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ABSTRACT:

International mobility of students has become one of the key aspects of Reyiew Article
globalization of higher education, with member countries of the Orga-

nization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) occu-

pying a dominant role as leading destinations for international students.

This paper analyzes current trends in international student mobility in ypk:

OECD countries, identifies the countries that attract the largest number 347 72.036:005.591.45-057.875
of students, and examines the factors that contribute to their attractive-

ness, including the quality of education, financial conditions, immi-

gration policies, and the labor market. A special focus is placed on the

possibilities of Southeast European countries to attract a larger number

of international students within the context of rising education costs in

some developed countries and changes in global educational migration.

Using a comparative analytical approach and a secondary data analysis, Key words:

the paper examines the strengths and limitations of universities in the international students,
Southeast European region, as well as strategies that could improve their ~ student mobility, OECD,
competitive position in relation to leading OECD destinations. The re-  Southeast Europe,
search conclusions indicate that universities in the region of Southeast internationalization
Europe, with adequate reform policies, adjustment of academic pro- of higher education,
grams and proactive internationalization strategies, can become increas-  university

ingly significant participants in global academic mobility. competitiveness

Introduction

International student mobility has become a defining characteristic and a central
economic engine of the contemporary globalization of higher education. Although
internationalization in higher education is sometimes mistakenly equated with
globalization in higher education, internationalization represents a set of activities
that higher education institutions undertake to cope with the global academic envi-
ronment (Altbach & Knight, 2007), while globalization is a much broader concept
that represents significantly more complex social, economic, and political influ-
ences on higher education systems. Unlike globalization, which occurs without the
influence of higher education institutions, internationalization is a process based
on the initiative of higher education institutions themselves. In a way, globalization
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opens up the possibility for students and academics to study and work anywhere
in the world, but, at the same time, it reinforces existing inequalities and raises
new barriers (Altbach, 2004).

Over the past five decades, driven by increasing globalization, regionalization,
and the demands of the knowledge economy, internationalization in tertiary ed-
ucation has transitioned from a marginal pursuit to a central, strategic reform
agenda supported by major international and governmental bodies, including
the European Union, Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD), and UNESCO (de Wit & Altbach, 2021).

This vast transnational movement of scholars is not merely an academic phe-
nomenon but a significant economic activity. The income generated for host coun-
tries is measured in tens of billions of euros annually, derived from direct sources
like tuition fees, and amplified by indirect expenditures, including living expenses,
over the duration of a student’s study period. The rising population of students
from abroad has made higher education a major export sector of the US economy,
generating $44 billion in export revenue in 2019, with educational exports being
about as big as the total exports of soybeans, corn, and textile supplies combined
(Bound et al., 2021, p.163).

However, this global mobility system is marked by profound structural ine-
qualities. Irrespective of enrolment in the most elite institutions, the aggregate
expenses of international residency and academic pursuit establish a fundamental
and insurmountable barrier to participation for those within the lower socio-eco-
nomic deciles. Globalization tends to concentrate wealth, knowledge, and power,
while international academic mobility similarly favors well-developed education
systems and institutions, thereby compounding existing inequalities (Altbach &
Knight, 2007, p.291). Therefore, it is not surprising that member countries of the
OECD occupy a dominant role as the leading global destinations for international
students. Education is built on class relations and reflects, reinforces, and replicates
the tendency of capital to produce and reproduce inequalities (Hill et al., 2009).

A dual challenge resulting from globalization impacts global higher education
systems: while the expenses associated with tertiary education continue to escalate
in the most developed nations, their less-developed and developing counterparts
simultaneously contend with the debilitating effect of intellectual capital flight,
commonly known as ‘brain drain’ This phenomenon involves the emigration of
highly talented and successful academics, researchers, and students toward devel-
oped economies in pursuit of enhanced opportunities, a dynamic that ultimately
compromises the academic and scientific capacity of the sending nations. Most
international students pay for their own studies, producing significant income for
the host countries - and a drain on the economy of the developing world (Altbach,
2004, p.12). This economic outflow is compounded by the structural difficulty of
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reintegrating highly trained professionals into nascent domestic labor markets.
Without appropriate jobs, developing countries will lose this much-needed intel-
lectual capital, their brightest children, in whom they have invested enormously
through elementary and secondary education and sometimes even through college,
to developed countries (Stiglitz, 2006, p.51). The brain drain, uneven economic dis-
tribution of gains from the internationalization of higher education, coupled with
educational aid policies funding international students and the commercialization
of the education sector contribute to the deepening of differences between devel-
oped and undeveloped regions and countries (Adnett, 2010; Filijovi¢ et al., 2011).

The established dominance of OECD countries stems from a confluence of
attractive factors, including the perceived high quality of education, favorable
financial conditions, supportive immigration policies, and robust post-gradua-
tion labor markets. Nevertheless, the global landscape of educational migration is
shifting. In the evolving international education market, a host country’s ability to
attract international students will increasingly depend on its ‘pull’ factors, making
the awareness, reputation, and quality of its institutions, especially as influenced
by alumni word-of-mouth, the most critical elements in study destination choice
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). When talking about international students’ motivation
for studying abroad, it is important to distinguish between students who spent a
short period of their studies in mobility (exchange students) and students who
undertake a full degree abroad (long-term international students), since their mo-
tivation is significantly different (Hovdhaugen & Wiers-Jenssen, 2023; King &
Raghuram, 2013; Vasojevi¢, 2025). In this paper, we'll focus on long-term interna-
tional students. Given the fact that this category of international students usually
spends several years living abroad during the period of study (depending on the
study cycle and on the duration of study program), their consideration of living
and tuition costs is much more important than that of exchange students. Due to
rising education and living costs in traditionally leading destinations, as well as
changes in geopolitical and domestic policies (Beine et al., 2014; Mok et al., 2024),
increasing opportunities for attracting students are emerging in non-traditional
regions (Apsite-Berina et al., 2023). This paper focuses on the key issues of com-
petitive challenges and opportunities for universities in Southeast Europe (SEE)*
to attract a larger number of international students in light of these global changes.

To address this challenge, this paper undertakes a comparative analysis of cur-
rent trends in international student mobility. Specifically, it analyses the factors
that contribute to the attractiveness and competitive edge of leading OECD des-
tinations. Following this examination, the research analyses the available statisti-
cal data to evaluate the existing strengths and inherent limitations of universities

! For the purposes of this study, Southeast Europe refers to Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Bulgaria, Croatia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Romania, and Serbia.
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across the Southeast European region. The main goal is to formulate strategic
recommendations, including necessary reform policies, adjustments to academic
programs, and proactive internationalization strategies, that could improve the
region’s competitive position and enable universities in Southeast Europe to become
increasingly significant participants in global academic mobility.

1. Methodology
1.1. Research Design and Approach

This paper employs a quantitative research design utilizing a comparative an-
alytical approach and a secondary data analysis method. This approach provides
access to large amounts of information and a broad population for analysis (Varta-
nian, 2011). The secondary data analysis methodology was implemented with full
awareness of its perceived constraints, requiring a rigorous approach to address
core issues such as evaluating data quality and minimizing the risk of conceptual
misalignment (Murphy & Schlaerth, 2010; Vartanian, 2011). The primary objec-
tive is to evaluate the competitive position of the Southeast European (SEE) in
the global landscape of international student mobility relative to the established
leaders within the OECD. The analysis is structured into two main phases: first,
establishing a benchmark of success by analysing mobility trends and ‘pull’ factors
in leading OECD destinations; second, conducting a gap analysis to identify the
strengths, limitations, and strategic opportunities for universities in the SEE region.

The core of the methodology is the systematic collection and interpretation of
macro-level statistical data related to international student flows, destination choice
determinants, and country-level educational metrics.

1.2. Data Sources and Scope

The analysis relies on publicly available, internationally recognized statistical
databases, ensuring consistency and comparability across diverse geographic re-
gions. The principal sources of data utilized for this study include OECD statistics
and the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) Database. The sources of data are
recognized as reputable organizations with high quality of data sets (Vartanian,
2011). These resources provide detailed, standardized data on educational attain-
ment, financial investments in education, and, critically, statistics on international
student enrolment across OECD and SEE countries. This data allows for the cal-
culation of inflow and outflow rates for both host and origin countries.

The study primarily focuses on the period between 2018 and 2023, a timeframe
selected to capture recent pre-pandemic trends, the impact of the COVID-19 dis-
ruption, and the subsequent recovery and shift in global educational migration
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patterns. Key data points collected include:
o Total number of international student enrolments in OECD and SEE
countries.
o Growth rates in international student numbers.
o The primary host countries for international students.
o The primary origin countries of international students.

1.3. Analytical Framework

The comparative analysis is executed through three systematic steps:

1. Benchmark Establishment: Utilizing OECD data, the defining character-
istics of leading host countries (academic quality, post-study work policy,
cost of living/tuition) are quantified and synthesized to form a benchmark
of competitive success.

2. Comparative Profiling of SEE: Data on international student enrolment
and growth is collected for countries in SEE. This profile is then measured
against the established OECD benchmark.

3. Gap and Opportunity Analysis: A qualitative-quantitative synthesis is per-
formed to identify the specific gaps between the SEE profile and the OECD
benchmark. This analysis examines areas where the SEE region can leverage
global changes (e.g., rising costs in traditional destinations) by adopting
proactive internationalization strategies.

The conclusions and recommendations derived from this methodology are
grounded in statistical observation, aiming to provide evidence-based insights
for improving the competitive standing of Southeast European universities in the
context of rising global student mobility.

2. Significance and Determinants of International Student Mobility
2.1. Global Trends in International Student Mobility

The twenty-first century has witnessed an exponential increase in international
student mobility (De Wit & Altbach, 2021), solidifying its role as a key driver in
the globalization of higher education. This trend underscores not only the growing
demand for quality education worldwide but also the recognition of higher educa-
tion as a tradable commodity. The scale of this movement is most evident within
the OECD member states. The total number of international students hosted by
the 38 OECD members increased substantially from 3 million in 2014 to over 4.6
million by 2022 (OECD, 2025). Notably, this robust growth persisted despite the
profound disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, with student numbers
rising by 18% between 2018 and 2022. During this period, only five countries
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(Australia, Denmark, Italy, New Zealand, and the USA) experienced a decrease in
international student figures, mostly because of restrictive immigration measures
during the pandemic. Conversely, countries like Chile and Slovenia saw the largest
relative increases, with their number of international students nearly doubling,
reflecting emerging shifts in destination preferences (OECD, 2025). During the
COVID-19 pandemic, some of the leading scholars in internationalization, such
as Altbach and De Wit were not optimistic about internationalization bouncing
back so fast and argued that ‘such optimism is naive’ (de Wit & Altbach, 2022).

The global landscape of international student mobility is characterized by a sig-
nificant concentration of both host destinations and student origins, a pattern that
defines the competitive environment for emerging markets like Southeast Europe.
Globally, the wave of international students flows from East to West and from South
to North, while opportunities mainly benefit students from high-income families
(de Witt, 2021). As host destinations, Australia, Canada, France, Germany, the
United Kingdom, and the United States continue to exert an unparalleled gravi-
tational pull, collectively hosting nearly two-thirds of all international students in
the OECD (Marginson, 2012, OECD, 2025). The number of inbound international
students in top six countries destinations were analysed for the period 2018-2023
based on data available in UNESCO database (UNESCO, 2025).

Table 1. International students in top host countries (2018-2023)

Country 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Australia 444,514 509,160 458,279 378,439 382,007 467,074
Canada 224,548 279,168 323,157 312,630 336,837 389,181
France 223,623 246,378 252,444 252,856 263,458 276,217
Germany 311,738 333,233 368,717 376,359 403,473 423,197
UK 452,079 489,019 550,877 600,589 674,931 748,461
USA 987,313 n.a. 957,475 833,204 n.a. 956,923

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2025).

As illustrated in Table 1, the United States maintains the largest share of inter-
national students, accounting for over 20% of all inbound mobility within OECD
nations. Conversely, the United Kingdom, positioned second, experienced sub-
stantial growth during the observed six-year period—increasing its enrolment by
nearly 300,000 students. Notably, this upward trend persisted despite the global
disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. The nations represented in Table
1 traditionally dominate global rankings as primary host countries, a position
sustained not only by their expansive higher education systems but also by the
high quality of their institutions and the prevalence of top-ranked universities.
In 2023, these six nations collectively hosted 3.26 million international students,
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accounting for approximately 71% of the 4.6 million students across all 38 OECD
member states. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that four of these leading destina-
tions are Anglophone. Given these structural disparities, emerging regions such
as Southeast Europe cannot be directly compared to these ‘top six’ host countries.
Consequently, the following analysis shifts focus toward the strategies employed
by smaller OECD nations, with particular emphasis on non-Anglophone contexts.

South Korea, the Netherlands, and Tiirkiye together host a further 18% of mobile
students, demonstrating the presence of distinct regional or strategic mobility hubs.
But these three countries have some very different strategies for future interna-
tionalisation in higher education. Korea has implemented policies such as the
Study Korea 300K Project, aiming to host over 300,000 international students by
2027, and university-industry collaboration initiatives like the Glocal University 30
Project to align education with labor market needs (Huang et al., 2025). Through
active promotional campaigns and dedicated scholarship programs, Tiirkiye has
established itself as a leading destination for students originating from the Middle
East, Central Asia, and North Africa. Tiirkiye attracts international students pri-
marily from its neighboring countries, the Middle East, and Africa, a trend largely
driven by sociological, cultural, and economic factors, as well as the higher expense
and more stringent prerequisites for studying in North American and Western
European countries, though students from Europe tend to have higher gradua-
tion rates (Mutlu, 2024; Ozoglu et al., 2015). In contrast to those approaches, the
Netherlands’ policy shifts toward decreasing the number of international students,
with ‘new measures in place to control the number of English-taught programs
and the influx of international learners’ (Condette & De Witt, 2023). This policy
shift follows a prolonged period of high international enrolment, which has placed
significant pressure on the Netherlands’ limited infrastructure. In a country of its
scale, the influx has contributed to a sharp rise in housing costs and a tightening
of the rental market. Furthermore, the proliferation of English-taught programs
has sparked concerns regarding the marginalization of Dutch-language programs
within the national curriculum.

It is noticeable that the student origin countries also remain unchanged for
decades, which directly impacts the strategic priorities of host destinations. China
and India remain the biggest sources of internationally mobile students, together
accounting for around 30% of the total. Vietnam has also emerged as a top-five
origin country, highlighting demographic and economic shifts that fuel outward
mobility. China and India have dominated inflows into many of the English-speak-
ing countries, whereas the US, UK, France, and Australia remain important desti-
nation countries (King & Raghuram, 2013). A detailed analysis of the top sending
countries between 2018 and 2022 (OECD, 2025) reveals persistent patterns of flow,
dominated by large, rapidly developing economies where the demand for world-
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class tertiary education outstrips domestic supply.

Table 2. Top countries of international students’ origin

2018 2022

Country Number of | Share of total | Country Number of Share of total
international number international number

students students
China 903,825 23.0 China 862,767 18.7
India 316,451 8.1 India 524,548 11.3
Germany 115,494 2.9 Vietnam 128,471 2.8
Vietnam 104,267 2.7 Germany 121,609 2.6
South Korea 96,603 2.5 France 108,185 2.3
France 93,899 2.4 USA 93,195 2.0
Ttaly 69,848 1.8 Nigeria 85,764 1.9
Saudi Arabia 69,305 1.8 South Korea 82,384 1.8
Nepal 68,675 1.7 Italy 79,574 1.7
USA 64,574 1.6 Nepal 79,051 1.7

Source: OECD (2025).

As detailed in the Table 2, China and India remain the undisputed leaders in
student outflow. In 2018, China accounted for the largest share of total international
students at 23.0%. While its absolute number decreased slightly by 2022, its share
remained substantial at 18.7% (862,767 students), confirming its position as the
single largest source market. Simultaneously, the outbound mobility from India saw
a dramatic surge, increasing for more than 3%. The combined volume from these
two countries reinforces the strategic importance of focusing internationalization
efforts toward the Asia-Pacific region, but we also have to keep in mind that those
two countries are the most populated countries of the world. Furthermore, the
destinations of these students are highly selective: over two-thirds of Chinese and
Indian students studying abroad enrol in just five countries: Australia, Canada,
Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States (OECD, 2025).

The omission of Saudi Arabia from the top ten destination list and the rising
prominence of Vietnam and Nigeria that we see in Table 2 were trends scholars had
foreseen years before. Global student mobility is diversifying, with growth in Viet-
nam, Nigeria, and India offsetting declines in Saudi Arabia and China; the demand
for measurable career returns will intensify to validate the financial investment of
studying abroad (Choudaha, 2017). Notably, Vietnam experienced considerable
growth, moving from the fourth place with 104,261 students in 2018 to the third
place with 128,471 students in 2022, underscoring the dynamic nature of mobility
in Southeast Asia. A shift from political to socio-economic drivers, that is to say,
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structural ‘push’ factors and individual ‘pull’ motivations, has popularized interna-
tional education among Vietnam’s self-funded middle class (Hong Nguyen, 2013).

The emergence of Nigeria as a top-ten origin country in 2022 (ranked seventh)
further signals the growing potential of African student markets. This surge in
outbound mobility is primarily driven by powerful ‘push’ factors based on systemic
domestic educational instability, including domestically underfunded universities,
frequent academic strikes, and the pursuit of better career opportunities (Okunade
& Awosusi, 2023). This strong external drive is compounded by the fact that Nigeria
possesses one of the highest percentages of youth population in the world. This
situation stands in sharp contrast to countries like South Korea and Japan, which
are ‘facing declining youth populations, prompting governments to implement
strategic policies to sustain enrolment and enhance institutional competitiveness’
(Huang et al., 2025, p. 41). Beyond the top two, the composition of the leading
ten origin countries highlights diverse regional contributions. France, Germany;,
and Italy, despite being European destinations themselves, also feature as signifi-
cant origin countries although their relative share is smaller. This mobility is often
driven by well-established cultural and academic exchange programs, but also by
limited access to top institutions and perceived overcrowding in open-access uni-
versities within their home countries (OECD, 2025). The analysis of these origin
countries provides crucial intelligence for any region, including Southeast Europe,
seeking to expand its international student base. Successfully competing for inter-
national students requires targeted recruitment strategies that align institutional
strengths with the specific needs and academic goals of students emanating from
these high-volume source countries.

2.2. Qualitative Characteristics of Student Mobility

International student mobility is not uniformly distributed across all academic
levels or fields of study. The propensity for students to seek education abroad sig-
nificantly increases with the level of higher education. On average, international
students account for only 5% of bachelor degree students, but this share triples
at the master’s level to 15% and increases fivefold for doctoral students, reaching
approximately 25% (OECD, 2025). This gradient suggests that host countries,
particularly those aiming to attract highly skilled labor and contribute to advanced
research, should strategically focus recruitment efforts on postgraduate programs.

Furthermore, a significant qualitative trend is the pronounced preference for
Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) fields among inter-
nationally mobile students (Adhikari, 2017; Chang et al., 2022). STEM fields are
more popular among international students (30% of total enrolment) than they are
among domestic students (19% of total enrolment) (OECD, 2025). This statistical
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preference has critical implications for developing recruitment strategies, partic-
ularly in regions like Southeast Europe, which could leverage specific institutional
strengths in technical or scientific disciplines to attract this high-value cohort. The
preference of international students for STEM fields is also observed in post-doc-
toral studies (Mendez & Watson, 2023).

2.3 Factors Driving Destination Attractiveness

The enduring dominance of OECD countries in the international education
market is directly attributable to a complex interaction of ‘pull factors, the char-
acteristics that make a country or institution highly attractive to international
students. These factors can be grouped into four primary categories: academic
quality, economic considerations, post-study opportunities, and socio-cultural
environment. Motivation for international student mobility varies significantly by
field of study, with pragmatic reasons like domestic restrictions driving choices in
certain fields (e.g., medical education) and ‘pull’ factors like language skills or career
prospects dominating others, ultimately suggesting that the traditional push/pull
dichotomy is too simplistic (Hovdhaugen & Wiers-Jenssen, 2023).

The decision to pursue education abroad is influenced by complex mixture of
different ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors, one of the most important ones being econom-
ic factors, with two-thirds of internationally mobile students originating from
high-income or upper middle-income countries (OECD, 2025). This highlights
the fact that studying abroad is generally reserved for populations with sufficient
disposable income.

The perceived and measured quality of higher education is arguably the most
significant pull factor (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Leading OECD destinations host
numerous globally recognized universities, whose high standing is consistently
reflected in international university rankings. Furthermore, the commitment to
research excellence, the availability of specialized programs, and the adoption of
similar policies that encourage student mobility and regional cooperation (e.g.,
scholarships and operational agreements) enhance their academic appeal.

While international education represents a significant financial investment, the
ultimate return on investment is a critical determinant (Yue & Lu, 2022). Students
often choose destinations where the total cost of tuition and living expenses is
justifiable by the expected career outcomes (Hawthorne, 2010). Although some
OECD nations are expensive, they often offer competitive financial incentives,
including state-funded education, as in some continental European countries,
extensive scholarship opportunities, and the implicit value of a globally portable
degree. Conversely, social inequality inclines (Di Pietro, 2020) and the high cost
of studying abroad restrict this mobility primarily to students from upper or mid-
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dle-class income backgrounds, especially those self-funding their studies, which
disproportionately affects developing countries (Gutema et al., 2024).

For many students, the primary goal of international education is not simply
the degree, but access to superior labor markets and permanent residency oppor-
tunities (Beech, 2018; Hawthorne, 2010). The most attractive host countries offer
favorable immigration policies and transparent pathways to post-study work visas
or permanent residency. These policies transform a temporary educational sojourn
into a potential long-term migration strategy, significantly increasing the destina-
tion’s overall value proposition. The promise of utilizing newly acquired skills in
an advanced economy and contributing to the host country’s intellectual capital
pool, mitigating the ‘brain drain’ concern for the host country, is a powerful draw.
While financial and structural factors shape international study choices, empirical
research shows that they are insufficient on their own, as students’ decisions are
also driven by autonomous motivations linked to identity, self-realization, and
perceived personal value rather than purely instrumental benefits (Yue & Lu, 2022).

The local environment, including language, safety, cultural tolerance, and the
availability of support services for international students, plays a key, though often
underestimated, role. The findings of some research emphasise the significance of
factors such as the quality of education, visa requirements, academic reputation,
tuition fees, availability of scholarships, job opportunities, social, economic, envi-
ronmental, individual, and cultural issues, as well as language barriers (Gutema et
al., 2024). Destinations featuring widely spoken languages such as English, French,
and German, naturally have a competitive advantage as confirmed by the data given
in Table 1. English-speaking countries are at the top of the list of states with the
highest number of international students. The English language has established
itself as the dominant language of higher education and the most prevalent foreign
language in educational systems worldwide (Unangst et al., 2022; Altbach, 2004).
This is further evidenced by the fact that in countries where English is not the
native language, over 8,000 study programs are offered in English (Mitchel, 2016;
according to: Unangst et al., 2022). Furthermore, a welcoming, safe, and culturally
diverse environment ensures a smoother transition and a more productive study
period, influencing the overall student experience and their willingness to recom-
mend the destination to peers.

At the same time, ‘push’ factors heavily impact students’ decision to study
abroad, such as limited access to education in their own country (Mazzarol &
Soutar, 2002; Okunade & Awosusi, 2023), or perceived lower quality of domestic
higher education and weak perspectives for future employment (Hong Nguyen,
2013).
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3. The Competitive Position of Southeast Europe in Global Student Mobility

To examine the competitive standing of Southeast Europe, we conducted a
longitudinal analysis of international student enrolment from 2018 to 2023 acro-
ss seven major countries in the region: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North
Macedonia, Serbia, Bulgaria, Croatia, and Romania (UNESCO, 2025)%. The data
reveals highly uneven distribution and growth trajectories within the region, po-
sitioning the SEE countries as emerging, yet comparatively small, participants in
the global academic market.

Table 3. International Student Enrolment in Southeast Europe (2018-2023)

Country 2018 2019 2020 2001 2022 2023
Albania 1,969 2,204 2,246 2,088 1,872 2,012
ﬁ(e)i?elz g;‘lﬂa 7,083 6,334 5,454 5,501 5,691 6,081

Bulgaria 15155 | 16499 | 17575 | 18125 | 19162 | 19,250
Croatia 5,014 5,722 4,768 4,290 5,735 5,929
,’;‘A%feh i 309 2,002 2812 2103 4,707 6,178
Romania 2012 | 30294 | 32560 | 337755 | 34772 | 36216
Serbia 1361 | 11505 | 11419 | 10946 | 11247 | 11419
Total 7279 | 75540 | 76834 | 78828 | 83186 | 87,085

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2025).

Table 3 shows that the total number of international students in SEE countries
slightly exceeds 87,000, which is only 1.9% of the total international student pop-
ulation in OECD countries. This comparison highlights the relatively small scale
of international student enrolment in the SEE region, even though none of the
analyzed countries are OECD members. While acknowledging the substantially
smaller structural scale of higher education systems in SEE countries relative to
the top six OECD host destinations, the region’s current international student
enrolment figures remain conspicuously modest.

The analysis, visually supported by the enrolment trends over the period in Table
3, reveals that Romania and Bulgaria are the definitive market leaders in SEE. Ro-
mania consistently enrols the largest number of international students, surpassing
36,000 by 2023, exhibiting a continuous growth trajectory throughout the period.
The creation of a unique promotion umbrella, Study in Romania, helped univer-

? Data on international students in Montenegro was not available in the UNESCO database at the
time of analysis. Greece was excluded due to its distinct higher education internationalization
profile as a long-term European Union member, which limits comparability with other South East
European countries.
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sities join forces and supported the development of internationalization strategies
at more than 25 universities and the implementation of specific funding schemes
for internationalization, leading to an increase in the number of international
students (Fit & Haj, 2022, p.103). Bulgaria follows as the second-largest destina-
tion, steadily increasing its enrolment to over 19,000 students in 2022 and 2023,
demonstrating robust stability despite the pandemic years. Countries like Bulgaria,
which used to primarily send students abroad, have developed strategies to attract
international students by becoming part of the global commodification of higher
education, where the significantly lower fees and living costs are the main factors
motivating students to access their desired profession, obtain an EU degree,, and
benefit from easier admission and graduation procedures, rather than seeking a
‘world class university’ (Markov & Periklieva, 2023). It is important to note that
the 2007 accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the European Union served as a
critical catalyst for their growing appeal as destinations for international students.

As per Table 3, Serbia maintains a substantial, yet relatively stagnant, base of
approximately 11,000 international students, showing minimal fluctuation across
the six years. The remaining countries, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North
Macedonia, and Croatia, operate on a smaller scale, each hosting fewer than 7,000
students annually. The Serbian government initiated the ‘World in Serbia’ program
in 2010, which offers scholarships to international students studying at Serbian
universities (Predojevi¢ Despi¢, 2025; Vasojevi¢, 2025). This program evidently
had a positive impact on international students’ motivation to study in Serbia, a
finding supported by the research that ranked the scholarship as the second-high-
est-ranked ‘pull’ factor for international students in the country (Vasojevi¢, 2025).

The current academic literature demonstrates a disparity in the scholarly at-
tention given to international students across SEE countries. While Romania and
Serbia are the subjects of numerous studies and publications (Despi¢, 2025; Fit &
Haj, 2022; Nisipeanu-Biliga, 2025; Vasojevi¢, 2025; Vasojevi¢, 2024; lorga, 2021;
Tirban et. al., 2012), with Bulgaria receiving attention to a lesser extent (Makni,
2011; Markov & Periklieva, 2023), there remains a significant gap in research con-
cerning Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, and even Croatia.
The existing research in Croatia predominantly focuses on short-term exchange
students in ERASMUS programs (Palfi et al., 2023; Senci et al., 2022; Vuli¢-Prtori¢
& Oetjen, 2017). Conversely, studies related to Albania are largely concentrated on
outbound international students and the resulting issue of ‘brain drain’ (Gérmenji
& Milo, 2011; Danaj, 2019; King & Gédeshi, 2023). In Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, there are no specific scientific studies regarding international students in the
country, while there are just a few about students in mobility programs (Stojki¢ &
Gabri¢, 2018), or internationalization in higher education in general (Markovic
etal., 2021).
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While the total number of international students in the SEE region grew from
approximately 72,790 in 2018 to over 87,000 in 2023, their share of the total student
population remained low, bellow 1.9%. The average annual growth rate in the SEE
region was about 3.7%, which is lower than the growth observed in leading host
countries such as Canada (11.5%), the UK (10.7%), and Germany (6.3%), and
comparable to or slightly below France (4.3%) and Australia (1.0%). This highlights
both the relatively limited scale and pace of internationalization in SEE countries
(see Chapter 2.1. for OECD data). Countries like Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, and Croatia experienced notable volatility, particularly during the COVID-19
period (2020-2021), indicating a possible sensitivity to external shocks and per-
haps less resilient international recruitment pipelines compared to the regional
leaders. Despite the positive growth in total numbers, the entire SEE region’s total
enrolment is still significantly smaller than that of many single, mid-tier OECD
host countries, let alone the global leaders (US, UK, Australia), each of which hosts
hundreds of thousands of international students.

The competitive challenge for SEE countries, therefore, is twofold: first, to un-
derstand and replicate the success factors driving the growth in Romania and
Bulgaria (keeping in mind that the EU membership plays a significant role); and
second, to identify niche competitive advantages that allow them to attract students
away from the highly established and attractive OECD destinations. There is a long
and successful history of international students studying in some SEE countries.
In the early 1980s, Romania was among the top 15 countries worldwide providing
academic services for international students, many coming from Middle East, es-
pecially in the field of medicine (Fit & Haj, 2022). A highly similar historical con-
text existed in former Yugoslavia, which hosted numerous international students
predominantly originating from countries within the Non-Aligned Movement. In
the period between 1950 and 1990, 15,364 international students from 119 different
countries studied at Serbian universities (Vasojevic, 2024).

3.1. Potential Benefits of Enhanced Internationalization for SEE

With adequate and targeted policies, universities in Southeast Europe can be-
come more significant participants in global academic mobility. The benefits of
achieving this goal extend far beyond mere enrolment figures, providing compre-
hensive returns to institutions, national economies, and the academic environment.

Despite being actively solicited as desirable migrants who possess and develop
valuable skills, international students are, simultaneously, targets of increasing
suspicion, creating a paradox where they are both desired yet treated with disdain
in migration policy (King & Raghuram, 2013).

The blend of varied academic backgrounds and problem-solving approaches
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actively fosters creativity and innovative thinking in research and academic work
(Luo & Jamieson-Drake, 2013). In the long term, this international exposure con-
tributes to the expansion of alumni networks and the improvement of positions
in international rankings. International students provide numerous advantages to
academic departments, including filling research assistant openings, assisting the
faculty in developing international relationships, and offering domestic students
a more authentic view of their life situations.

On the financial side, attracting international students results in significant
economic gains (Kamm et al., 2022) not only for higher education institutions, but
the society in general. This revenue can be directly channeled toward the develop-
ment of scientific research, innovations, equipment, and laboratories. Indirectly,
the presence of international students generates a direct economic stimulus for the
local community (e.g., housing, retail, services). Ultimately, internationalization
plays a key role in attracting talents and contributing to the national workforce,
thereby mitigating the negative effects of the domestic ‘brain drain’

3.2. Caveats in Data Interpretation: The Role of Linguistic and Ethnic Proximity

A critical nuance in interpreting international student data for SEE, particularly
for countries such as Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, and Albania, is the
influence of linguistic and ethnic proximity on student mobility. Unlike benchmark
OECD destinations, which attract a significant percentage of students through
global academic reputation and post-study work opportunities, a substantial por-
tion of cross-border enrolment within the SEE region is driven by factors distinct
from classic internationalization mechanisms. For instance, a significant number of
students enroled in Serbia originate from neighboring countries, including Bosnia
and Herzegovina and Montenegro. These students often share linguistic back-
grounds and national community ties, which substantially reduce barriers to entry,
integration, and academic study. The influence of Serbia on the higher education
system in the Republic of Srpska (RS) is evidenced by the fact that secondary school
graduates from one-third of all cities and municipalities (20 local administrative
units) in the Republic of Srpska prefer to pursue their studies in Serbia rather than
at universities within the RS (Mapuuxosuh et al., 2023:175). The research similarly
confirmed that the Croatian diaspora in Canada functions as a comparable pool
of prospective international students for Croatian universities (SrSen et al., 2019).
A comparable concentration is observed in Romania, where data from the last 20
years revealed that between 63% and 71% of all international students originated
from neighboring Moldova (Nisipeanu-Biliga, 2025), a reflection of strong cultural
and linguistic ties between the two countries. In Bulgaria, there is a substantial
community of international students of Bulgarian origin coming from Serbia,
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North Macedonia and Ukraine (Markov & Periklieva, 2023).

While these enrolments contribute to the quantitative totals in Table 3, they
must be interpreted cautiously, as these proximity-driven flows often represent
intra-regional educational migration rather than a true global academic competi-
tion. This distinction is vital for competitive analysis: the number of truly globally
mobile students (defined here as those traveling long distances and crossing major
cultural or linguistic barriers) may be inflated by these regional flows, thus mask-
ing the severity of the challenge when competing with globally recognized OECD
destinations. Further research is necessary to disaggregate these proximity-based
enrolments from those driven by global market forces. However, this regional
clustering is not unique to the SEE region. A significant trend in international ed-
ucation is for students to remain within their home regions, where, in 2020, almost
one-third (29%) of international students in OECD countries originated from the
same broad geographical area (Kamm et al, 2022). Choudaha also perceived that
almost 20% of all international students want to stay close to their home country
(Choudaha, 2017).

4. Research Conclusions and Policy Recommendations
4.1. Synthesis of Findings

The comparative analysis confirms that international student mobility is an
essential, continuously expanding aspect of the globalization of higher educa-
tion. Global mobility flows exhibit a clear and persistent concentration on leading
OECD destinations (Australia, USA, UK, Canada, France, and Germany) and are
heavily sourced from key origin countries (China and India). These global patterns
establish a high competitive standard defined by institutional prestige (Mazzarol
& Soutar, 2002), strong post-study employment prospects, and streamlined im-
migration policies (Lulle & King, 2016).

The analysis of SEE countries (Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Mace-
donia, Serbia, Bulgaria, Croatia, and Romania) reveals a sub-market defined by
smaller volumes and high regional dependency. While the total number of inter-
national students in SEE is growing, a significant portion of this growth is driven
by linguistic and ethnic proximity since some of the students are moving between
neighboring countries. This indicates that the current success of SEE is based more
on intra-regional migration than on global competitive factors.

A key conclusion is that SEE is not in direct competition for the same cohort of
students targeting ‘Ivy League’ or top-tier research universities. Instead, the region’s
potential lies in attracting the vast, financially-conscious market seeking quality
education with financial accessibility in a culturally rich European environment.
Romania is an attractive study destination because its EU membership facilitates
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mobility and degree recognition, while its lower overall cost of living, availability
of diverse programs (especially medicine and engineering) taught in English and
French, and the presence of diaspora communities are reinforced by the improved
international reputation of its universities (Nisipeanu-Biliga, 2025). Similar ben-
eficial ‘pull’ factors and competitive advantages may be leveraged by other higher
education systems throughout the region, which warrants further examination to
identify their broader regional potential.

4.2. Policy Recommendations and Strategic Imperatives

Building directly on the comparative analysis presented in Sections 2 and 3,
this section translates the study’s key findings into a set of policy recommenda-
tions and strategic imperatives. As demonstrated in Section 2, rising education
and living costs in traditional host countries, together with evolving geopolitical
and domestic policy conditions, are reshaping global student mobility patterns.
Section 3 further highlights how these dynamics create emerging competitive
opportunities for non-traditional regions. Within this analytical framework, the
following recommendations are explicitly derived from the structural advantages
and constraints identified in the preceding sections and are intended to inform
more strategic, sustainable, and context-sensitive approaches to international stu-
dent recruitment and positioning.

Building upon the findings of the previous chapters, which highlighted the
saturation of proximity-based recruitment and the demographic challenges facing
domestic enrolment, one possible response for developing countries is to try to
increase the quality of their domestic higher education institutions through the
encouragement of collaboration programs with quality providers in developed
economies. Nevertheless, the growth of franchising and joint ventures has raised
concerns about their overall impact on the development of higher education sys-
tems in low-income countries (Adnett, 2010, p.634).

For SEE to transform itself from a region primarily reliant on proximity-based
enrolment, a vulnerability identified in Chapter 3, into a competitive player in the
global market, its higher education institutions and respective national govern-
ments must implement a multifaceted internationalization strategy. The exam-
ple of Romania reinforces the importance of a coherent national strategy. In that
context, the absence of a unified direction manifested as a series of fragmented
state initiatives, which frequently faced challenges during their implementation,
ultimately impeding the country’s global competitiveness in the sector (Nisipea-
nu-Biliga, 2025).

Success requires aligning academic offerings with the needs of the global market
as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3. Universities must offer high-quality programs in
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the English language that are innovative and easily recognizable in different systems
(e.g., utilizing the ECTS system). It is essential to define clear and realistic goals
for internationalization and implement proactive, targeted strategies focused on
specific origin countries where SEE value proposition (cost accessibility, culture,
and safety) is most attractive.

Since higher education institutions in SEE cannot compete solely based on
global rankings, a reality explored in our comparative data, a superior student
experience and administrative efficiency become crucial competitive advantages.
To overcome the specific administrative bottlenecks identified in the comparative
analysis presented in Chapter 3, reducing bureaucracy and providing efficient
support can be a decisive factor. Therefore, it is reccommended that a Centralized
‘One-Stop-Shop Service be established (e.g, an International Student Office) to han-
dle all administrative matters for international students: visas, residence permits,
health insurance, and document recognition. Furthermore, reflecting the student
welfare concerns raised in Chapter 3, it is critical to ensure guaranteed and afford-
able accommodation, whether in dormitories or through verified partnerships, as
well as logistical support upon arrival, such as airport transfers and comprehensive
orientation programs. Mentorship programs, which connect new international
students with experienced domestic students, can further ease navigation through
culture and campus life.

In the digital age, a strong digital presence and transparency are essential to
bridge the information gap noted in our market research. This involves maintaining
a transparent, multilingual website with all key information, such as tuition fees,
admission requirements, and deadlines, kept up-to-date in English and well-posi-
tioned in search engine results. Similarly, social media engagement using platforms
popular in target regions is vital for showcasing authentic student life.

Finally, to mitigate the ‘brain drain’ trends discussed earlier in this work, in-
dustry connections and employment opportunities must be strengthened through
career integration. Developing mandatory internship programs and strategic
partnerships with local and international companies will help students improve
post-graduation employment prospects and encourage them to remain in the re-
gion. This is a very important element, as seen when analyzing the highly successful
internationalization program of South Korea, which effectively linked education
to labor market needs (Huang et al., 2025).

The research concludes that SEE countries possess the fundamental elements,
affordability, cultural richness, and academic commitment, for a significant increase
in their participation in global academic mobility. Success hinges on transforming
institutional and governmental approaches from the passive enrolment policies
criticized in earlier sections to aggressive, student-centric internationalization
strategies focused on quality, accessibility, and streamlined administrative support.
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ANCTPAKT

MebynaponHa MOOWIHOCT CTyHeHaTa IIOCTala je jefaH Off K/bYYHMX
acriexara I7odanusanyje BYCOKOT 09pa3oBarba, P YeMY 3eM/be YIaHM-
e Opranusanyje 3a eKOHOMCKY capapmby 1 pas3Boj (OECD) saysumajy
TOMIHAHTHY y7IoTy Kao Bofiehe mecTuHarmje 3a cTpaHe cTyfieHTe. OBaj
paj; aHa/mM3Mpa TPEHYTHE TPeH0Be MOSVITHOCTY MehyHapOmHIX cTyze-
Hara y OECD semspama, naieHTH(NKYje ApyKaBe Koje MpuBIade Hajsehn
dpoj crymeHata 1 ucrmryje dakTope Koju JOIPMHOCE IIXOBO]j aTpaK-
TUBHOCTH, YK/bydyjyhm KBammTeT 0dpasoBama, (MHAHCHjCKe YCTIOBe,
VIMUTPALVOHe HOJUTHKe 1 TpxkyiuTe papa. Ilocedan dokyc craspa ce
Ha MoryhHocT 3emaspa Jyroncroute Espore ja mpusyky Behu dpoj me-
bynaponHux crynenara y KOHTeKCTy pacTyhiix TpoIIKoBa IIKOTIOBamba y
TIOjeIVHIIM PasBIjeHIM 3eM/baMa Y IPOMjeHa Y ITI00a/THIM 09pa30BHIM
murpanyjama. Kopucrehn yropenHo-aHa/IMTIYKI IPUCTYIT ¥ METOLY
aHa/M3e CeKYHJAPHVX TOJaTaKa, Paj VICIMTYje TPETHOCTY ¥ OTPaHM-
Yerha YHMBEPSUTETA y PEIMOHy JyroucToure EBpore, Kao u cTpareruje
KOje &1 MOI/Ie OO O/bIIATY IbIIXOBY KOHKYPEHTCKY IO3VILVY Y OFHOCY Ha
Boziche OECD pectyHammje. 3awbydny UCTpaKUBarba yKasyjy Ha TO Ja
yHUBEp3uTeTH Y JyrovcrodHoj EBpomm, y3 afekBatHe pedopMcKe Tomm-
THKe, IpuyarohaBarmbe akaleMCKVX MPOrpaMa I IPOAKTHBHE CTpaTeruje
VHTEPHAIVIOHA/IM3A1Mje, MOTY IIOCTaTVl CBE 3HAYajHMjJ YYECHUIIN Y I7I0-
dajIHOj aKaJieMCKOj MOSVTHOCTIL

KrbyuHe pujeun:
mebynapogHu

CTYIEHTHU, MOSVITHOCT

crygenara, OECD,
Jyroucrouna Espomna,

VHTEPHAIMOHAIM3al/ja
BIICOKOT 08pa3oBamba,

KOHKYPEHTHOCT
YHMBeEp3UTETa
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