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Abstract

Purpose — The global landscape of higher education has witnessed a steady increase in the mobility of
international students, as more individuals seek diverse academic experiences and cross-cultural learning
opportunities. This paper conducts a systematic literature review to investigate trends, research directions and
key themes in the literature. By utilising the push—pull factor model the aim is to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the factors influencing international students’ choices to pursue higher education and future
career opportunities abroad.

Design/methodology/approach — A systematic literature review approach was applied. The selection was
made using PRISMA framework-based inclusion and exclusion criteria. The review includes 43 publications
from 2010 to 2022.

Findings — The review results revealed five themes of scholarly conversations labelled as (1) betterment of life,
(2) policy of the host country, (3) role of institutions, (4) return to home country and (5) social, economic,
environmental, individual and cultural factors. The findings emphasise on the significance of factors such as
the quality of education, visa requirements, academic reputation, tuition fees, availability of scholarships, job
opportunities, social, economic, environmental, individual and cultural factors. The paper also identifies
language barriers, visa policies and social integration difficulties as major barriers to international students’
stay in the host country after graduation.

Originality/value — This research enhances the current body of literature by conducting a comprehensive
analysis of the empirical evidence available in literature that investigates the mobility of international students. The
outcomes of this study will make a valuable contribution towards developing a more profound comprehension of
the primary factors that influence international students’ decision to pursue their education abroad.
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1. Introduction
In the context of the contemporary society and knowledge-based economy, there is a growing
need for significant transformations that go beyond surface-level improvements. To make an
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impact, fundamental strategical changes must be made to enhance the skills of the workforce
or attracting international talents. Highly skilled knowledge workers are vital in propelling
economic growth through their ability to generate innovative ideas that drive progress and
advancement (Gribble, 2008). The mobility of global students has tremendously increased
over the past few decades (Kim and Zhang, 2022). According to the UNESCO, the global
student mobility rose from 2 to 6.36 million from 2000 to 2020 [1]. Literature also shows that
there is a growing trend among international graduate students seeking for the opportunities
to remain in the country where they have completed their studies (Grimm, 2019). The
emergence of this trend has led destination countries to develop and implement policies and
strategies pertaining to visas and residence permits to aid graduates in their quest for
employment opportunities (Grimm, 2019). Many countries around the world have been
developing policies that encourage international student attraction and retention (Ziguras
and McBurnie, 2014). Lomer (2017) states that policies formulated by host countries exert a
significant influence on the volume of students migrating abroad. Policies may either support
or constrain migration, and international students are susceptible to the effects of the
migration or mobility policy of the host country.

To address the importance of students’ mobility, many countries have implemented
modifications to their immigration policies and organisational frameworks concerning
international education, aiming to attract a greater number of foreign students to their
respective countries (Lomer et al, 2018). As such, higher education institutions (HEIs) around
the globe attempt to promote internationalisation aiming at integrating the United Nations
(UN) sustainable development goals (SDGs) into the teaching and learning functions, cross-
border mobility, partnerships and research (Ramaswamy et al., 2021). In Nordic countries,
revisions have been made to national policies concerning immigration, talent acquisition and
attraction. For instance, as of April 2022, Finland implemented modifications to policies that
pertain to residence permits for international students (Finnish Immigration Services, 2022).
Before the policy changes, international students were permitted to work up to 20 h per week
while studying in Finland and were only allowed to remain in the country for a year after
graduation to seek employment. Presently, there have been adjustments to the government’s
policies and approach towards international talents. The updated policies allow international
students to apply for a two-year visa after graduation, exclusively for job-seeking purposes,
and work up to 30 h per week during their studies. These changes demonstrate the Finnish
government’s objective to retain international graduates and encourage them to remain and
work in the country (Finnish Immigration Services, 2022).

The literature on international student mobility and study abroad indicates that a diverse
range of factors and elements influence students’ decision to pursue higher education and
future careers abroad (Arar and Haj-Yehia, 2013; Bound et al,, 2021; Butkovic et al, 2022).
Several authors have investigated the factors that influence international students’ mobility
from different theoretical and situational perspectives (Geddie, 2012; Shumilova and Cai,
2016). In many prior studies, the push—pull factor model has been widely utilised to identify
factors impacting students’ decision to pursue education abroad (e.g. Zhai et al, 2019;
Mosneaga and Winther, 2012). For instance, Mazzarol and Soutar (2002, p. 87) studied the
factors that influence international students’ choice of destination and discovered that
domestic economic and societal forces act as push factors for students deciding to study
abroad. The authors also identified several pull factors that determine which host country
students select. These factors include the quality and reputation of the institution, the
recognition of the institution’s qualifications in their home country, the international strategic
alliances of the host institutions, the quality of the institution’s staff and the number of
international students in the host country.

However, there is currently a lack of a comprehensive overview of the literature that
holistically examines and consolidates the core focus of scholarly conversations in this area.



Therefore, the main objective of this study is to address gap by consolidating and
synthesising the existing studies into common themes from a global perspective. This study
utilises the push—pull factor model as theoretical lens to analyse positive and negative factors
that influence students’ study abroad decision. The decision-making process of international
student is influenced by a multitude of push—pull factors (James-MacEachern and Yun, 2017).
By considering the intricate interactions among push and pull factors, as well as their varying
importance based on individual and contextual factors, this research hopes to develop a more
comprehensive understanding of the decision-making processes behind international student
mobility.

To address the objective of the paper, a systematic approach will be employed to review
published studies from publications between 2010 and 2022 (September). This research is
crucial because it enables the efficient synthesis of prior studies in a specific field of study,
providing a global perspective that reflects changes over time. Based on the discussion and
the objective outlined, the following research questions guiding this research are formulated.

RQI. What are the current trends, research directions and key themes regarding
international student mobility as reflected in the existing literature?

RQ2. What factors (pulling) influence international students’ decision to study abroad?

RQ3. What challenges and barriers (“pushing factors”) do international students face
during their studies in the host country?

The findings of the study contribute to literature, providing valuable insights into
international students’ mobility, and enhance our current understanding of the decision-
making process by identifying the key factors influencing students’ abroad studies. More
importantly, the results will have significant implications for policymakers, and HEIs who
seek to attract and retain international students. The results indicate that decision makers at
HEISs, policymakers and practitioners should together develop a conducive environment that
facilitates career and job opportunities, promotes social integration, fosters multiculturalism
and potentially establish scholarships and financial aid programmes to attract and retain
international students.

The reminder of the paper is as follows. In the next section, a short theoretical discussion is
provided. Section 3 presents the research methodology, inclusion and exclusion criteria and
search terms. Section 4 illustrates the literature search results and discusses the main themes
extracted. Section 5 presents the discussion, followed by conclusion in Section 6.

2. Theoretical background

The push—pull theory is a theoretical framework that is commonly used to explain
international student mobility (Gbollie and Gong, 2020; Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002). The
theory suggests that there are push factors that motivate individuals to leave their home
country and pull factors that attract them to the destination country. Push factors refer to the
negative conditions that drive individuals to leave their home country, such as political
instability, lack of economic opportunities, limited access to education and personal safety
concerns (Gbollie and Gong, 2020). These factors create a “push” effect on individuals,
prompting them to seek out better opportunities and a more stable environment in another
country (Li and Bray, 2007). Pull factors, on the other hand, are the positive aspects of the
destination country that attract individuals to move there (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002). These
factors can include access to better education, economic opportunities, a more stable political
environment and better living conditions (Mazzarol and Soutar, 2002). These factors create a
“pull” effect on individuals, encouraging them to move to the destination country (Gbollie and
Gong, 2020). By using the push—pull theory in research, scholars can identify the specific
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factors that drive international student mobility and help institutions understand how to
attract and retain international students (Ahmad and Buchanan, 2016). For instance, if a
particular country has a reputation for high-quality education but limited job opportunities
after graduation, policymakers may need to develop programmes that encourage employers
to hire international graduates. In short, push—pull theory provides a useful framework to
understand the complex motivations, cognitive processes and factors influencing
international student mobility.

3. Research methodology

The Systematic Literature Review (SLR) method used in this study is based on the work of
(Kitchenham et al., 2009). The advantages of the SLR method are that it offers insights into
a research problem and enables a study to gather the available information from a wide
range of sources (Kitchenham and Charters, 2007). In addition, SLR results are more
reliable and more likely to be unbiased compared to unstructured methods such as the
simple literature review (Stapic ef al., 2012). SLR consists of three main phases, namely,
planning, conducting and reporting, as described by (Kitchenham et «l, 2009). This
research performs a SLR on relevant publications to understand not only what has been
discussed in the literature but also to identify factors influencing the abroad study
decision of international students, and the major challenges and barriers they face during
their studies in the host country. Previous research indicates that international students
are attracted to different factors associated to each country and university around the
world and has identified the factors that contribute to their decision to stay or leave the
country where they study (Cameron et al, 2019; Gribble and Blackmore, 2012; Li and
Lowe, 2015).

3.1 Search and information sources

This study focuses on a systematic review of papers related to the international students’
mobility, and to fulfil the objective of the study, papers published in Scopus from 2010 to 2022
are considered. To be included in the study, a publication needs to be a peer-reviewed English
language publication, and this includes books, book chapters, journal articles and conference
proceedings from all subject areas are included in the study. The search string was created
using keywords such as “talent acquisition”, “attraction” and “retention” with a focus on
“employability”, “job and labour market” and “job opportunities”. As the research is focused
on students, graduates and higher education students were also part of the search string. The
following search strategy has been used for this systematic review.

“Talent acquisition OR talent retention OR talent attract* OR global talent AND
Employability OR Job Market* OR Labo$r Market OR Recruitment OR Opportunit* OR
Employability of Foreign Graduate* OR graduate employability AND higher education®* OR
university student® OR foreign student® OR university OR higher education institution
OR higher stud* AND migrat* OR International Student Migration OR International Student

OR Migrant Student”.

3.2 Data collection process and articles screening

The PRISMA (see Figure 1) model was used to search and filter the studies. The initial search
with the specified search strings was made on major databases: Web of Science, EBSCO and
SCOPUS. In total, 529 publications were retrieved, of which, 268 studies were from the Web of
Science, 185 studies were from SCOPUS and 76 studies were from EBSCO. All the article
information was exported as RIS format and uploaded to Zotero. After the pre-screening of
the retrieved records, 61 duplicated studies were removed. The remaining 468 studies were
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screened and assessed by the two researchers individually and each has created an Excel
datasheet to mark the publications as include, exclude and maybe. Then, in the next step, the
researchers met and discussed about their listing and together reached a consensus about
which articles to include or exclude from the main database. After the initial assessment and
reading abstracts and keywords, 383 additional records were removed and 85 studies were
deemed relevant, and full text were downloaded for further evaluation in relation to the
research objective.

During the evaluation of full-text, articles were selected for further analysis, if they were
relevant and consistent with the overall objectives and research questions of this paper. The
articles which discussed migration within a country and related to the attraction of students
from one place of the country to others were not included for analysis. Some articles while
deemed to be relevant during the evaluation found to be mostly related to general graduates
and not relevant to international students. Some of the articles were also related to job market
for students rather than relevant to an international student in a particular job market;
therefore, we decided not to include them in the review analysis. In this phase, another 49
articles were removed, and 36 studies were included in the final dataset. In addition, seven
more relevant articles were found from the external resources leading to a total of 43 studies
for the researchers to perform content analysis.

4. Results

Among 43 full-text articles reviewed, there were 35 journal articles, 2 reports, 5 books and 1
conference paper among the publications collected. Most of the retrieved studies were
published between 2019 and 2021, in total 23 publications, and only one publication in 2014.
As illustrated in Figure 2, the trend of publications related to factors influencing
international students’ migration intentions has increased in scientific studies over
the years.
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Figure 2.
Publications pertaining
to factors affecting
international students
to go abroad and stay
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4.1 Review analysis

The full text analysis and the content analysis of the publications revealed five main streams
of research (themes): (1) betterment of life, (2) policy of host country, (3) role of institutions, (4)
return to home country and (5) social, economic, environmental, individual and cultural
factors. It should be noted that within each main themes, sub-themes were also emerged,
which will be discussed in the following.

4.1.1 Betterment of life. Based on the analysis result, the first main theme is betterment of
life, and consists of three sub-themes: (1) quality of life, (2) betterment academic life and (3)
future prospect. The main factors of international students’ decisions to study and live
abroad are discussed under this theme, along with the improvements they hope to make to
their lives better (generally).

4.1.2 Quality of life. The quality of life in host country has impact on international
students’ decision to stay in host country (Netierman et al, 2022). Students in Euregio Meuse-
Rhine (EMR) in the Euroregion, considered quality of life as important factor when they
choose to move abroad. According to the study, students who have a positive view of the
quality of life in the host countries are three times more likely to stay than those who have a
negative view (Hooijen et al, 2017). Mosneaga and Winther (2012) claimed that international
student’s perception towards status transition could be influenced by factors such as good
work-life and, comprehensive welfare system. Hung (2021) also states that getting quality
healthcare service in the host country is highly motivational factor for studying abroad. The
author concluded that the perception of gaining quality of life in the host country could
influence international students’ choice to move abroad and stay in the host country after
completing their studies. For instance, the decision of an overseas student to stay in the South
Korea to work or study after graduation is positively related to how satisfied they are with
their living situation (Istad et al,, 2021).

4.1.3 Better academic life. In the second sub-theme of the betterment of life theme, which is
titled as better academic life, the analysis results show that the reputation of specific
institution in host country is considered as one factors that affects international students’
choice to go abroad (Mosneaga and Winther, 2012). For example, the good reputation of the
UK. education system was mentioned as one of the main reasons for selecting the UK (Rahimi
and Akgunduz, 2017). The other factor regarding to motivation to study abroad is the hope to
improve one’s academic life or pursuing academic growth (Hung, 2021). A study conducted
on PhD students in South Africa shows that students remained in the county to pursue for
further education, such as post-doctoral study (Van Schalkwyk et al, 2021). One of the
educational factors that international students, particularly those from developing countries,



consider important when deciding to study abroad is the “student—teacher ratio of higher
education” in the destination country (Wei, 2012).

4.1.4 Future prospect in the host country. The third sub-theme in this category, is the future
prospect in terms of career development in the host county. This factor was also found to be
an important element that influences students’ decision to go abroad (e.g. Zhai et al, 2019;
Netierman et al,, 2022). According to Cameron et al (2019), one of the main reasons that
international students choose to study abroad is the possibility of finding work in the host
country after graduation (Cameron et al, 2019). Zhai et al. (2019) adds that, for instance, when
Chinese students choose their destination country for study, career development is a critical
factor they consider. In addition, the review analysis shows that one of the major factors that
influence English speaking students to stay in Quebec after graduation is the post-graduation
work opportunity (Association for Canadian Studies, 2016).

Moreover, the analysis of the publications in this category shows that employment
prospects and the positive intention of international students to remain in Finland after
graduation are important factor for international students (Mathies and Karhunen, 2021).
Netierman ef al. (2022) state that the perception of job opportunity in the host country play a
major role in the international students’ decision to stay in Canada. In addition, the study
conducted in Euregio Meuse-Rhine (EMR) revealed that the career opportunities as important
factor to study and stay in host countries (Hooijen et al, 2017).

4.2 Policy of the host country

The second main theme extracted from the analysis of the retrieved publication is titled as
policy of the host county. Policy of the host country can have various impact when it comes to
students choosing a country to pursue their higher education. The review analysis revealed
that in this themes, literature can be divided into three sub-themes: (1) how easy or difficult is
to get student visa (Lomer, 2017), (2) receiving or not given a work permit after graduation
(Mathies and Karhunen, 2021) and (3) the difference between what the policy implies and the
actual conditions in the country due to conflicting policies (Sa and Sabzalieva, 2017).

4.2.1 Issuance of visa. The analysis of the literature in this sub-theme shows that Eastern
European students were more inclined to study in the UK due to its EU membership (Brexit),
which also facilitated their visa requirements. Furthermore, being an EU citizen made them
eligible to receive funding for their studies in the UK (Rahimi and Akgunduz, 2017). However,
the UK’s policy towards international students has been volatile, with policies that both
promote and discourage immigration. This has led to confusion among international students
for choosing the UK as their destination (Lomer, 2017). Similarly, Australia’s reputation as a
welcoming destination for international students was damaged by the tightening of foreign
student visa rules (Gribble and Blackmore, 2012). The results of the analysis of publication in
this group, shows that Denmark, on the other hand, has policies that vary by study
programmes, which creates stress for students about their status during and after completion
of their studies, amplifying their negative intentions towards staying in the country
(Ginnerskov-Dahlberg, 2021). On the other hand, the analysis result shows that, due to
different policy and unlike work visas, student visas are not capped in the US, making it an
easy pathway for those looking to enter the US labour market (Bound et al,, 2021).

4.2.2 Ease of receiving work permit. The second sub-theme of discussion in the literature
revolves around how easy or difficult is to get the work permit during the study. The review
results show that international students are highly concerned about the possibility to work
while studying to support their financial needs. In this regard, for example, Canada’s open
approach towards immigration and the “Study and Stay” programme have made it easier for
students to complete their studies and stay in the country, giving them a competitive
advantage (Reichert and Bouajram, 2021). Finland has also expanded its international
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student residence and work permit programme beyond the EU directive, from nine months to
24 months, to facilitate employment opportunities for graduates (Alho, 2020). As a result,
international non-EU students are more likely to stay in Finland due to easier visa extension
opportunities (Mathies and Karhunen, 2021). Moreover, the availability of post-graduate visa/
permit schemes is considered a major factor in international students’ intention to stay in the
host country where they completed their higher education studies (Balch ef al, 2012).
Similarly, the proposal of post-study work visas for international graduates is seen as
positive by Australian universities (Gribble and Blackmore, 2012). The findings also show
that in Canada, the ease of obtaining work permits or permanent residency is a significant
factor in attracting international students (Netierman ef al, 2022).

The findings of the review indicate that policies in countries like the US and Australia are
evolving, which can pose challenges for international students in determining their eligibility
for residency. For instance, the Australian permanent residency system frequently updates its
point system, leading to an unstable situation for international students who are apprehensive
that their residency status may be altered at any time (Grimm, 2019). Additionally, the duration
of residency rights provided by countries like Germany and Austria can be an important
deciding factor for students in selecting a country over another (Reiner et al, 2017).

4.2.3 Conflict between policy and reality. The third subtheme of discussion in the literature
centres around publications that delve into international students’ perspectives on how
policies are implemented in the host country. These students encounter numerous challenges
when it comes to post-study employment, as the post-study visa requirements may not align
with their area of study, resulting in a sense of disappointment (Tran et al, 2020). The review
results show that although international students and immigrant workers play a significant
role in Australia’s economy, laws like the Higher Education Act of 2004 do not specifically
address international students. As a result, this creates confusion and obstacles for them (S4
and Sabzalieva, 2017).

Moreover, the work permit system in South Africa is based on the principle of not
displacing South Africans. This implies that individuals may be denied a work permit if there
are enough South Africans in the job position, they are seeking (Van Schalkwyk et al, 2021).
Similarly, in Finland and the EU, member states prioritise hiring locals first, followed by EU
citizens and then non-EU citizens, despite opening up to international students (Li, 2020). In
Australia, companies prefer to hire Australian citizens or permanent residents since
obtaining work permits for international students involves bureaucratic procedures, making
it less likely for them to secure employment in the job market (Cameron ef al.,, 2019). Finally, it
can be stated that although policies have been implemented to retain international students,
they are still regarded as temporary migrants and are not integrated into the host country’s
system (Balch et al, 2012). It is imperative for governments to tackle these problems and
establish policies that are more comprehensive and accommodating of international students’
professional aspirations.

4.3 Role of institutions
The literature review’s third primary subject of discussion centres around the role of HEISs in
the host country. Apart from policies, institutions also play a significant role in attracting and
retaining international students. Universities with notable reputations strive to appeal to
students (Geddie, 2012), while employers have recognised the significance of international
students and have simplified the process for graduates to stay in the host country (Coffey
et al, 2018).

4.3.1 Role of universities/lugher education institutions. The first subtheme in this category
encompasses publications that primarily focus on the role of universities and HEIs. The HEIs
carry a significant responsibility in providing students from all over the world with the



necessary knowledge and comprehensive understanding required to become informed
leaders in a world that is becoming more borderless but fraught with national conflicts
(Myhovych, 2019). This responsibility has grown even more urgent as HEIs globally have
placed more emphasis on international rankings to draw in students and improve their
worldwide reputation (Geddie, 2012). In this regard, HEISs in the United States have typically
focused on luring and retaining the best international students as a strategy to cultivate a
highly skilled workforce (Douglass and Edelstein, 2009 as cited in Shumilova and Cai, 2016).
Additionally, HEIs are working on enhancing their rankings and image by augmenting the
enrolment of international students and evaluating their experiences at these institutions
(Reichert and Bouajram, 2021).

The review analysis shows that South African universities are an attractive destination
for PhD candidates due to the quality of education they offer, as noted in a study by Van
Schalkwyk et al. (2021). Additionally, HEIs significantly influence students from developed
countries, who are more interested in factors such as a high student—teacher ratio, as
highlighted by Wei (2012). Rahimi and Akgunduz (2017) found that students believe that a
qualification from the UK would enable them to find a job almost anywhere in the world,
whereas a qualification from Romania or the Czech Republic may present greater challenges
in terms of employment opportunities.

HElISs also have a role in helping international students find employment after graduation,
with many institutions including mandatory internships to provide valuable work experience
for their students and offering job-seeking training and other career advice services (Cameron
et al., 2019). HEIs in Germany are piloting programmes in Tandem Studies which allows
international students and German students to work together to improve their language
proficiencies which helps in the employability of the international students (Strenger and
Ulbrich, 2019). Employers suggest that HEIs are in the driver’s seat, as they need to
understand the requirements of the job market and make graduates ready for the most
important roles (Nilsson and Ripmeester, 2016).

HEIs have a responsibility to equip their students with skills and knowledge that will
enable them to be competitive in the global job market. As noted by Gribble and Blackmore
(2012), improving the employability of students is a crucial role for HEIs. This includes
providing career services to assist students in finding further studies and Optional Practical
Training (OPT) after completing their studies (Shumilova and Cai, 2016). In addition, HEIs
need to consider the integration of international students, as their experiences during their
studies can impact their decision to remain and work or study in the host country after
graduation (Istad et al., 2021).

Studies analysed in this subtheme explore factors like the quality of education and the cost
of tuition that affect a student’s decision to study at a particular higher education institution.
These factors include the programme of study, quality of education, language of instruction
and tuition fees (Association for Canadian Studies, 2016). Some students are drawn to
universities with a good reputation and professors who specialise in a specific field.
Additionally, HEIs that have lower entry requirements are more appealing to students (Zhai
etal,2019). Timing of the application process is also a critical factor, as international students
may choose a different country if the application deadline is too early or too late, to avoid a
significant gap in their studies (Mosneaga and Winther, 2012).

4.3.2 Role of employers. Studies analysed in this subtheme explore factors like the role of
employer in the job market for the international students. Alho (2020) found that in Finland,
informal recruitment practices in the job market make it difficult for international students to
find work. Mathies and Karhunen (2020) argued that it is important to focus on building
international professional networks not only for students and HEIs but also for potential
employers. Developing talent attraction and development practices is crucial for employers
and talented workers, as it demonstrates an organization’s readiness to cultivate their
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potential and professional skills (Latukha et al., 2021). Li (2020), and Shumilova and Cai (2016)
argued that Finnish employers must adapt to the needs of workers, such as operating in
English, to remain competitive in the global market for highly skilled workers, as workers
may leave the country if opportunities are not available. Shchegolev ef al (2016) found that
German companies have implemented mentoring and international trainee programmes to
support international graduates and strategically recruit them.

Coffey et al (2018) report that Japanese investors have recognised the necessity of
providing employment visas to Chinese students studying in Japan to facilitate their work
with Chinese businesses. According to Tran et al (2020), sponsoring international students
for employer nomination visas can enhance their prospects of obtaining legal documentation
and obtaining a job. In conclusion, to appeal to and retain highly skilled workers, it is critical
for employers to comprehend the requirements of international students and adapt their
tactics appropriately.

4.4 Return to home country

While some students choose to stay, others will go back for one reason or another (Zhai et al,
2019). The fourth theme extracted from the review literature canters on international
students’ return to their home country after completing their studies, with several subthemes
addressing the factors and reasons (e.g. family tie and better opportunities in home country)
that influence their decision to leave the host country.

4.4.1 Better opportunity in home country. The migration intentions of international
students after completing their studies are influenced by their international exposure and
academic pursuits. This provides them with better opportunities and a better return on
investment when they return to their home country. In contrast, graduates from developed
countries tend to return home due to the better quality of life. Additionally, high-performing
students often receive funding from their government or an employer scholarship, which
requires them to return home after graduation. Therefore, the availability of secure
employment prospects in their home country becomes a compelling reason to return.
Malaysia supports the recruitment channels that students can use to find employment in their
home country, facilitating their return (Rajani et al, 2018).

4.4.2 Famuly ties. Most PhD candidates cite family-related reasons as their primary reason
for returning home (Van Schalkwyk et al.,, 2021). It is important to recognise that the decision
to migrate is not made alone and families have a significant influence on this decision. Family
ties play a critical role in both genders’ migration decisions, and women have the autonomy to
make independent migration decisions (Latukha et @/, 2021). Family ties can act as both a pull
and a push factor in expatriation, and having family in the home country increases the
likelihood of returning (Rajani ef al, 2018). In Finland, Chinese students with close ties to their
parents may leave the country to care for their elderly parents since only spouses and
children are eligible for residence permits (Li, 2020). The absence of parental allowances may
encourage graduates to return to their home country (Li, 2020). It is worth noting that while
individuals may choose to remain in the host country due to family ties, their decision to
return to their home country is also influenced by family considerations (Mathies and
Karhunen, 2020).

4.4.3 Socio-cultural. The decision of international students to return to their home country
after completing their studies is influenced by a variety of factors, including socio-cultural
aspects. Language barriers can be a significant issue, as students may struggle to find jobs in
countries where they do not speak the native language. In Finland, for example, the job
market is primarily in Swedish and Finnish, despite the fact that the country offers a high
number of courses in English (Mathies and Karhunen, 2020). Other important factors include
cultural adaptiveness and international experience, with those who have had more exposure



to international environments being more likely to stay (Latukha ef al, 2021). European
students are often more open to migration due to programmes like Erasmus that encourage
mobility (Mendoza et al, 2019). Having a stable, professional job is crucial to students’
decision to stay, but limited networking opportunities in the job market can make it difficult
to find work, leading them to return home (Mathies and Karhunen, 2021). Inability to create
social capital can be another reason why students choose not to stay in the host country
(Wang and O’Connell, 2020).

While countries like Australia have friendly migration policies and cultural diversity,
social integration can still be a challenge for international students, particularly those from
China (Zhai et al., 2019). In conclusion, socio-cultural factors, such as language barriers,
cultural adaptiveness, networking opportunities, social capital and social integration, can
significantly influence the decision of international students to leave the host country and
return to their home. These factors should be considered by policymakers and institutions
when creating policies and programmes to encourage international students to stay in the
host country.

4.4.4 Policy issues. Policy issues is and impact international students’ decision to return to
their home country. The changing policies regarding international students can be a
significant factor that leads to difficulties in understanding when laws change, resulting in an
increased likelihood of returning to their home country (Reichert and Bouajram, 2021). In the
UK, the closure of the Post-Study Work scheme and tightened restrictions on international
students and migrants have led to a decrease in the number of graduates remaining in the
country (Balch et al,, 2012). A sense of obligation towards the government in terms of grants
and scholarships received can also be a reason for international students to return to their
home country (Netierman ef al, 2022). The obligations and expectations associated with
receiving scholarships or grants from their home country can influence students’ decisions to
return home after completing their studies abroad. This indicates the importance of
transparent and supportive policies that provide clear guidelines to international students to
help them make informed decisions about their future.

Policy issues such as changing laws and regulations, lack of opportunities and obligations
associated with grants and scholarships can significantly impact international students’
decision to return to their home country. Policymakers and institutions should strive to create
supportive and transparent policies that encourage international students to stay in the host
country after graduation, while also addressing the challenges and concerns that may
influence their decision to return home.

4.5 Social, economic, environmental, indiwidual and cultural factors
The review also highlights several factors that influence international students’ decision to
study and stay in a foreign country. These include social, economic, environmental,
individual and cultural factors. Living environment safety and security is one of the critical
factors that can influence students’ decision to study abroad. A safe and secure living
environment can make students feel comfortable and welcomed, while a hostile or dangerous
environment can discourage them from staying. Social integration is another important
factor that can affect international students’ decision to stay in a foreign country.
Familiarity with the culture of the destination country is also a significant factor
influencing international students’ decision to study abroad. Cultural differences can be a
significant challenge for students, and the more familiar they are with the culture of the
destination country, the more likely they are to adapt and feel comfortable. Economic factors,
such as job opportunities and the cost of living, can also play a role in international students’
decision to stay in a foreign country. Having access to stable employment and affordable
living arrangements can make it easier for students to remain in the host country after
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graduation. Environmental factors, such as climate and pollution levels, can also influence
international students’ decision to stay in a foreign country. Finally, individual factors, such
as personal preferences and goals, can play a significant role in students’ decision to study
and stay abroad.

4.5.1 Social integration and connection. The social integration and connection of
international students in their host country are crucial factors that influence their decision to
stay Zhai et al. (2019) found that Chinese students were attracted to studying in Australia due
to existence of multiple platforms for social connection, including Chinese communities.
These connections provided valuable information about the job market, especially for those
whose first language was not English. Other factors that influence international students’
decision to study abroad include family ties and the presence of a significant other, as found
in studies by Rahimi and Akgunduz (2017).

Mathies and Karhunen (2021) specifically looked at international students in Finland and
found that those with family ties, such as family members, children and marriage
relationships, were more likely to stay in their host country after graduation. Similarly,
Netierman et al. (2022) found that family ties in Canada or abroad affected the decision of
international students to remain in the host country. Finally, a study by Istad et al (2021) on
Global Korea scholarship recipients found that those who had a positive experience with
social integration and interaction with the local community in South Korea were more likely
to stay for study or work.

4.5.2 Economic factors. According to Ziguras and McBurnie (2014), income inequality
between the host and home country is a factor that could motivate international students to
stay in the host country. Similarly, Wei (2012) suggests that economic factors play a
significant role in international students’ decisions to choose a destination country,
particularly those from developing countries. These economic factors include the destination
country’s HEI expenditure as a percentage of GDP, the per capita GDP gap between countries
and the purchasing power parity in the inflow country (Wei, 2012).

4.5.3 Environmental factors. According to the Association for Canadian Studies (2016),
international students in Quebec, Canada consider the safety of the living environment as an
important factor to stay in the host country after graduation. Similarly, the study conducted
in South Korea by Istad et al (2021) found that international students are more likely to stay in
the host country after graduation if they feel safe and have access to basic necessities.
Mosneaga and Winther (2012) found that international students studying in Copenhagen,
Denmark, were influenced by the city’s attractiveness when deciding on their destination.

4.5.4 Cultural factors. According to Rahimi and Akgunduz (2017), intentional students
consider cultural aspects of the host country as a significant factor when deciding whether to
stay or leave. If they feel welcomed and can enjoy a multicultural environment, they are more
likely to choose to stay in the host country. Cao (2022) argues that international students had
positive impressions of Japanese culture prior to their arrival to study there, and cultural
adaptability are positively associated with graduates’ intention to migrate (Latukha
et al, 2021).

4.5.5 Individual factors. The review indicates that individual factors play a significant role
in international students’ decision to study and stay abroad. Cao (2022) found that having a
strong desire to live in Japan before coming to the country to study had a significant impact
on the students’ choice to stay and work there permanently. This suggests that students who
have a pre-existing affinity for a particular country may be more likely to choose to stay there
after completing their studies. Mosneaga and Winther (2012) argued that a student’s
perception of their lifestyle in the destination country can also affect their decision to study
abroad. Students who perceive a desirable lifestyle in a particular country may be more likely
to choose it as their study destination.



Overall, personal factors such as pre-existing desire to live in a country and lifestyle
perceptions play a crucial role in international students’ decision to study and stay abroad.
These factors should be carefully considered by students when choosing their study
destination to ensure a positive experience abroad.

5. Discussions

Existing literature on international student mobility has primarily focused on the perspectives
of students coming from a particular country or going to a specific destination. However, this
systematic literature review aims to address this research gap by investigating the
effectiveness of policies in various countries and how different factors impact students’
intentions to choose, stay or return from a country. Several push factors were identified as
motivators for international students to stay abroad. One of these factors was the perception of
better quality of life and access to healthcare and welfare services in the destination country, as
noted by Hooijen et al (2017), Mosneaga and Winther (2012) and Netierman et al. (2022).
Another significant factor was the opportunity for academic growth, tuition fee and better
academic life, as highlighted by, for example Hung (2021) and Wei (2012). These sub-factors
included the reputation of academic institutions, the determination to pursue further education,
better student—faculty ratio and overall academic growth, all have a significant impact on the
students’ decision.

The chance to work after graduation was found to be a compelling motivator for
international students to study abroad and stay in the destination country for better career
opportunities, as suggested by Mathies and Karhunen (2021). These push factors highlight
the importance of considering various factors beyond just academic reasons when deciding to
study and stay abroad. The findings suggest that a range of factors such as quality of life,
academic growth, reputation of academic institutions and career opportunities should be
considered when developing policies to attract and retain international students.

According to literature review results, visa requirements play a significant role in the
decision-making process for international students when selecting a country to study in
(Rahimi and Akgunduz, 2017; Bound et al, 2021). The ease of mobility is an important factor,
as students often consider the long-term potential of staying in a particular country. “Study
and Stay” programmes, which allow international students to work and stay in the host
country for an extended period, also attract students (Alho, 2020). However, policy changes
and unwritten policies, such as prioritising permanent residents or not displacing locals, can
demotivate students from staying (Van Schalkwyk et al., 2021).

In terms of attracting students, universities play a crucial role. Language programmes and
global rankings are among the factors that universities use to attract international students
(e.g. Geddie, 2012). However, it is not enough for universities to attract international students,
they also need to prepare them for employment after graduation. Employers believe that
universities play a critical role in retaining international students by providing them with job-
ready skills (Nilsson and Ripmeester, 2016). At the same time, the role of employers needs to
grow as they are responsible for hiring and retaining international graduates. Unfortunately,
some employers shut out international talent due to language or visa status, while
international graduates are highly sought-after for their competencies (Li, 2020).

The decision of international students to return to their home country after completing
their studies is influenced by various challenging factors. Family ties have been identified as
one of the most significant reasons for international students to return home (Latukha ef al,
2021). Students from both developed and developing countries may find better opportunities
in their home country (Rajani et al, 2018). The results showed that language can be a
significant barrier for international students in terms of social integration and building
professional networks, even if a common language like English is used (e.g. Zhai et al, 2019).
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In addition, policy-related issues also play a significant role in the decision-making process of
international students. The policy environment in the host country can be continuously
changing, making it difficult for international students to plan their future (Reichert and
Bouajram, 2021). Furthermore, the policy of the home country can also create an obligation
for international students to return after completing their studies (Netierman et al., 2022).

Moreover, it is essential to understand these factors to ensure that the policies and support
systems put in place to attract and retain international students are effective. Efforts should
be made to address the challenges related to language and social integration, and policies
should be consistent and predictable to create a more welcoming environment for
international students. By doing so, universities and host countries can improve their
competitiveness in attracting and retaining international students, and the students
themselves can make informed decisions about their academic and professional futures.

The literature also highlights that cultural factors can play a significant role in
international students’ decision-making process. For example, the cultural similarity between
the home country and the destination country can impact the decision to study abroad
(Hooijen et al,, 2017). The cultural shock that some international students experience when
studying abroad can also affect their decision to stay or return to their home country (Istad
et al, 2021). Furthermore, the support and services provided by the host institutions can
impact international students’ decision to study and stay in a particular country. For
example, support services such as orientation programmes, accommodation assistance and
language support can improve the experience of international students and increase their
likelihood to stay (Hung, 2021).

Finally, it is important to note that international student mobility is a complex and
multifaceted issue, influenced by a wide range of factors. As such, policies and strategies
aimed at attracting and retaining international students should take into account the various
social, economic, institutional, environmental, individual and cultural factors that affect their
decision-making process. By doing so, host countries can create a welcoming and supportive
environment that enables international students to thrive and contribute to the local economy
and society.

6. Conclusion, limitations and future work

The paper performs a systematic review of literature from 2010 to 2022, analysing 43 most
relevant publications on international student mobility to extract the main area of scholarly
conversations. To answer the first RQ, the review results reveal five streams of
conversations: (1) betterment of life, (2) policy of host country, (3) role of institutions, (4)
return to home country and (5) social, economic, environmental, individual and cultural
factors. Regarding the second research question, the review results show that several
factors influence the international students’ decision to study abroad. Regarding the second
RQ), the findings suggest that factors such as the quality of education, academic reputation
of the institution, availability of scholarships, tuition fee, ease of mobility through lower
visa requirements and the possibility of better job opportunities in the host country are
significant factors that motivate international students to study abroad and stay after
graduation (Ozoglu et al, 2015). The social, economic, environmental, individual and
cultural factors also play a crucial role in influencing their decision to stay or leave the host
country.

Regarding the third RQ, the review results identify and highlight important factors. The
findings suggest language barriers, policy-related factors such as changing visa policies,
obligations to return to their home country and social integration difficulties as some of the
major challenges and barriers that prevent international students from staying in the host
country after their graduation (Riano and Piguet, 2016).



These factors may discourage international students from staying, leading to a potential
loss of valuable talent for the host country. To attract and encourage a greater number of
international students, it is important for HEIs to consider these factors and formulate
strategies to mitigate such experiences for their students. The HEISs should prioritise creating
an environment that promotes social integration, fosters multiculturalism and provides
career and job opportunities. Providing language support and resources that help
international students integrate into the host country’s culture and society can also be
valuable. Moreover, policymakers should ensure that visa policies are stable and welcoming
to international students, and work towards creating a supportive and inclusive environment
that encourages them to stay and contribute to the host country’s economy and society.

The findings provide valuable information for scientific communities, policymakers and
HEISs to better understand the needs and motivations of international students and develop
strategies to attract and retain them. The decision to study abroad is a complex and
interconnected process and policy changes, language barriers and the pull of family ties in
their home country may influence international students’ decision to stay in the host country
or return home. Universities play a crucial role in attracting and retaining international
students through language programmes, education quality, global rankings and job-ready
skills. Meanwhile, employers need to be more open to hiring international graduates,
recognizing their competencies and contributing to their retention.

These findings have significant implications for scientific communities, policymakers and
practitioners in higher education with the following actionable recommendation.
Policymakers should pay attention to the changing policies that may affect the
attractiveness of their country as a destination for international students. Additionally,
policymakers should collaborate with stakeholders to develop initiatives that support the
transition of international students into the workforce, as well as supporting and
implementing policies that promote social integration, language acquisition and career
development opportunities for international students. Practitioners in HEIs should provide
comprehensive language and cultural support services to help international students adapt
and thrive in the host country and offer robust career services and networking opportunities
to facilitate international students’ professional development. They need to ensure that
international students have a positive experience in the host country by providing, for
example networking opportunities. They should also work with employers to create
opportunities for international students to gain work experience and facilitate their transition
into the workforce. To attract more international students, HEIs should continue to improve
their academic reputation and global rankings, expand language programmes, make
connections with industries to enhance international students’ employability, offer more
career development opportunities and should consider creating more scholarships and
financial aid opportunities to make studying abroad more accessible to students from diverse
backgrounds. By implementing these recommendations, stakeholders can actively support
and enhance the experiences of international students, improve their integration into the host
country and create an environment that attracts more international students to pursue higher
education opportunities. We acknowledge that the issues of short mobility or mobility due to
conflict (Mouselli, 2022) were not the central focus of the paper. However, we recognise their
significance and potential impact on the overall topic of integration students’ mobility. We
suggest that these topics be explored in future work. Exploring these areas further would
allow for a more comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing students’ mobility
patterns and experiences (Hayes and Findlow, 2022).

One limitation of the research is that the literature review may not have included all
relevant publications on the topic, as it was limited to publications from 2010 to 2022. For
example, the impact of COVID-19 pandemic on international students’ mobility. For example,
travel restrictions and border closures made it difficult for students to obtain study visa and
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to travel to their desired study destinations. In addition, campus closures and the shift to
online learning disrupted the traditional study abroad experience, affecting cultural
immersion and networking opportunities (Schleicher, 2020). Another limitation of this study
is that the use of LSR and PRISMA framework, while LSR is systematic, may be subject to
certain weaknesses. For example, the results could be influenced by the choice of search terms
and databases, potentially limiting the comprehensiveness of the findings. Additionally,
subjective decisions made during the screening and selection process introduce the
possibility of missing or excluding relevant studies. This paper provides a broad overview of
the factors influencing international students’ decisions, but more specific insights may be
gained by conducting a more focused analysis of individual factors and their relative
importance. Future work could involve conducting a more targeted and in-depth analysis of
the factors that influence international students’ decision to stay or leave the host country
after graduation. This could include a more detailed examination of the impact of specific
policies, such as visa policies and requirements on international students’ decision-making
processes.

Note

1. The total Outbound student mobility for all countries in 2020 was 6,361,962,60,179. Source http://
data.uis.unesco.org/
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