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UNVEILING THE FACTORS OF STUDENT MOBILITY:
THE CASE STUDY OF ARMENIA

The increase of international student mobility for many coun-
tries is a significant opportunity and for some it might become a
weakness, if the development is not addressed wisely by policy
makers. There is a trend of one way mobility flows from smaller,
economically less developed to more developed countries, which
might put the formers under the risk of brain drain. This is espe-
cially risky for the relatively smaller developing countries (e.g.
Armenia), where on the one hand the development of human cap-
ital and global integration is vital and on the other hand the drain
of skilled human resources hinders the economic development.
Concrete policy actions are vital for restructuring the mobility
flow and ensuring the reality of brain circulation.

By clarifying the major pushing and pulling factors influencing
the decision of Armenian students to seek overseas education
(which is the primary objective of this research paper), this study
will be valuable for further policy, strategy and marketing instru-
ment development on institutional, national and international lev-
els.

The study employed quantitative research methods using an
online survey distributed among the target audience. The findings
include number of pushing and pulling factors influencing on the
decision of Armenian students to pursue education abroad, as well
as the major obstacles hindering the mobility flow.

Key words: Higher education administration, student mobility,
push factors, pull factors, quantitative study.
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Introduction

In 1950s the worldwide number of students studying abroad is estimated to
have been about 200 000 (Wells 2014), whereas in 2012 the number of interna-
tionally mobile students was 4.5 million (OECD 2014) and there are estimates
that the number of overseas students will grow to 8 million by 2020 (Altbach
2004). During 2005-12 the number of foreign tertiary students enrolled world-
wide increased by 50% (OECD 2015).

The implementation of the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS)
by the World Trade Organization (WTO) in 1995, which included education as
one of the 12 service sectors and recognized it as a tradable service, has given a
significant boost to this cross-border higher education movement (UNESCO
2012).

The largest portions of the student mobility gain the English-speaking desti-
nations, such as Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the
United States. Within EHEA, the counties with high shares of incoming mobile
and outgoing mobile students studying abroad are Ireland, Norway, Germany,
Switzerland, Austria, while the countries with high shares of incoming mobile
students and low shares of outgoing mobile students are United Kingdom and
Denmark. On the contrast there are number of countries with low shares of in-
coming, as well as low shares of outgoing mobile students (compared to EHEA
average), in particular Ukraine, Turkey, Poland, Slovenia, Kazakhstan, Armenia
(Grabher et al. 2014).

The secondary statistical analysis, based on data from the UNESCO - Institute
for Statistics on (long-term) degree mobility of students in tertiary education
outlines the presence and distribution of mobile students in the EHEA. It analy-
ses imbalanced mobility flows across EHEA countries from a national, bilateral
and a regional perspective (Grabher et al. 2014).

Recent studies indicate that in-bounding student mobility has become an is-
sue for several economically developing and non-Anglophone countries (Altbach
& Knight 2007). The trend of mobility flows from economically less developed
to more developed countries (with sound educational systems and future em-
ployment opportunities) put the formers under pressure and at risk of brain
drain. This is especially risky for the relatively smaller developing countries (e.g.
Armenia), where on the one hand the development of human capital and global
integration is vital and on the other hand the drain of skilled human resources
hinders the economic development.

Literature Review

The literature points out number of factors that may affect international stu-
dent mobility.

OECD report (OECD 2016) highlights the importance of the following factors
underlying the decisions of internationally mobile students: language of instruc-
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tion, quality of programmes, tuition fees, immigration policy, other factors (rec-
ognition of foreign degrees and workload carried out abroad; the quality and
admission policies of tertiary education in the home country; future opportuni-
ties to come back to work in the home country; and cultural aspirations).

Another research suggests on the key choice factors for mobile students are,
in order, country (54 per cent), course (18 per cent), institution (17 per cent)
and city (10 per cent) (Marginson 2006). Number of other researchers (e.g.(Maz-
zarol & Soutar 2002a),(Rosa Becker 2012), (Bhati & Anderson 2012), (Kondakci
2011), (Park 2009) etc.) have studied the factors underlying the decision of
studying abroad and engaging in international mobility for several concrete
countries, particularly concentrating on pushing (out from the home country)
and pulling (attracting to host country) factors. The findings of the mentioned
studies on both push and pull factors affecting student motivation to study
abroad, as well as choice of study destination varies substantially from country
to country. While some of the studies underline the importance of economic
rationales and factors, there are also studies arguing the importance of cultural,
geographical, historical, and political rationales as more prominent (Kondakci
2011), especially for developing countries.

The study of four countries, including Taiwan, Indonesia, China and India
reveal four major push factors influencing the studentss decision to pursue edu-
cation abroad: the perception that an overseas course of study is better than a
local one, studentds ability to gain entry to local programs (difficult access to
particular study programs), a desire to gain a better understanding of the ‘Westo
and an intention to migrate after graduation (Mazzarol & Soutar 2002b).

Based on another study outcomes of the Indian studentsé international study
motivations the major pulling factors where to gain an international experience
(69.5%) by interacting with students from other nationalities, countries and cul-
tures, employment opportunities (52.5%) (Bhati & Anderson 2012).

In comparison of 4 study destinations (US, UK, China and Australia) of Kore-
an students expectations for Australian universities were distinctly different from
those of the other three countriess universities. Students who preferred to go to
Australia expected Australia to be an “exciting place to live”, with a “safe envi-
ronment (low crime rate)”, “comfortable climate and surroundings. They also
had high expectations for “improving second language proficiency”, however,
expectations for “curriculum excellence”, “high job opportunity after gradua-
tion”, “renown faculty members”, and “high reputation of school” were signifi-
cantly lower than other three countries studied in the research (Park 2009).

The research on post-soviet countries revealing pushing and pulling factors
of student mobility is quite limited. This research examines major pushing fac-
tors that underlie the decisions of Armenian students to pursue education abroad
and focuses on the international vertical (degree mobility) and horizontal (cred-
it) mobility and will be valuable for further national policy development both
for Armenia, as well as for post-soviet developing countries comparable to Ar-
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menia. The study is devoted to only formal education.

The clarification of specific national pulling and pushing factors will be use-
ful for policy makers to further capitalize on when developing national and in-
stitutional policies, strategies and marketing instruments for attracting not only
international students, but also for attracting back Armenian/national students
(after their studies abroad) and preventing the brain drain.

Research questions

What are the main factors influencing the decision of Armenian students to
study abroad?
Which are the major obstacles hindering the mobility flow?

Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework of the study is the “Theory of Migration” (Lee
1966), which originally was developed to explain the decision to migrate and the
process of migration. The model was then extensively used to explore student
migration and international movement, the pushing and pulling factors affecting
studentso decisions.

Lee argues that in every area there are countless factors which act to hold
people within the area or attract people to it, and there are others which tend
to repel them. Furthermore, between every two points there stands a set of in-
tervening obstacles which may be slight in some instances and insurmountable
in others (Lee 1966).

Picture 1. Origin and destination Factors and intervening obstacles in migra-
tion (Source: (Lee 1966))

ORIGIN AND DESTINATION FACTORS AND INTERVENING
OBSTACLES IN MIGRATION

Destination

The author divides the factors under four headings, in particular:
Factors associated with the area of origin (in the study we will use the term
“pushing factors”),
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Factors associated with the area of destination (in the study we will use the
term “pulling factors”),

Intervening obstacles,

Personal factors.

The abovementioned factors cover the two research questions of this study
in terms of clarification of pulling and pushing factors, as well as obstacles hin-
dering the mobility flow.

Research methods

Quantitative research methods, in particular an empirical investigation through
distribution of online questionnaires within selected sample, the collection and
analysis of data was the major method employed to quantify and generalize the
results to specific population. The data for the population under study is taken
from the UNESCO data Centre (UIS), which provides internationally comparable
statistics in the area of student mobility. The term “Internationally mobile stu-
dents (or mobile students)” is defined as “students who have crossed a national
border and moved to another country with the objective of studying” (UIS 2012).
By the UIS data covering The Republic of Armenia the average (for the period of
2011-2015) number of outbound internationally mobile students is 7243. The sam-
ple size is calculated based on the mentioned population size: with 5% error mar-
gin and 90% confidence interval the estimated sample size is 261.

Respondents (individuals having international study experience) were
reached randomly through different channels (including, but not limited to on-
line platforms, university international offices etc.) that have filled in an online
questionnaire. The ratio of completed surveys and the number of people con-
tacted was 45 %, which yielded 264 total responses (24 flawed responses were
removed). The 7 % of respondents was aged between 17-20, 30% was aged be-
tween 21-24, another 25% was aged between 25-28 and 38 % was 29 years old
and above. 59 % of respondent was female and 41 % was male. 63 % of respon-
dents engaged in the master level mobility, 19% of respondents studied abroad
in the bachelor level and another 18% in the doctorate level. Although the selec-
tion of respondents was random, it is observed almost equal distribution of re-
sponses between the students who currently study abroad (58%) and respon-
dents who has already completed (42%).

The survey distributed among the respondents through virtual channels con-
sisted of four major sections based on the theoretical framework of the study: (i)
factors associated with the country of origin, (ii) factors associated with the area
of destination, (iii) intervening obstacles, and (iv) personal factors.

Findings

It is worth mentioning, that among number of other factors given as an op-
tion in the questionnaire the factors associated with the quality of education and
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scholarship/financial assistance availability are selected as significant in both cas-
es: pushing and pulling factors (country and institutional level).

The findings of this study confirm the indication of Philip G. Altbach on the
importance of perceived value of foreign degrees in many parts of the world.
The recognition of the international degrees/qualifications in Armenia was among
the major pulling factors of respondents. As the author states, “industrialized
country is a considerable advantage in the job market” (Altbach 1991). The re-
spondents denote other factors in the open ended responses and in most of the
cases those are also concerning the quality of education: the possibility to get
practical knowledge and access the most recent developments in the area of
studies, the possibility to “study within different universities and gain wider
knowledge on western academic culture”, “availability of quality education in
the field of previous degree” where noted by the respondents as other factors
nor covered be the provided scale.

3. The Major Obstacles

As stated above, among the major pushing factors were emphasized the
availability of scholarships and financial assistance (EU funded mobility windows,
DAAD, Fulbright, Inter-governmental agreements etc). The availability of schol-
arship/financial aid as a major pulling factor (provided by the host country and
institution) was also given a high significance by the respondents. This implica-
tion is later confirmed when observing the major obstacles hindering the mobil-
ity flow (Tablel, Chart 5): the respondents were asked to choose three major
obstacles they have encountered before the mobility period and the factor of
financial issues emerged as the most important, which could repel Armenian stu-
dents to engage in international experience (22 %).

Separation from family, Visa issues, Problems with accommodation in the
host country and expected additional financial burden were given almost the
same importance and where chosen by the 12%, 10%, 10%, 9% of respondents
respectively. Most of the other factors (out 17) gain less than 5 percent impor-
tance.

Table 1. The major obstacles

Factor % N
Financial issues 22 152
Parents didnét allow to study abroad 2 15
Lack of information about the destination country 3 18
Lack of information about higher education institutions of the

destination country 3 22
Lack of programs taught in English in the destination country 4 25
Poor communication of the university staff members 3 24
Visa issues 10 70
Insufficient skills in foreign languages 5 34
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Difficulties in getting information 5 36
Problems with accommodation in the host country 10 67
Separation from family, partner, children, friends 12 80

Loss of social benefits 2 15
Loss of opportunity to earn money 5 38
Expected additional financial burden 9 64

1

2

2

Lack of personal drive 6
Problems with recognition of results achieved in host country 12
Limited admittance to the preferred institution in host country 16
100 694

Better employment prospects and higher remuneration levels where given
significant importance by the majority of respondents, which indirectly reflects
the current reality of the labor market in Armenia: the market is filling in the
skill gap by hiring employees with western education, although not always the
expectation of students for higher salary is met. “The mismatch between what
higher education provides and what is needed to grow economies lies in part in
outdated content, but the wider and more telling gap is in mastering the process
skills—such as reasoning, problem solving, team work, effective communication,
creativity, and risk-taking—necessary to effectively lead economic growth. Rath-
er than responding to market demand, universities offer education in specializa-
tions for which there is funding. For example, many systems turn out large
numbers of teachers, although teachers may make up a significant proportion of
unemployed” (Manuk Hergnyan n.d.).

Drawing parallels and comparing the findings in this section with those of
pushing and pulling sections the gap between the labor market and education is
becoming vivid (Table 2).

Table 2. Student quality expectations and future employment prospects

Push Factors Pull Factors Personal Factors
e The underdevelopment | e The higher quality and e Ensuring a high salary
of study area: 66 % (174 reputation of education in the level during the future
respondents) gave the host country: 61% strongly employment: 61 %
highest three scores agreed the factor to be the most gave the highest three
e The high perceived value | important scores
of foreign degrees in e The recognition of the
Armenia: 57 % gave the international degrees/
highest three scores qualifications in Armenia: 30%
strongly agreed the factor to be
the most important
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Brain drain or brain circulation?

As presented in the methodology section, 58 % of respondents currently
study abroad (see chart 7) and 42 has completed studies. Out of 58% (153) re-
spondents currently pursuing education abroad, 59% is confident that will re-
turn back home, 35% is yet uncertain and 6% is not planning to return at all.
The 42 % of respondents, who have already completed studies abroad (111 re-
spondents) 83% has already returned and 17% reported, that hasnét returned to
Armenia after their studies. In the open ended responses one of the respondents
has highlighted, that “We must strongly work on bringing students who have
studied abroad back to Armenia and of ensuring their employment opportunities
here - this is now of utmost importance, otherwise it is a mere brain drain”.
Countries that “export” students to other countries for studying purposes risk
losing, permanently, many of their talented citizens (what is commonly known
as “brain drain”); but the fact that many developing countries sponsor a number
of international students suggests that at least some of these students will return
to their home country or establish social and business links between their home
and host countries, developing what some authors call “brain circulation” (OECD
2015).

Conclusions

Basing this study on the Theory of Migration (Lee 1966), literature on higher
education internationalization and student mobility in particular, this quantita-
tive study outlines the major factors influencing the decisions of Armenian stu-
dents to engage in outbound mobility, as well as the major obstacles.

While the findings partially support conclusions of similar studies (e.g. (Bhati
& Anderson 2012), (Mazzarol & Soutar 2002a), (Li & Marginson 2011), (Wilkins et
al. 2012), (OECD 2015), etc.), it is also unique, as to our knowledge is the first
study on push-pull factor analysis for a small developing economy like Armenia.
Traditional push-pull model includes economic and political problems (Wilkins et
al. 2012), whereas our study did not reveal those factors being prominent and
the major push-pull factors where in the domain of the higher education quali-
ty, scholarship/financial aid availability and labor market prospects. The under-
development of study area is more frequently chosen as a major pushing factor
which should serve as a signal for higher education administrators: there is an
urgent need for restructuring, redesigning the current educational programs, as
well as developing new areas.

Based on the analysis, the respondents think that the labor market values
the foreign degrees and there are better prospects of high salary level in case of
availability of international degrees. This is another call for the higher education
providers to adjust the educational content in line with the labour market re-
quirements and the global trends. As a major differentiation opportunity, the
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students see the international study experience envisioning better employment
prospects. Introduction of joint and dual degrees (within the university, national
and international) and cross curricular cooperation, study programs developed in
cooperation with the various industry players, could be a possibility for increas-
ing the student employability and meeting the student expectations without
leaving the country.

Armenia, being a developing country, will continuously loose in the battle
for “brain” and the “drain” will be inevitable in case of complete absence of
proactive strategies: the “brain drain” should be addressed by the policy makers
and transposed with “brain circulation” policies. The higher education should
not only be attractive for the Armenian nationals, but also for international stu-
dents. Improved higher education quality and global integration through various
cooperation formats will serve as a cornerstone and is a clear-cut precondition
for the dynamic improvements in the economy and innovation.
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Upbphly Ohwuywt

Gypwupw dhowqquyhti hwdwjuwpwuh (Npulh wywhnydwi Eptippnup
nkwiywp, GUL wuwyhpwip

NArUGLNLWE Y SUrdNRLRE3TL HNMoNLLEND
FUSUCUESSNRUL CUBUUSW LR 0/P LU,

Uh owpp tpyputiph hwdwp dhowqquyhtt niuwunnuljuu pwpdniuw-
Unipjuu wap qquh huwpwynpnipiniu k, dhusntin npny tpyputiph hwdwp
Jupnn £ (huly nhuluwiht, tpbt qupqugnidubphtu fubjudnnpbu swpdw-
quiupbu punuwpwlunipjwu Wwlynnutipp: ®npp, munbuwwtiu wnwyby ptiph
qupguguws, qupqugnn tpyputinphg Jhwynndwuh niuwunnutph hnupp
ntyh qupqugwéd bpypubp nintnutiph wpmwhnuph § hwugbkgunid: Gu
hpwuwunpniup hmnjuybtu nhujuhtu £ hwupuptpuuunptu thnppuphy
puwlsnipjudp qupgqugnn  tpyputiph hwdwp (op.” {wywuwnmwy), npubin
uh Unnuhg dwpnuyht juuhwwih qupgugnidp b hwdwpfuwphwht
humbgpnidp Jhuuwuu wywuwynipiniu niuh, dnwu Ynnuhg, dpgniuwy
dwnnuyhu ntunipuubtiph wpmwhnupp funspunnunmd £ tpiph munmbuwljuu
qupgugniip: Mnnnpnjwd punuwpwuunipinitu B wuhpwdtym nruwunn -
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ubiph pwpdniuwynipyuu hnuph YbGpuwninnnpnuwu, b ninknh  «powuw-
nnipjwu» hpwlwunipiniu wywhnybjnt hwdwp:

Upwnbtpypnid Yppenipjntut unwuwnt hwy ntuwunnubtiph npnpdwt ypw
wqnnn tpyphg nnipu dnnn (push) b dgnn (pull) gnponuutiph hunwytignidp
(hugp nfyuy htimwgnunipyw wnwgtuyht fuunhpu b) wpdtpunp Yhuh
htunmhwunighnuw), wqquihtt b dhowqquiht dwlwpnuwlutpnid hbnwgqu
pwnuwpwlwuntpjwu, huquwywpnipjuu b dwpytnhuquihu gnpshpwuuquh
wljdwu hwdwnp:

SYjw niuntduwuhpnipjuu hwdwp Yhpunygby Gu pwawjujuu dbpennutn:
Upnyniuputipp utipwpnid Gu hwy ntuwunnubtiph wpmbpypnid  unynpbin
npnodwt Yypw wgnnn vh owpp unnn (push) b agnn (pull), huswbu uwl
wuduwuu (personal) gnponuutin: Lunnwltigyly tu twl wpdniuwnipyw
hhuuwlwu funspunnuutinp, npnup ntuwunnutipp hwdwpnid Gu wnweuwyh:

Chduwpwnbp. pupdpugnyu Yppnipjut junwjwpnid, ntuwunnubiph
swpdniuwlnipiniu, nnipu Unnn gnpénuutip, dqnn gnponuutin, pwuwuljuu
htnwgnunipniu:

ApeBuk OraHsH
Hauanvruk Llenmpa obecneuenus kauecmea MedxcOyHapoOHO20 yHUgepcumema
Espasusi, acnupaumka MYE

PACKPBITUE ®AKTOPOB CTYJAEHYECKOH MOBW/IbHOCTU HA
INPUMEPE APMEHUH

[i1d psima cTpaH poCT MEXOYHApOOHOH CTYIeHYECKON MOOWIBbHOCTH SIBIISIETCS
3HAYUTETbHOH BO3MOXKHOCTBIO, B TO BpeMsl KaK I HEKOTOPbIX CTpaH 3TO
MOKeT ObITh PUCKOBAHHBIM, €C/TM pa3pabOTUMKH MOIUTHKH He OYIyT pa3yMHO
pearupoBaTh Ha JaHHble COObITHS. OIHOCTOPOHHMI MOTOK CTYHIEHTOB U3 MaslbIX,
9KOHOMHUYECKH C/Tab0Pa3BUTHIX, PA3BUBAOIIMECS CTPAaH B pa3BUTbIe CTPAHbI
MPUBOAUT K yTEYKe MO3roB. OJTa pearTbHOCTb OCOOEHHO OracHa JyIst
Pa3BUBAIOIIMXCS CTPaH C OTHOCHUTEIbHO HEOOJNBIINM KOJTMYECTBOM HacCeleHHst
(Haipumep: ApMeHHMs), Tme C OJHOH CTOPOHBI, KM3HEHHO Ba)KHBIM SIBJISIE€TCS
pasBUTHE YeJIOBEYECKOro KalluTajla M IIo6ajibHasi MHTerpanys, a C Jpyrowu
CTOPOHBI, OTTOK KOHKYPEHTOCITOCOOHBIX YelIOBeYeCKHUX PeCypCoOB IMPENsTCTBYeT
9KOHOMHUYECKOMY Pa3BUTHIO CTpaHbl. HeoO6XxoauMa LierieHarnpaBiieHHasl TOJIMTHKA
IJ1sl TIepEeHarpaB/ieHHsi TMOTOKOB CTY/IEHUYECKOW MOOWIBHOCTH W 0oOecrevyeHHst
«060pPOTa» MO3IOB.

OripesierieHHe OCHOBHBIX BBITAJIKMBAOIIUX (push) m mpursarusatomuyx (pull)
(paKTOpPOB, BIUSIONIMX Ha PellIeHHEe apMSHCKHUX CTYHEHTOB, JKeJIAIIUX YUHUThCS
3a rpaHHLeil (YTo BrIeTCs OCHOBHOM 3afayed MCCrIefoBaHus), OyHeT IOIIe3HO
IUisl  JalbHEHRIIHUX pa3pabOTOK TMOJMTHKH, CTPAaTerMd W MapKETHHIOBBIX
WHCTPYMEHTOB Ha WHCTUTYLMOHAIbHOM, HAI[MOHAJIbHOM W MEXIYyHapOTHOM
YPOBHSIX.
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11 9TOro MCCrIefoBaHUs HCIMONb30BAlIUCh KOITMYECTBEHHbIE METO[bI.
Pe3ynbTaTel BKIIOYAOT B ceOs psid BBITAIKUBAOMUX (push) M mpUTArHBarommx
(pull) dakTopoB, a TakKe cyObeKTHBHBIE (personal) pakTOpbI, BIMSIOINIME Ha
NPOLIeCC TPUHSITUSl PELIeHUH apMsSHCKUX CTYOEHTOB YUYHUTbCS 3a Py6ekoM.
Takke pa3bACHAIOTCI OCHOBHbIE IPENATCTBUS [JI MOOWIbHOCTH, KOTOpBIE
CTY[AEHTBbI CYATAIOT MTPUOPUTETHBIM.

KmioueBble cioBa: yIpaB/lIeHHE BbICIIMM 0Opa3oBaHUEM, MOOWIbHOCTb
CTYHEHTOB,  BbITAJIKUBAOLIMe  (pakTOpbl,  MpUTSATMBaOLIMe  (PaKTOpHI,
KOJIIMYEeCTBEHHOE HCCIIeJ0OBaHue.

Znnwsp ubipyuywgyt) L gpujunudwy’ 2019p. hmugwph 15-hu
ZnnJwst punniudby B nmyugpnipyuy’ 2019p. thtwnpduph 8-hu
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