), the Netherlands (10.9%) and Belgium (9.9%).162 

Apart from these nuanced differences between surveys, the GIS consistently 

measured a set of factors between 2014 and 2018: what motivated respondents to 

embark on an EMJMD; respondents’ reason for choosing their place of residence after 

graduation; and how many non-EU graduates remained in the EU after their course.   

Year over year, the most prevalent motivating factors for students to partake in 
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EMJMDs have been the scholarship, averaging 64% of responses; living and studying 

in Europe, averaging 51%; and the academic level of Erasmus Mundus universities, 

averaging 42%.163 In Figure 3, GIS researchers compiled a longitudinal view of 

respondents’ motivations for participating in Erasmus Mundus from roughly 2009 to 

2018. One can observe that over time, the scholarship and studying in Europe have 

decreased in importance for students, though the scholarship is still the most important 

factor for student participation. Meanwhile, factors such as the academic level of 

Erasmus Mundus consortia, the prospect of earning a joint or multiple degree, improved 

chances of getting a job, and the reputation of Erasmus Mundus have become more 

important.164  The rise of these four factors indicate a degree of success in the 

Commission’s goal to boost the global attractiveness of European universities, as 

students increasingly recognise the prestige of European universities, the reputation of 

the EMJMD, and how pursuing a joint or multiple degree in the EU may lead to 

improved chances of finding employment.  

 

Figure 3: Students’ reasons for choosing Erasmus Mundus, 2010-2018 (Terzieva and Unger, Graduate Impact Survey 2018). 

 

163 Own calculations, averaging five years of GIS surveys. 
164 Berta Terzieva and Martin Unger, “Erasmus Mundus Joint Master Graduate Impact Survey 2018,” Institute for Advanced Studies, 

Vienna (2019).48. 
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The GIS results from 2014 to 2018 also showed the factors that determined 

where non-EU alumni chose to reside after graduation. Over the years, graduates 

consistently responded that they most often sought employment in the EU because of 

better career opportunities, preferred working and living conditions, and financial, social, 

and political stability. Between 2014 and 2015, there was a 23.94% increase in non-EU 

graduates choosing to work in the EU because of better career opportunities (73.3%) 

and a 25.88% increase in choosing the EU because of the quality of working and living 

environment (56.1%).165 Since 2015, these three responses have remained the most 

cited and have garnered roughly the same selection rate. Non-EU graduates choosing 

to live in the EU because of financial, social and political stability also increased over 

the years, going from a 24% selection rate in 2014 to 50% in 2018.166 On the other side 

of the coin, if graduates decided to return home after graduation, the most cited reasons 

were because of family and personal life, and simply because it is “home” and where 

respondents had grown up. These two responses have also observed an increased 

selection rate over time, with “family and personal life” jumping from 36% in 2014 to 

52% in 2018, and “it is my home” rising from 22% in 2014 to 41% in 2018.167  

Figure 4 shows the full range of responses in the 2018 GIS as to what drove non-

EU graduates to live either inside or outside the EU after graduation. Baruch’s push/pull 

model, introduced in earlier sections, aligns well with these statistical results; the factors 

which “pull” most graduates to remain in the EU appear to be the job opportunities, work 

and living environment, and financial, social and political stability. Factors which “draw” 

most graduates to their country of origin are family or the concept of “home.” 

Meanwhile, factors which “restrain” most graduates from staying in the EU are work 

permit and visa issues, and an inability to find a job elsewhere. Overall, these insights 

are helpful in understanding the motivations and restraints of non-EU graduates to 

remain in the EU post-graduation as highly skilled workers to contribute to the EU 

knowledge economy. 
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Figure 2: Reasons for choosing place of residence, non-EU citizens (Terzieva and Unger, Graduate Impact Survey 2018). 

 

Finally, the GIS surveys from 2014 to 2018 measured the percentage of non-EU 

graduates who migrated to the EU post-graduation. From the time the GIS began 

recording this data in 2014 there were significant results, with 43.71% of non-EU 

graduates remaining in the EU after completing their degree.168 This percentage 

steadily increased over the years, reaching as high as 47.3% in 2017.169 The rate of 

migration dropped slightly in 2018 to roughly 42%, but this statistic is still significant; 

outside of the EMJMD, the OECD estimates the general number of international 

graduates that stay in the EU after their degree is between 16-30%.170 Because the 

migration rate of EMJMDs is higher, one could venture that the EMJMDs are more 

successful than traditional higher education programmes at attracting and retaining 

international students.   

Figure 5 shows an in-depth look at the 2018 GIS migration statistics, dividing 

respondents by region and determining what percentage remained in the EU post-
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graduation, what percentage returned home, and how many found work in another 

region altogether. As mentioned, 42% of non-EU graduates remained in the EU, while 

39% returned to their home country and 19% migrated to a different region.171 Pictured 

below, those from non-EU Europe (56.4%), Latin America (43.5%), Africa (41.7%), and 

South Asia (41.3%) made up the majority of non-EU persons to remain. For those who 

neither migrated to the EU nor returned to the home country, top alternative destinations 

were North America (38%), a non-EU European country (16%) and South-East Asia 

(14%). Figure 5 also includes migration data on EU graduates, but this is likely done to 

reflect a more holistic view of settlement patterns. Authors explain that the EU statistic 

does not affect the “total” migration rate of 42% for non-EU graduates.172  

 

 

Figure 5: Migration rates of EMJMD graduates by region, 2018 (Terzieva and Unger, Graduate Impact Survey 2018). 

 

Additionally, the 2018 GIS asked graduates to pick up to three countries where 

they searched for employment. Responses included the home country (61%), Germany 

 

171 European Commission, “Retaining third-country national students in the European Union,” EMN Inform (2017): 53. 
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(21.6%), the United Kingdom (16.6%), France (14.3%), the Netherlands (13%), Spain 

(9.6%), Belgium (9.1%), Sweden (6.2%), and Italy (5.2%). The only non-EU country 

otherwise cited was the United States (5.5%). Ultimately, 57% of graduates found their 

first job in their home country, and other graduates found their first job in the United 

Kingdom, Germany, the Netherlands, France, Belgium, the US, Switzerland, Sweden 

and Denmark.173 This information is useful in identifying which EU countries students 

tend to be drawn toward over others, and what factors influence these decisions, such 

as visa extension opportunities or stronger economies.  
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FINDINGS: QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS WITH EMJMD STUDENTS AND ALUMNI 

 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, results from the qualitative interviews correlated strongly with 

the GIS reports. Similar to report responses, interviews showed that international 

students most often embarked on EMJMDs because they received a scholarship, they 

wanted the opportunity to live and study in Europe, and they believed European 

universities held a high level of prestige. Respondents most often mentioned pursuing a 

PhD or job opportunities in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands and Germany, which 

were also trends the GIS reports had documented; for the Netherlands and Germany, 

this may relate to the opportunity for graduates to obtain a one-year job searching visa. 

Results were also nearly identical in the vein of what factors compelled students to 

return to the home country. However, the added value of the interviews is to bring a 

“human” dimension to the analysis, gathering complex insights to answer why 

international students are motivated to participate in EMJMDs, what sort of connections 

are formed while abroad, and what ultimately convinces graduates to migrate to the EU 

or return home for employment. 

Earlier, theories were introduced to assess the extent of Erasmus Mundus’ 

influence on the migration of international students. Under Baruch’s push/pull model, 

there are two types of forces: “push” forces, which drive individuals to leave their 

country of origin; and “pull” forces, which attract individuals toward a host country. In the 

other half of Baruch’s push/pull model, alongside push and pull forces are also counter 

forces that either “restrain” an individual from remaining in the host country, or “draw” an 

individual back to his or her country of origin. The interviews below are meant to give an 

in-depth view of the push, pull, drawing and restraining forces that drive the decision-

making of international students to study in the EU and potentially migrate. Also 

applicable is Azjen and Fishbein’s theory of reasoned action, which stipulates that 

intention determines behaviour. Regarding international student migration, intention 

determines the behaviour to migrate, and intentions are formed through attitudes 

shaped by values, norms, and beliefs. In the case of EMJMDs, if a host country’s 

culture resonates with an international student’s values, norms or beliefs, the student 

may feel more inclined to migrate. If values, norms, and beliefs do not necessarily align, 
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the student may still feel inclined to migrate if he or she has a positive induction and 

welcoming host experience. Conversely, if the student has negative experiences in the 

host country or finds that the host country’s culture clashes with his or her beliefs, 

norms and values, students may feel more inclined to return home. 

In terms of the factors which motivated students the most to embark on an 

EMJMD, most scholarship holders said the grants for tuition and living costs were 

critical to programme participation. Nearly all respondents said that having the 

opportunity to study in several European countries was an attractive factor. Many also 

cited that classes offered by the programme had aligned with their own background and 

interests, also incentivising them to apply. Some mentioned the prestige of universities 

in the consortia, with several specifying the renowned quality of British higher education. 

Others were drawn to the opportunities for internships, work placements and summer 

schools that some programmes offered. 

Participants were then asked whether the visas they acquired for each mobility 

period were short-term or long-term, as long-term visas could provide various benefits 

such as access to public health care, the ability to work, flexibility with travelling in and 

out of the country, and the ability to extend one’s visa after graduation. Responses were 

mixed, with some participants acquiring all short-term visas and others obtaining a mix 

of short-term and long-term, choosing long-term visas for the aforementioned reasons. 

One student from Brazil and one graduate from Argentina had both claimed Italian 

citizenship during the first semester of their programmes, meaning they did not need 

visas for their remaining mobility periods.   

Students were then asked whether they planned on extending their visa after 

their programme’s completion; graduates were asked if they had extended their visa, 

and if so, under what scheme. Amongst all students, only one Ukrainian interviewee 

and one Indian interviewee said they were not interested in extending their visas to 

remain in an EU country. A Kurdish student said she was considering the option of 

extending her Maltese residence permit but was not certain. All other students from 

Pakistan, Mexico, Thailand, Georgia, Brazil, Russia and Bangladesh expressed interest 

in extending their visas to find jobs in Europe or start European PhD programmes. 

However, several students expressed uncertainty about these plans given the 
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coronavirus pandemic and the current immobile state of the world. Amongst the 

graduates, six had migrated to Europe, two returned home and one works in Africa 

under a European company. A Zambian graduate and a Colombian graduate had 

chosen to transition their student visas into 18-month job-searching visas under a 

German scheme. Of the two graduates who returned home to Brazil, one is now 

considering applying for a PhD or job-searching visa in the Netherlands, while another 

Brazilian had always planned on returning home and is now employed in Sao Paolo. A 

Ukrainian graduate, still under an Italian visa, plans to acquire a working visa from 

Sweden. Four other graduates from Peru, Bangladesh, Colombia, and Argentina were 

hired by European institutions, who sponsored their visas.  

Next, respondents were asked where they planned on living and working after 

graduation, with graduates answering retrospectively. Responses were shaped by what 

participants wanted in the short-term and what they envisioned in the long-term; overall, 

most wanted to extend their stay in the EU for at least for a short while. The majority of 

student interviewees aimed to secure employment in the EU in a field relevant to their 

studies. In some instances, this would be temporary; one Thai student said she wants to 

acquire one to two years of work experience in Europe before repatriating. Similarly, an 

Argentinian graduate who is now employed in Barcelona hopes to stay in Europe for “a 

little while longer” to gain professional experience. Conversely, others envision settling 

in the EU for the long-term. A Colombian respondent wishes to remain in Germany, 

learn the language and become accustomed to German work culture. One Mexican 

student said he would be happy either working in a research institution, think tank or 

earning a PhD as long as it would extend his stay in the EU. Others also wished to 

continue their time in Europe by pursuing a PhD, where this would eventually lead to a 

job and legal residence. For example, one Ukrainian graduate is applying to PhD 

programmes in Sweden where she hopes to find employment and fully migrate. Not 

everyone aims to work in the EU, however; another Ukrainian respondent wants to 

obtain a PhD in the EU because she prefers European education but wishes to 

ultimately return to Ukraine to start her own business. The interviewee from Kurdistan 

said she will likely neither repatriate nor work in the EU, but instead will move with her 

partner to China.  
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Because internship or work opportunities can help students form connections 

with European employers and this may lead to a job after graduation, respondents were 

asked what sorts of opportunities their EMJMDs provided, or whether respondents 

independently sought out work opportunities during their summer breaks. Naturally, the 

availability of placements, internships and other professional development opportunities 

varied depending on the EMJMD. The GLOCAL programme provides an optional 

consultancy project where students could work with municipal and private organisations 

in Barcelona. The IMASC programme provides compulsory placements in each 

semester of the programme, with assignments ranging from care homes to women’s 

centres to refugee educational centres. EUPADRA, a programme based on 

Parliamentary procedures and legislative drafting, requires students to complete an 

internship; to fulfil this requirement, one Ukrainian graduate worked at the Varieties of 

Democracy Institute in Gothenburg, Sweden. IMSISS, focused on security and 

intelligence, partners with think tanks, research centres, consultancies, and other 

institutions to offer students internship opportunities, which one respondent said could 

turn into employment opportunities. IMBRSea also provides work experiences with 

organisations in the marine field. However, while the International Master in Crossways 

and Cultural Narratives offers the opportunity for students to take a for-credit internship, 

it was up to students to source this opportunity. Devika, an Indian student on this 

course, expressed her disappointment after expecting the programme to have readily 

available opportunities: 

 

Well, well, I think this is where I thought [the programme] lacked, frankly. 

Because when it came to the theoretical part of the teaching part, it was, 

you know, on top of scale. However, when it came to industrial and 

professional, I think that they did offer us an internship program, but it was 

up to us to look for it. There were no links…[no] help provided for us to 

find it. 

  

Did placement and internship opportunities allow students and alumni to form 

connections with European organisations? Depending on programmes’ offerings and 
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personal ambitions to source internships, the ability for students and graduates to form 

connections with European organisations varied. For instance, some students who 

participated in GLOCAL’s consultancy projects did not feel as though they ended up 

building lasting connections with European organisations, with one student describing 

the one-month experience as too short to interact meaningfully with companies. 

However, Diego, a GLOCAL alumnus from Peru, describes the value-add of job fairs 

that he attended while studying in Gottingen, Germany. GLOCAL students and alumni 

who sourced their own internships during their mobility periods and over the summer 

break – which could count as credits toward their degree – also reported making 

significant professional connections. One Argentinian graduate said that networking in 

Barcelona led to her current job: 

 

Yes, I was working as an intern in 2018 for the Ajuntament de Barcelona. 

And this was tied to a connection in the university who helped me to get 

this internship. And I also did the internship at the Erasmus University with 

the production of the summer school of last year, which again, was also 

made possible thanks to a person in the program. And well, now I am 

working…thanks to that I'm still [in the EU], thanks to people that I met 

during the course of the programme. 

 

Students and graduates of IMSISS seemed satisfied with the streamlined 

internship opportunities their EMJMD provided. The programme reserved these 

vacancies with NGOs, international organisations and think tanks. One graduate from 

Brazil, Clara, credits the IMSISS programme for her internship with a think tank in 

Georgia, as well as an interview with another organisation she heard of through her 

programme. Another student from Mexico, Javier, describes the benefits of such 

opportunities: 

 

All these institutions really involve you in their everyday work, in their 

practical work...like in the way they make reports for studies...and I've 

heard from some friends that during their internships, they are really 
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involved not only in the things that they had already proposed to work 

with, but they also get in touch with networking events or conferences. 

They get to know lots of practitioners and academics. 

 

Students in the IMASC programme, who were required to work a placement for 

each mobility period, all said they had been able to form meaningful professional 

connections during at least one of their placements. Two students said they still keep in 

touch with their former supervisors. Rida, an IMASC student from Pakistan, describes 

how the work she procured for her supervisor at a migrant education centre in Malta 

gave her valuable social capital: 

 

So this [internship] was working with the migrants and how they were 

involved in the Maltese language and the learning of their culture. And that 

was the first time that I was involved in a slightly bigger qualitative 

study…it was such an enriching experience that the supervisors were 

surprised that we went above and beyond with what was expected from 

us…so the supervisor was really happy and he offered us his contact 

details, his card, and he said that if at any point in time, if I have to apply 

to an organization that he would be more than happy to write a 

recommendation letter. 

 

Both the EUPADRA programme and the IMBRSea programme required students 

to undertake an internship during their study. The IMBRSea graduate found his 

programme’s work experience instrumental to finding employment with a Belgian 

marine sciences company after graduation. Conversely, the Ukranian EUPADRA 

alumna who was interviewed said she had not succeeded in forming strong professional 

connections due to a personal lack of interest in the parliamentary field. The 

International Master in Crossways and Cultural Narratives did not formally offer 

internship or placement opportunities, so it is inconclusive how effectively they 

contribute to facilitating meaningful industry connections. 
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Interviewees were then asked what they would find most attractive about 

hypothetically working in the EU, and what they perceived the drawbacks might be to 

working in the EU. Of course, the EU is composed of countries with diverse economic, 

political, and social landscapes, and it is difficult to paint such a complex region with the 

same brush. However, this question is intended to gauge respondents’ perceptions of 

the attractive qualities in the EU, making natural comparisons and contrasts with their 

own countries of origin.  

Across the board, students and graduates held similar perceptions of what was 

most attractive about working in the EU. Both sets of interviewees believe the EU has a 

better work and life balance compared to their home countries. Additionally, students 

and graduates find that the EU is politically and economically stable, has a strong 

currency, high job stability and welfare, and salaries are generally higher than what 

respondents might be paid in their countries of origin. Some students expressed that the 

EU has job opportunities in sectors that have little to no presence in their home 

countries, and more international companies are centred in the Union as opposed to a 

country in the periphery. Badri, a Georgian student of IMSISS, is particularly drawn 

toward the EU because he believes it is the centre of political discourse and decision-

making in the region, a relevant factor for his specialisation in security studies. The 

higher level of investment and infrastructure within the EU in comparison to 

interviewees’ own countries was also a draw for several respondents. Another 

frequently cited factor is the level of integration in the Union and ease of travel. Javier 

opines how this EU connectivity facilitates networking on both professional and personal 

levels: 

 

[Working in the EU] connects you to a huge network of practitioners and 

academics, and you can really see how they communicate, how they help 

each other and how the information flows constantly on a daily basis…this 

master's has let me connect with academics, not only from my consortium 

universities, but from all the universities in Europe that have very strong 

security programs. And I can see that everyday they're sharing articles, 

every day they're sharing stories, every day, they're sharing each other's 
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contributions to the field, which I really like. I also like the sensation that 

you're in a continent where there's a free flow, not only of people, but of 

ideas as well. Of course, here you have a social market that provides for 

your prosperity and for your social security, which is really important. 

 

Similar to Javier, an Argentinian graduate we will call “B.” believes connectivity 

and integration are massive pulls to living and working in the EU. Particularly, she 

discusses how this connectivity is so crucial in the professional sphere of academia:  

 

In academia and all these kind of jobs that have to do with more 

intellectual work, most of the core circle of people that you should know 

are here in Europe, and Europe offers this also, this being close to all the 

different European countries and close to the US. You are more 

connected. And that is something that specifically in my country, is really 

hard. In Buenos Aires, it would take you 13 hours on a plane from 

[Argentina] to Madrid, you know. So you're really not close to places 

where you can have a conference, you are not that connected. And I think 

that is the thing that Europe offers the most. 

   

Several students said that they enjoyed the multicultural aspect of living in the 

EU and being exposed to a variety of languages and backgrounds. A Zambian 

graduate, who we will call “H.”, currently lives in Sweden and is working toward a PhD. 

He identifies the comprehensiveness of the Swedish health system as a desirable factor 

in considering where to live within the EU: 

 

…health-wise, if you do have some sort of functioning system that covers 

quite a significant number of individuals or literally everybody? That's 

something that I think is ideal… You do have assurances that so long as 

there is no large scale, unplanned, highly devastating event, that it will 

function, that it will operate, that it can give you a sense of 

predictability…You know, lots of developing countries have to deal with 
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lots of fluctuations and differences that can impact and derail the ability of 

a system to function in the day-to-day basis. So on that scale, I would say 

this is an enormous plus. 

 

However, despite all these attractive factors, students and graduates did 

perceive some drawbacks to living in the EU. Many respondents feared they might face 

prejudice and racism if they were to settle somewhere in the European Union, 

particularly noticing an “EU and non-EU” divide during their mobility periods. One 

respondent discussed an anecdote in which he was turned away from a seemingly 

“perfect fit” job opportunity, which he believes was due to his country of origin. 

Several students and graduates also lamented the beurocracy of work permits 

and visas, detailing harrowing experiences of trying to obtain documentation for their 

mobility period. The higher cost of living in some EU countries was additionally 

demotivating, and one graduate mentioned the difficulty of trying to find employment in 

a competitive job market. Three respondents mentioned the psychological strain of 

being separated from friends and family, to which Badri provides further perspective: 

 

I'm really connected, and I'm really attached to my country and to my 

culture and to my people, my friends, my family, and...if there were better 

opportunities in Georgia, I would always stay in Georgia because I feel the 

best in my country…I like to be in my country. It's just that I'm forced in a 

way to leave my country for a better offer, better opportunities. So there 

are no drawbacks in the EU specifically. There are drawbacks that I'm not 

going to be my country, which is more of a psychological and emotional 

obstacle for me. 

 

A few respondents also mentioned difficulty in assimilating with “coldly cultured” 

communities who were socially distant. In a similar vein, living in an EU country where 

one is unfamiliar with the national language – for instance, if one did not know how to 

speak Polish and was living in Poland – means one may struggle with tasks like 

completing government-related paperwork. Having already worked for five years in 
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Argentina, B. flagged the drawback of having to completely rebuild her professional 

network from scratch while establishing her career in Barcelona.  

Rida, an IMASC student from Pakistan, was the only respondent to mention brain 

drain as a drawback of migrating to the EU. Drawing on her cultural experience of 

human capital flight and making linkages to colonialism, she contributes the following: 

 

I think a lot of brain drain happens, particularly in South Asian countries, 

and I would say particularly in India and Pakistan…it’s considered to be a 

land of engineers and doctors. And it's true because people actually do 

these degrees and then they go abroad, usually US and UK, and then 

they just settle there…we used to joke about it, that it's just leftovers that 

are left in Pakistan…the reason I pursued this program was because I 

wanted to get international experience. Because of the British rule in the 

subcontinent, we have this colonial mindset, the colonisation of the mind is 

still there that the west is above us, and it's better and you know, they're 

placed at a benchmark, and people in the job market as well. [Pakistan] 

values foreign degrees and they value foreign experience, And sometimes 

[brain drain] happens because it's for the, for [migrants’] own future, and 

they plan for their families, that their children would get good quality 

education. So that's one motivation that makes them leave the country. 

Better salaries, for sure, because even engineers and doctors are 

sometimes paid so poorly back home. 

 

On the other side of the coin, interviewees were asked what they would find most 

attractive about working in their countries of origin, and what they perceived the 

drawbacks might be to working in their countries of origin. Naturally, for many 

respondents the most attractive aspects of living and working in their countries of origin 

were to be closer to family, friends, and the cultural staples of one’s native language, 

food, and community. Regarding what would be attractive in a professional sense, both 

Colombian graduate Aida and Ukrainian student Viktoria mentioned how their countries 
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have great innovative potential and the creative capacity for entrepreneurship and 

community projects. Viktoria elaborates on how this attitude spurs business innovation: 

 

In my country…it's now a very ambitious environment. It's in the NGO 

sector that I worked. Ukrainian organizations would be more creative, 

more pushy, because we are hungry for new experiences. And sometimes 

something very cool comes out of it. For example, Ukrainian coffee 

industry is now amazing just because there are so many enthusiasts, so I 

see a lot of energy in Ukrainian market as a developing one. 

 

In a similar vein, other students felt that the most attractive aspect of working in 

their home countries was the ability to contribute their skills to the economy. Badri, who 

said he realises his knowledge would contribute to Georgia’s development, describes 

the prospect of working in Georgia as a patriotic act and believes one day, after working 

in the EU for a while, he will return home. Amanda, a student from Brazil, had extensive 

working experience before embarking on her EMJMD and recalls how she felt during 

her various work experiences: 

 

I had been working for about 10 years before I came to this programme 

and most of my life, I worked in economic development...working in 

economic development in a place that really, really needs this kind of 

initiative. I had worked most of the time in government or public private 

partnerships. So I think it does make a difference…I always had a lot of 

faith in the work I was doing and the work my colleagues are doing, 

because you could really tell that this kind of work really impacts people's 

lives. And I think for me, that was the most attractive part of working [in 

Brazil] and even though it was really exhausting, I just had a lot of energy 

because I really, really believed in what I was doing. And I knew how 

important it was. 
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Some respondents also felt that working in their countries of origin would be 

advantageous in terms of being familiar with the working culture, having more 

professional connections, and earning promotions at a faster rate. For instance, Diego 

believes that with the interconnectivity of the Latin American market, working in Peru 

would open up opportunities in companies across the Latin American region. A few 

other students mentioned that working in their home country meant they would not need 

to deal with the bureaucracy of work visas, residence permits and other migration 

paperwork. 

When asked what the drawbacks would be working in interviewees’ home 

countries, common responses included a lower salary rate, poor working conditions, 

and limited work benefits. Some interviewees also mentioned economic and political 

instability, particularly complications spurred by new political parties rising to power, the 

negative impacts of inflation, and a lack of job opportunities in respondents’ fields of 

study. A few students said that working in their home countries might leave them 

geographically isolated, with infrastructure and public transport in need of repair. 

Regarding ease of mobility, B., an Argentinian graduate working in academia, feels 

strongly that being based in Argentina would limit her connections, contacts, and 

possibilities to travel and expose her research.  

Considering private life, Thai student Mint said that a drawback of living and 

working in her home country is the cost of raising a child – particularly, the costs 

associated with paying for school tuition fees to ensure the child has quality education 

and excels in society. She also worries that her international and progressive mindset 

will clash with the traditional norms of her home working culture: 

 

Compared to other Thai, I'm really international. And this progressive 

mentality that I have, some companies in Thai wouldn't be able to handle. 

They would think I'm too aggressive or...with the kind of cultural style of 

hierarchy in Thai, I wouldn't fit with the culture…unless I work in a multi-

national company in Thai, that would be fine. But to work in a native Thai 

company I don't think I would fit in… in the Netherlands, everything is so 

flat. Even though you're the lowest, you can challenge your authorities. 
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But with the Thai hierarchies you can't really question, or even when you 

have ideas that you think might be useful, it wouldn't be that simple for you 

to introduce your ideas…they will not take it.  

 

Similarly, Amanda also expressed there were barriers within the Brazilian 

workplace. She discussed experiencing sexism and feeling as though opportunities to 

advance were held exclusively for men:  

 

In Brazil, it's really unfortunate to be a woman who works. Just before 

coming to the programme, I had a really, really good job position and I 

was working as a business analyst and a project manager…there were 

lots of women in the company and in the office, but I think all of us, one 

thing everyone experienced on a daily basis, was sexism…we couldn't 

really participate the decisions, even though we were the ones who were 

going to implement so many things, and who really had interesting and 

important insights and feedback and contributions to make. It's just 

because of this whole sexism thing. We don't really have a voice most of 

the times…. I could tell that even though I was always investing on 

studying and doing the best I could…promotions were almost exclusively 

reserved to men. 

 

Finally, respondents were asked to share any other thoughts they had about their 

Erasmus journeys. Overall, students and graduates were satisfied with their Erasmus 

experiences despite some obstacles they encountered in the process. It seemed that 

the aspects of EMJMDs which respondents found most profound were the opportunities 

to experience life in several European countries, and to do so with a culturally diverse 

cohort. Students and graduates reflected on how they achieved personal growth in a 

“school of life” process as they navigated various logistical challenges, learned about 

student migration procedures, and acclimated to new and vastly different European 

cultures. IMSISS student Badri describes how Erasmus Mundus broadened his 

horizons: 
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Not everything was perfect in this programme. But overall, I'm really happy 

I had this opportunity to participate. Because it opened for me a 

completely new world…the Erasmus programme gave me an opportunity 

to study in European academia, which is one of the best in the world. And 

I acquired the skills to work in international organizations, to work in 

international academia. Even though I had a good education in Georgia as 

well, Georgian education unfortunately is not yet part of this worldwide 

academia. And studying in the Erasmus program opens for you this new 

world…after finishing this, I feel like a part of this whole global academic 

world. 

  

Students acknowledge that EMJMD consortia are capable of providing valuable 

industry connections and networks that can facilitate access to the European job 

market. In fact, it appears many students anticipate that universities will link them to 

networking and employment opportunities. When this is not necessarily the case, such 

as with the International Master in Crossways and Cultural Narratives, students like 

Devika are disappointed: 

 

I'd like to point out that these programs can focus more on like, a union of 

academic and non-academic sectors. Probably more than that, because 

it's theoretical, it's beautiful…however, when it comes to finding jobs, 

which you know, no one talks about, it's quite a hush hush topic. And 

finding internships…it's all left to us. You know, it's all, ‘you figure it out.’ 

And especially for a foreign student who doesn't have a clue how things 

work here, or how to approach someone or where to look in the first 

place…it gets really difficult, things such as this. 

 

Bearing a more positive outlook on her programme, IMASC student Rida 

describes how being in a culturally diverse European environment helped alleviate a 

long-held fear:   
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Before I came here, I had a lot of prejudices in my heart, unconsciously 

and out of fear. And I met some of the most amazing people. I had these 

preconceived notions, especially because of the media and…how they 

present Muslims…so I had this fear that they're going to see this brown 

Muslim girl coming from Pakistan and they're going to judge me. And it's 

going to be very difficult… there are lots of people who probably have 

those biases. But it was more in my head…and the fact that I travelled to 

all these places, and now I can think back and reflect on the sort of 

diversity that exists even within a single place, it’s so beautiful. 

 

In this case study, it can be observed that many of the interviewees intended to 

remain in the EU after graduation, at least for a short while. What spurred this 

inclination? Many interviewees held core beliefs that are commonly held in western 

society – equal treatment of women in the workplace, the importance of employee 

welfare, and the liberalised flow of people and ideas, to name a few. For instance, Thai 

student Mint felt her progressive values meant she was better fit for a western working 

culture than traditional Thai working culture. In accordance with Azjen and Fishbein’s 

theory of reasoned action, interviewees’ core beliefs and values helped shape positive 

attitudes toward the EU, and this made respondents more open to the possibility of 

migration. Conversely, the theory of reasoned action also asserts that negative 

experiences in the host country will make students feel more inclined to return home. 

While there were not many interviewees who expressed the desire to return home, the 

primary negative experiences mentioned in interviews were instances of racism and a 

felt divide between non-EU and EU citizens. The juxtaposition between EU and non-EU 

was amplified whenever students faced visa and immigration issues during their mobility 

periods. One student from Colombia and another from Brazil cited instances of 

discrimination during time spent in Spain and Portugal, respectively. Brazilian student 
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Nathalia had encountered xenophobia while searching for a job in Portugal, and this 

negative experience ultimately inclined her to return to her home country.174  

Regarding Baruch’s push/pull model, the primary “push” forces that drove 

interviewees to study in the EU mainly revolved around issues in the home country: a 

lower salary rate, poor working conditions, limited work benefits, economic and political 

instability, poor infrastructure and geographic isolation from career-related opportunities. 

Conversely, the factors which “pulled” respondents toward the EU in the realm of 

academics were the prestige of European universities, ease of mobility, multicultural 

diversity, and being at the “centre” of academic and political discourse. In the realm of 

employment, pull factors included a good work and life balance, political and economic 

stability, job stability and welfare, higher salaries, more job opportunities, and a strong 

presence of multinational corporations. “Restraining” forces which respondents believed 

would prevent migration included issues with immigration laws, work permits and visas, 

a lack of suitable jobs on the market, and failure to make professional connections 

whilst abroad. Forces which respondents believed would “draw” them to their country of 

origin after graduation had largely revolved around nostalgia for the homeland, such as 

missing family, friends, food, and a familiar community. Interviews revealed that another 

“draw” to home is respondents’ desire to contribute to their countries’ development; 

some also missed how their home environment facilitated creative entrepreneurship and 

innovative community projects, which were perceived to be absent in certain EU 

countries where structures were more rigid. 

While the push/pull model and theory of reasoned migration appear to be the 

more dominant frameworks in analysing interviews, it is also worth mentioning the 

relevance of other aforementioned theories. Richard Florida’s theory of the creative 

class was also highlighted as a possible explanation of international students’ draw 

toward Erasmus Mundus programmes. In accordance with Florida’s theory, international 

students may be attracted to Erasmus Mundus programmes because of the technology, 

talent and tolerance within the EU, a certain member state, or the city where host 

universities are based. Qualitative interviews show that students and graduates are 

 

174 See Nathalia, page 226. 
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drawn to the EU because of its multicultural diversity, its advanced infrastructure and 

interconnectivity, and its employment benefits which respect work/life balance. Though 

some respondents’ encounters with racism during their studies casts doubt on the level 

of “tolerance” within the EU, it is clear that most international students are drawn toward 

living and studying in the EU because of the perception that it is an innovative centre 

filled with economic opportunity and like-minded, creative individuals. In this sense we 

can also draw a correlation to Human Capital Theory, which has two stipulations: that 

international students will pursue EMJMDs if the net benefits of foreign study outweigh 

the net benefits of engaging in activities at home; and that the more education a person 

has, the greater his or her financial returns and the greater his or her contributions to 

the national economy.  

Overall, both the GIS and interviews show that students and graduates perceive 

there are far more benefits to studying and working abroad than studying and working at 

home, even if students have a great appreciation for their culture, families, and friends. 

Working in the EU, at least for a short while, is seen as a necessity to gain the 

knowledge and experience needed to either be financially successful abroad, or to bring 

back skills to contribute to the home economy.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

At the start of this thesis, the research question asked: to what extent have 

EMJMD programmes influenced the migration of international students from 2004 to 

2020, and how can this be considered a reflection of EU discourse on higher education 

from 1993-2010? Beginning by giving the context of events before the demarcated 

period, one can observe how early discourse on higher education was originally meant 

to bring cohesiveness and integration to the European Community. To an extent, higher 

education cooperation also served an economic purpose insofar as reducing the 

European unemployment rate and promoting European solidarity in preparation for the 

internal market. The creation of EAPs such as Erasmus had the added benefits of 

boosting intra-European student mobility and creating a common system of credits, 

ECTS, which would later prove crucial to linking universities with differing academic 

systems. After the introduction of the Maastricht Treaty, the newly formed European 

Union faced the twin challenges of enlargement and globalisation. Policy rhetoric shifted 

toward how to remain internationally competitive against rivals like the United States 

and Asia. The European Commission insisted that the answer to boosting 

competitiveness was to build a knowledge-based economy and expand the service 

sector; to accomplish this, the Union needed to cultivate human resources. Universities 

were tasked with shaping education toward labour market needs and linking graduates 

with industry connections.  

As the Union grappled with building this knowledge economy through the 1990s, 

the Bologna Declaration marked a breakthrough in Member State agreement for 

bringing more coherence to higher education systems across Europe, and marketing 

European higher education as attractive worldwide. Soon after, the Lisbon Strategy set 

an ambitious goal for the EU to become the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-

based economy in the world by 2010. Needing to galvanise a Union that was still 

lagging behind in its goals for competitiveness, the Commission launched Erasmus 

Mundus in 2004. In the founding documents of Erasmus Mundus one can observe that 

programme goals included bringing cohesiveness and prestige to European 

universities. Additionally, the international dimension of Erasmus Mundus programmes 
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were meant to provide European labour markets with access to highly skilled, mobile 

human capital, and to create ties with third-country graduates who might become 

influential leaders and facilitate Europe’s political and commercial success.  

After the global financial crisis hit, the Commission perceived an even greater 

need to develop a knowledge economy to emerge from the recession. This led to the 

creation of the Europe 2020 Strategy in 2010, and the more urgent need to accumulate 

highly skilled human capital. It is after this period that one can observe an increase in 

Commission rhetoric for attracting and retaining third country students as human capital 

for the labour market, as well as the increase in Member State initiatives like the job-

searching graduate visa.  

One may argue that the existence of Erasmus Mundus is largely due to the 

Commission’s intensifying discourse over the decades for the EU to harness a 

knowledge-based economy. This rhetoric is also what led the EU to look outward for 

brain gains. Thus, the second half of this thesis sought to explore to what extent third 

country students are “retained” in the EU as knowledge workers, and explored trends of 

Erasmus Mundus students and alumni from inception to present day. The research 

ascertained the incentives for third country students to embark on Erasmus Mundus, 

how students built connections while studying in the EU, and whether their experiences 

convinced them to remain as knowledge workers. Longitudinal data from the Erasmus 

Mundus Association’s Graduate Impact Surveys showed that over the last five years, 

between 42% to 47% of EMJMD international students migrated to the EU after 

graduation. After using interviews to delve deeper into what incentivises students to 

embark on these programmes, a combination of factors was identified that “pushed” 

international students out of their countries of origin and “pulled” them toward countries 

within the EU. The primary takeaways were that students were most often “pushed” 

from their countries of origin because of a lack of opportunity and economic or political 

instability; factors “pulling” students toward the EU were greater career and lifestyle 

opportunities, as well as increased political and economic stability. After graduation, 

international students were most often “drawn” toward home to be closer to family, 

friends, and culture, or were “restrained” from remaining in the EU due to work 
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permit/visa issues or instances of racism. However, most interviewees expressed the 

desire to migrate to the EU, at least on a short-term basis. 

By far the clearest takeaway is that Erasmus Mundus does indeed attract and 

retain a significant number of international students. While abroad, many EMJMD 

interviewees obtained personally sourced or programme-sponsored work experiences, 

which helped students build a professional European network and made it more likely 

that students could connect to European employers. In the qualitative interviews, 18 out 

of 21 respondents had either found a job in the EU or expressed the desire to find a 

PhD or employment within the EU.  

It is worth contemplating how the historical and statistical findings of this thesis 

relate to the aforementioned theory of brain drain. Erasmus Mundus attracts and retains 

a significant number of international students who proceed to contribute to the EU 

knowledge economy as a highly skilled workforce; if one considered Erasmus Mundus 

as representative of larger student migration trends, a concern is that over time these 

types of programmes might increase economic and social disparities between regions, 

even if one considers the alleviating effects of remittances. Peripheral countries that 

cooperate with the EU in higher education, or sponsor citizens’ studies abroad, may do 

so in hopes that graduates will return and contribute to national economic development. 

However, in the global hegemonic rivalry for international human capital, it is the 

wealthy countries that have the soft power to develop higher education programmes 

and provide socioeconomic benefits that end up attracting and retaining international 

students.  

The conundrums of how to solve brain drain and regional inequality lie far 

beyond this thesis. However, in writing this thesis I hope to bring more awareness to the 

implications associated with building knowledge-based economies. The interviews also 

highlight another dimension to this equation: it is human nature to seek out opportunities 

in the quest for a better life. So long as those opportunities exist in developed countries 

and the developing countries are left lacking, the flow of talent from the Global South to 

the Global North will persist. 
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LIMITATIONS OF STUDY AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

 

While the quantitative portion of the study involving GIS statistics provides official and 

substantive data on EMJMD students and alumni, the qualitative portion is limited in 

several regards. Firstly, in the small sample size of twenty-one interviews, there was 

often only one interviewee to represent a given country. Though broader correlations 

were drawn between respondents and across countries, it is recommended that future 

research collects a larger sample size with several interviewees from the same country 

to ensure consistency in home country observations. Second, the method of gathering 

interviews was via convenience sampling, in which several people were selected from 

the author’s personal network and then, via a snowball method, interviewees would 

recommend other students and alumni within their personal networks. If future research 

intends to be more impartial or wishes for a more randomised sample, then other 

methods of gathering interviewees should be considered. Thirdly, from a larger 

viewpoint this thesis is concerned with human capital flight and brain drain, and all 

interviewees hailed from countries with developing economies. Should future research 

want a more holistic view of international student migration and global flows of talent, it 

is recommended that academics interview students and graduates from all non-EU 

countries, including from developed countries such as the US and Canada. Future 

research should also consider the perspectives of European students who chose to 

study in the EU instead of a regional competitor like the US. 

There is another limitation to the qualitative facet of this thesis. At the time 

research was conducted, the world was in the throes of the coronavirus pandemic. As 

such, unprecedented shutdowns of industry and everyday functions resulted in a 

worldwide economic downturn. The pandemic undoubtedly influenced interview 

responses, as some students and graduates expressed uncertainty of whether their 

work and migration plans would come to fruition. Graduates who were employed were 

not adversely affected, but graduates who had not yet found employment or a PhD 

programme were considering how the following months would impact their mobility. 

Thus, responses may have been more optimistic had there not been a pandemic. 

However, it is important to note that despite the circumstances, respondents were 
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happy to contribute their plans and experiences, as they found the topic of the thesis to 

be interesting and pertinent.  
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