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ABSTRACT

Despite the phenomenal growth in the numbers
of international students, research focusing on
mobile students from post-Soviet countries is
still extremely scarce. This paper offers an
empirical investigation and theorisation of
student mobility from post-Soviet countries to
contribute to the growing body of research on
the topic of international student mobility that
so far has largely focused on English-speaking
destination countries. Using secondary numeric
data, I provide a snapshot of undergraduate
student mobility differentials and examine
whether particular characteristics of student
home countries are associated with the
proportion of their students studying abroad.
The two variables of interest are the tertiary
enrolments and the labour force participation of
young people. The results show that countries
with lower tertiary enrolments and lower labour
force participation rates are more likely to have
higher proportions of students studying abroad,
when controlling for the population size and the
GDP per capita. The regression model explains
77% of the variation in the outcome. The paper
also examines the most popular destinations for
students in order to show that their choices of
destination countries seem to be somewhat
limited and mainly revolve around countries
within the region. I place the results in the
context of scholarship on international student
mobility andworld-systems theory to discuss the
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implications for individual states and individual
students. Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons,
Ltd.
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INTRODUCTION

I n the context of the rapid marketisation of
tertiary education and the globalisation of la-
bour markets, progressively larger numbers

of students are choosing to study abroad, with
more than 4 million students studying abroad in
2012 (UNESCO, 2014a).1 Despite this, students
remain the least studied category of migrants cre-
ating a virtually ‘invisible’ flow (Findlay, 2011:
168), and international student mobility (ISM)
has been recognised as a rather neglected field
in migration literature (King & Raghuram, 2013).2

Within the nascent field of ISM, research focus-
ing onmobile students from post-Soviet countries,
who make up 8% of all internationally mobile stu-
dents (UNESCO, 2014a), is extremely scarce. For
most of the 20th century, these states constituted
the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), a
country that sent very few students abroad and
received foreign students primarily from other
socialist countries (Barnett &Wu, 1995). The spec-
ificity of post-Soviet countries rests with their
common history throughout a large period of the
past century and subsequent divergence in eco-
nomic, social, political, and educational develop-
ment. It may be surprising to an outsider that
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
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these countries chose heterogeneous pathways of
development, leading to dissimilar educational
and labour market opportunities for young peo-
ple and different patterns of student mobility that
are analysed and discussed in this paper.

Repressive measures that the USSR had in
place did not allow its citizens to travel interna-
tionally and kept international migration well
below the levels that would have occurred other-
wise (Massey, 2003). The dissolution of the USSR
disrupted the period of isolation fromworld mar-
kets, with the citizens of former Soviet countries
facing fewer constrains on travel and migration.
The end of the Cold War has been recognised as
a pivotal event in global migration as it ended
the period when world emigration rates were
held low (Massey, 2003). However, to date, seven
post-Soviet countries still have authoritarian gov-
ernments (Economist Intelligence Unit, 2012) that
continue to impose some political restrictions on
travel. For example, in Belarus, a written permis-
sion from the Ministry of Education is required
to pursue a study abroad opportunity (President
of the Republic of Belarus, 2005).

This paper builds on the existing literature on
international migration and ISM to offer an em-
pirical investigation and theorisation of student
outbound mobility from post-Soviet countries. I
use secondary data to provide a snapshot of un-
dergraduate student mobility differentials and ex-
amine two domains of student mobility. First, I
look at the particular characteristics of student
home countries that are associated with the pro-
portion of students studying abroad. The two var-
iables of interest are the tertiary enrolments and
the labour force participation of young people.
The second domain of student mobility that the
paper examines is the destination countries them-
selves, with a focus on the destination countries
within the region. The analyses deliver estimates
to explain potential reasons for differences in stu-
dent mobility in post-Soviet settings. The implica-
tions of empirical findings for individual students
and individual states are discussed through the
lenses of ISM and world-systems theory (WST).
International Student Mobility and
World-Systems Theory

Migration is a universal experience and students
represent a well-defined group of migrants. In
this section, I synthesise selected arguments from
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
ISM literature with basic ‘scientific truths’ (Mas-
sey, 2003) about international migration and with
WST to make an overview of the existing
evidence on the role of macrofactors in the out-
bound student mobility (OSM) from post-Soviet
countries.

The world system, as conceptualised by Im-
manuel Wallerstein in the 1970s, was established
during the 16th century and assumes the exis-
tence of one world that is connected by economic
relationships. This system is based on the main
idea of the capitalist economy – competing
agents’ strive to the accumulation of capital. The
world system consists of economically advanced
countries, called core countries, and economically
disadvantaged countries, called peripheries. The
core countries focus on maintaining their advan-
tageous position in the world system where the
upward movement of peripheral countries is ex-
tremely unlikely. There is the third type of coun-
tries that lies between core and periphery.
Wallerstein calls them semi-peripheral states
(Wallerstein, 2004).3

World-systems theory views international mi-
gration in terms of a flow from the periphery to
the core. Peripheral countries are poor and weak,
core countries are rich and powerful, and semi-
peripheral states are somewhere in the middle,
rather diverse economically and politically
(Wallerstein, 1974, 1976). In the light of WST, the
absolute majority of post-Soviet countries are pe-
ripheral. Russia is an exception; according to
structuralist scholarship, it is a semi-periphery
(Babones, 2013) that acts in part ‘as a peripheral
zone for core countries and in part […] as a core
country for some peripheral areas’ (Wallerstein,
1976: 463). While being peripheral for the core
countries, Russia is a core country for post-Soviet
states. This central position in the region may
stem from Russia’s political and economic role
in the Russian empire and the USSR, as well as
its size and wealth.

Country size and economic development are
two of the four microfactors that I use in this pa-
per as covariates to understand the role of inde-
pendent variables – tertiary gross enrolment
ratio (GER) and youth employment rates in the
home country – in explaining the variation in
the OSM. Besides these external circumstances, a
variety of individual characteristics and family-
level conditions affect the volume of mobile stu-
dents. The existing literature has primarily
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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focused on the microaspects of individual
decision-making rather than on the wider socio-
economic, educational, and cultural contexts that
may be associated with such decisions (Findlay,
2011; Van Mol & Timmerman, 2014). Immigration
is a natural consequence of broader social, politi-
cal, and economic processes across international
borders (Massey, 2003), and these macroprocesses
can serve as push and/or pull factors for large
numbers of young people to migrate. Besides
the four factors mentioned previously, some of
these macrofactors may also relate to pre-existing
migrant stocks, political conditions, colonial link-
ages, ties between countries, teaching language,
and availability of scholarships. The choice of
the two independent variables for this study
was determined by the hypothesis that the ter-
tiary system capacity and employment opportu-
nities in students’ home countries may be
associated with the proportion of students study-
ing abroad.

The results of studies on the relationship be-
tween domestic tertiary system capacity and out-
boundmobility are conflicting. Some authors (Lee
& Tan, 1984; Altbach et al., 1985; McMahon, 1992)
show that unmet demand for higher education
(HE) pushes students to seek educational
opportunities abroad, whereas others do not es-
tablish significant relationships between the two
variables (Naidoo, 2007). Martin and Bray (2009)
examine small states internationally to conclude
that there is a negative relationship between the
outbound mobility ratio (OMR) and the GER in
small states; on average, countries with higher
GER have lower OMR. However, the relationship
is not consistent across different regions with the
outbound mobility being either a complement or
a substitute for the domestic provision of HE in
different parts of the world.

The influence of the quality of HE opportuni-
ties in the home country on student mobility is
also contested. Whereas Rosenzweig (2008) ar-
gues that improvements in the quality of home
country HE institutions (HEIs) decreases student
outflows, Perkins and Neumayer (2014) demon-
strate a comparatively small influence of HEI
quality on student inflows internationally and ar-
gue that the substantive importance of quality in
attracting overseas students is overstated. As
measured by international rankings, Russia offers
the best-quality HE opportunities in the region.
According to the Shanghai Ranking, also known
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
as the Academic Ranking of World Universities
(ARWU), Russia is the only post-Soviet country
with two universities on the list of the top 500
(ARWU, 2013). With the ‘invisible hands’ of the
market driving HEIs to promote their products
globally, HEI rankings are becoming increasingly
important, as good indicators of the financial
benefits provided by attendance at an HEI
(Hazelkorn, 2008). These two universities would
qualify Russia as the core country in the region,
according to WST. ‘The academic world has
always been characterised by centers and periph-
eries. Countries have attained stronger universi-
ties than others for a variety of reasons because
of their wealth, long academic traditions, size,
language, and other factors […] are seen as cen-
ters’ (Altbach et al., 2009: 10).

The relationship between OMR and the second
macrofactor of interest – labour market opportu-
nities – may be viewed from the point of view
of three potential assumptions that students
may be making. First, study abroad may be
linked with their intention/propensity to stay in
the destination country for work experience,
short term, or permanent employment. Second,
study abroad may be linked with gaining posi-
tional advantage at a student’s home country la-
bour market. Third, study abroad may be
associated with higher chances of or more gainful
employment abroad, in a third country. Empirical
literature looking at geographic contexts other
than post-Soviet states shows the plausibility of
all of these possibilities.4

Traditional literature conceptualises links be-
tween international migration and labour mar-
kets by using push–pull models (Todaro &
Maruszko, 1987). Most international moves are
prompted by migrants’ desire to deal with eco-
nomic problems at home, in response to income
risk and/or the failures in different markets (in-
surance, credit, and labour), with the size of wage
differential being not the only or the most impor-
tant factor that may push people to migrate
(Massey et al., 1993). Therefore, new economics
of labour migration (that focuses on failures in
capital, credit, futures, and insurance markets) is
considered to be more useful than neoclassical
economics (that largely relies on using wage
differentials) to explain the migration behaviour
of individuals (Massey, 2003). Van Mol and
Timmerman (2014) show that mobile students at
European HEIs are influenced by macroeconomic
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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factors, such as labour market opportunities at
home and abroad. Some students expect direct
economic returns from study abroad as they com-
bine study with part-time work. Others view
study abroad as a way of coping with uncer-
tainties in their home country labour markets by
improving their future labour market opportuni-
ties. Although there have been studies that
attempt to establish linkages between study-
abroad decisions and students’ intentions for
labour migration (Tremblay, 2005; Hazen &
Alberts, 2006; Rosenzweig, 2008; Hawthorne,
2010; Robertson, 2011), there is little empirical ev-
idence on the associations between home country
labour market conditions and the propensity of
study abroad in post-Soviet settings.

When looking at various macrofactors as
pulling forces for international students, it is im-
portant to note that individuals are not expected
to ‘scatter randomly’ across the world; neither
do they move to the nearest wealthy country.
They choose destinations considering economic,
social, and/or political links between home and
destination countries (Massey, 2003). In this re-
spect, application of WST to the study of interna-
tional migration results into a number of
hypotheses: Global economy’s penetration into
peripheral countries and formation of capitalist
markets are catalysts for international migration.
International labour migration follows interna-
tional flow of capital; however, these two flows
are in opposite directions. It is the structure of
the global economy and the dynamics of market
creation and not specific wage differentials that
are decisive when it comes to movements of peo-
ple. Former colonies and past colonial powers de-
velop migration links naturally because of the
existing linguistic, cultural, and communication
connections between them (Massey et al., 1993:
448).

Relational ties stemming from durable colonial
linkages are important when it comes to under-
standing ISM (Lee & Tan, 1984; Perkins &
Neumayer, 2014), as former colonial powers try
to retain their hegemonic position by using their
connections to attract students from their depen-
dence (Kell & Vogl, 2008). Although post-
communism has been overlooked in Western
post-colonial studies (Moore, 2006; Kołodziejczyk
& Şandru, 2012), literature has recognised the
Russian empire and the USSR that succeeded it
as comparable to other European colonial
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
empires.5 The USSR, to which Russia is a succes-
sor and the legal heir, expanded its political influ-
ence by implementing a number of Russification
policies. These included imposing the Russian
language as the lingua franca and educating the
selected individuals in the colonial capital to de-
velop human resources that would serve the col-
ony in the future.

Diaspora linkages, which in this region may
also be related to the colonial past, could also
contribute to student choices. Migration literature
talks about the ‘family and friends’ effect of im-
migrant concentration in certain areas that helps
to channel and incorporate new arrivals to the
same area; networks expand and self-perpetuate,
supporting and sustaining additional movement
of people, according to the theories of cumulative
causation and social capital (Massey, 2003). The
diaspora effect has been recognised as one of the
central effects that may outweigh the importance
of colonial links when it comes to student mobil-
ity as it can translate into 40–55% lower living
costs for international students (Beine et al., 2014).

Skilled individuals can reap significant bene-
fits by migrating from high-emigration countries;
most of these benefits relate to gains in individual
income and human capital (Gibson & McKenzie,
2012), with international migration from poor to
rich countries ‘becoming more of the brain drain
type’ (Docquier & Rapoport, 2012: 725). Brain
drain is a term used to refer to high-skill migra-
tion as a negative outcome for a nation-state.
There are two approaches to brain drain in terms
of its implications for sending counties. The pessi-
mists argue that brain drain may result into per-
manent reduction in income and growth for the
country of origin and allow rich countries to
benefit at the expense of relatively underdevel-
oped economies.6 Scholars from a more
neutral/optimistic camp disagree that the affects
of brain drain can only be negative, as skilled
migrants may keep assets in home countries,
send remittances, and/or generate positive net-
work externalities such as knowledge transfer.7

Some authors even argue that migration pros-
pects may be beneficial for countries as they
may foster private educational investments at
home (Beine et al., 2008; Batista et al., 2012). As
wages for skilled workers are higher in
developed countries, the possibility of migrating
to those countries increases the expected private
returns on the investment in human capital in
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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developing countries. Obviously, not everyone
who invests in their education in a developing
country migrates to a developed country. Also,
not everyone who migrates stays abroad
permanently.

Acknowledging the importance of studying
ISM, King and Raghuram (2013) suggest that fu-
ture research, amongst other priorities, needs to
focus both on the statistical analysis of ISM
datasets and developing greater theoretical in-
sights. This article uses the relevant empirical
data and theoretical literature to show that in
the post-Soviet context, OSM may be explained
by the availability of tertiary education and jobs
in students’ home countries. The analysis of
availability can include the examination of the
availability of opportunities by type, quality, or
attractiveness. This article takes a standpoint of
physical availability as indicated by tertiary
enrolments and labour market participation rates
of young people in the selected 14 countries.8

With only 20% of 15–24year olds employed in
Moldova and only 31% employed in Lithuania
(World Bank, 2013a), with 9% of tertiary GER in
Uzbekistan and 20% in Azerbaijan (UNESCO,
2014c), individuals may be seeking labour market
and education opportunities abroad, without fo-
cusing on the quality of opportunities as much
as they focus on the availability of opportunities.
Quantitative Data, Variables, and the Unit of
Analysis

The findings presented in this study arise from
the analysis of secondary datasets. The depen-
dent variable is the OMR, which is a country-
level measure of the proportion of students who
pursue HE overseas as a share of the total tertiary
enrolments in their home country (UNESCO,
2014d). Countries with larger numbers of stu-
dents studying abroad tend to have higher out-
bound mobility. The data were sourced from the
UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) dataset on
outbound mobility of students at International
Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) 5
and 6 (UNESCO, 2014a). These are students en-
rolled in a bachelor’s programme or a short-cycle
programme below the level of a bachelor’s pro-
gramme.9 According to the UNESCO definition,
internationally mobile students are those who
pursue undergraduate studies abroad, including
those who are enrolled in a distance learning
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
programme. These are degree mobile (pursing a
HE degree) and not credit mobile (enrolled in
short-term, for-credit courses and exchange
programmes for less than an academic year) stu-
dents. Internationally mobile students are neither
citizens nor residents of the country where they
study and form a subgroup of foreign students.
The latter includes also those who are permanent
residents of the destination country (UNESCO,
2014b).

Across the post-Soviet states, the average
OMR is around 6.5%, ranging from 13.7% in Mol-
dova to 0.6% in Russia. As shown in Figure 1,
Moldova, Azerbaijan, and Uzbekistan have the
highest proportions of students studying abroad.
Russia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan, on the other
hand, have the lowest proportions of students
who choose to pursue HE outside their home
countries.

The statistics produced by UNESCO are the
only statistics on student mobility from post-
Soviet countries. The data on the OMR for the
majority of post-Soviet countries represent UIS
estimations (UNESCO, 2014a) that are based on
the data received from national statistical offices,
reflecting the limitations that each country may
face when collecting and reporting the data.
Moreover, considering the political nature of in-
ternational migration, the categories, definitions,
and/or actual figures may be manipulated at
the state level to ‘create the appearance of some
socially favoured version of reality’ (Massey,
2010: 126). Finally, as explained on the UIS
website, some destination countries do not spec-
ify the country of origin of mobile students,
which results into underreporting of the numbers
of students studying abroad (UNESCO, 2014c).

The two independent variables used in the
study are tertiary GER and labour force participa-
tion among young people. GER is used as a proxy
for domestic tertiary system capacity and refers
to tertiary enrolments in ISCED 5 and 6
programmes, regardless of age, expressed as a
percentage of the total number of students of ter-
tiary age in the country. The tertiary age is the 5-
year age group following on from when students
leave secondary school. While for the majority of
countries, I used the UIS data from 2012; for Kyr-
gyzstan and Uzbekistan, the most recent avail-
able data were from 2011 (UNESCO, 2014c).

The World Bank’s (2013a) World Development
Indicators serve as the source of the data on the
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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Source: own calculations based on the UNESCO (2014a) data
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Figure 1. OMR in post-Soviet countries (ISCED 5 and 6; 2011).
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labour force participation rate for young people.
This is a measure of the proportion of the popula-
tion aged 15–24 that was economically active in
2012. All people who supply labour for the pro-
duction of goods and services are considered to
be economically active.

I need to make a note about the interpretation
of the two independent variables. Tertiary GER
and labour force participation rate are both
composite variables as they bring together the
supply-side and demand-side subfactors. The ter-
tiary GER is a composite indicator of tertiary
system capacity (supply side) and tertiary aspira-
tions (demand side). The labour force participa-
tion rate is a composite indicator of labour
market opportunities (supply side) and employ-
ment aspirations (demand side). One needs to
be careful when interpreting the results of regres-
sion analysis, as in this study, I use these two var-
iables as proxies of the supply of, not the demand
for, HE and jobs.

The two control variables used in the regres-
sion analysis are gross domestic product (GDP)
per capita and population size, as these are
shown to be important correlates of student mo-
bility (Kritz, 2013, 2015). In the analysis, I use
the statistics on GDP per capita in current US dol-
lars for 2011. The population size is the variable
that measures the total population of each coun-
try in 2012. The data are obtained from the World
Bank’s World Development Indicators (2013a).

This study uses nation-state as units of analy-
sis. On the one hand, a focus on nation-states as
units of analysis is considered to be a redundant
or at least questionable starting point in studying
spatial movements of people (Favell, 2008). On
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
the other hand, such an approach is useful, as
most of the studies on ISM are methodologically
individualistic. Because the country-level vari-
ables are only averages and discount the intra-
country variation, all conclusions deriving from
these macromodels are related to the average dif-
ferences between countries. Individual students’
decision-making is recognised as a complex pro-
cess that is by no means reflected in the country
averages. Making assumptions about individuals
using aggregate data faces the threat of commit-
ting the ecological fallacy. In this paper, I avoid
the ecological fallacy by recognising that aggre-
gate databases do not account for individual,
within, and between-group differences. In other
words, by modelling relationships between ag-
gregate variables, I only intend to shed light on
the differences between countries and not on in-
dividuals residing in these countries.
Modelling the Outbound Student Mobility
from Post-Soviet Countries

In this section, I use multiple regression analysis
to model the relationships between the two inde-
pendent variables (tertiary GER and labour mar-
ket participation of youth), outcome variable
that is OSM, and two controls (population size
and GDP per capita). Before presenting the re-
sults of the modelling exercise, I examine the bi-
variate relationships between each predictor,
control, and the outcome variable.

Post-Soviet countries vary considerably in
terms of the proportion of tertiary-age population
who are enrolled at HEIs. In the region, tertiary
GER ranges from a relatively modest 9% in
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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Figure 3. Labour force participation rate and out-
bound mobility.

Outbound Student Mobility from Post-Soviet Countries
Uzbekistan to almost universal access of 91% in
Belarus. Countries with higher proportions of
tertiary-age population enrolled at HEIs have
lower proportions of students studying abroad
(Fig. 2).

The negative association between tertiary
enrolments and OMR in post-Soviet settings
may indicate that HE systems that can accommo-
date the existing demand for HE internally lead,
in turn, to lower demand for pursuing HE oppor-
tunities overseas. This could be particularly true
for those countries where the number of tertiary
places is controlled by the government, and ac-
cess to these places is highly competitive. Georgia
is a good example in this respect. Considering
that the Georgian HE system accommodates only
60% of all HE applicants (Chankseliani, 2013), it
may not be surprising that this country has a
higher OMR than what would be expected con-
sidering its GER.

Another microfactor that is associated with
student mobility is labour force participation rate
among young people aged 15 to 24. Post-Soviet
countries with larger proportions of economically
active young adults tend to have lower propor-
tions of mobile students (Fig. 3).

Former Soviet states differ dramatically in
their GDP per capita. It could be hypothesised
that high-income countries, like Russia and the
Baltic states, are more likely to have larger pro-
portions of well-off families who can afford study
abroad, as opposed to low-income countries like
Tajikistan or Kyrgyzstan. Richer countries may
Figure 2. Tertiary enrolments and outbound mobility.

Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
have more extensive government funding
schemes to finance mobile students. Contrary to
these expectations, correlation analysis shows
that there is a negative relationship between the
GDP per capita and the OMR (r=�0.20); this as-
sociation is not statistically significant (p=0.50).
The funding from families or government
programmes may not be the only source for fi-
nancing study abroad for students in the region.
Different scholarship programmes from recipient
country governments, HEIs, and philanthropic
organisations are also available, and the influence
of such alternative sources of funding on study
abroad may be considerable.

In post-Soviet states, the relationship between
the total population in each country and their
OMR is negative (r=�0.53, p=0.05). Countries
with larger populations tend to have lower pro-
portions of mobile students, as a share of all ter-
tiary students, than countries with smaller
populations. More populous countries, like Rus-
sia and Ukraine, may have wider within-country
choices for students, and therefore, students may
be less inclined to seek HE opportunities abroad.
Less populous countries, such as Moldova and
Georgia, may experience more difficulties in es-
tablishing HE systems that meet the demand of
those who would like to pursue HE.

Thus, those countries that have higher propor-
tions of youth in employment or enrolled at HEIs
tend to have lower proportions of young people
choosing to pursue undergraduate education
overseas. This finding may indicate that study
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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abroad may serve as a potential escape in those
contexts where the places at HEIs and/or
employment opportunities may be relatively
limited. Further evidence stemming from multi-
variate analysis confirms this relationship.

Multiple regression analysis was used to ex-
plain the OMR based on the labour force partici-
pation rate of young people and tertiary GER,
when controlling for the country population size
and the GDP per capita. These input variables
were selected based on the research interest, sup-
portive evidence, and logic. The statistical results
of the proposed regression model are outlined in
Table 1.

Model A includes only independent variables
– tertiary GER and labour force participation rate.
Both variables are significant in the model, which
explains 59% of the variation in OSM. Negative
signs indicate that countries with higher propor-
tions of students enrolled at HEIs and higher pro-
portions of employed youth, on average, have
lower OMR. When the two control variables –
population size and GDP per capita – are added
to the two predictors, model B explains 77% of
the variation in the outcome. Both predictors re-
main significant. Based on the standardised
Table 1. Multiple linear regression modelling of OMR.

Predictors Model A Model B

Gross tertiary enrolment
ratio, total (%)

�0.491* �0.547*

Labour force participation
rate, total (%)

�0.645** �0.596**

Population total �0.391*
GDP per capita ($) 0.280
Constant 21.449

(3.109)
20.481
(3.243)

N 14 14
R2 59 77
F 7.96 7.66
df 2 4
P 0.007 0.006

Root-mean-square error 2.46 2.02

Source: Own calculations based on World Bank (2013a, 2013b) and
UNESCO (2014a, 2014b).
Note. Cell entries are standardised coefficients and significance levels
as unstandardised coefficients were meaningless, potentially because
of a very small sample. The main purpose of the analysis was to model
the relationships and compare effects of the two independent variables,
instead of establishing the precise causal relationships and calculating
changes in the outcome resulting from specific changes in the predic-
tors. Unstandardised coefficients and standard errors are reported for
constants.
*p< 0.05, **p< 0.01.

Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
coefficients, tertiary GER and the labour force
participation rate have a similarly strong influ-
ence on the outcome. Although only one of the
control variables – population total – is signifi-
cant, I retain both of them in model B because of
their substantive importance. There is no
multicollinearity in the data, as there are no sub-
stantial correlations (r> 0.5) between predictors
and controls. The Durbin–Watson statistic indi-
cates that the assumption of independent errors
is tenable. The F-ratio (7.66) in the ANOVA table
suggests that the regression model is a good fit
for the data overall (p< 0. 05). Thus, when con-
trolling for the population size and GDP per
capita, labour force participation rate and GER
remain significant and explain 77% of variation
in outbound mobility.

Based on the regression analysis findings,
which are generally in line with previous re-
search,10 one could argue that students from
post-Soviet countries are homines oeconomici,
making rational and self-interested choices and
possessing excellent information on HE systems
and labour markets. Homines oeconomici seek
to acquire human capital, as they are aware that
educational investments result in economic bene-
fits. The ‘invisible hands’ of the market drive stu-
dents to seek opportunities beyond the borders of
their home countries. Even under circumstances
when students do not aim to stay in destination
countries as labour migrants, they may believe
that studying abroad will increase their chances
of more profitable employment.11 I expand on
the implications of these findings for individuals
and states in the final section of this paper.
Top Destinations for Post-Soviet Students

The statistics on the most popular destinations for
students from post-Soviet countries provide some
additional evidence that reinforce the trends seen
in the regression analysis. Table 2 presents top
five destinations for each sending country.

Four observations emerge from this table.
First, it can be discerned that the choices of desti-
nations are rather limited. No countries from
Australasia, Latin America, and Africa are on
the list of the top five destinations for post-Soviet
students. The popular choices are post-Soviet
countries, Europe, and the USA.

Second, the number one study abroad destina-
tion for 10 out of 13 post-Soviet countries is a
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post-Soviet country, namely, the former coloniser
– Russia. Russia emerges as the primary destina-
tion for study abroad undergraduate students
from the region, followed by Kyrgyzstan, Ka-
zakhstan, and Ukraine. This may be explained
by Russia’s position as a core country for post-
Soviet states. This central position in the region
may stem from Russia’s political and economic
role in the Russian empire and the USSR. Russia
is large, wealthy, compatible languagewise, and
accommodating because of the diaspora effect.
Russia also offers the best-quality HE across the
post-Soviet space, as measured by international
rankings. According to the Shanghai Ranking,
Russia is the only post-Soviet country with two
universities on the list of the top 500 (ARWU,
2013).

Kyrgyzstan is the second most favoured desti-
nation for three out of 13 countries. Kazakhstan is
one of the five most favoured destination coun-
tries for three out of 13 countries, and Ukraine
for two out of 13. As such, the post-Soviet coun-
tries that are the most popular destinations for re-
gional students are the countries with very low
outbound mobility. Russia, Ukraine, and Kyrgyz-
stan have the smallest proportions of tertiary stu-
dents studying abroad (Fig. 1). Being popular
destinations among students from the region,
these three countries apparently have sufficient
capacities to meet the demand for HE originating
not only internally but also externally. This trend
supports the earlier suggestion that post-Soviet
countries with limited outbound mobility may
have higher capacities at the tertiary level.

Third, neighbouring countries seem to make
up, on average, two out of five most popular des-
tinations for post-Soviet countries. This finding
confirms the importance of geographic distance
for student mobility (González et al., 2011; Per-
kins & Neumayer, 2014). Uzbekistan and Belarus
are the leaders in this respect; three out of five
most popular destinations for students from
these two countries are across the borders. Arme-
nia is the only exception, as undergraduates from
this country do not seem to favour any of the
neighbouring countries as a top five destination.

Fourth, the top destination countries are gener-
ally economically more appealing than the
country of origin. For the purposes of this study,
GDP per capita and membership to Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) are used as indicators of economic
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
development. In eight out of 14 country cases,
all top five destinations are economically more
advanced than the country of origin, that is, most
of the students are ‘vertically’ mobile, following
Teichler’s (2012: 9–10) definition and using GDP
per capita as the indicator of economic develop-
ment. There are exceptions, such as having Rus-
sia as one of the top destinations for Baltic states
and Ukraine as one of the destinations for Rus-
sian students. Also, there are two cases when stu-
dents from Central Asian countries (Uzbekistan
and Kazakhstan) choose to study in a less eco-
nomically advanced Central Asian country. Fur-
thermore, on average, three out of five top
destinations for students from post-Soviet coun-
tries are OECD countries. Considering that half
of the world’s total immigration and 85% of
high-skill migration fall on OECD countries
(Docquier & Rapoport, 2012), this is not a surpris-
ing finding. However, in contrast to the global
trends in student mobility (Varghese, 2008), stu-
dents from post-Soviet countries seem to favour
mostly European destinations and the USA,
neglecting such popular OECD destinations, such
as Australia, New Zealand, and Canada.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study used the UIS data to model the OMR
of students from post-Soviet countries and to link
the findings with the data on the most popular
destinations. In order to explicate how this evi-
dence may advance our knowledge on ISM theo-
retically and practically, I examine how the
results contribute to the existing literature and
what they mean for individual states and individ-
ual students.

In an attempt to extend our understanding of
ISM from post-Soviet countries, this paper makes
the following four contributions to the ISM litera-
ture, one that has been identified as a rather
neglected, nascent field in migration research
(King & Raghuram, 2013). First, this first-of-its-
kind study offers an analysis of the comparative
trends of outbound mobility of students from
post-Soviet countries, showing that there is a
large variation in the proportions of students
who choose to study abroad at the undergradu-
ate level, with Russia being at the bottom (0.6%)
and Moldova at the top of the list (13.7%). Stu-
dents from the region make up 8% of the global
body of internationally mobile students. Second,
Popul. Space Place (2015)
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the paper focuses on the role of home countries’
macroeconomic contexts to explain the trends of
outbound mobility and thus, using the language
of King and Raghuram (2013), empirically
decentres the student as the object of the study,
the regression model that explains 77% of the var-
iation in the student outbound mobility, identify-
ing tertiary system capacity, as proxied by GER,
and labour force participation of youth as signifi-
cant predictors, when controlling for population
size and GDP per capita. Third, the paper maps
the top five destinations for students from each
post-Soviet country. The interpretation of the out-
comes show that these are in line with the litera-
ture on WST and ISM, by showing that colonial
ties, destination countries’ economic develop-
ment, HE quality, and geographic distance may
be associated with destination country choices.
The examination of the top destinations also
shows that the post-Soviet countries that are the
most popular destinations for regional students
are some of the countries with very low out-
bound mobility; being popular destinations
among students from the region, these countries
apparently have sufficient capacities to meet the
demand for HE originating not only internally
but also externally. This trend supports the earlier
suggestion that post-Soviet countries with limited
outbound mobility may have higher capacities at
the tertiary level.

Finally, the paper ends by offering a discussion
of implications of the findings for two main ac-
tors – individual students and individual states
– to argue that policies will need to accommodate
the needs of individuals in the first place and to
seek to engage them in ways that will allow to
maximise the benefits of student mobility for in-
dividual states.

People who seek to improve their well-being
may choose or be pushed to migrate in search of
such opportunities. Although migration may ad-
vance lifetime opportunities of migrants, it may
also result in the unequal development of
nation-states, their tertiary education systems,
and labour markets. I propose to interpret the re-
gression analysis results through the lenses of
these two sets of interests – those of individual
students and individual states. The main assump-
tion that I make is that individuals as well as
states aim at increasing their competitiveness in
the age of globalisation by investing in HE for
the advancement of human capital. Following
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
this assumption, students from post-Soviet coun-
tries are homines oeconomici who escape coun-
tries with low tertiary capacity and high youth
unemployment, as confirmed by the regression
model. Large proportions of mobile students
from these countries seem to seek educational
and employment opportunities in countries that
are expected to offer good-quality HE delivered
in a language that is familiar to them (Russian)
and/or a language that is potentially associated
with high economic returns (English). Finally,
they seem to target the countries where living
conditions are culturally and economically
appealing.

If the investment in HE is viewed as an invest-
ment in human capital that is considered to be a
central driver of individuals’ and nation-states’
competitiveness in the global knowledge econ-
omy, countries would be expected to invest in
HE with the goal of improving domestic provi-
sion of HE and retaining the best talents at home.
This is not the case across the board in post-Soviet
countries. Government expenditure on tertiary
education as a percentage of GDP is rather low
in quite a few post-Soviet countries, with Arme-
nia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan, and Tajiki-
stan investing less than 0.45% of their GDP in
tertiary education (UNESCO, 2014e).

Without abundant resources, HEIs and HE
systems cannot become global centres (Altbach
et al., 2009). This may create a serious disadvan-
tage for HE systems and HEIs in the peripheries.
Moreover, the smaller the country, the more diffi-
cult it may find it to establish a high-quality, ex-
pansive system of HE. Although smaller post-
Soviet countries do not invest a lower proportion
of their GDP in tertiary education than do larger
countries (UNESCO, 2014e), economies of scale
may make it more difficult for them to provide
quality HE at home. Therefore, according to Mark
Bray, ‘small states are almost by definition out-
ward looking and international, […] looking be-
yond their borders comes naturally to them’
(Sharma, 2009). The empirical evidence on the
population size and the OMR in post-Soviet
countries provides some support to this argu-
ment. If the reader refers back to Figure 1 and
imagines a virtual horizontal line running half
way through the figure, in the top section, one
would notice four small states (Moldova, Geor-
gia, Estonia, and Lithuania), whereas in the bot-
tom half, only two (Armenia and Latvia).
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Those who believe in free markets and human
capital theory may find little rationale in state
support for HE. This sector, they would argue,
could be supported by individuals seeking the ac-
cumulation of human capital. This is especially
true for small countries where per capita costs
of providing high-quality HE may be even higher
than in larger countries. As governments follow
the global trend of decreasing HE funding, HEIs
have to adjust to the new realities of being less re-
liant on public funding and more dependent on
attracting students from around the globe. Thus,
HE becomes ‘borderless’ (Middlehurst, 2001).

By benefitting from borderless HE and pur-
chasing education abroad, students and their
families effectively invest in destination coun-
tries’ educational systems and economies. Addi-
tionally, as a proportion of such students may
stay abroad after finishing their studies or go
back to the countries where they received educa-
tion at later stages in their career, outbound mo-
bility may be contributing to brain drain.

The challenge that the post-Soviet countries
are facing is to design and implement policies
that will help them reap benefits from student
mobility and minimise the negative effects of
brain drain. Gribble (2008) proposes ‘retain, re-
turn, and engage’ strategies for sending coun-
tries. First, such states may use the retention
strategy to limit the number of students who
seek educational opportunities overseas and
thus decrease the probability of young people
staying abroad. Second, sending countries may
promote study abroad but put in place policies
that will encourage young people to return to
their home countries. Although there are no sta-
tistics on the proportions of students who return
to their home countries, it is unlikely that stu-
dents from post-Soviet countries choose study
abroad as a way of eventual migration. Statistics
on the desire to permanently migrate show that
such motivation cannot be linked with student
outbound mobility; there is no relationship be-
tween the proportion of students studying
abroad and the proportion of residents who
would like to permanently migrate from the
countries in this region (r=�0.14, p=0.68;
Esipova & Pugliese, 2013; UNESCO, 2014a).
Third, sending countries may not interfere with
student choices and accept that the majority will
stay abroad following the completion of their de-
gree programmes. The countries, however, may
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
attempt to put in place policies that will allow
graduates to contribute to their home countries’
development by engaging from abroad (Gribble,
2008). Because ‘flows cannot be effectively
constrained and must instead be creatively ac-
commodated’ (Bhagwati, 2003: 99), the final –
engagement option – has been recognised as
the most effective strategy.

Almost half a century ago, Grubel and Scott
(1966) supported the free movement of human
capital; they referred to the concerns regarding
negative effects of high-skilled migration on their
home country’s economic standing as anachro-
nistic and maintained that ‘individual welfare of
population’ should be the priority (p.274). The
authors defined countries not as nationalist units
but as ‘an association of individuals whose collec-
tive welfare its leaders seek to maximize’ and ar-
gued that the benefits of high-skilled emigrants
may spread to people in many countries, includ-
ing their native country (p.269).

When placing the educational and employ-
ment interests of individual students above the
interests of individual states, study abroad is an
excellent opportunity for young people not only
to acquire the human capital but also to broaden
their horizons and expand their professional and
personal networks. Such opportunities may be
particularly valuable for those students who
come from countries with a relatively low tertiary
system capacity and underdeveloped labour
market opportunities for young people. The
question that arises here, and the one that I am
unable to answer, relates to the characteristics of
post-Soviet students who choose to study abroad.
It is not known whether there are opportunities
for the socio-economically privileged only or also
for the relatively disadvantaged. Considering the
European evidence, mobile students from Euro-
pean countries mostly originate from high socio-
economic strata (Findlay et al., 2006; Brooks &
Waters, 2011).

If the socio-economically less privileged from
post-Soviet countries are largely excluded from
study abroad opportunities, the globalised pur-
suit of HE may be reproducing (dis)advantage
in these societies and increase inequality in access
to HE. This may be linked to the opportunities of
differentiation that the acquisition of human, so-
cial, and/or financial capital through study
abroad leads to (Waters, 2006; Findlay et al.,
2012; Perkins & Neumayer, 2014).
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If the trend of student mobility continues from
the peripheries to the centre (Western Europe)
and the semi-periphery (Russia), will it mean that
less powerful societies with lower tertiary capac-
ity and less developed labour markets may
strengthen their peripheral positions? According
to WST, countries remain at their original posi-
tions, with peripheral states remaining peripheral
and core states remaining at the centre. This will
result into HEIs in the peripheral states weaken-
ing further as the best students will seek tertiary
education and potentially employment opportu-
nities overseas.

Consequently, student migration from coun-
tries with underdeveloped labour markets and
tertiary education systems may be contributing
to the stagnation or deterioration of their devel-
opment, on the one hand, and exacerbation of
individual-level inequalities, on the other hand.
However, because student mobility may provide
an escape route to young people, the value that
it carries for individuals who venture into a
search to improve their well-being cannot be
underestimated. Thus, migration is about the
search for opportunities in the same way as it is
about the exclusion from opportunities. Further-
more, migration can be about the escape from
exclusion.

What does the future hold? Classic migration
theory would argue that with the economic
growth of sending countries, wage differentials
diminish and markets for capital, credit, insur-
ance, and futures develop. These decrease the in-
centives for individuals to migrate. As a result,
the country goes through a migration transition
with net outmigration decreasing and net inflow
of individuals increasing (Massey, 2003: 16).
However, this theory does not consider rapidly
expanding international outreach programmes
of HEIs across the world and the influence that
these may have on the OMR from post-Soviet
countries that may be seen as profitable yet unex-
ploited markets for recruiting relatively well-off
students. Better empirical and theoretical under-
standing of the factors that drive or impede stu-
dent mobility from different countries in the
region is required to make any predictions and
to ensure that the benefits of student mobility
are spread out more equally amongst different
population groups and amongst different coun-
tries. As migration aspirations are formed at the
intersection of a complex interplay of
Copyright © 2015 John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
individual-level, institutional-level, national-
level, regional-level, and international-level fac-
tors, the future research will need to utilise
multi-level modelling to tease out the role of
national-level factors (labour market opportuni-
ties and tertiary enrolments) in student mobility
from post-Soviet countries with greater precision.
While this study looked at the availability of HE
and labour market opportunities for young peo-
ple, the future research will need to go further
by focusing on the type, quality, and attractive-
ness of educational and labour market opportuni-
ties and how these relate to student outbound
mobility. Finally, the theorisation of ISM using
WST is incomplete without attempts to explain
why and how post-Soviet states act to influence
OSM. The future research will need to examine
such state strategies and its mechanisms.
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NOTES

(1) According to the UNESCO (2014b) definition, in-
ternationally mobile students are those who pur-
sue a HE degree abroad, including those who are
enrolled in a distance learning programme. These
are degree mobile (pursing a HE degree) and not
credit mobile (enrolled in short-term, for-credit
courses and exchange programmes for less than
an academic year) students. They are neither citi-
zens nor residents of the country where they
study. Internationally mobile students form a
sub-group of foreign students. The latter group in-
cludes also those who are permanent residents of
the destination country.

(2) As the title of this article makes obvious, I opt for
the term international student mobility rather than
international student migration because as follows:
(a) Mobility is a broader term that may or may not
assume subsequent migration and (b) the data
sources used in this study use the term mobility.

(3) WST has been criticized on the basis of as follows:
(a) usefulness of substituting nation-states as the
unit of analysis with larger spatial/temporal
zones (Wallerstein, 2004); (b) insufficient focus on
politics and disproportionate reliance on the
economic analysis (Brenner, 1977; Skocpol, 1977;
Zolberg, 1981); (c) insufficient attention to class
structure/struggle and the association between
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these and economic development (Brenner, 1977);
and (d) limited attention to culture and overem-
phasis on economics (Aronowitz, 1981).

(4) Refer to, for example, Brooks and Waters (2009),
Van Mol and Timmerman (2014), Waters (2006),
and Wiers-Jenssen (2008, 2013).

(5) Refer to, for example, Ferro (1997), Kappeler
(2001), Carey and Raciborski (2004), Moore
(2006), Khalid (2007), and Lazarus (2012).

(6) Refer to, for example, Bhagwati and Hamada
(1974), Miyagiwa (1991), Haque and Kim (1995),
Skeldon (2008), and Findlay and Tierney (2010).

(7) Refer to, for example, Grubel and Scott (1966), Berry
and Soligo (1969), Johnson (1979), Docquier and
Rapoport (2012), and Gibson and McKenzie (2012).

(8) The 15th country, Turkmenistan, is excluded from
the quantitative analysis because of the non-
availability of data.

(9) Different factors may prompt student mobility at
undergraduate and post-graduate levels (Waters
& Brooks, 2010); the selection of undergraduate
student mobility was determined by the inherent
interest in this group of students as well as the
availability of data on undergraduate degree mo-
bility from post-Soviet countries.

(10) Refer to, for example, Altbach et al. (1985), Lee and
Tan (1984), and McMahon (1992) on the relation-
ship between unmet demand for HE and student
mobility. Refer to, for example, King and Conti
(2013), Van Mol and Timmerman (2014), and
Wiers-Jenssen (2008, 2013) on the relationship be-
tween labour market opportunities and OMR.

(11) Seeking educational opportunities abroad may also
be viewed as a consumption choice, constituting
‘an internationalising geography of consumption’
(Perkins & Neumayer, 2014: 246). This article, how-
ever, focuses on the human capital perspective rather
than the consumption-driven choice making.
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