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Foreword 
Higher education systems and governments worldwide are recognising the 
importance of giving more students an international experience as part of 
their undergraduate or postgraduate study, particularly through work and 
study placements abroad. Many countries, including the US and Germany, have 
invested in national strategies to raise awareness and increase participation 
by a wide range of students. With this investment, it is increasingly important 
to demonstrate the impact of outward student mobility in higher education to 
the individual and to the sector to ensure continued strategic support.

The UK Government’s own International Education Strategy in July 2013 
tasked the UK Higher Education International Unit with the implementation 
of a UK Strategy for Outward Mobility. The International Unit established the 
Go International programme to deliver the UK Strategy in conjunction with the 
UK higher education sector and to commission a programme of research that 
demonstrates the scope and the impact of outward student mobility vt tl thg5 



54 Executive Summary and Key Findings Executive Summary and Key Findings

Executive Summary  
and Key Findings

This report by the UK Higher Education International Unit’s Go International programme 
compares the academic attainment and employment outcomes of mobile and non-
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Introduction
‘Outward mobility is essential 
if UK higher education is to 
develop graduates who are 
equipped to compete on the 
global labour market, and 
can promote UK business 
and diplomatic interests 
worldwide. It also enhances 
the international profile of UK 
higher education, as students 
on overseas placements are 
excellent ambassadors for  
the UK’
- UK Strategy for Outward Mobility

The number of students UK higher education institutions 
send abroad is increasing year-on-year. For example, 
the number of students participating in the Erasmus 
programme has steadily risen from 10,278 in 2007/8 to 
14,572 students in 2012/13 overall 7, while the number 
of UK-domiciled students taking part has increased from 
9,212 in 2010/11 to 10,284 in 2012/138. However, the 
UK still lags behind many of its European neighbours. For 
example France sent 44,910 students abroad through 
the Erasmus programme in 2012/13 while Germany 
and Spain sent out over 50,000 students. The UK 
governments have stated their commitment to contribute 
to the European Union’s target of 20% of students in the 
European Higher Education Area being mobile as part 
of their studies by 2020. To achieve this, the UK must 
continue to be ambitious and increase the number of 
students it sends abroad each year. This means the UK 
higher education sector and the UK Government, as well 
as the devolved administrations, must work together 
and with other relevant stakeholders to demonstrate 
and promote the benefits of mobility to the individual 
(employability, intercultural awareness and language 
skills) and to the economy (building global networks for 
UK higher education and industry). 

Although the unemployment rate in the UK is falling9, 
more students are graduating from UK higher education 
institutions than ever before, resulting in an increasingly 
competitive graduate job market. Students are seeking 
to identify what will give them the necessary edge to 
compete successfully in the global job market and fulfil 
the expectations of employers. Undertaking a mobility 
period abroad, whether for work or study, is seen by many 
students as a way to achieve this. Research to date on the 
benefits and outcomes of student mobility suggests that 
mobile students’ intercultural and language skills improve, 
personal skills and confidence grow and that they develop 
other attributes10 valued by employers. However, many 
are discouraged by real or perceived barriers including the 
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Socioeconomic backgrounds 
Studies show that students from disadvantaged backgrounds tend to be more financially risk averse17 than their 
advantaged peers. Despite the availability of financial support for mobility, the number of students from these 
backgrounds taking part in mobility programmes has remained low. For example, the proportion of students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds who were mobile who graduated in 2002/3 was 2.8%18 and increased to 3.2% in 2012/1319 . 

Participation in mobility amongst the 2012/13 graduating cohort ranges from 6.6% among students whose parents/
guardians had “higher managerial & professional occupations” to 2.2% among those whose parents/guardians had “never 
worked or were long-term unemployed”. 

Who goes abroad?

Gender 
Overall, more female students who responded to the DLHE survey were mobile compared with male students. This 
is reflected in both the proportion of language and non-language male and female students, 70% of mobile language 
students were female and 30% were male while 59% of mobile non-language students were female and 41% were male. 

There was also a higher proportion of female students participating in mobility opportunities overall and  
amongst non-language students: 

Ethnic background 
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4. What do they do next   

Employment
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5. How much do  
they earn   

Although the 2012/13 graduates who were mobile 
earned slightly less in the short-term, it is important 
to note that higher salaries for specific mobile groups 
of students could be signals for greater divergence in 
future. For example, those who were mobile and work 
in the UK within 6 months of graduating earned slightly 
more than those who had not been mobile, £20,420 and 
£20,350 respectively. 

In addition, 11% of those who were mobile who worked 
outside of the UK after graduating earned less than the 
overall average but in many cases earned more than the 
average graduate salary in the countries in which they 
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Conclusion
This report provides a snapshot of UK-domiciled mobile undergraduate students who 
completed their studies in 2012/13 and compares their academic and employment 
outcomes (including sector of employment, role and salary) with those of their non-
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It is also difficult to discern the extent to which mobile 
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