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Foreword 

A new Erasmus+ programme was launched in 2021, with a substantially increased budget for 

all educational sectors until 2027, a strengthened focus on mobility and a clear direction 

towards a European Area for Education by 2025. In higher education, more efforts are 

needed to fully benefit from the possibilities the programme offers, and more students must 

take part in exchange activities. This requires more knowledge about the driving forces of the 

students for going abroad and for their choice of destination.  

In 2018, the Swedish Council for Higher Education commissioned a study of patterns of 

Swedish Erasmus+ students’ motivations for, and experiences of, their Erasmus+ exchange 

periods. In the report (UHR 2018:11) three main driving forces for the students’ choice of 

study destination were distinguished: academic, labour market, and cultural. More 

academically oriented students, who largely chose institution based on reputation and course 

offerings, more often went to other Nordic countries and often studied at specialised 

institutions or art schools. Students who had more distinctive cultural reasons for their 

overseas studies, such as improving their language skills or studying in a particular country 

or city, were over-represented in Mediterranean countries. Academically strong countries 

such as Britain, Germany and France appealed to students as both academically and 

culturally attractive destinations.  

To what extent have Erasmus+ students from other Nordic countries similar views and 

experiences from their exchanges in different European countries? Building on the 

methodology from the Swedish study, this report presents the results of a similar study with a 

Nordic perspective where Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden are included. It is 

our expectation that this study will bring a better understanding of the similarities and 

differences between students in the Nordic countries regarding the driving forces for and 

experiences of exchange studies and that this, in turn, will help National Agencies and higher 

education institutions in their efforts to get more students interested in exchange studies.  

The Erasmus + National Agencies in Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden have 

provided the data on which the study builds. The study is carried out by the Swedish Centre 

for Studies of the Internationalisation of Higher Education (SIHE) at Uppsala University and 

financed by Erasmus+ funds for Transnational Cooperation Activities (TCA).  

The conclusions in this report are those of the authors. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Summary  

Studying Nordic exchange students through survey data 

For more than thirty years, the Erasmus+ programme has facilitated student exchanges 

between institutions in Europe, and more recently beyond. All five of the Nordic countries 

participate in the programme, and thereby both receive international students and send their 

own students abroad through it. In this report, we have taken a closer look at Nordic 

outgoing Erasmus+ students, in other words students who pursue higher education degrees 

in the Nordic countries and as a part of their studies go abroad to other European countries 

for 3–12 months with Erasmus+. 

Based on survey data with nearly 95 percent coverage of all Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ 

students who applied for their exchange in 2016 and 2017, the study explores similarities and 

differences between Erasmus+ students from the different Nordic countries. The report 

begins with an overview of how international student mobility is understood, the role that the 

Erasmus+ programme plays in this, the similarities and differences between the Nordic 

national educational systems as well as a selection of the most relevant previous research on 

the subject. Through descriptive statistics, the report then displays the properties, fields of 

study, home institutions and destinations of the students. Finally, the report maps the 

relationship between the students’ motivations to go abroad, criteria for selecting receiving 

institution and perceived academic satisfaction as a result of participation in the programme 

by means of a type of multivariate statistical analysis, specific Multiple Correspondence 

Analysis (sMCA). It also explores the relationship of these factors to the students’ background 

characteristics: gender, age and nationality; domestic studies: education level, field of study 

and sending institution; as well as students’ Erasmus+ studies abroad: destination countries 

and cities, language of instruction, receiving institution, degree of integration and overall 

satisfaction.  

SIHE conducted study on behalf of government agencies 

The study has been conducted by the Swedish Centre for Studies of the Internationalisation 

of Higher Education (SIHE) at Uppsala University on behalf of national government agencies 

in all five Nordic countries.1 One of the aims with the project is to enhance the understanding 

of how differences between the Nordic countries – such as financial support, higher 

education structure and language factors – may affect students’ reasons for going abroad, 

their chosen destinations and their experiences of the mobility period. Since the Nordic 

countries are rather similar in many respects, it can be easier to pinpoint potential causes or 

explanations of the differences between their students. The results are intended for use by the 

national government agencies in improving the programme itself and how it is 

communicated to students, as well as for them to gain insights into their Nordic neighbours’ 

systems and policies, and their potential effects. 

Aim to study similarities and differences between students 

The aim of the study – to investigate similarities and differences between students from the 

different Nordic countries participating in Erasmus+ exchanges – has been channelled 

through a set of research questions.  

The first question is descriptive and tries to illuminate differences between the countries on a 

general level.  

• What characterises the composition of outgoing Erasmus+ students from each 

Nordic country in terms of their gender, age, nationality, education level, field of 

                                                        
1 The Swedish Council for Higher Education (UHR), the Danish Agency for Science and Higher education (UFM), 
the Finnish National Agency for Education (OPH), the Icelandic Centre for Research (Rannís) and the Norwegian 
Agency for International Cooperation and Quality Enhancement in Higher Education (DIKU). 
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study, sending institution, destination country, destination city and receiving 

institution? 

The second and third research questions relate to a multivariate statistical analysis of all 

Nordic students that participate in the Erasmus+ programme and differences among them: 

• What mainly differentiates Nordic Erasmus+ participants from one another in 
terms of their motivations to study abroad, criteria for selecting institution and 

satisfaction with the quality of studies? Do students from the Nordic countries differ 

from one another in these regards? 

• What patterns can be demonstrated between Nordic Erasmus+ students’ 

motivations, criteria for selecting institution and study satisfaction on one hand, 

and students’ background characteristics (gender, age and nationality), domestic 

studies (education level, field of study and sending institution), abroad studies 

(destination country, destination city, receiving institution and language of 

instruction), as well as their overall experience (degree of integration and overall 

satisfaction) on the other?  

The fourth and final question aims at contextualising the results of our study and finding 

potential explanations to the results: 

• How can the patterns revealed in the descriptive statistics and multivariate 

statistical analysis of the Nordic students who participate in the Erasmus+ 

programme be understood in relation to the countries’ systems of higher education, 

student finance and varying historical practices with regard to international 

student mobility? 

The participation rates differ between the Nordic countries 

Our report has shown that the Nordic countries differ in many ways in relation to Erasmus+. 

First, the volume of outgoing students that applied for an Erasmus+ exchange in 2016 and 

2017 and subsequently went on a mobility period abroad varied considerably, from almost 

9,000 students in Finland to less than 500 for Iceland. This is of course related to the size of 

the educational systems of the individual countries, but not entirely. The Erasmus+ students 

made up the largest share of the total student body in Finland, where they constituted 1.6 

percent of the students, down to 0.8 percent for Sweden and Norway, with Denmark and 

Iceland in between with 0.9 and 1.2 percent respectively. Although it is difficult to compare 

the statistics, since the definition of the overall international student population varies 

between countries together with how statistics are thus gathered, it seems plausible to 

conclude that Erasmus+ has a wider and perhaps more heterogeneous recruitment in 

Finland than in Sweden and Norway. We also need to keep in mind that the proportion of the 

graduated students that have the experience of an Erasmus+ period abroad is higher than 

these figures indicate (probably three to five times higher). A graduated student may have 

studied abroad at any given year during their studies, but in the numbers above only a single 

year is measured. 

Female overrepresentation and almost no older students 

Responding to the first research question of what characterised students from each Nordic 

country – of the nearly 95 percent that were included in the analysis –, there was a majority 

of female students among the Nordic Erasmus+ students: six out of ten were women. This 

largely reflects the general overrepresentation of women in higher education. In relation to 

the national ratio of women to men, Finnish female students were highly overrepresented 

among the outgoing Erasmus+ students, while the Icelandic female students were somewhat 

underrepresented. More strikingly was that older students were not participating in the 

Erasmus+ programme. Very few were 30 years and above. Iceland had a higher share of such 



Ashley Haru, André Bryntesson & Mikael Börjesson: The Space of Nordic Erasmus+ Students. A Multivariate 
Statistical Analysis of Characteristics, Preferences and Experiences 

14 
 

older students compared to the other Nordic countries, while Finland and Norway instead 

had the largest share of students in the younger age group of 20–24 years. 

Large variation in share and nationality among non-citizens 

As to the nationality of students, a significant minority of the participants from each Nordic 

country had foreign nationalities. This ranged from nearly one fourth of Erasmus+ students 

from Denmark, to just below 9 percent from Norway. For Denmark and Sweden, the most 

common non-Danish and non-Swedish nationalities respectively were overwhelmingly 

European. The most frequent in Denmark was German, followed by Norwegian and Italian. 

Sweden lacked data on nationality for a very large part of its non-Swedish participants, but 

among those with nationality recorded, Finnish and German students together made up a 

third. 

For Finland, on the other hand, one in three participants were Russian and one in five 

Vietnamese, and many of the other common non-Finnish nationalities were also non-

European. Norway also had a somewhat more diverse participation with many non-European 

nationalities represented. However, the most common non-Norwegian nationalities were 

Swedish, German, Chinese and Danish. 

Iceland instead had a clear dominance of Anglo-Saxon students among its non-Icelandic 

participants. Almost four out of ten came from English-speaking countries, the US being the 

most common. 

Finnish bachelor students and Norwegian master students 

Furthermore, there were clear differences with regard to the level of studies. The Finnish 

students more frequently studied abroad via Erasmus+ during their bachelor level, whereas 

the Norwegian students had the highest proportion of students at the master level in 

comparison to the other Nordic countries. The high share of master students in Norway 

compared to those in Finland is striking, given that these two countries both had a larger 

share of young Erasmus+ participants than the other Nordic countries. The large share of 

bachelor level students from Finland in the Erasmus+ population (nearly 80 percent) was 

only a marginal overrepresentation of the generally dominant bachelor level students in the 

national student population of Finland (72.4 percent). The master students in Norway, 

however, were very strongly overrepresented among Erasmus+ participants (44.4 percent in 

Erasmus+ versus 23.3 percent nationally). 

Business and traditional or specialised HEIs dominate 

Business was the most common field of study among Erasmus+ students from all countries 

except Iceland, where it was the second most frequent field after arts. In Finland, one out of 

three outgoing Erasmus+ students studied business, which was also true for one out of four 

of the Danish, Swedish and Norwegian students. The second most important field in the 

three Scandinavian countries was social and behavioural sciences, while engineering was 

second most common for Finnish students. Denmark stood out with a clear 

overrepresentation of outgoing students in language studies. In general, students in the fields 

of health and education were underrepresented in the Erasmus+ programme.  

A striking similarity among the Nordic countries was the dominance of large and traditional 

universities and specialised higher education institutions in business, engineering and arts as 

well as the lack of university colleges among the major sending institutions. Finland was here 

the only exception to the latter, with a few universities of applied sciences in the top ten 

sending institutions. 

Scandinavians go to the UK, Icelandic students often to Scandinavia 

The Nordic students were also fairly consistent in their pursual of English as the language of 

instruction and large, traditional education countries as destinations, such as the UK, 

Germany and France, but also Spain and Italy. The UK was the top country of destination for 
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Danish, Swedish and Norwegian students, and third for Finnish and Icelandic students. 

Finland had Germany at the top and Iceland had Denmark. 

The attractiveness of other Nordic countries as destinations varied in an interesting way. It 

was most common for Icelandic students to go to other Nordic countries, which can be 

understood in light of the relatively limited offer of higher education in Iceland and the 

tradition of studying in other Nordic countries. Nordic countries attracted more than 30 

percent of the Icelandic Erasmus+ students, and three out of Iceland’s six most popular 

destination countries were Nordic. For Norwegian students who have a similar tradition of 

studying in other Nordic countries, both Sweden and Denmark were among the top ten 

destination countries. In Denmark, Norway was ranked seventh, while Finland only had 

Sweden as number 10. Sweden, with the largest system of higher education in the Nordic 

region, was the only country that did not have another Nordic country among its top ten 

destinations. The size of the country thus seems to be important for how many students each 

country attracts from its Nordic neighbours. The larger countries can not only accommodate 

for more incoming students, but also tend to have a more comprehensive educational offer. 

The flows of students from Iceland, Norway and to some extent Finland to other Nordic 

countries can also be understood in relation to their historical traditions of conducting higher 

education studies in their neighbouring countries, at a time when their domestic higher 

education systems had yet to be developed, or in Finland’s case expanded. Such intra-Nordic 

mobility is probably more normalised among both families and employers. 

Despite the UK being the most popular destination country for Denmark, Norway and 

Sweden, London was only in the top ten most popular city destinations for Denmark, in third 

position. For the three Scandinavian countries Norway, Sweden and Denmark, Paris and 

Milan were consistently very popular destination cities, with both cities making the top ten in 

all three countries. Paris was the single most popular destination in both Denmark and 

Sweden. 

Iceland, with its comparatively less comprehensive higher education system, was 

characterised by having half of its top ten most popular destinations in Scandinavian cities, 

while its most popular destination city was Barcelona. Meanwhile, Milan did not even make 

the top ten in Iceland, and Paris was only in ninth place. Finland set itself apart by having 

neither Paris nor Milan in its top ten, as well as by having a Central and Eastern European 

Country2 city, Prague, as its most popular city destination. Prague was then followed by three 

German-speaking cities: Vienna, Berlin and Munich. 

As to receiving institutions, the Nordic students were thinly spread over a very large number 

of receiving institutions. The single most popular institution among Nordic Erasmus+ 

students as a group, Bocconi University in Milan, received only a little more than 1 percent of 

the Nordic Erasmus+ students. Also, Bocconi University attracted mainly business students 

from the three Scandinavian countries. 

In general, the Scandinavian students were more similar in their choices compared with 

Finland and Iceland, and more often opted for Western European institutions. Danish 

students stood out somewhat by most often going to University of Amsterdam and 

Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences. Iceland’s top institutions were instead Aarhus 

University and University of Oslo, while Finnish students stood out by having Central and 

Eastern European Country institutions among the most popular. Finnish students’ most 

common choice was Charles University in the Czech Republic, but University of Ljubljana in 

Slovenia also made the top ten. 

                                                        
2 Central and Eastern European Countries (CEECs) is an OECD term for the group of countries comprising 
Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia, Estonia, Latvia 
and Lithuania. 
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Academic, labour market and cultural orientation differed 

After this general characterisation of the Nordic students, we used specific Multiple 

Correspondence Analysis (sMCA) to answer the second and third research questions. These 

pertained to the relationship between Nordic Erasmus+ students’ motivations to go abroad, 

criteria for selecting institution and their study satisfaction, as well as how these 

relationships correspond to other characteristics of the students.  

Through this analysis, it became clear that the factor that most clearly separated Nordic 

Erasmus+ students from one another in terms of their motivations, criteria and academic 

satisfaction was their level of academic orientation. The extent to which students placed 

importance on the quality of the receiving institution, its reputation as well as content and 

teaching methods differed significantly between students. Some placed a very high 

importance on this, while others did not. A second differentiation that we termed labour 

market orientation was based on how much weight students put on improving their chances 

on the labour market as well as building a personal and professional network as reasons to 

participate in Erasmus+. Finally, a third line of differentiation was based on what we termed 

cultural orientation. This indicated the significance which students gave to language, culture 

and geographical location as reasons for going abroad and criteria for selecting institution, 

and thus separated more culturally oriented students from less culturally oriented ones. This 

cultural line of differentiation to a large extent corresponded to different types of study 

destinations. 

Different students use Erasmus+ for different purposes 

It is important to emphasise that most students had a combination of academic, labour 

market and cultural orientation. Nevertheless, many students did emphasise some 

orientations more than others and sometimes even displayed a complete disregard for one or 

more. Students of arts, for example, overall tended to not be characterised by cultural 

orientation almost irrespectively of their Nordic home institution and instead often placed 

strong emphasis on factors such as the receiving institution’s reputation and learning offer. 

Business studies, on the other hand, tended to be associated with students who went abroad 

for more cultural reasons, such as for language, city and culture. However, a few business-

oriented home institutions, especially in Sweden, had students breaking this pattern with a 

more academic orientation rather than a cultural one, as did Icelandic business students who 

tended to in addition have somewhat of a labour market orientation.  

While the Nordic home institutions often gathered a wide variety of students with different 

types of orientation, the patterns emerged more clearly when observing what receiving 

institutions the students went to. Academically oriented and less culturally oriented students 

were strongly overrepresented at world-renowned and often specialised institutions in the 

Netherlands, the UK and in Nordic countries. Specialisations among these institutions 

ranged from arts and technology to healthcare and even business. Receiving institutions at 

the other end of the spectrum attracted students who were less academically oriented and 

placed more importance on cultural factors, and these students more often went to city 

universities in Spain and France, as well as some French business schools. That some 

business schools attracted more culturally oriented students while others attracted more 

academically oriented students highlights the heterogeneity within business studies. Bocconi 

University of Milan attracted highly academically oriented students less motivated by the 

geographical location and its culture and language, while several business schools in Paris 

recruited the polar opposite types of students. For arts, on the other hand, students at 

different institutions at home and abroad displayed a much higher degree of homogeneity in 

terms of their general orientation to their studies abroad and were consistently more 

academically oriented. 
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These results highlight that different types of students make use of the Erasmus+ programme 

for very different purposes, thereby nuancing the image of the programme. While there are 

students whose motivations are more experiential and non-academic, perhaps blurring 

boundaries between studies and tourism as some have provocatively put it, there are also 

many students with particular academic interests who use the programme to access specific 

knowledge content at institutions of good reputation. However, it is important to underscore 

that all orientations discussed in this report can be understood as equally valuable for the 

purposes of developing a variety of skills in different areas. Many skills and experiences that 

may be perceived by students in more academic, cultural or labour market terms may very 

well be valued across a wide variety of future settings, potenitally beyond those the student 

initially decided to embark on Erasmus+ for.   

Norway, Denmark and Sweden were similar to each other 

Through this analysis, we showed that Norwegian, Danish and Swedish students were overall 

rather similar in terms of their orientations towards studying abroad. Icelandic and Finnish 

participants, however, differed both from the Scandinavian participants and from each other. 

Icelandic students were the most distinct of all, with a much higher academic orientation 

than the other countries’ students. Though interestingly, what differentiated Icelandic 

students the most among each other was their degree of labour market orientation. Finland 

instead had a stronger cultural orientation than the other countries.   

One crucial factor that contributed to these differences in orientation between the Nordic 

countries was the proportion of students in the different fields of study. Students who studied 

in the field of arts as well as older students both tended to be more academically oriented, 

and Iceland had an overrepresentation of these types of students. In contrast, Finland had a 

very high number of students studying business, especially at the bachelor level, both of 

which were associated with a stronger cultural orientation. Nevertheless, these between-

country differences may only in part be explained by the general characteristics of the 

outgoing students of these countries. Finnish students of arts and business alike were more 

culturally oriented, while the Icelandic students tended to be almost exclusively academically 

oriented irrespective of field of study and institution, though business students tended to 

have somewhat of a labour market orientation as well. These differences are likely due to 

factors that we have not been able to account for in the statistical part of the analysis and that 

affect students almost irrespectively of field or institution. 

The North attracts academically, the South culturally 

All the Nordic countries displayed similar patterns in orientations with regard to destination 

countries. Destination countries in southern Europe had an overrepresentation of students 

who were more culturally oriented and less academically oriented, while the Nordic countries 

tended to attract more academically oriented students from each other. Because the Nordic 

countries are more similar to one another culturally when compared with other European 

countries, it is not surprising that Nordic students who decide to study abroad in these 

countries do not do so for more cultural reasons. The Netherlands, however, also had an 

overrepresentation of more academically oriented and less culturally oriented students, likely 

indicating that Dutch culture was not perceived to be as culturally attractive or as different as 

some of the other European national cultures. This also highlights the fact that studies in 

English, which almost all Nordic Erasmus+ students in the Netherlands studied in, also tend 

to be associated with somewhat less cultural motivations. 

In contrast to, for example, Nordic countries or Spain that can mainly attract students as 

either academically or culturally attractive places, respectively, major European countries 

such as the UK or Germany are comparatively more often able to draw on multiple types of 

recruitment logics. They attract students both as culturally appealing and as academically 

reputable destinations, and have a broad range of institutions catering to a wide variety of 
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subjects and profiles. Central and Eastern European Countries, on the other hand, tend to 

attract students who are not characterised by any particular orientation, which may point to 

that the Erasmus+ exit survey was not able to capture their motivations and other reasons for 

studying abroad that are not related to the labour market, academics or culture. 

School languages and cultural appeal of destinations linked 

The patterns of movements and motivations also indicate that countries with languages 

similar to the majority language exert less of a cultural attraction on students. For example, 

Scandinavian students do not study in the other, linguistically very close Scandinavian 

countries for cultural reasons. Similarly, Finnish students seem to perceive of the 

linguistically similar and geographically proximate Estonia as rather culturally unattractive. 

On the other hand, countries whose languages were taught in school seem to either retain or 

sometimes even increase in their cultural appeal since they offer the opportunity to improve 

in languages that one already has some knowledge of. For example, Icelandic students, 

having studied Danish, do not tend to view Denmark as any more culturally appealing than 

Sweden or Norway. Similarly, Finnish students, who are taught Swedish in school, continue 

to perceive of Sweden much like the other Scandinavian countries. At the same time, the 

most culturally oriented places among the most common destination cities, such as 

Barcelona and Paris, correspond well to the more widespread school languages Spanish and 

French. The school language of German tends to attract students from all or with a mix of 

orientations, including those with cultural orientations, which can also be seen among the 

most common destination cities of Berlin and Vienna.  

Foreign nationals were more academically oriented 

There was a strong tendency among foreign nationals from all Nordic countries to be more 

academically oriented as well as less culturally oriented. However, these nationality 

differences between all of the Nordic countries are difficult to explain. For example, we do 

not know to what extent the other nationalities were made up of students who migrated long 

before their university studies, for example as asylum seekers, and how many instead 

migrated for the sole purpose of studying at a Nordic institution. Differences between foreign 

students in each Nordic country could also be related to differences in the national origin of 

these foreign students. Additionally, each Nordic country may have recruited their foreign 

students based on slightly different types of reputations and offers, which in turn could 

translate into each country’s foreign students having slightly different types of motivations 

for why they chose to study in a third country through Erasmus+. 

Strong academic orientation best predictor of satisfaction 

Even if the vast majority of students were overall rather or very satisfied, the analysis showed 

that students who tended to be more academically oriented were overall more satisfied. 

Those who were overall neutral or negative towards their study abroad period tended to be 

characterised by a lack of academic and labour market orientation, as well as being 

comparatively somewhat less culturally oriented. The students who were highly academically 

oriented and less culturally oriented were also the ones who were most satisfied in academic 

terms. Such students more often studied arts and went on exchange within the Nordic region 

or to prestigious institutions in the Netherlands or the UK. In addition to this, the results 

indicate a somewhat inverse relationship between cultural orientation and specifically 

academic satisfaction, where the satisfaction with the teaching and content was somewhat 

lower among the more culturally oriented students. Unsurprisingly, it was in particular 

students who were culturally oriented in combination with displaying a relative disregard for 

academic motivations who most often ended up being less satisfied in academic terms. Such 

students were overrepresented in countries further south such as Spain and France, and 

more often than others conducted their studies in Spanish or French rather than in English. 

These results are in line with results from previous studies that also found a relationship 

between mobility periods in southern Europe and lower levels of satisfaction, in particular in 
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academic terms. It should be noted though, that unlike Spain, France also had a few 

institutions recruiting highly academically oriented students who ended up being among the 

most satisfied.  

Perhaps this connection between academic orientation and satisfaction could be partly due to 

the types of institutions attended, or it could stem largely from a clash of language and 

academic culture. The fact that we find institutions in both Milan and Paris at either end of 

the spectrum in terms of academic orientation points towards institutions as a key factor. On 

the other hand, the high concentration of Spanish institutions among the less academically 

oriented and somewhat less satisfied students as well as the concentration of Nordic and 

Dutch institutions among the opposite type of students speaks in favour of language and 

national academic culture as important. 

Integration at the receiving institution and with local students challenging for some 

culturally driven students 

Academic orientation in our study largely corresponded to the degree of integration in the 

every day life of students’ receiving institution as well as with the local students there, where 

the higher the academic orientation, the more likely students were to feel integrated in these 

areas. Highly culturally but less academically oriented students instead rated their 

integration in the everyday life of the institution and among local students lower, while they 

felt better integrated among other international students. These students tended to go to 

countries where they had to speak the local language in order to interact with local students, 

and where cultural practices and social codes may have differed more. Even if students have 

studied the local language and culture in school back home, this might well prove challenging 

for many. Furthermore, local students might have other, more academically oriented 

rationales for their studies and may therefore be less oriented towards the international 

students than towards their own national peers. On the other side, highly academically 

oriented Erasmus+ students may be more invested in integrating at the receiving institution 

and with their local peers and more willing to overcome barriers to do so if they arise.  

Limitations of study points to areas of future research 

While the analysis has revealed many patterns of both similarity and difference between the 

Nordic countries, it is also important to note that the motivations and reasons of some 

Nordic students to study abroad with Erasmus+ may not be captured in this analysis, as a 

result of the survey not providing questions on a wider variety of motivations. Students that 

are mostly characterised by other motivations than those pertaining to academic, cultural or 

labour market oriented themes, such as for example family ties, may not have had their 

motivations captured since the survey lacked such response options. In addition, practical 

challenges with regard to the comparison of statistical data for the contextualisation of the 

results from our descriptive statistics and multivariate statistical analysis further complicates 

interpretation. The scope of our analysis was further limited to national higher education 

systems, student finance schemes and historical practices with regard to international 

student mobility. In this way, more research needs to be done to fully capture the variety of 

motivations and reasons for why Nordic students study abroad with Erasmus+. Research on 

other contextual factors than those treated in the report, such as national or local policy 

initiatives and institutional cultures, could help to further explain the differences between the 

Nordic countries.



 

 

 



 

 

Introduction 

Internationalisation of higher education 

- a priority for Europe and the Nordic countries 

Internationalisation of higher education has been a prioritised and important area in Europe 

and the Nordic countries for decades. Traditionally, one of the key elements of the 

internationalisation of higher education has been international student mobility. While 

recently there has been a shift in also recognising the importance of ‘internationalisation at 

home’, mobility nevertheless remains one of the key focuses of most European national 

strategies – including those of the Nordic countries – when it comes to the 

internationalisation of higher education. Thus, understanding the mobility of international 

students remains crucial to our understanding of the internationalisation of higher education 

as a whole.  

Expansion of international student mobility 

International student mobility can take different forms. However, regardless of the type, 

during the past decades, particularly since the late 1970s, there has generally been an 

increasing number of both incoming and outgoing students for all European countries, 

including the Nordic nations, as well as an increased number of study abroad options. For the 

European Union, organised mobility schemes like the Erasmus programme (the European 

Community Action Scheme for the Mobility of University Students) and increasing bilateral 

agreements have significantly contributed to this expansion. The implementation of the 

Bologna Process from 1999 by the EU, its subsequent establishment of the European Higher 

Education Area (EHEA) in 2010 and usage of the European Credit Transfer and 

Accumulation System (ECTS) – the legal foundation of which was provided by the Erasmus 

programme (Wagenaar, 2019, p. 8) – have also been paramount to the expansion of 

internationalisation and different forms of mobility. 

Internationalisation of higher education as an EU strategy, however, first started with 

expanding international student exchange through the Joint Study Programmes (JSP) 

between 1976 and 1986, and then subsequently through the establishment of the Erasmus 

programme in 1987. The JSP were established after EU agenda was updated to include higher 

education in the 1970s, within which student mobility was a priority (Teichler, 1996, p. 153), 

and provided grants to support inter-institutional mobility and cooperation between Member 

States. The JSP essentially set the stage for Erasmus as it was recognised that a higher level of 

support was needed for the coordination of international student mobility (European 

Commission, 1987). The Erasmus programme is by far the EU’s most extensive organised 

mobility scheme and has been instrumental to the advancement of international student 

mobility, and thus the internationalisation of higher education more broadly in Europe. The 

Erasmus programme, and from 2014 the Erasmus+ programme, has since facilitated the 

increase of both incoming and outgoing exchange students through a combination of both 

financial and administrative support. However, the countries involved in the programme and 

the flows of students have changed over time.  

For the Nordic countries, the Erasmus programme started to play a more prominent role in 

1992 when EFTA (European Free Trade Association) countries, which included Finland, 

Iceland, Norway and Sweden at the time, joined the programme; Denmark, as a member of 

the EU, had participated since the programme’s inception. However, Erasmus was not the 

only mobility scheme that Nordic students could participate in. The Nordic countries had 

also previously established the Nordplus programme in 1988, as a Nordic version of 
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Erasmus, adding a new flow of exchange students between the Nordic countries that earlier 

had been limited to degree-seeking international students (Nyborg, 1996, p. 197). In 2008, 

the Nordplus programme expanded to also include the Baltic countries. Additionally, for 

international degree-seeking students between Nordic countries, the ‘Nordic agreement on 

admission to higher education’ made admission to degree programmes in other Nordic 

countries easier from 1996, where all Nordic applicants were to be assessed using the same or 

equivalent criteria as local applicants (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, p. 9). 

Over time, the ways in which students have been able to participate in studies abroad have 

expanded, and international student mobility overall has generally trended upwards. The 

main exceptions to rising international student numbers have come about through the 

introduction or increase of tuition fees for degree-seeking international students. Although 

sometimes drastic in their effects, such as in Sweden where the number of incoming third-

country students3 fell by 80 percent (Kahlroth, 2017) once tuition fees were introduced, fee 

introductions in the Nordic countries that implemented them – Denmark in 2006, Sweden in 

2011 and Finland in 2017 – still only reduced the overall number of degree-seeking foreign 

students to levels they were at a few years or at most a decade earlier. And afterwards, the 

numbers of incoming degree-seeking international students once again generally trended 

upwards, even if there were demographic shifts in the distribution of countries that students 

were originating from (for Sweden, see Bryntesson & Börjesson, 2019a; for the Nordic 

countries, see Oxford Research, 2013).  

Marketisation’s impact on international student mobility 

Since the late 1970s, there has also been a movement towards marketisation within higher 

education where institutions have increasingly taken on managerial and corporate 

characteristics and where the university is increasingly viewed as a service provider and the 

student a customer (Furedi, 2010, pp. 1-2). The expansion of international student mobility 

has therefore been paralleled with an increased focus on higher education as a global market, 

where education can be consumed as a commercial good. The intensified focus on tuition fees 

for degree-seeking international students and the increasing share of many higher education 

institutions’ revenues comprised of such fees has been one significant expression of such 

marketisation. In many European countries, for instance, it is only third-country students 

who are charged tuition fees, or alternatively are charged higher fees than national students, 

creating incentives for institutions and countries to increase the numbers of incoming 

international fee-paying students through marketised approaches. Such approaches include 

attendance at international student markets and fairs, collaboration with recruitment 

agencies and the setting-up of internal marketing divisions, as well as expansion of the 

educational offer in English and adaptation to international educational demand and 

standards. In this way, marketisation has played an increasing role in the internationalisation 

of higher education, especially when it comes to fee-paying, degree-seeking international 

students. In the Nordic countries, marketisation and economic rationale have at the policy 

level started to challenge the ideals of egalitarianism and fully publicly funded education that 

are associated with what is often conceptualised as a ‘Nordic model for higher education’, 

bringing into question the balance between such ideals and a more instrumental approach to 

education (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, pp. 10,34).  

                                                        
3 The terminology of ‘third-country student’ can be understood in this report as referring to international students 
who originate outside the European Union (EU), the European Economic Area (EEA) or Switzerland and thus are 
required to pay tuition fees for degree studies in countries where such fees are charged.  
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Erasmus+ - an exception to marketisation of higher education 

In this context, it is interesting to highlight other modes of internationalisation, which are 

less market-driven, such as the Erasmus+ programme. A substantial part of the international 

flows of students is, after all, made up of students who participate in exchange programmes, 

where Erasmus+ is by far the most important in Europe. A major goal of the 2014-2020 

Erasmus+ programme was that it should contribute to reaching the target that 20 percent of 

all EU higher education graduates should have spent some time abroad during their studies 

by 2020. This ambition not only demonstrates the programme’s importance in the continued 

expansion of international student mobility more generally, but also the importance of the 

programme’s continuing role within the EU for internationalisation and cooperation. The fact 

that the students who participate in the Erasmus+ exchange programme are not subject to 

any tuition fees and rather receive financial support for their studies abroad indicates that 

Erasmus+ represents a mode of international student mobility that is less market-driven 

than other forms of mobility.  

The Nordic countries as an interesting case within Erasmus+ 

The Nordic countries present an interesting case within Erasmus+, as well as within the 

internationalisation of higher education more generally, as they provide a meaningful 

opportunity for comparison given their similar cultural, socioeconomic and educational 

contexts. As relatively small and wealthy countries in northern Europe, they share a number 

of similarities with regard to higher education; they all have a strong emphasis on higher 

education – with some of the highest shares of higher educational attainment in Europe 

(OECD, 2021) –, invest substantially in their education systems – including offering tuition-

free higher education to their citizens –, and prioritise internationalisation in many ways – 

such as by providing their citizens portable study grants and/or loans for those who wish to 

pursue a degree abroad. Additionally, according to Eurostat statistics, the Nordic countries 

do fairly well with regard to their share of higher education graduates with study abroad 

experience. In Finland, 15.2 percent of the higher education graduates in 2017 had spent part 

of their studies abroad while the share for Sweden and Denmark was 10.9 percent and 9.2 

percent, respectively; all are above the average of 8.0 percent for EU countries (European 

Commission, 2019c, p. 78).4 Based on numbers from a different source, the proportion of 

Norwegian graduates with international mobility experience of at least three months was 15.5 

percent in 2017 (Ministry of Education and Research, 2018, pp. 33-34).5 Nonetheless, despite 

such comparatively high levels of graduating students with experiences of international 

mobility, all of the Nordic countries also have in common that they continue to receive more 

students within Erasmus+ than they send out.  

At the same time, though the Nordic countries share many similarities with regard to higher 

education and international student mobility, it is important to highlight some key 

differences between them in these areas as well. These include aspects that have to do with 

contextual variation of, for example, the structure of their higher education systems, the 

framework of their student finance schemes and varying historical practices with regard to 

international student mobility. The Nordic countries additionally have somewhat different 

profiles with regard to the balance of their mobility flows. For example, Sweden, Denmark 

and Finland have significantly more incoming than outgoing degree-seeking students, while 

                                                        
4 It is important to note that statistical challenges exist with regard to acquiring wholly accurate data on student 
mobility. Please see the Appendix for a detailed explanation of these statistical challenges.    
5 Equivalent numbers for graduates with mobility experiences in Iceland were unavailable, however we can 
assume that the number of graduates with mobility experience is also likely to be at or above average given the 
nation’s history of sending students abroad, as well as that it has higher numbers of students participating in 
Erasmus+ relative to its national student population for the 2016 and 2017 call years compared with, for example, 
Norway and Sweden (See Chapter 3 ‘Composition of the student population’).  
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Norway and Iceland, the Nordic countries that have historically sent degree-seeking students 

abroad due to a limited domestic system of higher education, still send many more degree-

seeking students abroad than they receive. Whereas within Erasmus+, though all Nordic 

countries receive more students than they send out, it is Sweden, Iceland, and Norway that 

have the largest incoming-outgoing imbalances, with each receiving more than twice the 

number of students sent out in call years 2016 and 2017 (European Commission, 2018, pp. 

36-37; European Commission, 2019b, pp. 38-39). 

This combination of overall contextual similarity between the Nordic countries with relatively 

fewer distinct differences between them makes for fruitful comparisons, where possible 

explanations to the variations in Nordic student participation in Erasmus+ can potentially be 

identified.  

Aims and Research Questions 

Given these relatively favourable conditions for making meaningful comparison between the 

Nordic countries, a central objective of this report is to explore similarities and differences 

between the Erasmus+ students from the different Nordic countries. In this way, the project 

aims to enhance the understanding of how varying national contexts among Nordic 

Erasmus+ students – particularly with regard to structures of higher education systems, 

student finance schemes and historical international student mobility trends –may affect 

students’ reasons for going abroad, their chosen destinations and their experiences of their 

mobility periods.  

The study, based on Erasmus+ data on Nordic students from the call years6 2016 and 2017, 

has been conducted by the Swedish Centre for Studies of the Internationalisation of Higher 

Education (SIHE) at Uppsala University on behalf of national government agencies in all five 

Nordic countries.7 The aims of the study have been channelled through a set of four research 

questions.  

The first question is descriptive and tries to illuminate differences between the countries on a 

general level.  

• What characterises the composition of outgoing Erasmus+ students from each Nordic 

country in terms of their gender, age, nationality, education level, field of study, 

sending institution, destination country, destination city and receiving institution? 

The second and third research questions relate to a multivariate statistical analysis of all 

Nordic students that participate in the Erasmus+ programme and differences among them: 

• What mainly differentiates Nordic Erasmus+ participants from one another in terms 

of their motivations to study abroad, criteria for selecting institution and satisfaction 

with the quality of studies? Do students from the Nordic countries differ from one 

another in these regards? 

• What patterns can be demonstrated between Nordic Erasmus+ students’ motivations, 

criteria for selecting institution and study satisfaction on one hand, and students’ 

background characteristics (gender, age and nationality), domestic studies (education 

level, field of study and sending institution), abroad studies (destination country, 

destination city, receiving institution and language of instruction), as well as their 

overall experience (degree of integration and overall satisfaction) on the other?  

                                                        
6 A call year refers to the year in which a student applies to participate in Erasmus+.  
7 The Swedish Council for Higher Education (UHR), the Danish Agency for Science and Higher Education (UFM), 
the Finnish National Agency for Education (OPH/EDUFI), the Icelandic Centre for Research (RANNÍS) and the 
Norwegian Agency for International Cooperation and Quality Enhancement in Higher Education (DIKU).  
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The fourth and final question aims at contextualising the results of our study and finding 

potential explanations to the results: 

• How can the patterns revealed in the descriptive statistics and multivariate statistical 
analysis of the Nordic students who participate in the Erasmus+ programme be 

understood in relation to the countries’ systems of higher education, student finance 

and varying historical practices with regard to international student mobility? 

By exploring some of the rich survey material on outgoing Erasmus+ students made available 

to us by the National Agencies in the Nordic countries, we hope to contribute with knowledge 

that may be useful in the agencies’ mission of increasing participation and improving the 

programme. 

Limitations 

While the aim of the research analysed in this report is to enhance understanding of Nordic 

Erasmus+ students in terms of their motivations, choices and experiences of the study 

abroad programme as well as how these intersect with national contextual differences, it is 

also important to highlight the limitations in this research. Because the Erasmus+ data is 

largely based on survey material completed by students, the motivations that we can capture 

for analysis are thus those determined by the survey’s design – the available response options 

for each question. Some motivations may therefore not be captured. Further, there are a 

number of practical and logistical challenges when it comes to comparing statistical data on 

international student mobility and national student populations between countries (see the 

Appendix for a detailed explanation), which – while not the core focus of this report – 

informs the backdrop within which we interpret the study’s results. Finally, the scope of the 

report with regard to our analysis of national contexts is, for practical purposes, limited to 

analysis of differences in national higher education systems, student finance schemes and 

historical practices with regard to international student mobility. It is important to highlight 

that other national contextual differences than those treated in this report could further help 

explain the differences between Nordic Erasmus+ students that were found in this research. 

Continued research on all of these topics will therefore be valuable in furthering our 

understanding of Nordic Erasmus+ students.  

Overview of the report 

The report will first begin with a background chapter which aims to provide the reader with 

an annotative backdrop within which the main results of the study can be interpreted and 

understood. This ‘Background’ chapter examines both the concept of international student 

mobility and the role of Erasmus+ as well as discusses the similarities and differences 

between Nordic national contexts in areas that relate to international student mobility. This 

is followed by the third chapter ‘Composition of the student population’, which represents 

our first chapter of results and mainly corresponds to our first descriptive research question. 

This chapter discusses the data employed in the study and provides descriptive statistics on 

the student population included in the multivariate statistical analysis. The fourth chapter  

‘The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students’ is on the multivariate statistical analysis 

itself and presents the method – including terminology particular to the method –, results 

and analysis of our study. This chapter also mainly corresponds to our second and third 

research questions. The report is then concluded with a more general discussion and 

contextualisation of our findings, focusing more on our fourth research question. All chapters 

of results, however, touch upon the fourth research question by discussing our findings in 

relation to the contextual factors we analyse in this report – national higher education 

systems, student finance schemes and historical international student mobility practices.



 

 

Background 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide a background for the reader to better understand 

the aims of the study and its design as well as to present the context within which the main 

results in the following chapters – both the descriptive statistics and multivariate statistical 

analysis – can be discussed. This chapter begins with introducing international student 

mobility and the role that the Erasmus+ programme plays in it. This is followed by a section 

that discusses some similarities and differences between the Nordic countries with regard to 

their national systems of higher education, their student finance schemes and their level of 

engagement in different forms of international student mobility. The chapter then concludes 

by discussing a few studies of particular relevance to this report on why and where Nordic 

exchange students go abroad and also addresses the notion of motivations.  

International student mobility and the role of the Erasmus+ programme 

Forms of student mobility… 

International student mobility can take a variety of forms. However, there are two main 

approaches to distinguishing between these forms, both with particular sets of terminology. 

The first approach focuses on the objective of the mobility, by distinguishing between 

‘degree-mobile’ and ‘credit-mobile’ students. Degree-mobile students study abroad for a 

whole degree programme, while credit-mobile students only take credits/courses abroad that 

are generally intended to supplement part of their degree studies at home. The second 

approach focuses on how the mobility was organised, and distinguishes between ‘freemover’ 

and ‘exchange’ students. While freemover students arrange their studies independently – 

whether for an entire degree or for select courses/credits to be applied at their home 

institution –, exchange students go abroad as part of a pre-organised exchange programme 

such as Erasmus+ or via a bilateral agreement. Thus, depending on the approach used to 

conceptualise forms of student mobility, different groups of students can be categorised 

together in different ways.  

These distinctions are important as the ways in which individual countries utilise particular 

terminologies for international student mobility, or at the very least how national 

governments conceptualise the different forms even without explicit usage of terminologies, 

have consequences for the comparability of international student mobility data. This is also 

true in the case of the Nordic countries, where statistics on international student mobility 

from national government agencies are not strictly comparable between all of the nations 

since not all have defined their internationally mobile students the same way in data 

collection. Detailed information about these statistical differences, as well as the challenges 

with comparison that accompany them, can be found in the Appendix. For the purposes of 

this report, we will mainly use the concepts of degree mobility and credit mobility to discuss 

the different forms that international student mobility can take.   

… and types of transnational educational strategies 

Degree mobility and credit mobility can also be characterised into different types of 

transnational education strategies (Börjesson, 2005, p. 563; Börjesson & Broady, 2006, pp. 

97–98). A transnational educational strategy can broadly be defined as an educational 

strategy that a student pursues abroad for the purpose of increasing their chances at 

achieving a particular goal, often in relation to career or prestige. Degree mobility, for 

example, can constitute an alternative strategy, where a student opts for a foreign degree 
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instead of a domestic one. A common reason for this is a failure to be admitted to the desired 

degree programme at home. Other degree-mobile students go abroad because they hold 

certain foreign degrees in higher esteem based on the quality or reputation of particular 

foreign institutions. Credit mobility, in contrast, can serve as a complementary strategy 

where an international component is added to the domestic degree. Often, the organisational 

support, and at times financial support such as with Erasmus+, that comes with student 

exchange programmes makes credit mobility a less demanding form of mobility for the 

individual compared with degree mobility. Participation in the Erasmus+ programme can 

thus be understood from this perspective in that, for some students at least, it may serve as a 

complementary strategy and/or may be less complicated, or financially difficult, to engage in.  

Some students are more likely to be mobile than others 

Participation in international student mobility, however, regardless of form, is not evenly 

spread among different types of students. Students of higher socioeconomic origin have 

historically been dominating the flows of students between countries, and student mobility 

has either been highly selective through scholarships or a very costly venture if self-financed. 

One of the aims of programmes such as Erasmus+ is to facilitate student mobility for new 

groups of students (Teichler, 2002, p. 135) by providing both practical/administrative and 

economic support as well as by making academic programmes and degrees more similar and 

compatible between countries. Even if participation in international student mobility has 

gradually widened over time, differences in participation are still evident, even in relatively 

egalitarian societies such as the Nordic countries (UHR & CSN, 2019; Bryntesson & 

Börjesson, 2019b; Wiers-Jenssen, 2011; Munk, 2009) and are connected not only to social 

background but also to factors such as gender, age, grades, level of education, institution and 

field of study.  

In general, students of higher socioeconomic origin participate to a higher extent. Men who 

participate are underrepresented in some areas, such as in particular fields of study or in 

their choice of destination, and overrepresented in others. Older students participate to a 

lower extent, and students with higher grades participate to a higher extent. Students of more 

applied studies also tend to go abroad to a lesser extent compared to students at traditional 

universities, and in the case of degree mobility, bachelor students tend to go abroad less often 

than master students. However, in the case of Erasmus+, bachelor students participate at the 

highest rates (European Commission, 2015, p. 7). Interestingly, the generally less 

complicated option of studying abroad via an exchange agreement has at least in Sweden 

been shown to be more selective regarding students’ social background than the more 

complicated option of studying abroad independently, commonly for a full degree (UHR & 

CSN, 2019, pp. 19–20; Börjesson & Broady, 2006). This may be partly explained by the fact 

that, as previously mentioned, degree studies abroad are often a way to cope with a failure to 

get in to the desired education at home. There are many Swedish and Norwegian students, 

for example, who are attracted to tuition fee-based English-taught degree programmes in 

medicine in Poland and the Czech Republic (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, p. 

31), at least some of whom presumably did not get admitted to the tuition-free equivalent at 

home. A failure to qualify for the desired degree programme would presumably be more 

common among students from lower social origin (among which students with foreign 

backgrounds are overrepresented), whose grades on average tend to be lower. 

Some studies have also highlighted the role that higher education institutions, fields of study 

and degree programmes play in perpetuating socioeconomic inequalities in student mobility. 

Some institutions, fields of study and degree programmes have a much higher rate of 

participation in international mobility than others as a result of recruiting more students of 

higher social origin and with higher grades, offering more (or more attractive) mobility 
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options and/or the provision of more support and encouragement (e.g. Norwegian Agency for 

International Cooperation and Quality Enhancement in Higher Education, 2019; for a highly 

illustrative case in a more stratified education system, see the analysis of British Erasmus+ 

participation in Schnepf & Colagrossi, 2020). 

Erasmus+ and international student mobility 

The Erasmus+ programme is funded by the European Union and aims, among other things, 

to further integration, active citizenship, learning and personal development, as well as to 

combat social exclusion and unemployment. Originally created as the Erasmus programme 

in 1987 for the purposes of tertiary level international student exchange within Europe, 

Erasmus+ was launched during the 2014-2020 framework and expanded to include all EU 

schemes for education, training, youth and sport under one integrated programme 

(European Commission, 2017a, p. 23).  

In terms of academic student mobility in higher education, Erasmus+ facilitates exchange 

agreements between higher education institutions, of which around 90 percent of 

universities in Europe participate (Council Library, 2017), and sponsors student exchange 

periods ranging from 3–12 months through grants (European Commission, 2020b). As one 

of the EU’s most important schemes for European integration, it continues to grow from both 

a participation and budgetary perspective. Between the 2013/14 and 2018/19 academic years, 

participation in student mobility for studies rose nearly 10 percent from 212,208 students to 

233,400 students, while the budget for the 2021-2027 framework nearly doubled from the 

prior, a rise from €14.7 billion to €26.2 billion (European Commission, 2015, p. 7; European 

Commission, 2019a, p. 37; European Commission, 2021). Such growth is indicative not only 

of the increasing popularity of the programme, but also the continued and growing 

importance of international student mobility to the European project.  

Participation in Erasmus+ by nation is not limited to only EU countries. Currently both 

Iceland and Norway, as well as Liechtenstein, North Macedonia (formerly Macedonia), 

Turkey and Serbia also participate as programme countries in Erasmus+ and thus are eligible 

to participate in all Erasmus+ activities, including sending and receiving students. Some 

countries can also participate as Partner countries, where participation is limited to certain 

activities and may require specific conditions to be met. The UK, however, left the European 

Union on January 31, 2020, and its Erasmus+ funding concluded at the end of the same year. 

This means that for those UK students who were awarded funds in 2020, they are able to 

utilise those funds and go abroad with Erasmus+ up until May 31, 20238, but otherwise 

students from the UK will no longer participate in the programme. Students at institutions in 

Northern Ireland, on the other hand, will continue to have access to the Erasmus+ 

programme after this date through the pledged support of the Irish government.  

While Erasmus+ is an important vehicle for international student mobility in Europe – “the 

world’s most successful student mobility programme” according to the European 

Commission (European Commission, 2015, p. 6) –, it is important to highlight that it is but 

one of several exchange programmes to choose from. Students may also go on international 

exchanges through bilateral agreements or through other mobility schemes, such as Nordplus 

in the case of Nordic and Baltic students. Students can also decide to pursue a full degree 

abroad. In the Nordic countries, many choose to study full degree programmes in other 

countries thanks to the ability to receive government funded student finance for 

independently arranged studies abroad. In this way, the Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students 

                                                        
8 As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, the European Commission made the decision to allow for a delay of up to 
12 months for Erasmus+ project deadlines, where projects could not exceed a total maximum time of 36 months.  
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constitute only a portion of all Nordic students studying abroad (c.f. Hauschildt, Vögtle, & 

Gwosć, 2018, p. 229; see also Wiers-Jenssen, 2012, p. 478). 

Erasmus+ and internationalisation 

Besides promoting democratic values and European integration, the Erasmus+ programme, 

along with other international exchange programmes, is additionally seen as important to 

stakeholders since the students who participate play a key role in the process of 

internationalising higher education institutions. This internationalisation of higher education 

is not only viewed as beneficial for the higher education institutions themselves, but is also 

increasingly viewed as providing value to the state more broadly, especially as international 

competences are understood as playing a vital role in growing the knowledge economy. Thus, 

the motivations behind and rationales for the internationalisation of higher education 

frequently align and are interrelated with those for international student mobility (Elken, 

Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, p. 29). 

At the institutional level, Erasmus+ and other international exchange programmes 

contribute to internationalisation at home as well as promote further mobility. Outgoing 

exchange students generally return to their home institution after their exchange period and 

can then potentially serve as inspiration to study abroad for other students. They also 

contribute to internationalisation at home by sharing experiences, knowledge and 

perspectives gained during their exchange with other, non-mobile, students. Here, the official 

belief is that the previously mobile students will help improve national higher education, 

since internationalisation is assumed to be positive and associated with higher quality. When 

abroad, the students are also likely to be seen by others as representatives or ambassadors for 

their home institutions and for the Nordic countries, not least as potential study destinations. 

Exchange students therefore also matter more broadly to the state for nation branding and 

the image of Nordic higher education abroad as well as for the transfer of cultural values.  

The development of intercultural skills that are brought home from abroad additionally holds 

professional value to both the individual and the state, as does the assumption that 

internationalisation, such as through study abroad, encourages technological progress and 

boosts the economy (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, p. 30; Knight & de Wit, 

1995, p. 10). On a wider scale, education itself can be understood within the context of foreign 

policy as a vehicle to forge meaningful alliances with other countries or regions. In this way, 

Erasmus+ plays an important part of the internationalisation strategies of stakeholders at 

varying levels for academic, cultural, economic and political reasons (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & 

Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, pp. 30-31).  

Erasmus+ as a tool to reach the EU mobility target  

As the European Union’s main international student mobility programme, Erasmus+ was 

also the main tool that the European Union had at its disposal to reach its target that 20 

percent of all higher education graduates should have the experience of a study abroad period 

(European Commission, 2020c). National Agencies often adopted this EU goal as a national 

target for outgoing international student mobility, and those that reached it have sometimes 

set new, higher ones (e.g. Norway, see Norwegian Agency for International Cooperation and 

Quality Enhancement in Higher Education, 2019, p. 7).  

According to the Eurostudent survey from 2018, the Nordic countries were among those 

included in the study that were ‘well on track’ to reach the 20 percent target. The Nordic 

countries and Germany were the only countries among those in the study to have reached a 

student enrolment abroad of more than 10 percent among those currently enrolled in higher 

education (Hauschildt, Vögtle, & Gwosć, 2018, pp. 222–224). The numbers acquired from 
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the National Agencies in the Nordic countries for this report for the 2016/17 academic year as 

well as some statistics from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) and OECD from 2016, 

however, point to somewhat lower levels, as low as between 5.7–6.0 percent for Sweden9. 

Nevertheless, if this had been measured among graduates instead of currently enrolled 

students in a single year (some of whom may never graduate and some of whom have already 

been, or will later go, abroad), this percentage would naturally be higher and for at least some 

of the Nordic countries would likely have exceeded 20 percent. 

Impact of COVID-19 on Erasmus+ and international student mobility 

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, international student mobility has been 

tremendously impacted, with many cancellations of study abroad periods, both within credit 

mobility and degree mobility, as well as increased challenges in navigating bureaucratic 

aspects of study abroad for those who still choose to pursue it (European Commission, 2021b, 

p. 58). Such bureaucratic processes have included applying for visas and residence permits as 

well as navigating changing travel restrictions that also vary from country to country. ‘Virtual 

mobility’ in many cases took the place of physical mobility.  

Within the 2021-2027 Erasmus+ programme, we can see a shift in priorities that, in part, has 

been influenced by the ongoing pandemic where inclusion and access have been brought 

further into focus as well as an emphasis on developing digital education (European 

Commission, 2021a, pp. 7-9). The new Erasmus+ programme follows the strategic priorities 

of the Digital Education Action Plan (2021-2027), which aims to adapt ‘education and 

training for the digital age’ and also aims to institute a European Digital Education Hub, 

which has as one of its goals to advance the coordination and exchange of digital education in 

the EU (European Commission, 2020a, pp. 1, 16). However, physical mobility is still highly 

emphasised, where it is asserted that the experience of going abroad for studies, work, and 

learning should represent the general standard in the future (European Commission, 2021a, 

p. 4). As this report utilises data prior to the coronavirus pandemic, a larger discussion of the 

coronavirus pandemic and the ways in which Nordic students and countries have responded 

is beyond the scope of the study.  

International student mobility in the context of Nordic higher education systems 

In general, similar higher education systems 

The Nordic countries have over the years developed fairly similar models of higher education 

by international comparison, with systems characterised by being largely publicly-owned, 

state-regulated and state-funded with strong influences of egalitarian traditions that 

emphasise broad and equal access. However, these general features of the higher education 

systems are today challenged to some extent in all of the Nordic countries. Examples of such 

challenges include less or altered state involvement; more market-oriented organisation; the 

introduction of commercial elements, such as the aforementioned instalment of tuition fees 

for third-country students; and a policy shift from wide and broadened recruitment to 

excellence and efficiency. The Nordic countries have also tended to develop their higher 

education systems in somewhat different directions, some putting more emphasis than 

others on restructuring. For instance, not all of the Nordic countries have introduced tuition 

fees for third-country students – public higher education in Norway and Iceland is still free of 

charge for all students.  

                                                        
9 See Table 4 on p. 41.  
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However, even if we can still motivate speaking of a Nordic model of higher education, 

important differences between the systems of higher education in the Nordic countries exist. 

These differences are also crucial for reasoning about the comparability of the Nordic 

countries and consideration of what one actually compares.  

Differences in size and structure of higher education 

A fundamental dimension for comparison is the size of the system of higher education.10 

Sweden has the largest system of higher education with more than 400,000 students 

enrolled. The Danish, the Norwegian and the Finnish systems of higher education are 

approximately similar in size to one another with around 300,000 students, while the 

Icelandic system is by far the smallest with less than 20,000 students. The size of the higher 

education system in a country has varying implications. A large system can provide a 

broader, more diversified and specialised offer of education than a smaller one can. 

Furthermore, a larger system of higher education can be more self-sufficient with less 

pressure to internationalise. A global manifestation of this trend is that the most dominant 

countries with regard to international student mobility tend to have the most skewed ratio 

between incoming and outgoing students, where the former can outnumber the latter by a 

factor of more than 10 (Börjesson, 2017).  

In this way, the history of the systems of higher education within the Nordic countries is of 

interest for understanding traditional patterns of international student flows. Sweden and 

Denmark have the longest traditions of higher education, with Uppsala University founded in 

1477 and the University of Copenhagen in 1479. In comparison, the Norwegian system of 

higher education is much younger, with Norway’s oldest university founded in 1811 – the 

Royal Frederick University, now the University of Oslo. Prior to this, the University of 

Copenhagen served as the main option for Norwegian students (Aloha, Hedmo, Thomsen, & 

Vabø, 2014, p. 59). Norway itself is also a much younger country –having been under Danish 

rule for many centuries until 1814 and under Swedish rule until 1905, the nation has been 

dependent on an external provision of higher education for hundreds of years.  

Iceland, like Norway, also has a relatively young higher education system and has relied on 

an external provision of higher education for much of its history. The University of Iceland – 

its first and for many years only university – was founded in 1911, and from the second half of 

the 1930s through 1990 at least 35 percent of its student population studied abroad. In 

general, Iceland’s higher education system itself can in some ways still be considered as in a 

developmental phase (Maassen, Nokkala, & Uppstrøm, 2005, pp. 77-78) – for example, the 

University of Iceland remains the nation’s principal institution of higher education, and its 

higher education system overall still does not offer programmes in all subjects at the graduate 

level (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, pp. 52, 79). Furthermore, Iceland used to 

be part of Denmark until the mid-20th century and historically through today has continued 

to send many of its students, especially graduate students, abroad, including a significant 

proportion to Denmark and other Nordic countries.  

Finland, on the other hand, despite being part of Sweden up until 1809 and part of Russia 

until World War I, has a longer history of higher education institutions compared to Norway 

and Iceland, with the Royal Academy of Turku – now the University of Helsinki – being 

established in 1640. Despite having this relatively older system of higher education compared 

to Norway and Iceland, however, Finland nevertheless had a limited capacity to absorb its 

domestic students well into the latter half of the 20th century, leading to a substantial number 

of students studying abroad. Finland did not, for example, establish further tertiary 

institutions until the early 1900s, and in general the institutional expansion of its higher 

                                                        
10 See Table 3 on p. 40.  
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education system was somewhat stagnant and slow-moving until the 1950s (Aloha, Hedmo, 

Thomsen, & Vabø, 2014, p. 33).  

These Nordic national histories of higher education systems have implications for 

international student flows, in the sense that Iceland, Norway and to some extent Finland 

have longstanding traditions of sending students to neighbouring countries, while Denmark 

and Sweden have had comparatively more self-sustaining higher education systems.  

Yet another crucial dividing line between the Nordic countries is the structure of the national 

higher education systems, in particular if the national higher education system is dual – 

roughly a sharp division between universities as well as research-based institutions on the 

one hand and institutions for applied sciences and vocational education on the other – or 

unified – covering all sorts of higher education institutions (Aloha, Hedmo, Thomsen, & 

Vabø, 2014). Sweden and Norway have unified systems with fairly large and important 

sectors of university colleges and other types of institutions integrated into their higher 

education systems. Iceland also has a unified system, but on a much smaller scale. 

Finland, on the other hand, represents a country with a dual system, with a university sector 

and a sector for universities of applied sciences (Ammattikorkeakoulu, abbreviated AMK – or 

alternatively UAS) that are highly distinct from one another. This could lead to clearer 

differences in recruitment, culture, resources and practices between institutions and subjects, 

including propensity to internationalise and send students abroad. The Finnish universities 

of applied sciences are a relatively new addition to the nation’s higher education landscape 

having been introduced in the early 1990s (Maassen, Nokkala, & Uppstrøm, 2005, p. 39), and 

unlike the university sector, their master programmes have an entry requirement of two 

years of previous work experience in a relevant field (The Finnish National Agency for 

Education, 2020a). This requirement of previous work experience leads to older master 

students at the universities of applied sciences which, in turn, could result in lower student 

mobility levels for this particular group as older students tend to go abroad less (Vossensteyn, 

et al., 2010, p. 94). At least in the Erasmus+ data set for the 2016 and 2017 call years used in 

the study for this report, the vast majority of students studying abroad on Erasmus+ from 

Finnish universities of applied sciences were bachelor students.  

Denmark also has a dual higher education system with distinct differences between its 

university sector and its university college sector – which includes a variety of institutional 

types –, where the former offers all levels of education up to doctoral training and has 

resources for research, which the latter do not have. Within this latter sector, there are also a 

number of business academies (Erhvervsakademier) and university colleges 

(Professionshøjskoler) that offer short-cycle and medium-cycle education, respectively11.  

These structural differences in Nordic national higher education systems should, however, 

not be overemphasised. Even if Sweden and Norway have unified systems, the old and 

traditional universities and specialised institutions have much more weight in these systems. 

In comparison to university colleges and more professionally oriented institutions, 

universities obtain a much larger share of the national research funds, and research has a 

more dominant position within these institutions. The student bodies of these institutions 

also have an overrepresentation of well-to-do students as well as of students with high 

merits, while internationalisation is in general more pronounced and pervasive at these 

institutions too (Börjesson, 2005). Internal differentiations with regard to the overall 

resources that different institutions possess thus exist in all of the Nordic higher education 

systems, regardless of whether they are dual or unified. In this way, though differences exist 

                                                        
11 Short-cycle education in Denmark leads to an Academy Profession degree, while medium-cycle education leads 
to a Professional Bachelor degree. Academy Profession degrees can be applied towards the fulfilment of a 
Professional Bachelor degree. Short-cycle education is considered tertiary education that is below the level of a 
bachelor degree (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, p. 48).  
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between the Nordic countries with how their higher education systems are structured and 

whether they divide their more academically oriented institutions from their more 

professionally oriented institutions, their similarities are comparatively more salient when 

placed in a broader international context (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, p. 

56).  

Differences in financial support systems 

Financial conditions are, in our view, one of the most important factors when trying to 

understand international student mobility patterns. Changing the financial conditions for 

students is also one of the most direct and effective ways in which countries can shape the 

flows of students (Åkerlund, Börjesson, & Collsiöö, 2018; Bryntesson & Börjesson, 2019a). 

The Nordic countries share rather beneficial economic conditions for students in higher 

education, including those who would like to conduct their whole degree or part of it abroad 

(Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, pp. 49–50; Wiers-Jenssen, 2012, p. 476; Hauschildt, Vögtle, & 

Gwosć, 2018, p. 230). They all offer a combination of free public education and public 

financial support systems for their students. In this way, the financial barriers for Nordic 

students when it comes to Erasmus+ participation are lower than for most European 

students (Souto Otero & McCoshan, 2006, p. 77), especially given that all participants in the 

Erasmus+ programme benefit from the additional Erasmus+ grant when studying abroad. 

However, there are some notable differences in student finance schemes between the five 

countries that may impact the level of outbound mobility, the participation rates in different 

forms of mobility as well as why students choose to go abroad and how they experience their 

mobility. 

Financial conditions shape participation and participants in several ways 

There are several reasons why financial support systems may help explain mobility patterns 

and the motivations of internationally mobile students. Financial support can have an impact 

both on an individual’s ability and motivation to study abroad as well as their selected 

destination. Financial conditions can also interact with factors such as field of study and 

labour market conditions, thereby producing different sets of motivations, and in turn study 

destinations, among students in different programmes and disciplines. 

Higher financial obstacles to studying abroad may not only lead to a lower number of 

internationally mobile students overall – in line with assumptions of traditional demand 

theory –, it may also, for example, contribute to the overrepresentation of students with 

higher social origin, insofar as they are more able or willing to take on the financial burden. 

Furthermore, we would suspect that higher financial obstacles affect how strongly motivated 

students are to study abroad, in the sense that some less strongly motivated students might 

choose to remain at home if there are larger financial obstacles. Not only could it influence 

the strength of the motivation, but also what type of motivations that the students who 

choose to become mobile have. For instance, one can hypothesise that larger financial 

obstacles could be associated with a higher degree of motivations related to future financial 

gains; for example, gaining more specialised knowledge, attending high status institutions or 

more explicitly aiming to improve one’s future labour market outcomes. In this way, students 

would be able to motivate the additional financial burden of studies abroad in the short-term 

by the financial gains it may generate in the future. 

Such an effect may vary between different fields of study, since financial gains from mobility 

can be larger in some fields and negligible or perhaps even negative in others. For example, 

Wiers-Jenssen and Støren (2020) found that among Norwegian students, only students of 

business and administration or those with high upper secondary school grades benefitted 

from credit mobility in terms of labour market outcomes. Wage premiums from mobility 
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periods have also been shown to be more common in the private sector, and some fields of 

study more often lead to employment in the private sector (Wiers-Jenssen & Try, 2005; 

Liwiński, 2016).  

This relation between future financial gains and fields of study could also enforce tendencies 

of students in different fields to select different destinations for their mobility. Students in 

fields or programmes where there is strong competition for attractive positions on the labour 

market post-graduation may very well opt for a different set of destinations compared to 

students in programmes where one can count on getting the job one is aiming for, or where 

employers do not place any value on studies abroad. The selected destination, we would 

argue, could differ markedly depending on whether or not it is chosen as a means to stand 

out in competition for attractive employment opportunities and related financial gains; for 

example, by attending a prestigious institution. When this is not the case, the attractiveness 

of the geographical place itself would presumably take a more central role when students 

decide where to study abroad. Further, if potential financial gains from studies abroad are 

larger in some fields of study than in others, higher financial obstacles could naturally also 

contribute to larger differences in mobility between different fields by boosting participation 

in fields where potential future financial gains are larger. 

In such ways, the financial conditions do not only influence the type of students who will 

participate in studies abroad, they may also help shape the motivations and destinations of 

students who would have participated even if financial conditions had been different. Below, 

we compare the financial conditions for students in the Nordic countries, focusing on the 

years 2016–2018. 

Comparison of national finance schemes shows varying levels of support 

In a comparison of financial conditions for internationally mobile students from the different 

Nordic countries – all of whom offer monthly financial support in some form of grants 

and/or loans –, it is not only important to pay attention to the absolute levels of financial 

support for students abroad, it also matters how the financial conditions differ depending on 

whether students remain at home or go abroad during their studies. Students who are able to 

live in their parental home during their studies most likely face comparatively much higher 

additional costs when studying abroad. This, we assume, is the case no matter which Nordic 

country the student is from. In order to reduce complexity in the comparison below, we 

therefore base it on students who live independently in a single-person household, either at 

home or abroad.12  

Table 1. Financial conditions in the Nordic countries for studies abroad.  

 Denmark Norway Sweden Finland Iceland 

Student grant Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

Student loan Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Housing benefit for low-income 

domestic students* 

Yes No Yes Yes** Yes 

Specific additional grant for 

travel or subsistence abroad*** 

No Travel  

grant 

No Housing allowance**** 

 

No 

Grant for tuition fees abroad Yes Yes No No No 

Loan for tuition fees abroad Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

* The rules of eligibility, however, may differ significantly between countries. For example, in Sweden, students who sublet 
an apartment are not eligible, nor are students who rent a room (inneboende) or who share an apartment but are not 
themselves the principal tenant. While the sum that the principal tenant receives in a shared apartment or an apartment 
where single rooms are rented out is reduced relative to the space occupied by the ones who are subletting, those 

                                                        
12 The comparison is based on the Social Insurance Institution of Finland’s yearly compilation Studiestödet i 
Norden (Study support in the Nordic region) for the years 2016–2019 (The Social Insurance Institution of 
Finland, 2017; 2018; 2019; 2020a). This contains information about financial support domestically as well as 
abroad through the example of studies in England. Some supplementary information has been collected from 
Island.is, HMS.is, Norden.org and Forsakringskassan.se. 
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subletting do not receive any housing benefit themselves. In Finland, on the other hand, it is rather common that students 
receive housing benefit in shared accommodations by having individual contracts. 
** Before 2017, all Finnish students (in Finland or abroad) received a housing allowance as part of their study grant, but 
were not entitled to any additional housing benefit. 
*** Some institutions of higher education in the Nordic countries also offer institutional grants to their credit-mobile 
students. However, this practice appears to be most widespread in Finland where several Finnish HEIs – for example the 
University of Helsinki, Aalto University, University of Jyväskylä and University of Eastern Finland – offer mobility grants 
for travel expenses on top of other exchange programme grants. The data used in the study in this report also point to 
significantly higher numbers of Finnish Erasmus+ students receiving separate institutional grants compared to their 
Nordic counterparts. However, to the authors’ knowledge, systematic and complete comparative data on the proportion 
of credit-mobile students who receive insitutional grants is not readily available.  
**** Only for internationally mobile students since 2017. 
 

Denmark has the most comprehensive grant system at home and abroad 

Denmark is the Nordic country whose financial conditions are the most generous, both for 

domestic students and for students abroad. Not only is the total sum of monthly grant and 

loan at the higher end of the spectrum for both domestic students and students abroad 

(€1,222 in 2017), but more importantly, the proportion of grant to loan is by far the highest 

(66 percent of the sum consisted of the grant). This high grant may explain why only about a 

third of all Danish students take out any student loans at all. Domestic students are also 

eligible for the Danish housing benefit, which usually covers around 15 percent of the rent. 

For degree students abroad, Denmark offers large grants (€6,000–12,000 yearly) to cover 

potential tuition fees. If the fees are not completely covered by the grants, an additional loan 

is offered. However, students abroad do not benefit from the Danish housing benefit. 

Norway offers substantial grants to those who succeed and to cover tuition fees 

Norway offers a maximum monthly amount (the sum of grant and loan, €1,140 in 2017) 

which is rather average among the Nordic countries. The grant makes up 40 percent of this 

sum, but only if the student finishes their studies. Initially, all funding is granted in the form 

of loans, but up to 40 percent of it is later converted into a grant depending on how much a 

student completes of their studies. However, 96 percent of all Norwegian students apply for 

loans that are higher than the maximum amount that can be later converted into grants. 

Norwegian students who participate in studies abroad, regardless of type, are granted both a 

travel grant and a travel loan. Similarly to Danish students, Norwegian degree students 

abroad also benefit from substantial grants (€3,500–€10,000 yearly) and additional loans to 

cover tuition fees. For selected educational programmes, additional tuition fee grants of up to 

€7,500 yearly may be awarded. However, unlike their other Nordic counterparts, Norwegian 

students cannot qualify for any housing benefit, no matter if they study at home or abroad. 

Sweden offers loans and some grants to cover all other expenses 

Sweden has a sum of monthly grant and loan (€1,126 in 2017) which is rather average among 

the Nordic countries. 28 percent of the total sum for domestic students consisted of grants in 

2016 and 2017, though the proportion of grant to loan increased marginally to 30 percent 

from 2018. This is, however, substantially lower than Denmark’s 66 percent and Norway’s 40 

percent grant share. About three quarters of Swedish students take out some form of loan on 

top of the grant. In terms of financial support for housing, Swedish domestic students with 

low incomes can receive housing benefit at up to approximately €130 per month if they are 

the principal tenant. 

For Swedish students abroad, the grant share is lower than for domestic students if mobile 

students decide to apply for the additional loans available to cover higher living costs when 

abroad. Unlike the Danes and Norwegians, Swedish ‘freemover students’ – including both 

degree mobility and independently organised credit mobility – do not receive any grants to 

cover tuition fees, but they do receive loans for that purpose. However, Sweden’s housing 

benefit is not available to students abroad. 
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No tuition fee support in Finland, but rather high grants and housing benefit 

Finland had a reform that changed financial conditions somewhat between 2016 and 2017. In 

2016, Finnish domestic students had the lowest total sum of monthly grant and loan of all 

Nordic countries (€938), but most of this sum consisted of a grant (57 percent). Domestic 

students as well as students abroad also received a housing allowance of €210 per month as a 

part of the grant portion of this €938 sum. Like Swedish students, Finnish students abroad 

were entitled to a higher student loan on top of the benefits received by domestic students. 

The grant share for mobile students was therefore lower than for domestic students, but still 

ended up at 44 percent (of the sum of grant and loans, at a total of €1,247), second only to 

Denmark’s grant share. 

From 2017, however, the Finnish housing allowance was removed from student finance for 

domestic students and replaced by a roughly equivalent increase in the maximum loan. This 

resulted in a grant share of 28 percent for domestic Finnish students with the total sum of 

monthly grant and loan (€900) still significantly lower than that for domestic students in the 

other Nordic countries. Finnish students abroad, on the other hand, still retained similar 

conditions as before 2017, including the housing allowance, although the proportion of grant 

to loan was somewhat lowered. This resulted in a total sum of grant and loan (€1,260) 

comparable to other Nordic students abroad throughout the period, and a grant share of 37 

percent – almost as high as the Norwegian grant share. 

While the changes in 2017 significantly reduced the total grant for domestic students 

compared with students abroad, domestic students were instead granted access to the 

general Finnish housing benefit. Since this amounted to a typical sum of approximately €300 

per month (maximum €400), most students actually ended up being better off financially 

than before the 2017 reform, when their housing allowance only amounted to €210 per 

month. Nevertheless, for the minority of students who did not receive the general domestic 

housing benefit – either due to not qualifying or not applying –, the 2017 reform worsened 

financial conditions for domestic studies, thereby making student mobility somewhat more 

attractive from a financial standpoint. 

It should also be noted that several large Finnish institutions themselves award mobility 

grants to their own credit-mobile students, even if they already receive funding from other 

sources such as Erasmus+ (University of Helsinki, 2020a; University of Jyväskylä, 2020; 

University of Eastern Finland, 2020); however, not all Finnish institutions are able to offer 

this. For those that do, this helps reduce the cost of studying abroad for many Finnish credit-

mobile students and may help explain why Vossensteyn et al. (2010) found that such a high 

share of Finnish students were motivated to study abroad by the availability of grants. In the 

Erasmus+ data used in the study for this report, nearly all Finnish institutions that sent 

students abroad had at least two or more students who reported receiving a grant from their 

home institution, with Aalto University representing the institution with the highest number 

of students reporting having received a grant – 223. Further, nearly triple the share or more 

of Finnish students reported receiving a grant from their home institution as compared with 

their counterparts from the other Nordic nations; though, it should be noted that students 

reporting receiving an institutional grant still represent a minority13.  

Offering institutional grants could also be indicative of the emphasis that these institutions 

place on outward credit mobility among their students. At the same time, Finland is the only 

Nordic country that does not offer its degree students abroad support in the form of grants or 

                                                        
13 In the data set, there were also a significant number of students who did not report whether they received 
funding from their home institution or not. For Iceland and Denmark, 52.9 and 45.5 percent respectively did not 
report, while the non-reporting numbers for Finland, Sweden and Norway were comparatively much lower at 
27.8, 25.9, and 17.5 percent, respectively. The fact that meaningful proportions of students did not report on this 
survey item in all the Nordic nations means that the data set likely underrepresents the true number of students 
receiving grants from their home institutions.  



Report from the Swedish Centre for Studies of the Internationalisation of Higher Education (SIHE) 

 

37 
 

loans to cover tuition fees abroad. Though the max monthly loan for students studying 

abroad is higher than for domestic students – the difference between total monthly sum of 

grant and loan, for example, being €360 in 2017 –, this is not the same as being able to 

receive funds for tuition fees for studies in places like the US, England, and Australia – some 

of the most popular destinations for degree-mobile students around the world –  where 

institutions may charge tens of thousands of euro for a degree. Finland can therefore be said 

to better support credit mobility than degree mobility abroad. 

Iceland offers no grants but high loans to students 

Lastly, we conclude that Iceland stands out in a Nordic comparison by not offering any 

government grants to students, whether the students study at home or abroad. Instead, the 

financial support is solely based on loans, where the government compensates for some of 

the interest rate. According to official figures, 100 percent of Icelandic students take student 

loans.14 In 2016, the maximum monthly amount of these loans for domestic students (€1,181) 

was similar to the total support (the sum of grant and loan) offered by the other Nordic 

countries, except for Finland which had a lower sum for domestic students. However, the 

Icelandic support was increased in 2017 to a significantly higher level (€1,589 per month for 

domestic students) than in the other Nordic countries and remained the highest of them all 

during the following years. Domestic students can also benefit from the Icelandic housing 

benefit, which in 2020 amounted to a maximum of approximately €200 per month for those 

who qualified. 

Icelandic students abroad share similar conditions to those at home, although the maximum 

monthly loan varies depending on the living expenses in the study destination. However, 

Icelandic students with student finance for studies abroad (predominantly degree-mobile 

students) can receive additional loans to cover tuition fees. On the other hand, students who 

go abroad do not benefit from the Icelandic housing benefit. In cases where students go 

abroad without receiving any specific grant such as that offered by Erasmus+, Icelandic 

students are likely to face a higher level of debt if they choose to study abroad than at home. 

Differences in Erasmus+ grant levels – Icelandic students receive higher grants  

Besides differences in grants and loans offered to both domestic and international students 

between the Nordic countries, there are also differences in the grant amounts that students 

receive when they participate in Erasmus+. Iceland, being classified as an outermost region 

among the Erasmus+ countries, can grant their outwardly mobile students significantly 

higher grants compared to other countries to compensate for the added financial constraints 

of needing to travel farther distances (European Commission, 2017b, p. 45). For the call years 

2016 and 2017, Icelandic students received on average €725.28 per month for their 

Erasmus+ monthly grant. This is roughly twice as high as the average monthly grants in 

Norway (€376.03) and Sweden (€361.28 per month) and roughly three times as high as the 

average monthly grants in Finland (€251.23) and Denmark (€240.92) for this time period. 

With the exception of Finland, the Nordic countries all gave out two or three fixed amounts 

for their Erasmus+ monthly grants15, where the most common amount in these four 

countries is reflected in the median (See Table 2).  

                                                        
14 In correspondence with the Icelandic Centre for Research (RANNÍS), however, it was confirmed that reported 
levels of students studying abroad in national government statistics are likely underrepresented due to the 
statistics only tracking those students who make use of the Icelandic Student Loan Fund. In this sense, one can 
potentially question the accuracy of this particular statistic that all Icelandic students make use of government 
loans. Nevertheless, it remains a reasonable assumption that the vast majority of Icelandic students have made 
use of government loans for studies, either domestically or internationally.  
15 In Denmark, students were given either €200 or €250 per month in 2016 or €235 or €285 per month in 2017. 
One student in the Danish Erasmus+ student population received €700 as a result of participation from 
Greenland.  In Norway, students were given either €350 or €400 per month for both the 2016 and 2017 call years. 
In Sweden, students were given either €315 or €375 per month in 2016 or €315 or €420 per month in 2017. In 
Iceland, students were given €650, €700 or €750 per month for both the 2016 and 2017 call years. In Finland, 
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Table 2. Average and median Erasmus+ monthly grant amounts for call years 2016 and 201716 

 2016 Average 2016 Median 2017 Average 2017 Median 2016/2017 

Average 

Denmark €222.56 €200.00 €259.28 €235.00 €240.92 

Norway €374.36 €400.00 €377.71 €400.00 €376.03 

Sweden €343.50 €315.00 €379.06 €420.00 €361.28 

Finland €236.26 €230.00 €266.21 €250.00 €251.23 

Iceland €726.52 €750.00 €724.04 €750.00 €725.28 

 

The set range of amounts for Erasmus+ monthly grants that can be given to students by each 

programme country is generally dependent on the cost of living of the home country paired 

with the cost of living of the destination country and is calculated at fixed intervals (European 

Commission, 2017b, p. 44). However, there are exceptions to this, such as with Iceland due to 

its geographic location and longer distances to host countries. Within this framework, 

countries then determine their own grant rates at the beginning of each call year, but can 

elect to establish ranges rather than an exact set of sums at the national level, allowing for 

more flexibility with grant amounts and allocation. However, in these circumstances, doing 

so should have a justifiable basis, such as when additional regional or institutional financial 

support are an option (European Commission, 2017b, p. 45). In Finland, for instance, 

students have been given slightly lower Erasmus+ grant amounts to accommodate giving 

Erasmus+ grants to a larger number of students, which helps explains its comparatively 

lower Erasmus+ grant levels. Sweden and Denmark, in contrast, have sometimes struggled to 

use all of their allocated funds within Erasmus+ due to lacking interest among students. 

However, in Denmark, Erasmus+ grants have been lower due to Danish HEIs aiming to have 

all mobile students who are travelling at the same time, regardless of project, receive similar 

grant amounts.17  

On top of higher Erasmus+ monthly grants, Icelandic students also have the benefit of 

receiving EU travel grants due to Iceland’s status as an outermost region, where students 

during the call years 2016 and 2017 received an average of €377.20 for their entire mobility 

period.18 One student in the Denmark Erasmus+ population also received a travel grant of 

€820 as a result of participating from Greenland; however, no other Nordic students received 

travel grants. In this way, Iceland overall has a comparatively higher financial benefit from 

participation in Erasmus+ compared with the other Nordic countries.  

Variation in language skills  

Apart from the more institutional frameworks, there are also significant linguistic differences 

between the Nordic countries. The languages are more similar between the three 

                                                        
grants ranged from 37 different amounts between €180 and €365.80 per month in 2016 and from 18 different 
amounts between €210 and €360 per month in 2017. The amounts for monthly grants here reflect the amounts of 
those who received grants, which was either all or the large majority of students for each country. See footnote for 
Table 2 for more information.  
16 These figures are taken from the data we received from the Nordic government agencies on their outgoing 
Erasmus+ students for the 2016 and 2017 call years and include all participating students. It is important to note 
that in all of the Nordic countries except for Norway in 2016 and for Iceland (both 2016 and 2017), a small 
percentage of students reported not receiving an Erasmus+ monthly grant. This amount, however, was always less 
than 1% of students, with the exception of Finland in 2016, where 2.6% reported not receiving an Erasmus+ grant. 
Given these small percentages, the figures in this table include these small proportions of students who did not 
receive an Erasmus+ monthly grant; however, when calculated with only the students who received an Erasmus+ 
monthly grant, the numbers do not significantly change.  
17 Explanations for the lower Erasmus+ grant amounts for Finland and Denmark were discussed with 
representatives from OPH and UFM, respectively.  
18 In 2016, the average EU travel grant amount for Iceland was €380.49 and ranged from €275 to €1100, with a 
median of €360. In 2017, the average EU travel grant was €373.92 and ranged from €275 to €1300, with a median 
of €360.  
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Scandinavian countries, with larger linguistic differences in relation to Finland and Iceland. 

At the same time, Icelandic students’ knowledge of Danish as well as Finnish students’ 

knowledge of Swedish is much greater than the other way around.  

According to the Eurostudent survey data analysed by UHR, Finnish students clearly 

reported mastering fewer languages than other Nordic students (UHR, 2019, p. 14). While 31 

percent of the Finnish students claimed to know only one language well, only 4 percent of the 

Swedish students stated this, and between 9–11 percent of Norwegian, Icelandic and Danish 

students did so. The share of students that reported knowing two languages well was also 

lower in Finland (49 percent) than in the other Nordic countries (62–71 percent). These 

results echo an older study by Teichler (2002, p. 99), that found that Finnish Erasmus+ 

students felt significantly less well prepared in terms of language (49 percent felt well-

prepared) compared to students from Sweden (70 percent), Norway (76 percent) and 

Denmark (66 percent). 

The lower level of reported language mastery among Finnish students indicated by these 

studies could naturally affect mobility decisions. However, it is questionable how accurately 

the self-reported language proficiency reflects Finnish students’ actual language skills, at 

least when it comes to English. After all, Finland ranked #5 in the global EF English 

Proficiency Index 2017, which is based on test scores rather than self-assessments (EF, 

2017b). While Iceland is not part of the index, Sweden, Denmark and Norway ranked #2, #3 

and #4 respectively (EF, 2017d; EF, 2017a; EF, 2017c). All the included Nordic countries 

were in the category of very high proficiency. In the age group 21-25, Finland scored 67.7, 

while Sweden scored 72.13. In the TOEFL English test as reported by EF, Finland in fact 

scored higher than Sweden, while Denmark outperformed them both. In other words, the 

English proficiency of young people in the Nordic countries display very marginal 

differences, if any. 

The self-assessed language proficiency results may therefore have to be interpreted 

differently than that Finnish students speak fewer languages or perform worse in them, at 

least regarding English. Perhaps the question of how many languages one speaks is 

understood differently in the bilingual Finnish context, where students are taught both the 

official languages – Finnish and Swedish – in school. It could also have to do with 

confidence. If Finnish students have lower confidence in their language proficiency than their 

Nordic counterparts, this may have the same effect on mobility decisions as if they had in fact  

lower language proficiency. 

Outward mobility levels 

Given these differences and similarities between the Nordic countries, what are the actual 

levels and patterns of student mobility? Below, we compare the types and levels of outward 

student mobility from the five Nordic countries and put this mobility in relation to the total 

student population of each country.  

However, similarly to the classification of internationally mobile students between countries 

with regard to statistics, there are also some statistical difficulties when comparing the sizes 

of different countries’ domestic student populations. For the purposes of this report, we have 

reasoned that using data from both national governments as well as from international data 

reporting agencies – UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) and OECD statistics – would yield 

the most comprehensive picture, as the data for domestic student population, levels of 

different forms of international student mobility and their relationship to one another can be 

expressed in ranges. Broadly, statistics collected from national government agencies can 

potentially lead to a slight underrepresentation of figures, for a number of reasons, as well as 

that the definition of ‘who’ is included in official national statistics is not always consistent 
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across countries, in part due to differing structures of higher education systems. At the same 

time, the data that is available from these national government agencies should be high 

quality and provide a good representation of what the data has been tasked to show, even if 

the data are not always strictly comparable between countries. On the other hand, usage of 

UIS and OECD statistics has the benefit of including all tertiary education levels (ISCED 2011 

Levels 5-8) as well as that data collection is presumably carried out in similar ways since 

participating countries are required to follow official guidelines when reporting national data. 

In theory, data from the UIS and OECD should therefore be directly comparable. However, 

how countries report in practice cannot be assured, and we have already confirmed at least 

one instance of a possible problematic data discrepancy with regard to OECD credit mobility 

figures.19 For this reason, we have chosen to only utilise national statistics for figures 

regarding levels of credit mobility.  

A deeper discussion of the differences and limitations of statistics from the Nordic National 

Agencies versus the UIS and OECD statistics as well as a comparison of these statistics can be 

found in the Appendix. Ultimately, the differences in figures between the two data sources 

overall do not meaningfully alter the percentage shares of study abroad levels for each 

country nor the relationships between these national shares. The overall shares in each 

country except for Iceland, for example, differ no more than around 1 percent. And in the 

case of Iceland, the larger variation may, at least in part, account for the underestimation in 

the national statistics due to Iceland’s primarily loan-based system.20 If anything, the fact 

that the differences are relatively minor should indicate a reasonably fair approximation. 

With all of this in mind, we can use these types of aggregate figures to roughly gauge how 

many students in each Nordic country choose to be internationally mobile and in what 

form.21 

Table 3. Domestic students and internationally mobile outgoing students in academic year 2016/17*. 
 

Student population 

in higher education 

National statistics  

(non-doctoral) /  

UIS-OECD 

Mobile students 

(total) 

National statistics / UIS 

Credit-mobile 

students (total) 

National statistics 

Credit-mobile 

students  

 >3 months 

National statistics 

Degree-mobile 

students abroad 

National statistics / 

UIS 

Denmark 263,556 / 314,822 18,302 / 19,046 13,967 - 4,335 / 5,079 

Norway 268,981 / 277,449 23,770 / 25,725 - 6,857 16,913 / 18,868 

Sweden 402,178 / 426,188 24,107 / 24,424 7,108 - 16,999 / 17,316 

Finland 274,043 / 297,163 22,423 / 23,874 13,693 9,167 8,730 / 10,181 

Iceland 17,582 / 18,590 1,970 / 3,201 540 - 1,430 / 2,661 

* It should be noted that the usage of the terms ‘credit-mobile’ and ‘degree-mobile’ for the column names in this table 
is for the purposes of tidy data presentation. As mentioned above and in more detail in the Appendix, there are 
comparative challenges with international student mobility statistics between the Nordic countries. Data sources for 
the national government agency statistics in Table 3 are outlined below, as well as an explanation of what is included 
in a particular Nordic country’s mobility statistics, where relevant. Data from UIS-OECD is for the year 2016.  
Denmark:  Data from UFM (Ministry of Higher Education and Science). Registered students in the 2016/17 academic 

                                                        
19 In correspondence with Diku, the low OECD figure of 3% for Norwegian credit mobility under an EU 
programme, including Erasmus+, out of the total share of credit mobility in 2017 could not be immediately 
explained. According to national statistics (DBH) for 2017, Erasmus+ comprised 35% of the total share of 
exchange studies.  
20 While it was not possible to confirm the reasons for this larger difference in the share of Icelandic students 
studying abroad between the data sources, correspondence with the Icelandic Centre for Research (RANNÍS) 
confirmed that the overall levels of Icelandic students should presumably be higher due to the national statistics 
only tracking those who have made use of the Icelandic Student Loan Fund.  
21 Information in the following paragraphs regarding national government agency statistics is retrieved from 
private correspondence with The Swedish Higher Education Authority (UKÄ) and the Icelandic Centre for 
Research (RANNÍS), as well as from Nordic Council of Ministers, 2020a; Norwegian Centre for Research Data, 
2020; Nordic Council of Ministers, 2020b; The Finnish National Agency for Education, 2020b; Ministry of 
Children and Education of Denmark, 2020; The Danish Ministry of Higher Education and Science, 2020; 
Icelandic Student Loan Fund, 2018. 
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year. 
Norway: Data from NSD and Diku. Registered students refer to autumn semester of 2016. Exchange students include 
students that returned from their stay during the academic year 2016/17, and only includes students staying abroad 
for at least 3 months. The number of degree students abroad represents the academic year 2016/17. Only students 
who receive student finance are included in the data, but this should include almost all students according to the 
responsible government agency. 
Sweden: Data from SCB, UKÄ & UHR. Registered students in academic year 2016/17. Exchange student data was 
retrieved from UKÄ, excludes internships/traineeships, and only counts each individual once, even if they may have 
participated in multiple exchanges. UKÄ data therefore states lower numbers compared to data from UHR. For the 
Erasmus+ programme, this difference amounts to about 300 study periods and 700 internship periods. Had the 
Erasmus+ numbers been taken from UHR and thus included Erasmus+ internships/traineeships, the proportion of 
exchange students would have been 0.2 percentage points higher. Degree-mobile students abroad also include 
students on shorter courses/modules that are taken outside the framework of any degree programme at home or 
abroad. However, they do not include language course students, which was the case until recently. Only students who 
receive student finance are included in the number of non-exchange students abroad, which may result in a marginal 
underestimation. 
Finland: Data from Vipunen and Kela. Registered students refer to average of calendar years 2016 and 2017. 
Exchange students refer to the calendar year 2017, which saw the largest ever drop in numbers compared to the 
previous year (9 percent for mobility of more than three months accordingly to The Finnish National Agency for 
Education (2018, p. 2). Degree students abroad refer to the academic year 2016/17. 
Iceland: Data from Statice. Data refers to academic year 2016/17. Degree-mobile students abroad also include 
students on shorter courses/modules that are taken outside the framework of any degree programme at home or 
abroad. Only students abroad who receive funding from the Icelandic Student Fund are included in the statistics and 
may therefore be an underestimation. 

Table 4. Share of internationally mobile outgoing students in academic year 2016/17*. 
 

Credit-mobile 

students (total)  

Credit-mobile 

students  

 >3 months  

Degree-mobile 

students abroad  

Share of 

international 

students in 

overall student 

population 

Denmark 4.4 – 5.3 - 1.4 – 1.6 5.8 – 6.9 

Norway - 2.5 6.1 – 6.8 8.6 – 9.3 

Sweden 1.7 – 1.8 - 4.0 – 4.2 5.7 – 6.0 

Finland 4.6 – 5.0 3.1 – 3.3 2.9 – 3.4 7.5 – 8.2 

Iceland 2.9 – 3.1 - 7.7 – 14.3 10.6 – 17.2 

* It should be noted that the usage of the terms ‘credit-mobile’ and ‘degree-mobile’ for the column names in this table 
is for the purposes of tidy data presentation. As mentioned above and in more detail in the Appendix, there are 
comparative challenges with international student mobility statistics between the Nordic countries. Calculations in 
this table are based off of data in Table 3. Ranges for the share of international students in each Nordic student 
population are calculated by taking the lowest and highest values of this data item for each country across three 
versions of calculations involving different combinations of the data sources: national statistics and UIS-OECD data. 
See the Appendix to view these calculations (Table 15, Table 16 and Table 17), along with a discussion of them. 

Iceland had the overall highest share of mobile students relative to the domestic student 

population in the 2016/17 academic year, with its share ranging between 10.6–17.2 percent. 

Despite not counting short-term exchanges, Norway had the second highest share of students 

studying abroad between 8.6–9.3 percent, Finland had 7.5–8.2 percent, Denmark 5.8–6.9 

percent and Sweden, where internships/traineeships do not count in the national statistics 

on mobility, had 5.7–6.0 percent. 

It is not surprising that Iceland and Norway were the two countries with the highest 

percentages of documented internationally mobile students relative to their domestic student 

populations given their longstanding traditions of studying abroad due to historically lacking 

comprehensive higher education systems. While it is at least partly still true that Iceland 

lacks a more comprehensive higher education system and that this may contribute to its high 

share of students abroad, the same can no longer be said of Norway. Nevertheless, studies 

abroad are probably still more normalised among families and employers in both of these 
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countries. Many students would have parents or grandparents who studied abroad before. 

This could have the effect of encouraging today’s students to follow in their footsteps.22  

From this perspective, the lower overall level of mobility in Denmark and in particular 

Sweden makes sense given that these countries have a longer history of domestic higher 

education and both have comprehensive systems today. Finland, with a longer tradition of 

domestic higher education comparatively to Iceland and Norway, along with the fact that 

Finnish students also have a historical practice of studying abroad due to limited domestic 

capacity, indeed occupies an intermediate position. 

In line with the tradition of studying abroad instead of domestically, around two thirds or 

more of the Icelandic and Norwegian students abroad were studying for a full degree or 

taking courses outside of any programme structure. Conversely, the opposite was true for 

Denmark and Finland, with significantly more exchange students than degree students 

abroad, in line with their older higher education systems. Considering the historical lack of 

capacity in the Finnish system and the associated flows of degree-mobile students abroad, 

however, one may have expected a higher share of full degree students than exchange 

students. At the same time, it is notable that the higher Erasmus+ grants for Icelandic 

students do not seem to translate into a particularly high level of credit-mobile students. 

Sweden stood out by having significantly more students studying on degree programmes or 

independently arranged individual courses abroad than through exchange programmes 

despite having an old and comprehensive higher education system and lacking a strong 

historical tradition of studying abroad. With the largest higher education system in the 

Nordic countries, one would have thought that the tendency among Swedish students would 

have been to go abroad for exchange within the framework of domestic study programmes, 

rather than to pursue studies completely outside the Swedish system. This is all the more 

puzzling given the predominantly loan-based study finance system in Sweden where, in 

contrast to Denmark and Norway, higher living costs abroad as well as tuition fees are only 

supported by loans.  

At the same time, Swedish students studying abroad for full degrees or individual courses 

independently have dominated outward mobility since numbers took off in the late 1980s, 

when the foundation for the current Swedish funding system for studies abroad was 

implemented (Wreber & Björk, 2006, p. 31). Back then, Swedish students responded quickly 

to the changing economic conditions, and at the time, credit mobility through exchange 

programmes was relatively more difficult and expensive (Sweden was not yet part of 

Erasmus+ or the EU, and it was before the Bologna process). This pattern has been rather 

stable ever since, making degree mobility or otherwise independently organised studies 

abroad rather normalised. 

In addition, according to comparative OECD statistics, more than 60 percent of applicants 

were rejected to undergraduate-level programmes or courses in Sweden in 2016, indicating 

the lowest acceptance rate of the Nordic countries after Finland – excluding Iceland which 

was not part of the comparison. Furthermore, only 5 percent declined their educational offer 

in Sweden, as compared with more than 10 percent in Denmark and 25 percent in Norway. 

Finland was the only Nordic country out of those compared that had an even lower rate of 

declining admission. In practice, this meant that in Sweden only about 30 percent of 

applicants who applied actually started higher education (OECD, 2018). Limited domestic 

                                                        
22 At the same time, as some have noted, having studied abroad may be less valued by in places where it is more 
common. Wiers-Jenssen and Støren (2020) note that international student mobility (ISM) ‘is neither a new nor 
an exceptional phenomenon among Norwegian graduates. This implies that graduates with ISM experience may 
stand out less than in countries where ISM experience is less common.’ 
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study places and high demand in Sweden thus could also potentially contribute to the higher 

trend in degree mobility.  

The same, however, cannot be said for Finland where, unlike Sweden, credit mobility is more 

popular than degree mobility. The reversed trend in this case could be a function of both that 

Finland offers a higher degree of financial support to credit-mobile studies and that there is 

comparatively more of a historical tradition of going abroad for degree studies. Finland does 

after all have the most balanced levels between credit and degree mobility of all the Nordic 

countries, and this reasoning also supports Vossensteyn et al.’s findings (2010) that grants 

often motivated Finnish students to study abroad. In this way, mobility patterns in Finland 

seem to more closely align with the current funding system, and to a lesser extent reflect 

historical patterns. Lacking financial support for degree students’ tuition fees abroad makes 

such studies less affordable to many, in particular in the globally most sought-after Anglo-

Saxon countries that charge some of the highest fees. At the same time, students are offered 

financial incentives by several large Finnish institutions if they go abroad as credit-mobile 

students. As previously stated, this could be indicative of a stronger commitment from 

institutions to encourage international mobility. The large number of Finnish students 

participating in, for example, Erasmus+ does hint at a perhaps wider inclusion of students, 

such as from universities of applied sciences. 

However, Iceland, with one of the least generous student support systems in the Nordic 

countries, still has the highest proportion of degree-mobile students abroad, probably due to 

traditional mobility patterns as well as a limited domestic supply of higher education. The 

higher Erasmus+ grants that Icelandic students receive thanks to Iceland’s status as an 

outermost region have not brought credit mobility numbers up to similar levels. Denmark, on 

the other hand, with the most generous financial terms for international degree mobility and 

credit mobility alike, still has the lowest share of international degree-mobile students. A 

partial explanation to this may be that it was not until during the past decade that conditions 

for Danish students wishing to pursue degree studies abroad improved to their current 

beneficial level. For a long time, conditions were instead strongly favouring credit mobility. 

Due to such established patterns of mobility, it is perhaps too early to fully see the effect of 

these changes in conditions for Danish degree-mobile students abroad. For Norway, the 

pattern of studying abroad for degree programmes that took shape during a time when 

educational opportunities were lacking domestically, seems to have been maintained in the 

face of an expansion of higher education at home. A contributing factor to this may be 

beneficial financial conditions for such studies, with significant grants for both subsistence 

and tuition fees. Overall, it indeed seems as if persistence of established mobility patterns, 

domestic educational supply as well as the funding system combine in intricate ways in 

determining the relative proportion of degree-mobile students to credit-mobile ones.23 

In terms of outgoing international students in relation to incoming students, there are both 

similarities and differences between the Nordic countries. Specifically within the Erasmus+ 

programme, the Nordic countries share the characteristic of having a significantly higher 

number of incoming than outgoing students (European Commission, 2019b). Regarding 

degree mobility on the other hand, only Denmark, Sweden and Finland host more students 

than they send. The number of degree-mobile international students hosted by Denmark is 

more than six times higher than the amount of degree-mobile Danish students studying 

                                                        
23 It is important, however, to stress the differences between exchange studies and full-degree studies abroad. We 
do not think that most students would be weighing the two options side-by-side as largely comparable 
alternatives. Therefore, the conditions for one form of mobility would only to a limited extent influence 
participation in the other (i.e. by shifting demand from one form of mobility to another). Instead, participation in 
full-degree studies and exchange studies should primarily be interpreted independently of each other. 
Nevertheless, it is possible that some students inclined to participate in one form of mobility would instead opt for 
the other, for example due to financial conditions. 
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abroad. For Sweden and Finland, the number of foreign students hosted for degree 

programmes is roughly twice as high as the number of degree-mobile students studying 

abroad. The opposite is true for Norway and Iceland. Their ratio is the reverse of Sweden’s 

and Finland’s, with roughly twice as many degree-mobile students abroad as students hosted 

(Unesco Institute for Statistics, 2020). 

Why Nordic exchange students go abroad, and where 

Geographical place is important to many students 

Erasmus+ students from the Nordic countries do not to any high extent go on intra-Nordic 

student exchanges. The similarities in terms of ‘history, languages, political and economic 

institutions, labour markets and cost of living’ (European Commission, 1999, p. 13) between 

the Nordic countries therefore do not seem to be a strong pull factor, as a report by the 

European Commission concluded already two decades ago. In a recent study, key actors 

within Nordic mobility reported that intra-Nordic mobility can be seen as ‘a bit boring and 

not very exciting’ and where cultural similarity acts a potential disadvantage. Such an option 

of intra-Nordic mobility is often taken for granted, as studying in another Nordic country is 

seen as relatively easy (Elken, Hovdhaugen, & Wiers-Jenssen, 2015, pp. 14, 89). Instead, 

most Nordic students go to places further away. 

To which country, city and institution that Erasmus+ students go is to a significant extent 

tied to why they choose to go abroad (Bryntesson, Börjesson, & Haru, 2018). Previous studies 

have indicated that exchange students rank experiential motivations as most significant 

(Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, pp. 80–81; CIMO, UHR & SIU, 2013, pp. 19–20; Pineda, Moreno, 

& Belvis, 2008, pp. 280–281; Saarikallio-Torp & Wiers-Jenssen, 2010, pp. 131–132). For 

example, some Erasmus students’ motivations for choosing to study in countries around the 

Mediterranean are leisure and vacation (Rodríguez González, Bustillo Mesanza, & Mariel, 

2011; Pineda, Moreno, & Belvis, 2008, p. 281). These students’ motivations to study abroad 

may be influenced by the narratives and imaginations of places that students get from the 

media (King & Sondhi, 2018; Beech, 2014; Waters & Brooks, 2011) and blur the line between 

studies abroad and ‘tourism’ (King, 2002, p. 99). Such connections between what we label as 

cultural motivations in the results of our multivariate statistical analysis (See ‘The space of 

Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students) on one hand – using for example country, city, culture 

and social life as criteria for deciding where to study –, and mobility decisions tied to specific 

locations on the other (for example, Spanish cities), highlight the importance of considering 

unique destinations such as particular countries or cities as important in and of themselves. 

Studies of student mobility flows have otherwise often treated geographical destinations 

based on macro scale characteristics such as GDP, the number of institutions in the top 100, 

size of national diasporas etc., which conceals the unique nature of individual destinations 

such as the national or local culture, language, food, geography and climate. 

Where students go may also be related to in what form they go abroad. Going to a 

prestigious, top-ranked institution abroad or at least to a country with a reputation of high-

quality education – ideally in English, the lingua franca of higher education and research – is 

probably more important for degree-mobile students who receive their degrees from there. 

We suspect that exchange students, who receive their degree from their home institution 

irrespectively of where they go on exchange, would generally be less concerned about the 

academic reputation of the country and institution they choose. An expression of this 

difference could be exchange students’ wider geographical distribution compared to degree-

mobile students, who tend to be strongly overrepresented in Anglo-Saxon countries 

(Saarikallio-Torp & Wiers-Jenssen, 2010, p. 87; UKÄ & SCB, 2019, pp. 81–83).  
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If exchange students focus less on the prestige of the education system or institution, this 

likely strengthens the role of the geographical place in their decision makings and makes 

specific geographical destinations particularly important to consider when studying exchange 

students (Van Mol & Ekamper, 2016, pp. 85–86). It should be emphasised though, that not 

all Erasmus+ students go abroad for mainly cultural or linguistic reasons, and that reasons or 

motivations tend to overlap. At least in Sweden, a significant minority of outgoing Erasmus+ 

students have much more study-related or academic motivations for studying abroad with 

Erasmus+ (Bryntesson, Börjesson, & Haru, 2018). 

Where students go matters for how they experience their Erasmus+ exchange. For example, 

previous studies have indicated differences in experiences depending on destination country, 

with lower levels of satisfaction in southern Europe compared to northern Europe, 

particularly in academic terms. In some studies, students in southern Europe were instead 

more positive in terms of social contacts and cultural life. (Bryntesson, Börjesson, & Haru, 

2018; European Commission, 1999, p. 14; Teichler, 2002, p. 110) 

Mediterranean countries most common for all Erasmus+ students 

As for actual destinations of Nordic Erasmus+ students, a previous study has shown that the 

most common destinations for Erasmus students from Denmark, Finland and Sweden on an 

aggregate level were located in Mediterranean or Roman countries. However, these were the 

most common destination countries for all Erasmus students and therefore not particular to 

the Nordic ones included in the study (Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, pp. 29–30). More recent 

data indicate that these patterns largely remain. For example, in the Erasmus+ data set used 

for the study in this report the five Nordic countries sent on average (unweighted, i.e. not 

accounting for differences in number of Erasmus+ participants from each country) 31 

percent of their Erasmus+ students in call year 2017 to the southern coastal countries around 

the Mediterranean or Atlantic (Croatia, Cyprus, France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal, Spain 

or Turkey). The average among all Erasmus+ programmes countries was 41 percent. If we 

look at the proportion that went to one of the three countries France, Italy and Spain, this 

proportion was on average 26 percent from the Nordic countries, compared to 29 percent for 

all programme countries (European Commission, 2019b, pp. 38–39, own calculations). That 

countries in southern Europe receive a disproportionate share of Nordic Erasmus+ students 

therefore tells us more about Erasmus+ students in general than about Nordic Erasmus+ 

students in particular. 

Nordic Erasmus+ students in the North-West and top university cities 

If one instead looks at overrepresentation relative to Erasmus+ students from other 

European countries, Nordic Erasmus+ students have been shown to more often than others 

go to study destinations in north-western and parts of central Europe and have a preference 

for Benelux, German-speaking countries and the UK (Van Mol & Ekamper, 2016, p. 89; 

Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, p. 31). For example, Germany, the Netherlands and the UK received 

an unweighted average of 13, 9 and 14 percent respectively of the students from Nordic 

countries in call year 2017, compared to 12, 5 and 8 percent respectively from all programme 

countries (European Commission, 2019b, pp. 38–39, own calculations). Nordic students 

have also been shown to be consistently overrepresented in cities hosting top-ranked 

universities24 (Van Mol & Ekamper, 2016, p. 86), indicating that academic reputation may 

                                                        
24 European cities with at least one top 50 university on either THE Ranking or ARWU in 2013 were: Copenhagen, 
Edinburgh, Geneva, London, Manchester, Munich, Paris, Stockholm and Zürich. Nordic Erasmus+ students were 
overrepresented in all of these cities. 
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have been relatively more important for Nordic students than for their European 

counterparts. 

Many Erasmus+ students seek familiar languages 

A previous study noted that Swedish Erasmus+ students’ most popular destinations 

corresponded closely to the foreign languages most often taught in Swedish schools (English, 

Spanish, German and French), especially among students who were particularly motivated to 

study abroad for more cultural and linguistic reasons. Conversely, it also found that the most 

academically oriented students were overrepresented in neighbouring Nordic countries and 

institutions in the Netherlands, as well as at a few high-ranking institutions in France, 

Germany and Italy (Bryntesson, Börjesson, & Haru, 2018, pp. 28; 41; 46; 48–49). The 

correspondence between language skills and Erasmus+ flows aligns with evidence that 

students do not always consider it enough to simply master the language of instruction, but 

also want to be able to communicate with people outside of class (Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, p. 

39). Since most Erasmus students tend to go to countries that are not too similar to their own 

(European Commission, 1999, p. 13), it seems like many students seek to combine linguistic 

compatibility with cultural/geographic difference. 

All students face a restricted choice of destination 

However, internationally mobile students cannot generally choose freely between all possible 

study destinations; it is important to consider the restrictions to individual preferences that 

are inherent in international student mobility. Degree-mobile students and other 

independently mobile students are restricted by competition for places at attractive 

institutions, as well as by the sometimes very high tuition fees that some countries and 

institutions charge. Exchange students, on the other hand, are mainly restricted to the 

particular institutions with which the student’s home institution holds exchange agreements 

(Beine, Noël, & Ragot, 2014, p. 44).25 Even if the exchange agreements entered between 

different higher education institutions probably reflect the desires and interests among their 

students (c.f. Findlay, Stam, King, & Ruiz-Gelicez, 2005, p. 197), this may not always be the 

case.  

In addition, funding may depend on grants or scholarships that come with certain conditions 

which can be decisive for where students go. For example, the Erasmus+ programme mainly 

gives grants to students who go on exchanges to and from the European countries (including 

Turkey) that take part in the programme.26 This restriction to a certain set of countries places 

limitations on the choices students have. However, a very small but growing number of 

Erasmus+ grants also fund exchanges to other partnering countries outside Europe. 

Another important aspect is that, unlike degree mobility flows, exchange programmes come 

with a more or less formal expectation of reciprocity. Students are expected to be exchanged, 

implying a balance in the number of incoming and outgoing students, either at the 

departmental, institutional or national level. It may be more difficult to go on exchange to 

places from where there is relatively less interest in going on exchange in the opposite 

direction. The number of places available at some destinations may therefore not meet the 

                                                        
25 As previously pointed out, however, students from Finland, Norway and Denmark may arrange their exchange 
studies independently, outside of their higher education institution’s exchange agreements, if they wish and are 
able. They are then subject to the same types of limitations as degree-mobile students. 
26 During the period 2016–2018, these countries were: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, 
Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, The Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Sweden, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (now North Macedonia), Turkey and the 
United Kingdom. 
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demand, and students at individual higher education institutions may sometimes have to 

compete internally to gain a spot. One such destination is the UK, where many students want 

to go but few wish to leave (Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, p. 30). In cases where demand for 

places exceeds the supply, students will often decide to go to a place that was not their first 

choice, or in extreme cases opt out altogether. 

In sum, it is important to keep in mind that international student mobility patterns are not 

only shaped by the demand, preferences and resources among students, but also by the 

supply side (Findlay, 2011, p. 181). 

Higher education institution and discipline shape students’ decisions and 

experiences 

Where and what students study may also affect their destinations and experiences, partly in 

line with the argument about restrictions in the supply. Nordic institutions would likely sign 

exchange agreements with a particular set of institutions that match their own educational 

offer, since the Erasmus+ programme requires that students are able to count the credits 

taken abroad towards the degree at the home institution. Therefore, engineering students 

may face a rather different set of options compared to students of art or of business, and a 

world-renowned institution may offer exchanges with very different types of foreign 

institutions compared to a regional university college. 

The students themselves may also have different types of preferences regarding destination 

depending on what they study and what their aims with their studies are. For example, 

Teichler (2002, p. 88) showed that Erasmus+ students in fine arts especially, but also 

agriculture and architecture, on average placed a higher emphasis on academically related 

motivations, which would indicate that the particular institution is important. Students 

whose academic motivations are particularly strong may end up in completely different 

places depending on their field of study; those who want to study at the best or most 

prestigious technical universities and who do not particularly care where it is located may 

end up in very different locations compared to those who seek renowned arts institutions or 

high-ranking business schools for the equivalent reasons. Since academic motivations are 

rarely coupled with a complete disregard for other motivational factors, students may also 

face a trade-off between their ideal institution and their ideal geographical location.  

Patterns where home institution and field of study sometimes correspond to particular 

geographical destinations and institutions abroad were evident in a study of Swedish 

Erasmus+ students abroad (Bryntesson, Börjesson, & Haru, 2018, pp. 52–53). This indicates 

that field of study and type of institution indeed shape mobility trajectories. It remains 

unclear, however, to what extent such patterns result from differences in the supply of 

exchange opportunities between fields of study and higher education institutions, and to 

what extent they stem from differences in the students’ motivations and preferences. 

Nordic differences: Are Finnish students more often in search of a ‘relaxed academic 

year’?  

Comparative studies have highlighted strong similarities between the motivations to study 

abroad among exchange students from the Nordic countries (see for example CIMO, UHR & 

SIU, 2013, p. 19, that compared Finland, Norway and Sweden, and Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, 

that included Finland and Sweden). This overall similarity makes the few notable differences 

particularly interesting to explore. 

For example, in an older, survey-based study that included Finland and Sweden among other 

Erasmus countries, Finnish students displayed a much stronger tendency (52 percent) than 
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Swedish students (14 percent) to state having a ‘relaxed academic year’ as an important or 

very important motivation to study abroad with Erasmus (Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, p. 80). 

The survey was complemented by four case studies, where Finland was one of the cases. 

These studies were based on interviews and focus groups with Erasmus and non-Erasmus 

students, Erasmus coordinators, as well as members of the Ministry of Education, the 

business sector, and other stakeholders (Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, pp. 19–20). The above-

mentioned survey results were supported by such interviews with Finnish Erasmus 

coordinators, who stated that many Finnish students looked for more ‘exotic’ locations. 

Culture and language were, according to the study, generally more important to students 

than academic or labour market-oriented motivations, and more important also than 

economic considerations (Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, pp. 94–96). 

Although rather weak, similar patterns of difference were found in a comparison of exchange 

students from Finland, Sweden and Norway. Finnish students were somewhat more 

culturally oriented and less academically oriented compared to the students from Sweden 

and Norway. While Finnish students were somewhat less interested in studying at a well-

known institution or to improve the quality of one’s education, Norwegian students were 

marginally less focused on career opportunities but cared more about studying at well-known 

institutions. Swedish students were a little less motivated to study abroad in order to study 

something that was not available at home (CIMO, UHR & SIU, 2013, p. 19). 

In the Vossensteyn et al. study from 2010, Finnish students also stated, to a higher extent 

than Swedish students, that receiving the Erasmus grant (51 and 37 percent, respectively) 

and receiving additional study abroad funding (23 and 17 percent, respectively) were 

important reasons to participate in Erasmus (Vossensteyn, et al., 2010, p. 80).27 Such 

differences could be understood in relation to differences in financial support systems 

between the Nordic countries. For example, until the changes in 2017, Finnish domestic 

students’ overall lower levels of student financial aid (the sum of grant and loan) might have 

strengthened the impact of economic incentives for studying abroad. Because many Finnish 

institutions offer additional grants for their credit-mobile students – including those on 

Erasmus+ exchange who already receive the Erasmus+ programme grant –, this could 

explain why 37 percent of Finnish students were motivated to go abroad in the Vossensteyn 

et al. study by the availability of ‘additional’ funding on top of the Erasmus grant. Another 

potential reason for this is the fact that Finland seemingly has achieved a wider participation 

with many bachelor level students and many students at universities of applied sciences, 

given that these groups of students tend to go abroad to a comparatively lesser extent. These 

students may have gone abroad to a lesser extent if additional funding (and the information 

campaigns that tend to follow this) was not available. A wider recruitment could therefore 

also be part of the explanation to the stronger finance-related motivations among Finnish 

participants that was found in the study by Vossensteyn et al. (2010). The loan-based 

Icelandic funding or the more grant-based Danish funding may also have important 

implications for students’ motivations and mobility patterns, but those countries were not 

part of the same study.   

The notion of motivations can be problematic 

The notion of motivations in this report’s multivariate statistical analysis stems from the data 

used, i.e. the survey questions in the mandatory questionnaire that all Erasmus+ students 

complete after their study abroad. Among other questions, the students were asked in the 

                                                        
27 The Finnish results in the study were based on online questionnaires filled out by 575 non-Erasmus students 
and 845 Erasmus students. The Swedish survey was filled out by 724 non-Erasmus students and 394 Erasmus 
students. None of the other Nordic countries were part of the study. The online survey for Erasmus students were 
sent out to those that had participated during the years 2008/09 and 2009/10. 



Report from the Swedish Centre for Studies of the Internationalisation of Higher Education (SIHE) 

 

49 
 

survey to tick boxes for those motivations that corresponded to their own as well as their 

criteria for selecting institution abroad.  

It is worth problematising the notion of motivations used in the report for at least two 

reasons. Perhaps the most obvious reason is that the survey in the Erasmus+ data set used in 

the study was not completed until the end of each student’s mobility period. Students being 

asked what their motivations were for going abroad may very well respond differently 

depending on whether the question is posed before, during or after the mobility period. 

Narratives and self-understandings can change over time and can be influenced by 

disappointments, surprises, new knowledge or other experiences. It is easy to forget exactly 

what you had in mind when you chose to apply for an exchange period. Frequently, students 

would have applied for their Erasmus+ exchange perhaps one or two years before the survey 

was completed. Our assumption is that motivations may very well change significantly for 

some individual students, but that on aggregate the correspondence would be rather high 

between potential responses before the mobility period and the actual responses afterwards 

in the survey. 

Another, more fundamental, reason why the notion of motivations ought to be problematised 

is that it posits international student mobility as the result of individual decision making at a 

certain point in time, instead of as the result of a long process (Carlson, 2013). Much research 

has highlighted the socially unequal participation rates in student mobility (see for example 

King, Findlay, & Ahrens, 2010, pp.  pp. 27–33; Waters, 2012; Bryntesson & Börjesson, 2019b; 

UHR & CSN, 2019). Some have tried to explain this through the notion of mobility capital 

(Murphy-Lejeune, 2002, pp. 51–52). Having parents who lived or studied abroad, having 

travelled a lot through childhood, having siblings or friends with international experiences 

etc. may put people on a trajectory rather early on in life where the likelihood of studying 

abroad later in life becomes very high. In such cases, students may even feel like they never 

really made a choice to study abroad; they simply always knew that they would at some point. 

To only account for the attitudes of students around the time of their mobility is then to 

ignore where these attitudes could stem from and to imply that participation in student 

mobility is simply a matter of preferences that differ arbitrarily between individuals. We 

recognise that the expressed motivations of students may have been shaped by their social 

background and experiences earlier on in life. Accounting for this, however, falls outside the 

scope of this report. Whether a result of individual variation or life trajectories, motivations 

are relevant to explore in order to make sense of students’ mobility trajectories and their 

outcomes. 



 

 

Composition of the student population 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the data used in the study and to provide some 

descriptive statistics of the Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ student population by country, 

corresponding to our first research question and representing our first chapter of results. 

Specifically, the descriptive statistics will cover information on students’ gender, age, 

nationality, education level, field of study, sending institution, destination country, 

destination city and receiving institution. The general profiles of the students from each of 

the countries, how they may be similar and how they may be different, represent meaningful 

results in and of themselves and will later aid in the interpretation of the multivariate 

statistical analysis in the following chapter.   

About the data 

Data from the Erasmus+ Participant Report  

The data used for the study is based on the responses of Nordic students who participated in 

Erasmus+ student mobility for studies between Programme countries (HE-SMS-P) and 

answered the Erasmus+ Participant Report Form ‘KA1 – Learning Mobility of Individuals – 

Student mobility for studies in higher education’ for the call years 2016 and 2017 (i.e. the 

years when the student applied to participate in an Erasmus+ exchange). Students who 

participate in Erasmus+ are required to fill out the Participant Report Form at the end of 

their study abroad period, which enables the analysis of nearly everyone who participated in 

Erasmus+ for the call years 2016 and 2017. Survey data for the study was anonymised and 

provided to SIHE directly from the National Agencies in all five Nordic countries, along with 

complementary data on student background and studies, such as gender, nationality, field of 

study, home institution, receiving institution, etc.  

Nearly 95 percent of all Nordic Erasmus+ students for call years 2016 and 2017 are 

included 

For this study, 25,079 surveys have been included in the analysis from the five Nordic 

countries out of a total of 26,594 study abroad exchanges that were registered for call years 

2016 and 2017. This equates to our study representing 94.3 percent of all study abroad 

exchanges during the surveyed time. The 5.7%, or 1,515, of study abroad exchanges that were 

not included in our study are those for which either no Erasmus+ Participant Report was 

submitted or where the report was submitted but with little to no questions filled out. This 

presents a somewhat exceptional case, as research on international student exchange based 

on surveys tends to represent only a small portion of the overall population under study,28 

whereas the present study allows for analysis of nearly the entire population of Nordic 

outgoing Erasmus+ students. 

Students appear to have taken the survey seriously and indicate a diversity of response 

patterns 

While having near complete representation in a data set is highly desirable from a research 

standpoint, there is a risk with mandatory surveys that survey quality will suffer if students 

are forced to participate and are not highly motivated to do so. We have carried out basic 

statistical analyses to ensure that the data is both of a sufficiently high quality (i.e. students 

                                                        
28 For comparison, the study conducted by CIMO, UHR and SIU had a total response rate of 13.5 percent, with 
response rates from the included countries totalling 16.9 percent from Sweden, 14.3 percent from Norway and 
9.0 percent from Finland (CIMO, UHR & SIU, 2013, p. 7). 
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have not mainly selected the same response for questions of the same type) and represents a 

diversity of response patterns.  

Specifically, we analysed the responses to all questions among question types from the survey 

that represent the base of our multivariate statistical analysis – questions on motivations for 

studying abroad, criteria for selecting receiving institution and academic satisfaction.  If we 

compare all 15 binary variables for motivation, we find that only 0.3 percent of those who 

answered the survey answered all motivation questions with the same response. If we 

compare questions regarding criteria for selecting receiving institution, of which there were 

eight required questions29, only 2.2 percent answered all eight questions the same. With 

regard to questions related to academic satisfaction, 36.2% of students responded the same 

across all questions; however, this is put into context when considering there are only three 

questions of this type and that overall satisfaction among the student population is quite high 

(and where 27.7% answered the same positive response – ‘Very satisfied’ or ‘Rather satisfied’ 

– across all questions).  

More strikingly, if we consider the total number of unique response patterns across 

registered surveys for the active variables30 that we have used in our multivariate statistical 

analysis, we observe 24,382 unique response patterns, where the most frequent response 

pattern appears 23 times and second most frequent response pattern appears 10 times. Given 

the total number of registered surveys – 25,079 – this indicates that 97.2% of the surveys 

represent unique response patterns with regard to these variables.  

Together, this suggests most students took the survey seriously and that there is a large 

diversity in response patterns among the Nordic Erasmus+ students.  

Study abroad exchanges are differentiated from individual students  

Study abroad exchanges in this study are differentiated from individual students, as it is 

possible for the same individual to study abroad more than once within the 2016 or 2017 call 

years, and thus also to have filled out more than one Erasmus+ Participant Report Form. In 

this way, it is important to note that the ‘individuals’ in the data used in this study – in other 

words the rows in the data set – technically refer to the individual study abroad exchanges for 

each call year rather than unique individual students. This means that the same individual 

student may show up more than once in either the 2016 or 2017 call years, or in both. This is 

in fact the case in all of the Nordic countries, where very small proportions of the number of 

study abroad exchanges, 1% or less, are taken after an initial study abroad exchange in the 

same call year. A small proportion of unique individuals also appear in both call years.31 

However, for the purpose of discussion, we will continue to use ‘students’ as our main 

terminology, as it is still individual students who are behind each study abroad exchange.  

 

                                                        
29 In the Erasmus+ Participant Report Forms from 2016 and 2017, there are nine questions regarding criteria for 
selecting receiving institution, of which eight are required. The ninth question “Other” represents the possibility 
for students to indicate additional criteria for selecting institution not otherwise outlined by the survey. However, 
as this is not a required question, only 14,013 surveys (55.9%) had a registered response to this question, which is 
why we excluded it from our basic statistical analyses.  
30 In our multivariate statistical analysis, we have included ten questions regarding motivations, six questions 
regarding criteria used to select receiving institution, and two questions on academic satisfaction. Please see the 
Appendix for an explanation of active variables and Table 12 on p. 73 for the selection of active variables.  
31 The number of unique individual students was provided by the respective National Agencies in each Nordic 
country and calculated by looking at the number of unique occurrences when taking into consideration two 
variables (first and last name and date of birth) as well as three variables (first and last name, date of birth and 
sending institution). For all of the Nordic countries except Finland, the numbers of unique students per call year 
were the same for both calculations with two and three variables.  
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Table 5. Percentage of unique individual students in each call year and number of students in both call years. 

 Denmark Norway Sweden Finland Iceland 

2016 unique individual students 99.5% 99.9% 99.3% 99.3% 100.0% 

2017 unique individual students 99.5% 99.7% 99.5% 99.6% 99.0% 

Students in both call years 24 26 61 3532 4 

 

Descriptive statistics of the student population 

The descriptive statistics in the following section are based on the 94.3 percent of students 

from the call years 2016 and 2017 who filled out the Erasmus+ Participant Report. The same 

population is used in the multivariate statistical analysis in the next chapter. We also include 

a comparison of these statistics with data from UNESCO-UIS and the OECD to determine the 

share of Erasmus+ students within a particular group as compared with the share of that 

particular group in the Nordic national student populations in higher education.33  

Share of Nordic countries 

Finland comprises the largest proportion of students in the analysis with 8,872 students 

(35.4 percent), followed by Sweden with 6,470 (25.8 percent) and Denmark with 5,413 (21.6 

percent). Norway has fewer students going abroad compared to the first three with 3,878 

(15.5 percent), which is less than half of Finland’s numbers, while Iceland has a significantly 

smaller population going abroad in absolute terms with only 446 students (1.8 percent) for 

the call years 2016 and 2017.  

Figure 1. Percentage of students by country. 

 

When the number of outgoing Erasmus+ students is compared to the overall number of 

students at the tertiary level in each country, the proportion ranges from representation of 1.5 

percent of the national student population for Finland to 0.7 percent for Norway. Iceland 

follows closely behind Finland with 1.2 percent representation while Denmark and Sweden 

land closer to Norway at 0.9 percent and 0.8 percent representation, respectively. The 

                                                        
32 This number reflects the number of students who appear in both call years according to name and date of birth 
only. If also including institution, the number of unique individuals becomes 33. 
33 We have opted only to utilise UIS-OECD statistics in this section for ease of comparability and understanding as 
well as for continuity within the chapter, as statistical comparisons for all variables discussed are available with 
UIS-OECD data.  
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Danish percentage, however, is likely underrepresented.34 In this way, the non-Scandinavian 

countries comparatively go abroad with Erasmus+ at slightly higher rates. It is also relevant 

to note that if we consider all students (both those who filled out the survey and those who 

did not), the proportions remain nearly the same, with no more than a 0.1 percent difference.  

Table 6. Number of outgoing Erasmus+ students in relation to the total number of students. 

Country 

Call 2016 

and 2017 

Average per 

call 

Total number of 

students in higher 

education35 

Outgoing students 

as share of total 

number of 

students36 

Denmark 

5,413 

(5,572)  

2,707 

(2,786) 313,601 

0.9% 

(0.9%) 

Norway 

3,878 

(4,358) 

1,939 

(2,179) 280,746 

0.7% 

(0.8%) 

Sweden 

6,470 

(6,847) 

3,235 

(3,424) 426,271 

0.8 

(0.8%) 

Finland 

8,872 

(9,362) 

4,436 

(4,681) 296,346 

1.5 

(1.6%) 

Iceland 

446  

(455) 

223  

(228) 18,279 

1.2 

(1.2%) 

 
Comment: The figures in parentheses indicate the total number of outgoing Erasmus+ students, including both 
students who filled out the Erasmus+ Participant Report Form and those who did not.  

Gender – more females studying abroad 

Gender is the variable that is most consistent across all the Nordic countries, with about 6 of 

every 10 students identifying as female. Percentages of female students in the data range 

from 62.0 percent in Norway to 60.4 percent in Sweden. Percentages of male students range 

from 39.5 percent in Sweden to 38.0 percent in Norway. Denmark, Iceland and Finland land 

in between with 39.1, 38.8 and 38.3 percent respectively.37 This ‘gender gap’ is in line with 

studies carried out in Western countries that have demonstrated that women study abroad, 

or plan to study abroad, at higher rates than men (see Cordua & Netz, 2021; Van Mol, 2022), 

including specifically in the Erasmus programme across most participating countries 

(Böttcher, et al., 2016, p. 4).   

                                                        
34 A detailed explanation as to why UIS-OECD data likely leads to underrepresentation for Denmark is outlined in 
the Appendix.  
35 These numbers represent the average of statistics from UNESCO and OECD for the years 2016 and 2017. 
UNESCO and OECD both report the same statistics regarding enrolment in higher education for the Nordic 
countries. Averages of 2016 and 2017 data from these sources are used for all variables in this chapter.   
36 If these same percentages are instead calculated using national government statistics (Table 3), the share rates 
become: 2.1 (2.1) percent for Denmark, 1.4 (1.6) percent for Norway, 1.6 (1.7) percent for Sweden, 3.2 (3.4) percent 
for Finland and 2.5 (2.6) percent for Iceland.  
37 A very small proportion of students have not identified a gender, with five students in Sweden’s population, two 
in Denmark’s and one in Finland’s. In each of these countries, these students account for 0.08 percent, 0.04 
percent and 0.01 percent of their overall national population, respectively.  
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Figure 2. Gender by country. 

 

If we compare the percentage of female enrolment in the student population of the study with 

the overall percentage of female enrolment in higher education in each Nordic country, we 

see that, with the exception of Iceland, a slightly higher ratio of Nordic female students chose 

to go abroad on Erasmus+ than was represented in the overall higher education population of 

each respective country. This means that, in general, females in the Nordic countries studied 

abroad with Erasmus+ at a higher rate both in terms of absolute numbers and, with the 

exception of Iceland, in terms of overall share of the higher education population. This trend 

is most pronounced in Finland, which has the lowest representation of females in higher 

education between the Nordic countries and highest overrepresentation of females 

comparatively in the data set, and puts Finnish female student participation in Erasmus+ on 

par with the rest of the Nordic countries. Iceland, on the other hand, has nearly two-thirds 

female students within its overall higher education student population, yet female student 

participation in Erasmus+ remains on par with the other Nordic countries despite an overall 

small underrepresentation. These results also reflect broader trends where most Erasmus+ 

participating countries have an overrepresenation of female participation in relation to 

national higher education enrolment (Böttcher, et al., 2016, p. 6) 

Table 7. Percentage of female enrollment in the data set (ISCED 5-8) and among all students enrolled in higher 

education. 

 DK NO SE FI IS 

Female Erasmus+ students in data set 60.8 62.0 60.4 61.7 61.2 

Female students enrolled in higher education  

(UNESCO – 2016/2017 Average) 

56.4 58.2 59.5 53.2 63.7 

 

Age – mainly younger students 

Most of the Nordic countries follow fairly similar trends with regard to age.38 All of the 

Nordic countries have the same average age of 24, except for Iceland which has an average 

age of 26. However, if one considers median age, all of the Nordic countries have their 

median age at 24. Despite this, the Nordic countries do differ to some degree in their 

proportions of different age groups participating in Erasmus+.  

                                                        
38 Age here is approximated by taking the year of birth of the student and calculating their age for the year they 
started their Erasmus+ study abroad period.  
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Iceland is the country that is most distinct from the others given its larger proportion of older 

students, with 14.1 percent of its Erasmus+ population aged 30 years or older. In comparison, 

the proportion of this age group ranges from 4.7 percent (Finland) to 2.9 percent (Sweden) 

for the other Nordic countries. Iceland also has the highest proportion of Erasmus+ students 

in the 25–29 age group (33.9 percent), but is closely followed by the other Nordic countries 

ranging from Denmark (33.0 percent) to Finland (28.1 percent).  

Finland (66.5 percent) and Norway (66.4 percent) have the largest proportions of the 20–24 

age group. And with the exception of Iceland, which has a proportion of slightly more than 

half for this age group, all the Nordic countries nearly meet two thirds of its Erasmus+ 

population comprising the 20-24 age group. Very few students – less than 1.0 percent – 

among all the Nordic countries went on Erasmus+ exchange between the ages of 17-19, with 

Finland having the highest proportion at 0.6 percent. 

Figure 3. Age by country. 

 

Compared with enrolment at the national level, the 30+ age group is highly underrepresented 

among Erasmus+ students from all countries. This follows established trends where older 

students tend to study abroad at lower rates compared to younger students (see, for example, 

Netz, 2015, p. 171; Messer & Wolter, 2007, p. 655). However, despite Iceland’s significantly 

higher participation level in Erasmus+ within this age group, its level of underrepresentation 

(21.6 percent difference) is in fact quite similar to Denmark’s (20.3 percent difference). One 

reason for this is that while Iceland has a higher participation rate of this age group, it also 

has the largest share of 30+ students in its overall higher education system (35.7 percent), 

whereas Denmark has by far the lowest share of students 30 years or older in tertiary 

education (23.6 percent). The remaining Nordic countries have even higher levels of 

underrepresentation between 28.3 percent (Sweden) and 26.4 percent (Norway).  

For the 25–29 age group, all countries are overrepresented. Norway, Iceland, and Sweden 

have the highest levels of overrepresentation (9.1, 9.0 and 8.0 percent differences 

respectively), while Denmark and Finland have somewhat lower levels of overrepresentation 

(5.1 and 4.0 percent differences respectively).  

In the largest age group, 20-24, all countries are strongly overrepresented. Finland, Sweden 

and Norway have the highest levels of overrepresentation where each country is 

overrepresented by around one-quarter (26.7, 24.2 and 22 percent differences respectively). 

Denmark and Iceland are once again similar to each other, where they have the lowest levels 

of overrepresentation (16.7 and 13.4 percent differences respectively) in their Erasmus+ 
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participation while also having the highest and lowest shares, respectively, of the 20-24 age 

groups within their higher education systems (46.6 and 38.4 percent respectively). Finally, all 

countries are underrepresented in the 17-19 age group, ranging from 4.9 percent (Norway) to 

1.5 percent (Denmark).  

Table 8. Percentage of students by age group in the data set compared with percentage age group for total 

tertiary education (full and part time) (OECD Statistics – 2016/2017 Average). 

 DK- 

E+ 

DK-OECD NO- 

E+ 

NO-OECD SE- 

E+ 

SE-OECD FI- 

E+ 

FI-OECD IS- 

E+ 

IS- 

OECD 

17–19 0.3 1.8 0.0 4.9 0.1 4.1 0.6 3.2 0.2 1.0 

20–24 63.3 46.6 66.4 44.4 64.7 40.5 66.5 39.8 51.8 38.4 

25–29 33.0 27.9 30.3 21.2 32,3 24.2 28.1 24.1 33.9 24.9 

30+ 3.3 23.6 3.2 29.6 2.9 31.2 4.7 32.9 14.1 35.7 

 

Nationality – large span 

A sizeable portion of students in each of the Nordic countries reported their nationalities as 

different from their Nordic sending country or did not report their nationality. Nearly one 

quarter of the students from Denmark that studied abroad in call years 2016 and 2017 with 

Erasmus+ were of another nationality (24.7 percent), the largest proportion among all the 

Nordic countries, with 1,335 students of other nationalities participating. Iceland had the 

next largest proportion with 15.0 percent (67) followed by Finland at 11.7 percent (1,039) and 

Norway at 8.6 percent (333). Sweden had a large proportion of individuals who did not 

report their nationality (9.0 percent) which makes comparison difficult; however, of those 

who did report, 11.5 percent (747) indicated that they were of non-Swedish nationality.  

Figure 4. Nationality by country. 

 

Besides the proportion of each country’s Erasmus+ population differing with regard to 

participation of foreign nationalities, the profiles of the other nationalities in each country 

that participated in Erasmus+ varied widely. Diagrams showing the 20 most common foreign 

nationalities for each Nordic country can be found in the Appendix.  

In Denmark, German (20.3 percent) was by far the largest foreign nationality represented in 

its foreign Erasmus+ population, followed by Norwegian (9.7 percent), Italian (7.1 percent), 

Slovakian (5.6 percent) and Swedish (5.3 percent). The most common nationalities from 
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Denmark were largely European, and the only non-European nationality among the 20 most 

common was Chinese at 11th place (3.0 percent). 

Norway was the only Nordic country that had another Nordic nationality as its most 

prevalent foreign nationality – Swedish – which represented 14.7 percent of all foreign 

nationals. German (8.7 percent), Danish (7.2 percent), Chinese (6.9 percent) and Russian 

(4.2 percent) were also among the most common foreign nationalities participating in 

Erasmus+, representing the five most common. Other nationalities among the 20 most 

common included nationalities from Asia, the Greater Middle East, Africa and North 

America. 

For Sweden, it is difficult to make comparisons to the other Nordic countries as the largest 

group in the non-Swedish Erasmus+ population was of unknown nationality (9.0 percent of 

all students studying abroad with Erasmus+ from Sweden). However, if we exclude these 

students, Finnish (17.7 percent) was the most prevalent nationality of those reporting foreign 

nationality in the Erasmus+ foreign population, followed closely by German (15.9 percent). 

Besides Chinese (4.4 percent) and Indian (3.9 percent), the only other foreign nationality 

from outside of Europe among the 20 most common was American (2.5 percent) in the 11th 

position. 

Finland’s profile with regard to other participating nationalities looks very different from the 

profiles of the other Nordic countries, with Russian (31.1 percent) and Vietnamese (22.1 

percent) nationalities accounting for more than half of the foreign population. Compared to 

the other Nordic countries, Finland also had representation from many different continents 

and areas of the world, including countries in Asia, the Greater Middle East, North America, 

South America and Africa within the 20 most common nationalities in the foreign group.39 

The profile of foreign nationalities participating in Erasmus+ from Iceland differed from the 

other Nordic countries as well, with the two most common nationalities originating from 

North America and nearly four out of ten foreign students originating from native English-

speaking countries (38.8 percent). Students from the US were the most common foreign 

nationals and accounted for 20.9 percent of all foreign nationalities, followed by Canadians 

who accounted for 10.4 percent, while students from another native English-speaking 

country, the UK (7.5 percent), had the third most common nationality. Other common 

nationalities included German (7.5 percent), which shared third position with students from 

the UK, followed by Italian (6.0 percent).  

If we compare the proportion of foreign national participation within the Erasmus+ 

programme with the percentage of all foreign nationals enrolled at the tertiary level in the 

Nordic countries, we find that all of the Nordic countries have an overrepresentation of 

foreign nationals participating in Erasmus+. We also find that Denmark has both the highest 

proportion of foreign nationals in its higher education system (10.8 percent) among the 

Nordic countries as well as the largest overrepresentation of foreign nationals studying 

abroad with Erasmus+ (13.9 percent difference). With the majority of its most common 

foreign nationalities hailing from other EU countries, this may be in part due to Denmark’s 

generous educational grant and loan scheme (SU) where citizens of an EU/EEA country may 

automatically qualify for Danish financial support if they are also employed and plan to 

continue working while studying (Uddannelses- og Forskningsstyrelsen, n.d.). After 

Denmark, Iceland has the highest overrepresentation of foreign nationals participating in 

Erasmus+ (8.2 percent difference), followed by Norway (5.1 percent difference) and Sweden 

(4.8 percent difference). Notably, Finland had the lowest overrepresentation of foreign 

                                                        
39 Finland was also the only country besides Sweden to have a proportion of their outgoing Erasmus+ students not 
report nationality. In the case of Finland, one student did not report their nationality, representing 0.01% of all 
students studying abroad with Erasmus+ from Finland.  
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students (3.7 percent difference) despite having the second highest participation rate of 

foreign nationals in its higher education system (8.0 percent), which may in part be a result 

of a combination of Finland’s previously tuition-free education for international students 

prior to the 2017-2018 academic year and its relatively low Erasmus+ grant amounts 

comparatively to the other Nordic countries.  

Table 9. Percentage of foreign nationals in the data set compared with percentage of foreign nationals in 

tertiary education (OECD Statistics – 2016/2017 Average). 

 DK- 

E+ 

DK-OECD NO- 

E+ 

NO-OECD SE- 

E+ 

SE-OECD FI- 

E+ 

FI-OECD IS- 

E+ 

IS- 

OECD 

Foreign 

Nationals 

24.7 10.8 8.6 3.5 11.5 6.7 11.7 8.0 15.0 6.8 

 

Education level – Finland versus Norway 

Compared to its Nordic counterparts, at the bachelor level Finland had by far the largest 

proportion of bachelor students studying abroad with Erasmus+ at nearly four fifths of all 

Finnish participants (78.0 percent). Sweden, Denmark and Iceland followed with similar 

proportions to one another having 64.9, 64.4 and 63.9 percent respectively of their Erasmus+ 

populations studying at the bachelor level. Norway, however, stuck out by having a much 

lower proportion of bachelor students participating in Erasmus+ at only 55.1 percent.  

At the master level, Norway was instead the Nordic country that had the highest participation 

rate of students at this level at 44.4 percent. Sweden, Iceland and Denmark were again 

similar to each other in that they had similar participation rates in the middle ground at the 

master level at 34.9, 34.8 and 32.1 percent respectively. Finland, on the other hand, had by 

far the lowest proportion of students at the master level, comprising only 21.7 percent of its 

Erasmus+ population, connected to its very high proportion of students at the bachelor level.  

At the doctoral level, Iceland had the highest participation rate at 1.1 percent whereas the 

other Nordic countries had participation rates between 0.5 percent (Denmark) and 0.2 

percent (Sweden and Finland). Conversely, at the short-cycle tertiary level, Denmark was the 

Nordic country that stood out with a participation rate at 3.0 percent for this education level 

whereas the remaining Nordic countries had participation rates at 2.0 percent or less. 
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Figure 5. Education level by country. 

 

Comparing the Erasmus+ participation rates with national statistics on each Nordic country’s 

student population at the tertiary level, we find that despite Finland having the highest 

participation rate at the bachelor level, that Sweden actually had the highest 

overrepresentation of bachelor students (8.2 percent difference) in its Erasmus+ population, 

closely followed by Finland (6.1 percent difference). Denmark had minimal 

overrepresentation at this level (2.0 percent difference), while Norway had a very strong 

underrepresentation (15.5 percent difference) comparatively as did Iceland (6.2 percent 

difference) albeit to a lesser degree.  

At the master level, all countries were overrepresented in Erasmus+, but to differing degrees. 

Norway had by far the largest overrepresentation at the master level with a 21.0 percent 

difference between its national population and Erasmus+ population. Iceland had the next 

highest overrepresentation at this level (10.3 percent difference) while Denmark followed 

closely behind (8.9 percent difference). Both Sweden and Finland had somewhat minimal 

overrepresentation at the master level at 2.2 and 0.1 percent differences respectively.  

At the doctoral level, all countries were underrepresented with Iceland being the least 

underrepresented (1.5 percent difference) and Finland being the most underrepresented (6.3 

percent difference). Similarly, most of the Nordic countries tended to be underrepresented at 

the short-cycle tertiary level, ranging from an 8.2 percent difference (Denmark) to a 2.7 

percent difference (Iceland). Finland’s higher education system, however, does not include 

short-cycle tertiary education (ISCED 5).  

Table 10. Distribution of education level by country in the data set and in the national population (UNESCO 

Statistics – 2016/2017 Average).  

 DK- 

E+ 

DK- 

UIS 

NO- 

E+ 

NO- 

UIS 

SE- 

E+ 

SE- 

UIS 

FI- 

E+ 

FI- 

UIS 

IS- 

E+ 

IS- 

UIS 

Short-cycle tertiary 3.0 11.2 0.2 3.1 0.0 5.8 0.140 0.0 0.2 2.9 

Bachelor 64.4 62.4 55.1 70.6 64.9 56.7 78.0 71.9 63.9 70.1 

Master 32.1 23.2 44.4 23.4 34.9 32.7 21.7 21.6 34.8 24.5 

Doctoral 0.5 3.1 0.4 2.8 0.2 4.8 0.2 6.5 1.1 2.6 

  

                                                        
40 Short-cycle tertiary education is not formally included within higher education in Finland. We assume that the 
very small number of students (12) listed under this level of education is thus a result of a small coding error in the 
original data set. 



Ashley Haru, André Bryntesson & Mikael Börjesson: The Space of Nordic Erasmus+ Students. A Multivariate 
Statistical Analysis of Characteristics, Preferences and Experiences 

60 
 

Education field – business dominates 

Business was by far the most popular education field of students in all of the Nordic countries 

except for Iceland, with the proportions of students studying this subject ranging from more 

than one third of Finland’s Erasmus+ population (34.3 percent) to more than a quarter of 

Norway’s (26.4 percent). Business, on the other hand, was Iceland’s second most popular 

education field, comprising a comparatively lower 13.7 percent of its Erasmus+ population, 

while the arts was the country’s most popular field of study, with students studying arts 

comprising more than one fifth (20.4 percent) of its Erasmus+ population.41 

After business, the second most popular subject for the Scandinavian countries was social 

and behavioural sciences, while Finland’s second most popular subject was engineering. 

Engineering was the third most popular subject for Sweden, while occupying fourth place in 

Iceland (tied with Law) and fifth place in Denmark and Norway. Languages was the third 

most popular subject in Denmark, and was in the top 10 for all the Nordic countries except 

for Sweden. Conversely, in Norway, health was the third most popular subject, which made 

the top 10 in all the other Nordic countries except for Iceland. Arts was overall a popular 

subject between all of the countries – third most popular in Finland, fourth most popular for 

Denmark and Norway, and sixth most popular for Sweden – as was Law, ranging from fourth 

place in Iceland (tied with Engineering) and Sweden to eighth place in Finland.  

Figure 6. Top 10 educational fields across the Nordic countries.42 

 

If we compare the ten most popular education fields across the Nordic countries with their 

national enrolment, business, arts and law were the fields of study that were consistently 

overrepresented across all Nordic countries. For business, Finland had the highest 

overrepresentation with an 18.6 percent difference, the most extreme overrepresentation in 

relative terms among the ten most popular education fields. This overrepresentation was 

followed closely by Sweden, with 16.9 percent overrepresentation, while Norway and 

Denmark were in the middle ground with 10.8 and 7.3 percent overrepresentation, 

respectively, and Iceland with the lowest overrepresentation at 5.4 percent. Conversely, for 

arts, Iceland had by far the highest overrepresentation at 17.4 percent, representing the 

second most extreme overrepresentation in relative terms across the top 10 fields of study. 

                                                        
41 Individual graphs for each Nordic country with regard to their most popular education fields can be found in the 
Appendix. 
42 The ordering of the most popular fields in this graph is based on the ten most popular fields of study (ISCED F-
2013 Narrow Fields) between all of the Nordic countries as a whole. To see the ordering of the ten most popular 
fields of study for each country, individual country graphs for education field can be viewed in the Appendix.  
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This is quite significant given that only 3.0 percent of Iceland’s national enrolment studied 

arts, while arts students made up 20.4 percent of its Erasmus+ population. This means that 

these students studied abroad with Erasmus+ at more than 6 times the normal enrolment 

rate, which is considerably more than business students in Finland who, despite having the 

highest overrepresentation of any field in the top 10, only studied abroad with Erasmus+ at 

just slightly more than twice the normal enrolment rate. For the other Nordic countries, the 

overrepresentation of the arts was much lower and ranged from 4.2 percent (Norway) to 0.8 

percent (Sweden). Law was fairly consistently overrepresented across all the Nordic countries 

ranging from 4.6 percent overrepresentation (Sweden) to 2.1 percent (Finland).  

While business, arts and law were consistently overrepresented across the Nordic countries, 

health and education were those among the ten most popular fields that were consistently 

underrepresented, ranging from 11.2 percent underrepresentation (Sweden) to 6.0 percent 

(Norway) and from 11.6 percent underrepresentation (Sweden) to 1.9 percent (Finland), 

respectively. Other educational fields among the ten most popular were underrepresented in 

some countries while overrepresented in others. Engineering, for example, was 

underrepresented in Sweden and Finland (3.1 and 1.5 percentage difference, respectively) but 

minimally overrepresented in Iceland, Denmark and Norway (3.5, 0.9 and 0.7 percent 

differences, respectively), while the social and behavioural sciences were overrepresented in 

all the Nordic countries except for Iceland (2.8 percent underrepresentation).  

Table 11. Percentage of students by field of study – Erasmus+ and nationally, top 10 educational fields. 
 

DK- 

E+ 

DK- 

OECD 

NO- 

E+ 

NO- 

OECD 

SE- 

E+ 

SE- 

OECD 

FI- 

E+ 

FI- 

OECD 

IS- 

E+ 

IS- 

OECD 

Business 27.5 20.2 26.4 15.6 27.4 10.5 34.3 15.7 13.7 8.3 

Soc/Behav Sci 13.5 6.9 12.0 9.1 16.6 9.7 7.2 6.3 10.5 13.3 

Engineering 6.6 5.7 7.6 6.9 10.2 13.3 11.6 13.1 8.5 5.0 

Arts 7.1 3.9 7.7 3.5 4.7 3.9 7.6 4.8 20.4 3.0 

Law 5.9 2.8 5.8 3.3 7.8 3.2 3.8 1.7 8.5 5.4 

Health 4.6 13.7 8.4 14.4 3.8 15.0 4.5 14.1 1.3 10.6 

Languages 8.6 4.5 2.8 2.5 2.5 5.4 4.4 4.4 6.3 6.9 

Architecture 4.2 3.6 4.0 3.0 5.8 4.0 2.4 4.9 2.0 1.5 

Personal Services 1.4 1.7 2.2 2.1 1.6 1.3 6.4 3.1 1.8 2.8 

Education  3.1 8.2 5.5 15.3 2.0 13.6 3.4 5.3 2.2 10.2 

Sending institution – concentrated 

In general, the distribution of students across sending institutions in each Nordic country 

tended to be concentrated to a handful of institutions. With the exception of Finland, two 

thirds of all students studying abroad from each Nordic country could be represented with 

less than 10 of the top sending institutions. In Sweden, the number of higher education 

institutions required to represent at least two thirds of all its Erasmus+ participants was 

eight institutions (68.1 percent), in Norway six institutions (68.1 percent), in Denmark five 

institutions (69.8 percent) and in Iceland two institutions (73.3 percent), the latter of which 

is unsurprising given its very small national higher education system. For Finland, however, a 

total of 15 institutions was required to represent at least two thirds (68.1) of the Finnish 

Erasmus+ participants, meaning that Finland had overall comparatively much wider 

participation across institutions. 

Given that the number of higher education institutions has been approximately the same 

across the Nordic countries43, with the exception of Iceland, this wider participation in 

                                                        
43 In the data set, 37 institutions were registered for Denmark, 31 institutions were registered for Norway, 38 
institutions were registered for Sweden, 37 institutions were registered for Finland and 6 institutions were 
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Finland becomes even more apparent. The majority of higher education institutions in each 

Nordic country sent at least one student abroad with Erasmus+ during the 2016 and 2017 call 

years, and if we look at the percentage of the number of institutions representing two thirds 

of the national Erasmus+ population out of these (i.e. the number of institutions in the data 

set for each country), we find that there is 40.5 percent institutional representation in 

Finland among two thirds of students, with comparatively much lower institutional 

representation in Sweden, Norway and Denmark at 21.1, 19.4 and 13.9 percent.44 Finland, 

however, did have the largest number of students participating in Erasmus+, both in absolute 

and relative terms.  

Besides the fact that Erasmus+ participation is generally concentrated among a handful of 

institutions, it is also important to look at what types of institutions participation is spread 

across. With the exception of Finland, students were in general concentrated to a few large, 

traditional and broad universities, which were often among the top sending institutions. The 

two largest universities in Denmark (University of Copenhagen and Aarhus University) were 

at the top; in Sweden, the four oldest and largest universities (Uppsala University, Lund 

University, Stockholm University and University of Gothenburg) were among the five largest 

senders; Norway’s two oldest and largest universities (University of Oslo and University of 

Bergen) were placed second and third and; in Finland, despite its more widely distributed 

participation, the two largest and oldest universities (University of Helsinki and University of 

Turku), were still positioned in the first and third position. Finally, in Iceland, the oldest and 

by far largest university, Iceland University, dominated strongly, representing more than half 

(54.9 percent) of its Erasmus+ population.  

In addition to this striking pattern, certain specialised institutions also tended to send large 

numbers of students on Erasmus+ exchange. These included business schools such as the 

Copenhagen Business School (CBS, which is a fairly large higher education institution, 

Denmark’s third largest by number of students), and BI Norwegian Business School and the 

Norwegian School of Economics (NHH) in Norway. They also included technical universities 

such as Chalmers Technical University and the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH) in 

Sweden, Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU) which was the largest 

sending institution in Norway, Technical University of Denmark (DTU), as well as certain art 

schools (Iceland University of the Arts, ranked second despite having a much smaller student 

population compared with most of Iceland’s other institutions). Aalto University in Finland, 

which combines arts, design, business and technology, was the second largest sending 

institution in Finland.  

Notably, university colleges were not at the top of the lists of sending institutions for the 

Nordic countries with the exception of Finland, where universities of applied sciences 

(Haaga-Helia, Metropolia, and Turku) also ended up among the top ten sending institutions.  

The overall pattern of sending institutions can thus be summarised as a dominance of the 

large, broad and traditional universities in combination with specialised institutions in 

business/economics, engineering and arts and with a lack of university colleges (but where 

Finland is the exception). A similar pattern was observed already in the 1990s in Sweden 

when internationalisation of higher education was intensified with the expansion of 

international exchange agreements through the Erasmus programme as well as increased 

possibilities for studies abroad by means of study loans and grants. Börjesson (2005) noticed 

that it was especially the most dominant specialised universities, such as Karolinska Institute 

(KI), the Royal Institute of Technology (KTH), Stockholm School of Economics (SSE), 

                                                        
registered for Iceland, where the majority of institutions are represented in the data set. In cases where 
institutions were merged during 2016 or 2017, the institutions have been coded as the merged institution.  
44 Iceland had 33.3 percent institutional representation for the two institutions that together represented at least 
two thirds of its national Erasmus+ population.  
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University of Arts, Crafts and Design (Konstfack), and the largest universities that were most 

internationalised.  

These institutions possess the most resources in terms of research, prestige, and visibility and 

can build on well-established existing international networks. They also have student bodies 

with far-reaching international experiences, broad and deep linguistic knowledge and a 

strong demand for international studies. In fact, internationalisation of higher education has 

meant that these dominant institutions could become even more dominant in their national 

fields of higher education since they could offer international studies at a range and at a level 

that was impossible for institutions with fewer resources to do.  

Internationalisation, on the other hand, may also serve as a means to challenge the dominant 

institutions. In Sweden, Jönköping University (a university college) and Linneaus University 

(and its predecessor Växjö University/University College) heavily invested in 

internationalisation of higher education already in the 1990s, and they were also in the top 

ten sending institutions for the 2016 and 2017 call years. However, it is clear that the most 

prestigious study abroad networks and exchange agreements are nearly monopolised by the 

most dominant institutions; in some cases, it is a principle that only leading institutions in 

the different fields of study in each country can form part of the network (Börjesson, 2005). 

In this context, the Erasmus+ programme functions as a means to broaden and widen 

participation in international studies, although at a fairly socially selective level (Bryntesson 

& Börjesson, 2019b). 
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Figure 7. Top 10 sending institutions by country. 

 

 



Report from the Swedish Centre for Studies of the Internationalisation of Higher Education (SIHE) 

 

65 
 

Destination country – UK and English dominance 

Overall, the Nordic countries had fairly similar destination country preferences – all sharing 

six countries in common among their ten most popular destination countries – but where the 

Scandinavian countries were the most similar to one another in their preferences. For 

instance, Denmark, Norway and Sweden shared the UK as their most popular destination 

country, whereas in Finland and Iceland, the UK was also popular, but was ranked third 

rather than first.45 The UK can, after the US, be regarded as the most dominant country 

globally when it comes to international degree mobility (Börjesson, 2017), so it is not 

surprising that it holds a strong position within Erasmus+ studies as well. The UK builds its 

attraction on its status as an English-speaking country, its world-renown universities in 

combination with a highly market-driven system, along with its long history as a global 

power.  

The Netherlands was also a consistently popular destination among the Nordic countries 

within Erasmus+, which further underscores the popularity of studying in English. By far the 

large majority of Nordic Erasmus+ students who studied in the Netherlands, which is known 

for its comparatively large offer of studies in English, reported studying in English (98.8 

percent). Germany and France, as dominant education countries, were also consistently 

attractive destination countries to Nordic Erasmus+ students. Within international student 

degree mobility, these two countries represent two different inward mobility profiles: 

Germany is the destination with the strongest overrepresentation of students from Central 

and Eastern Europe46, while France has an overrepresentation of degree-mobile students 

from its former colonies in Latin America and Northern Africa (Börjesson, 2017). Evidently, 

this attractiveness among degree-seeking students globally is also mirrored in the intra-

European flows of credit-mobile Erasmus+ students from the Nordic countries. In addition, 

Spain and Italy were also among the most popular destinations for the Nordic Erasmus+ 

students.  

The popularity of countries like Germany, France and Spain as destination countries could be 

linked, at least in part, to the fact that studying the languages of these countries is generally 

more accessible at the secondary and tertiary levels in the Nordic countries than some other 

languages. At the same time, nearly or more than two thirds of Nordic Erasmus+ students 

still studied in English in these countries (68.8 percent in Germany, 70.1 percent in France, 

and 64.0 percent in Spain). This can, however, be put into a broader context where 79.2 

percent of all Erasmus+ students in the 2016 and 2017 call years who did not go to primarily 

English-speaking countries (i.e. the UK, Ireland and Malta) reported studying in English. If 

we also exclude those who studied in the Netherlands, this number only lowers slightly to 

76.1 percent. When taking the Nordic Erasmus+ population as a whole, 82.9 percent of 

students reported studying in English. In this way, a higher number of students on average 

have opted to study in the local language in Germany, France and Spain compared to 

students who went to other primarily non-English-speaking destination countries. It is also 

possible that some students may have opted to study in English in these countries while 

aiming to practice the local language outside of the classroom.  

The Czech Republic was the only Central and Eastern European Country to feature as one of 

the ten most popular destinations among the Nordic countries taken as a whole and among 

some of them individually; it placed among the top ten for Sweden, Finland and Iceland. In 

addition, with the exception of Sweden, at least one other Nordic country appeared among 

                                                        
45 Graphs demonstrating the most popular destination countries for each Nordic country can be viewed in the 
Appendix. 
46 Abbreviated CEEC and groups the following countries: Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Poland, Romania, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia as well as the three Baltic states Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 
‘CEEC’ is an OECD terminology and can be found in its Glossary of Statistical Terms. 
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the top ten destination countries of each Nordic nation. Geographical, historical and cultural 

proximity is thus important for understanding flows of people in general, and exchange 

students are no exception even if the historical patterns of student mobility have weakened 

over time. 

When considering further individual differences between the Nordic countries, the 

Scandinavian countries all shared the same four most popular destination countries after the 

UK, though in slightly different order. France and Germany were, for instance, the second 

and third most preferred countries for both Swedish and Norwegian students, while France 

ranked fifth for Danish students. Germany instead ranked second for Danish students, while 

Spain ranked third. Spain ranked fourth in Norway and Sweden, followed by the Netherlands 

in fifth position, which was ranked fourth in Denmark. Beyond the top five most popular 

destination countries, it is noticeable that Norway had both Denmark and Sweden in its top 

ten, while Denmark only had Norway, and Sweden had neither of the other two. In other 

words, Swedish students look even less towards Scandinavia compared to Danish and 

Norwegian students. 

Finland had a somewhat differing profile compared to the Scandinavian countries, but had 

the same top five country destinations, instead with Germany as its most popular destination. 

Germany was followed by the Netherlands, United Kingdom, Spain, and France. However, 

despite the UK in the third position, English was still the preferred language of instruction in 

the two most popular destination countries, with 78.6 percent of Finnish students having 

studied in English in Germany and 99.0 percent in the Netherlands. Finland was also the 

country where the Czech Republic ranked the highest in popularity among the Nordic 

countries, which was its seventh most popular destination country. Apart from this, Sweden 

made the top ten, in tenth place, which perhaps is not surprising since Swedish is an official 

language of Finland. Nevertheless, 81.3 percent of Finnish students who studied in Sweden 

reported studying in English.  

Iceland, on the other hand, set itself furthest apart with a very high number of its students 

travelling to the three Scandinavian countries which were all in its top ten, representing 

nearly one third of Icelandic students (30.9 percent). Denmark was its most popular 

destination overall, which is in line with historical, cultural and linguistic ties. Danish is, after 

all, still taught together with Icelandic in schools. However, of the Icelandic students who 

travelled to Denmark, only 12.3 percent reported studying in Danish rather than English, 

indicating perhaps a stronger historical and/or cultural pull rather than a linguistic one. 

Norway and Sweden were instead the fifth and sixth (along with the Netherlands) most 

popular destination countries respectively for Icelandic students, indicating a high popularity 

in general of travelling to Scandinavia. In the Scandinavian countries overall, however, 

English was still the dominating language spoken in the classroom, with 87.0 percent of all 

Icelandic students who studied in a Scandinavian country reporting studying in English.  
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Figure 8. Top 10 destination countries. 

 

 

Destination city – Paris, not London  

Despite the UK being the most popular destination country, Paris and Milan, rather than 

London, were the most popular destination cities between all the Nordic countries, with both 

cities making the top ten in the Scandinavian countries and with Paris as the most popular 

destination in both Denmark and Sweden. Notably, neither Paris nor Milan were in the top 

ten for Finland, and only Paris ranked in the ninth position for Iceland, further highlighting 

the overall differing profiles of the Scandinavian countries vis-à-vis Finland and Iceland.47 

London only made the ten most popular city destinations for Denmark, in the third position 

and did not even rank among the top 20 for Finland or Iceland. In Norway, the city ranked 

20th and in Sweden, 11th (shared with Dublin). One reason for this discrepancy between the 

most popular destination country and city could be that while the UK is a highly sought-after 

country as a destination, as a result, UK universities – and particularly those in London – 

may be more difficult to access if there is a large amount of competition. London is also a 

very expensive city to live in, with very high costs for accommodation, and many popular or 

highly internationalised UK institutions are located in other parts of the country. 

Furthermore, unlike in other countries where the choice of courses and institutions may be 

restricted by the availability of teaching in English, all UK institutions are accessible in this 

regard.  

While the Scandinavian countries share more similarities comparatively with each other than 

with Finland and Iceland, some differences between them are that Denmark’s second most 

popular city – after Paris – is Amsterdam, which only makes the top ten in one other Nordic 

country, Sweden, where it is ranked fifth. Denmark also had a Scandinavian city in its top 

ten, Oslo in the 10th position. Sweden, on the other hand had no Scandinavian cities in its ten 

most popular destination cities, but was the Nordic country that had Milan ranked the 

highest, in 2nd position. Norway, in contrast, had Copenhagen as its most popular city and 

also had Stockholm in its top ten, in the 8th position (shared with Rome). This once again 

demonstrates that of the Scandinavian countries Sweden looks the least towards Scandinavia 

for Erasmus+ destinations, while Norway tends to look the most towards the region.   

Compared to the Scandinavian countries, Finland set itself apart by having a Central and 

Eastern European Country city, Prague, as its most popular destination city as well as by 

                                                        
47 Graphs for the ten most popular destination cities for each country can be found in the Appendix. 
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having a second Central and Eastern European Country city make its top ten, Budapest, in 

the 7th position. Denmark and Norway had no Central and Eastern European Country cities 

in their top ten, while Sweden and Iceland only had Prague, in the 6th position for both 

countries. As Finland’s most popular city, Prague, however, was followed by three German-

speaking cities: Vienna, Berlin and Munich, which in turn were followed by two cities in the 

Netherlands, Utrecht and Groningen. Given that Finland’s most popular destination 

countries were Germany and the Netherlands, it is unsurprising that so many German and 

Dutch cities were among its most popular.  

Iceland’s most popular destination cities were also fairly consistent with its most popular 

destination countries. Barcelona was the most popular city for Icelandic students, which was 

in line with Spain as its second most popular country destination. In fact, Barcelona attracted 

6.5 percent of all Icelandic students, which was more than any other city for any Nordic 

country. While Berlin was also very popular among the Icelandic students, in line with 

Germany as its fourth most popular destination country, Iceland was nevertheless 

characterised by having half of its top ten most popular destinations in Scandinavian cities: 

Aarhus was its second most popular destination (which followed closely after Barcelona 

garnering 6.1 percent of Icelandic students), followed by Oslo in the fourth position, 

Stockholm in the seventh position (shared with Glasgow), and Gothenburg in tenth position.  

Figure 9. Top 10 most popular cities. 

 

Receiving institution – broad distribution 

The number of higher education institutions that Nordic students travel to with Erasmus+ 

has a broad distribution and covers around 1,300 individual institutions of very different 

sorts, ranging from small regional university colleges to large and traditional world-

renowned universities, and from minor colleges of business and arts to leading and highly 

ranked business schools and art schools.  

The number of Nordic Erasmus+ students at each institution also varies widely. Many just 

have a handful, while the largest count Nordic Erasmus+ students in the hundreds. The 

single most popular institution among Nordic students as a group, Bocconi University, 

accounted for only 1.1 percent of the Nordic Erasmus+ students. Bocconi University is a 

private university in Milan that ranks highly in subjects such as business administration and 

economics across multiple global rankings. 87.9 percent of the Nordic Erasmus+ students at 

Bocconi University studied business, the most popular field of study among Nordic students. 
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However, it is also clear that Bocconi University was more popular among students from the 

three Scandinavian countries, particularly Norway.   

The top ten most popular receiving higher education institutions (Figure 10) between all of 

the Nordic countries comprised only four traditional universities – Charles University in 

Prague, University of Amsterdam, University of Groningen and University of Edinburgh –, 

the rest being technical universities, polytechnic universities, universities of applied sciences 

and Bocconi University. The four traditional universities also ranked in the latter half of the 

ten most popular receiving higher education institutions. Additionally, the large majority of 

the top ten receiving institutions, except for Delft University of Technology and the 

University of Groningen, were also located in larger metropolitan cities, with around half a 

million or more inhabitants. With the exception of Charles University, all were also located in 

Western European countries: Italy, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, and the UK, with 

nearly half of the top ten higher education institutions in the Netherlands between the sixth 

and ninth positions.  

Considering differences between the Nordic countries (see Figure 47 in the Appendix), 

Denmark set itself apart from the other Nordic countries in its overrepresentation at the 

University of Amsterdam, which was also its most popular receiving institution. Its second 

most popular receiving institution was also located in Amsterdam, Amsterdam University of 

Applied Sciences, which follows as Denmark was the Nordic country most overrepresented in 

Amsterdam as a destination city.  

The Scandinavian countries set themselves apart from Finland and Iceland in that their most 

popular universities were only among Western European countries. Finland stood out as the 

only country with a higher education institution from a Central and Eastern European 

Country as its most popular institution, Charles University in the Czech Republic – in line 

with Prague as its top destination city –, which was not a top university for any other Nordic 

country. The University of Ljubljana in Slovenia was also among Finland’s top ten most 

popular receiving institutions. On the other hand, Iceland differentiated itself from its Nordic 

counterparts in that its top two most popular higher education institutions were in other 

Nordic countries, Aarhus University and University of Oslo, and that five out of its top 13 

(four institutions share the 10th position) were Nordic institutions.  

Figure 10. Top 10 receiving institutions. 



 

 

The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students 

Following the previous chapter describing the data used in our study and the composition of 

students from each Nordic country, this section focuses on our second and third research 

questions - the differences between participants within the Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ 

student population as a whole with regard to their motivations to study abroad, criteria for 

selecting institution and satisfaction with the quality of studies as well as how these 

differences relate to various characteristics of the students. The results of the multivariate 

statistical analysis of the Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students and our interpretation of these 

results are here presented and discussed.  

In the first part of this section, we present the method and the variables that we have selected 

for conducting the analysis. The particular multivariate method that we have utilised for the 

study, a type of Geometric Data Analysis, visualises the analysis through its projection into 

what is referred to in this methodology as a geometric ‘space’. This is followed by an 

interpretation of the principal structure of this space, to see what mainly distinguishes some 

Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students from others. In the remaining part of this chapter, we 

explore the relationship between this space and the students’ background characteristics: 

gender, age, and nationality; domestic studies: education level, field of study, and sending 

institution; and Erasmus+ studies: country and city of destination, language of instruction, 

receiving institution, degree of integration and overall satisfaction. 

Statistical method: specific Multiple Correspondence Analysis (sMCA) 

For the multivariate statistical analysis, we have utilised a type of Multiple Correspondence 

Analysis (MCA), a methodology under the larger umbrella of Geometric Data Analysis (GDA). 

This method of analysis is particularly suited for the analysis of survey data in a manner that 

allows the researcher to analyse the relationships between individuals and their properties, or 

their responses to questions in a survey (Le Roux & Rouanet, 2010, p. 4). In MCA, both the 

individuals who have taken a survey and the response categories of selected questions from 

that survey can be projected into a multidimensional geometric space as points in that space, 

creating two separate clouds of points: the Cloud of Individuals – where each point represents 

an individual (i.e. survey respondent) – and the Cloud of Categories – where each point 

represents a response category from a selected survey question.48 

Methodologically, the concept of space refers to the multidimensional geometric space that 

represents all theoretically possible positions of individuals and response categories, while a 

cloud is the projection into this space of the individuals’ or response categories’ actual 

positions. Furthermore, the space is hierarchically ordered where the first dimension, or 

axis, demonstrates the most important differences in the data (i.e. the clouds), the second 

axis displays the second most important differentiating characteristics in the data, and so on. 

In this way, the relationship between the individuals and their responses to the survey 

questions – including which responses are the most important in terms of differentiation – as 

well as the relationship between the individuals themselves (and between groupings of 

individuals) can thus be analysed by examining the distances between the projected points 

within the Cloud of Categories and the Cloud of Individuals along the axes, among other 

indicators. Such indicators include the contributions of response categories, or how much 

each response category ‘contributes’ to the variation in the data (and, therefore, variation of 

the clouds). In GDA, this amount of variation is referred to as the variance.49 In this 

                                                        
48 More detailed methodological information about the Cloud of Individuals and Cloud of Categories can be found 
in the Appendix.  
49 In GDA, both the Cloud of Categories and the Cloud of Individuals always have the same variance, as they are 
from the same data.  
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methodology then, when used with survey data, the variables represent the individual 

questions in the survey and the categories represent the response categories of a particular 

survey question.  

With regard to this study, we have utilised a type of MCA called specific Multiple 

Correspondence Analysis (sMCA), which is the form of MCA where a certain group of 

individuals or categories can be removed from the analysis. In the case of our study, it was 

useful to remove the ‘Not Applicable’ (N/A) response categories in two questions, as they act 

as ‘empty’ categories, heterogeneous in nature without representing any specific and 

coherent meaning. In this way, sMCA often yields a more precise analysis (Le Roux & 

Rouanet, 2010, p. 62). Further details about the method can be found in the Appendix. 

A two-dimensional structure 

Below, we present the chosen variables for constructing the space of Nordic outgoing 

Erasmus+ students, and we also interpret the principal two-dimensional structure of the 

space through the Cloud of Categories, where we interpret both the first and second axes 

individually as well as together as a plane.  

Construction of the space 

For statistically constructing the space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students, we have 

selected 18 variables from the Erasmus+ Participant Report Form. Variables selected 

included questions regarding main and additional motivations for studying abroad as well as 

questions regarding criteria for choosing receiving institution and satisfaction with the 

quality of learning and teaching at the receiving institution. The reasons for the choice in 

study design are several: answering the research questions posed, ensuring high response 

rates of the selected survey questions to attain a good representation of the data, capturing 

the observed themes within the survey among the questions that most pertained to the 

research questions, achieving a good representation of each question type (motivation, 

criteria and academic satisfaction) and theme as well as a balance between them, ensuring 

compatibility with the methodology of sMCA, as well as carrying out a calibration of the 

analysis based on results from preliminary analyses.50  

Three analytical themes: academic, cultural and labour market 

Our categorisation of survey questions and investigation of preliminary analyses yielded the 

following three themes: academic, cultural and labour market orientations to many of the 

questions’ response categories. Variables classed into these three themes were considered 

semantically similar and consistently occurred together in results from preliminary analyses. 

The one exception to this was the variable regarding the length of study period as a 

motivation for studying abroad (MotLngthStud). While not semantically similar per se to the 

cultural theme, this variable still consistently occurred together with the other culturally 

themed variables in preliminary analyses, which one can interpret as the variable having a 

strong relationship to the cultural theme.51  

In Table 12, the 18 variables that were selected for constructing the space, known as the 

active variables, are outlined by theme and question type while also providing the number 

of respondents of each response category in absolute number as well as percentage. Some 

                                                        
50 A more detailed explanation of our study design can be found in the Appendix.  
51 For a demonstration, MotLngthStud has been projected into the space as a supplementary variable in the 
Appendix, by country. One can see that, with the exception of Iceland, this motivation is highly co-occurring with 
other cultural variables.  
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response categories have been grouped together to conform to requirements related to the 

methodology; categories with less than 5 percent response rates are grouped together as they 

overly contribute and distort the space if not combined with other variables to reach a 

minimum 5 percent representation threshold (Le Roux & Rouanet, Multiple Correspondence 

Analysis, 2010, p. 39). This typically meant combining negative response categories together, 

to achieve the minimum 5 percent representation threshold.   
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Table 12. Active variables by theme and question type. 

Variable Name Theme Type Question Response N % 

MotCont Academic Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? To experience different 
learning contents/curricula. 

+ 
- 
 

14,642 
10,437 

 

58.4% 
41.6% 

 

MotLrnTch Academic Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? To experience different 
learning and teaching practices. 

+ 
- 

11,182 
13,897 

 

44.6% 
55.4% 

 

MotQuality Academic Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? The quality of the 
receiving institution. 

+ 
- 
 

10,791 
14,288 

 

43.0% 
57.0% 

 

CriReput Academic Criteria How important was the following criterion 
in selecting an HEI? Reputation/rankings. 

++ 
+ 
0 
- 
-- 

3,405 
9,024 
5,926 
4,812 
1,912 

13.6% 
36.0% 
23.6% 
19.2% 
7.6% 

CriLearnOffer Academic Criteria How important was the following criterion 
in selecting an HEI? Learning offer. 

++ 
+ 
0 
--/- 

6,915 
11,619 
3,816 
2,729 

27.6% 
46.3% 
15.2% 
10.9% 

SatContent Academic Satisfaction Were you satisfied with the quality of 
content of courses at the receiving 
institution? 

++ 
+ 
0 
--/- 
N/A 

6,647 
11,507 
3,754 
3,046 

125 

26.5% 
45.9% 
15.0% 
12.1% 
00.5% 

SatTeaching Academic Satisfaction Were you satisfied with the quality of 
teaching methods at the receiving 
institution? 

++ 
+ 
0 
--/- 
N/A 

4,818 
10,203 
5,093 
4,852 

113 

19.2% 
40.7% 
20.3% 
19.3% 
0.5% 

MotLang Cultural Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? To learn/improve a 
foreign language.  

+ 
- 

16,069 
9,010 

64.1% 
35.9% 

MotKnowCtry Cultural Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? To gain knowledge of 
another country.  

+ 
- 

15,271 
9,808 

 

60.9% 
39.1% 

 

MotLngthStud Cultural Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? The length of the study 
period abroad was appropriate. 

+ 
- 
 

14,709 
10,370 

 

58.7% 
41.3% 

 

CriCtry Cultural Criteria How important was the following criterion 
in selecting an HEI? Country.  

++ 
+ 
0 
--/- 

11,370 
9,845 
1,654 
2,210 

45.3% 
39.3% 
6.6% 
8.8% 

CriCityCult Cultural Criteria How important was the following criterion 
in selecting an HEI? City and culture. 

++ 
+ 
0 
--/- 

9,821 
10,298 
2,358 
2,602 

39.2% 
41.1% 
9.4% 

10.4% 

CriSocLife Cultural Criteria How important was the following criterion 
in selecting an HEI? Social life.  

++ 
+ 
0 
--/- 

7,263 
10,800 
3,901 
3,115 

29.0% 
43.1% 
15.6% 
12.4% 

CriLang Cultural Criteria How important was the following criterion 
in selecting an HEI? Language 

++ 
+ 
0 
--/- 

11,027 
8,558 
2,639 
2,855 

44.0% 
34.1% 
10.5% 
11.4% 

MotSoftSkills Labour 
Market 

Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? To develop soft skills, 
such as adaptability, problem solving, 
curiosity, etc.  

+ 
- 

10,644 
14,435 

42.4% 
57.6% 

MotEmpHome Labour 
Market 

Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? To enhance my future 
employability in my home country.  

+ 
- 

11,525 
13,554 

46.0% 
54.0% 

MotEmpAbr Labour 
Market 

Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? To enhance my future 
employability abroad. 

+ 
- 

11,904 
13,175 

47.5% 
52.5% 

MotNtwrk Labour 
Market 

Motivation Was the following a motivation for 
studying abroad? To build up a personal 
and professional network.  

+ 
- 

10,712 
14,367 

42.7% 
57.3% 
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Interpretation of the first two axes 

We have chosen to focus on the first two axes for the present analysis, as these depict the 

most important differences in the data.52 The first axis accounts for 47.7 percent of Benzécri’s 

modified rate (Le Roux & Rouanet, Multiple Correspondence Analysis, 2010, p. 51), while the 

second axis accounts for 21.5 percent of Benzécri’s modified rate, for a total of 69.2 percent. 

Benzécri’s modified rates can be used to help ascertain the relative importance of an axis (Le 

Roux & Rouanet, Geometric Data Analysis. From Correspondence Analysis to Structured 

Data Analysis, 2004, p. 200).53 Here, we will focus on the Cloud of Categories, as it is this 

cloud that demonstrates the fundamental differences between respondents and their answers 

to the survey.54  

We can begin to interpret the first two axes if we look at the contributions of category themes 

to each axis (how much of the variance that can be attributed to the response categories of 

questions within each theme) in the Cloud of Categories. The interpretation is based on the 

contribution values of category points at or above the baseline criterion55, or average 

contribution (100/53 =1.89), which is calculated by dividing 100 with the number of 

response categories (53) of the 18 survey questions included in the analysis. The 

contributions of category themes demonstrate that the first axis in the space is primarily 

defined by academically oriented questions (70.7 percent). Labour-market oriented questions 

also contribute to the first axis (23.4 percent) albeit to a much smaller degree, while the 

contribution of culturally themed questions is insignificant (5.8 percent). Conversely, on the 

second axis, it is the culturally themed questions that primarily define the axis (54.8 percent) 

followed by labour market-themed questions (37.6 percent). The fact that the contribution of 

labour market-oriented questions is higher on the second axis than on the first indicates that 

it has a stronger relationship to the culturally oriented questions than the academically 

oriented ones. The academically themed questions contribute very little to the variance along 

the second axis (7.7 percent).  

Table 13. The contributions of category themes by axis. 

Theme Axis 1 Axis 2 

Academic 70.7 7.7 

Cultural 5.8 54.8 

Labour Market 23.4 37.6 

Total  100.0 100.0 

 

Next, we fully outline our interpretation of the first two axes, both individually and together 

as a plane. This involves a more in-depth interpretation of the statistical output regarding 

response categories that meet the baseline criterion in the Cloud of Categories.56 Important 

terminology with regard to the interpretation of axes include the notion of oppositions, 

which refer to groups of points that differ from one another along one or several axes such 

                                                        
52 While the third axis is interpretable and sociologically compelling, we decided not to include its analysis in this 
report, both for time and space considerations as well as that the Nordic countries are not particularly 
differentiated on this axis, which relates less to our research questions. In addition, focusing on the first two axes 
alone still allows for the majority of the most important differences in the data to be discussed, nearly 70 percent 
according to Benzécri’s modified rates.  
53 The high percentage of Benzécri’s modified rate for the first axis, especially compared to the second, 
underscores its importance as the axis that captures the most differentiating characteristics in the data. A more 
detailed explanation of Benzécri’s modified rates, their relation to variance rates and how to interpret axes is 
located in the Appendix. 
54 The graph of the Cloud of Individuals for this analysis and its discussion can be found in the Appendix. 
55 In other words, response categories that contribute to the variance at or above the average contribution  (Le 
Roux & Rouanet, Multiple Correspondence Analysis, 2010, p. 52) 
56 The table of the contributions of all variables and response categories for the first two axes can be found in the 
Appendix. 
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that they ‘oppose’ each other, and the notion of a pole, a term that is used to indicate a 

grouping of points in an area of the space that have associated properties and that can be 

distinguished from other groupings of points in the space and thus be associated together as 

a group. However, these terms are not intended to indicate concrete, closed groupings but 

rather meant to demonstrate tendencies within the data.  

The first axis: academic orientation  

In Figure 11, the first axis is the horizontal one (x-axis),57 and all the response categories that 

meet or exceed the baseline criterion for the first axis are projected into the space along this 

axis.58 Based off of the positionings of the response categories, we can immediately see that 

one of the most important oppositions on this axis has to do with positive responses versus 

negative responses to various survey questions. Positive responses to survey questions are 

positioned to the left side of the axis and more negative responses to survey questions are 

positioned on the right side. This particular relationship also coincides with levels of 

satisfaction regarding quality of studies, with those that tended to be more satisfied 

positioned on the left side of the axis and those less satisfied positioned to the right side of 

the axis.59 

To the left, we can see that the response categories are primarily academic in nature and 

positive in response, with students in this area of the space indicating that they were 

motivated to study abroad by the quality of the receiving institution (11.1)60 and that very 

important criteria for selecting receiving institution had to do with its reputation (3.8) as well 

as the learning offer (3.9). Students in this area of the space were also motivated by the 

experience of learning different contents and curricula (4.0) as well as different learning and 

teaching practices (5.0). Furthermore, students in this area of the space also tended to be 

very satisfied with the quality of content of courses (4.7) as well as the teaching methods used 

(3.8).  

However, while academically oriented response categories in the positive characterise much 

of the left side of the axis, there are also some response categories that relate to labour 

market orientation that are also positive in response. For example, students located on the 

left side of the axis also tended to have been more motivated to enhance their future 

employability both abroad (4.0) and at home (2.3) as well as to have wanted to build a 

personal and professional network (4.9) compared with students on the other side of the axis.  

On the right side of the first axis, we have many of the same response categories, but with a 

negative response rather than a positive. For example, academically oriented response 

categories such as students not having been motivated by the quality of the receiving 

institution (8.4), the experience of learning different contents and curricula (5.6) or learning 

and teaching practices (4.1) are positioned here. Students in this area of the space also tended 

to have been overall rather dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with the quality of the content of 

courses (2.0) and teaching methods (2.4) and also tended to report the learning offer as a less 

                                                        
57 It is important to note that because MCA is a relational method, that the assignment of the first axis to the 
horizontal axis (x-axis) or vertical axis (y-axis) as well as the orientation of the axes themselves (reversal, or 
flipping, of the x-axis or y-axis) is somewhat arbitrary as the distances between points always remain the same in 
any combination. In this way, it is possible to rotate and flip the figure in different ways, but the analysis of the 
space is not altered as a result of the unchanging distances between points. However, as it is customary to assign 
the first axis to the horizontal axis (x-axis) and the second axis to the vertical axis (y-axis), and for the purpose of 
discussion and ease of understanding, we will refer to the first axis as the horizontal axis and the second axis as 
the vertical axis.  
58 See Table 19 in the Appendix for the contribution values of both the variables and their respective response 
categories for Axis 1.  
59 This relationship of academic satisfaction that runs along the first axis from left to right, positive to negative, is 
also in line with students’ overall satisfaction with their Erasmus+ study abroad period. See p. 106 for a 
demonstration and explanation of this variable. 
60 Here, and in the following section, we have placed the contribution values of each survey response category in 
parentheses to illustrate their particular contribution to each axis.  
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important or non-important criteria for selecting their receiving institution (3.0). Similarly to 

the left side of the axis, there are also some labour market-oriented categories on the right 

side, but in the negative rather than the positive. Students in this area of the space were 

comparatively less or not motivated to study abroad to enhance their future employability 

abroad (3.6) or at home (2.0) or to build a personal or professional network (3.7).  

To sum up, based on the positionings of the response categories in the space as well as their 

contributions to the variance, the first axis demonstrates an opposition mostly characterised 

by a positive academic orientation against a negative academic orientation. However, the 

opposition is also to a small degree characterised by a positive labour market orientation 

versus a negative labour market orientation, where the positive labour market orientation 

aligns with the positive academic orientation and vice-versa. We can also note that no 

culturally oriented response categories contribute above the average, or meet or exceed the 

baseline criterion, to this axis, meaning that the first axis is not at all characterised by any 

cultural attributes. Finally, academic satisfaction also appears as an opposition on this axis 

with higher satisfaction associated with the left side of the axis and lower satisfaction 

associated with the right side. 

Figure 11. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Active variables that contribute to Axis 1 above the 

baseline criterion. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. 

 

The second axis: cultural and labour market orientation  

In Figure 12, the second axis is the vertical one (y-axis), and all the response categories that 

meet or exceed the baseline criterion for the second axis are projected into the space along 

this axis. After examining the positions of the response categories in the space, we can see 

that all the response categories in the positive are located at the bottom of the axis and 

oppose all the response categories in the negative located at the top. In addition, we can also 

see that the response categories in the negative have a wider vertical distribution along the 

upper end of the axis than do those in the positive on the lower end.  

At the bottom of the axis, we can find response categories that are positive towards cultural 

motives and criteria, including that students were motivated to study abroad in order to gain 

knowledge of another country (6.1), to learn or improve a foreign language (3.9) as well as to 
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study abroad because of the length of the study period (3.0). While this latter response 

category is not explicitly cultural in nature, we can interpret it to be related to cultural 

reasons as previously mentioned due to its close positioning with all of the other cultural 

response categories. Students in this area of the space were also characterised by having 

indicated that the country (3.0), social life (2.3), as well as city and culture (2.9) were very 

important criteria for selecting their receiving institution. In addition to the cultural response 

categories in the positive, we also see all of the labour market categories in the positive on 

this side of the axis, with students in this area of the space also more likely to have been 

motivated by a desire to enhance their future employability abroad (6.4) or at home (5.4), 

build a personal or professional network (5.1), and develop soft skills, such as adaptability, 

problem-solving and curiosity (3.8).  

At the top of the second axis, response categories that indicate a lack of cultural and labour 

market motivations and criteria are gathered. Students here were less likely to be motivated 

to study abroad to gain knowledge of another country (9.5) or to learn or improve a foreign 

language (6.9). Students were also less likely to be motivated to study abroad by the length of 

the period of study (4.2) and tended to report country (2.6) and city and culture (2.5) as less 

important or non-important criteria for selecting receiving institution. This is paired with a 

similar negation with the labour market response categories, with students on this side of the 

axis tending to be less or not motivated to study abroad in order to enhance future 

employability abroad (5.8) or at home (4.6), develop soft skills (2.8) or build a personal or 

professional network (3.8).  

In conclusion, the second axis can be defined as characterising a student’s level of both 

cultural and labour market orientation, with cultural orientation defining this axis to a 

comparatively higher degree. In this way, two oppositions are created, a positive cultural 

orientation versus a negative cultural orientation and a positive labour market orientation 

against a negative labour market orientation. However, the fact that labour market 

orientation proportionally contributes more to Axis 2 compared to Axis 1 indicates that there 

is a higher association between cultural and labour market orientations than between 

academic and labour market orientations. Furthermore, the fact that the cultural and labour 

market response categories in the positive are vertically closer together at the bottom of the 

axis compared with those in the negative at the top indicates that there is a closer relation 

between positive cultural and labour market orientations than between negative cultural and 

labour market orientations. The fact that no academically oriented response categories met 

or exceeded the baseline criterion on this axis means that this axis is not at all characterised 

by any academic attributes.  
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Figure 12. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Active variables that contribute to Axis 2 above the 

baseline criterion. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. 

 

A synthesis with three main polarities 

The synthesis of Axes 1 and 2 can be viewed in Figure 13, where the categories that meet or 

exceed the baseline criterion for these axes are projected into the plane of Axes 1 and 2. When 

taking both axes together, three main oppositions, or polarities, among the Nordic outgoing 

Erasmus+ students are displayed, relating to our three main themes of the analysis: 

academic, cultural and labour market orientations. Six poles are then distinguished in 

relation to these oppositions, with a positive and a negative pole representing each thematic 

opposition. 

The first and most important opposition, since it primarily constitutes the first axis, relates to 

academic variables. On the left side of the figure, we find positive attitudes regarding 

motivations for studying abroad for academic reasons, criteria for selecting receiving 

institution for academic reasons as well as high levels of academic satisfaction. This area of 

the space comprises the positive academic pole and is opposed to the right side of the figure, 

the negative academic pole, where respondents in this area of the space are most defined by 

their lack of academic motivations, lack of academic criteria for selecting a receiving 

institution and low levels of satisfaction regarding the quality of teaching and content. 

The second most important opposition is the cultural one, as it represents the strongest 

opposition running along the second axis. At the bottom of the figure, we find a positive 

cultural pole where students tend to be more characterised by motivations for studying 

abroad that are related to geography, language or culture, and tend to select receiving 

institution by such criteria as well. At the opposite end of the second axis, at the top of the 

graph, is the negative cultural pole, with an absence of cultural motivations for studying 

abroad as well as lack of cultural criteria for selecting receiving institution. 

Finally, the third opposition is defined by labour market orientation. This opposition runs 

diagonally in the space from the lower left to the upper right and relates to both the first and 

second axis, as we have seen above, when examining the axes separately. In the lower left 
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quadrant, a positive labour market pole is positioned. Students in this area of the space 

tended to be characterised by having been motivated to study abroad for reasons relating to 

the labour market. This is opposed to a negative labour market pole in the upper right 

quadrant where students are characterised mostly by their lack of motivations to study 

abroad for labour market reasons. It is important to note that the positive labour market and 

positive cultural poles are closer to each other than to the positive academic pole, as well as 

are also closer to each other than the negative labour market and cultural poles, indicating 

that students are more likely to have an overlap of positive cultural and labour market 

motivations than other combinations.  

Additionally, the positive pole of the academic dimension is mainly positioned in the upper 

left quadrant together with most of the negative categories that define the negative cultural 

pole, indicating an association between positive academic stances and negative cultural 

stances. Similarly, the negative pole of the academic dimension is mainly in the lower right 

quadrant with most of the positive cultural categories, indicating an association between 

positive cultural orientation and negative academic orientation. Simply put, more 

academically oriented students tended to have been less culturally oriented and vice-versa. 

Figure 13. The space of Nordic Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Active variables that contribute to Axes 

1 and 2.  

 

The Nordic countries’ positions in the space 

In the remainder of the chapter, we explore the space further by analysing additional 

characteristics of the students through the usage of supplementary variables.61 

Supplementary variables refer to variables that do not actively construct the space, but 

rather are projected into a space that is already constructed (in our analysis, with the 18 

variables discussed above). We can thereby explore what other properties characterise 

students in the different areas of the space that we outlined in the previous section. When 

interpreting differences between various supplementary variables, a rule of thumb is that 

                                                        
61 Further information on supplementary variables can be found in the Appendix. 
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differences of 0.4 standard deviations between points in the space are notable, and 

differences of 1.0 standard deviations are large. These deviations can indicate whether there 

is a relation between a particular supplementary variable and the axis, or axes, it is projected 

onto. 

The first step in our analysis is to examine where in the space we find each Nordic country’s 

students. Thus, the supplementary mean points of the individual Nordic countries are 

projected into the space and displayed in Figure 14. 

Figure 14. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Sending country as 

supplementary variable. 

 

Here, we can see that students from Denmark, Norway, and Sweden were not particularly 

differentiated from one another and that they were located centrally in the space along both 

the first and second axes. Location towards the centre of the space indicates that the students 

from the Scandinavian countries have tended to choose the most commonly selected 

response patterns of the entire Nordic population. Location in the centre of the space can also 

indicate that students from Denmark, Norway and Sweden may have had a variety of 

motivations and preferences, including varying academically, culturally and labour market-

oriented combinations of these, and that no combination in particular represented a specific 

trend. Even if Norwegian students had a slightly higher tendency to study abroad for reasons 

not related to culture or the labour-market within this central group and Danish students had 

a slightly higher tendency to study abroad for more academic reasons, these differences are 

not notable. For these reasons, the Scandinavian countries formed a more homogenous 

group in the centre of the space. Finnish students, on the other hand, although still somewhat 

centrally located – here they were only marginally more distant to the centre than Norwegian 

students, which were the furthest away from the centre among the Scandinavian countries62 

– were clearly differentiated and distanced from the Scandinavian countries along the second 

axis. Icelandic students were the most differentiated of all the Nordic students – particularly 

                                                        
62 Coordinates of the mean points of the Nordic countries as supplementary variables along Axes 1 and 2 as well as 
the distances of the mean points from the origin of the space on the plane of Axes 1 and 2 can be found in Table 21 
in the Appendix.  
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along the first axis – and deviated the most from the centre of the space, and thus from the 

other countries’ students. These distinctions indicate more systematic differences in Finnish 

and Icelandic student responses compared with the Scandinavian countries.  

Finland’s students were generally more culturally oriented and are therefore located most 

clearly towards the cultural pole, at the bottom of the space. This might be explained in part 

by its large proportions of bachelor level students as well as its high proportion of business 

students, both of which are associated with more cultural orientations (see section ‘Education 

level and field’ on p. 85). This cultural orientation can also be interpreted in light of the 

results in Vossensteyn et al. (2010), who compared Swedish and Finnish Erasmus students 

and found that the Finnish ones much more often aimed for a more ‘relaxed academic year’ 

or semester through Erasmus. Such an orientation can also be interpreted in light of another 

study where Finnish students were found to be marginally more culturally oriented as well as 

less academically oriented compared to Norway and Sweden, the other two countries in the 

comparison (CIMO, UHR & SIU, 2013, p. 19). The wider participation in Finland across 

institutions, both universities and universities of applied sciences, together with the fact that 

it had a large number of younger students – Finland marginally had the largest proportion of 

participating 20-24 year-old students compared with enrolment at the national level, where 

younger age was also marginally associated with a more cultural orientation (see section on 

age below) – and often within business studies, may also bring a more heterogenous student 

group that is less goal-oriented and has more experiential motivations which might, in turn, 

deter more academically oriented students from participating.  

Icelandic students were positioned far to the left in the space and therefore had a stronger 

academic orientation compared to the other Nordic countries. This might partly be explained 

by the fact that Iceland was the only country to have arts instead of business as its most 

popular field of study as well as that Iceland had by far the largest overrepresentation of arts 

students compared with its national population. Arts students were generally associated with 

a stronger academic orientation than business (see section ‘Education level and field’ on p. 

85). Icelandic students were also typically older, comparatively, and older students in the 

Nordic countries were generally more academically oriented (see section ‘Gender and age’ on 

p. 83). However, even Icelandic business students were rather academically oriented, and the 

age difference between Icelandic and other Nordic students was not dramatic – 2 years older 

on average (26) compared to the other Nordic country age averages (24). This indicates that 

the strong academic orientation of Icelandic students has to do with something other than 

simply the composition of the student group. 

These positions of the Erasmus+ students from each respective Nordic country are further 

confirmed when examining the individual country subclouds63 in the space (Figure 15). 

There was close to complete overlap of subclouds of the Scandinavian countries, while the 

subclouds of Iceland and Finland deviated from the centre of the space.64 Overall, 

Scandinavian students cannot be characterised by any of the polarities in the space. Icelandic 

students, on the other hand, are foremost defined by a stronger academic orientation when 

compared with other Nordic students; however, when examining the tilt of the individual 

country subcloud, it is clear that the most differentiating factor among Icelandic students is 

actually whether students had or did not have a positive labour market orientation. This is 

because the semi-axis65 of this cloud runs along the labour market opposition in the space. 

                                                        
63 In Multiple Correspondence Analysis, subclouds can aid in differentiating between subgroups within the 
overall population in an analysis. Subclouds can be viewed through concentration ellipses, which encircle 
approximately 86.5 percent of the individual points within the subcloud (Le Roux & Rouanet, Multiple 
Correspondence Analysis, 2010, pp. 69-70). Further general information on subclouds can be found in the 
Appendix. 
64 See the Appendix for graphs (Figure 49) and further details on the individual Nordic country subclouds.  
65 Semi-axes simply refer to the axes of an individual subcloud (Le Roux & Rouanet, Multiple Correspondence 
Analysis, 2010). 
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At the same time, in line with Finnish students being located more towards the cultural pole 

compared with other Nordic students, this difference is also visible in its individual country 

subcloud. Furthermore, it is notable that none of the countries are defined by a negative pole. 

The implication of this is that the negative poles are made up of students within each country 

and counterweighted by students located in the positive poles within each country.  

Figure 15. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students with individual country subclouds. Plane of Axes 1 

and 2. 

 

Supplementary variables and national differences 

In order to keep track of how national differences are related to other types of differences, we 

will differentiate all analysed supplementary variables according to sending country. We will 

see that sending country consistently correlated with the position of different types of 

students, even when they were grouped according to characteristics such as gender, age, or 

field of study, or how they had answered other survey questions. This means that the 

differences between the Nordic countries’ Erasmus+ students cannot be explained by any 

individual factor, such as the different proportions of students at a certain education level or 

in a particular field, but are due to a combination of factors, and perhaps also to factors that 

cannot be accounted for in the sMCA, or even from the Erasmus+ Participant Report Form 

on which the sMCA was based. Such factors that are not accounted for may be different 

institutional frameworks, such as student finance schemes, cultural differences between the 

Nordic countries, or other reasons. 
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It is important to note that, for methodological reasons, we generally limit the projection of 

supplementary variable categories to those that are represented by at least 20 individuals. 

The reason for this is that categories that represent fewer student responses run the risk of 

their positioning in the space being more representative of the preferences or experiences of 

distinct individual students rather demonstrating broader patterns between a wider group of 

students that have a particular characteristic in common. 

Student characteristics 

This section will consider the background characteristics of gender, age and nationality of the 

Nordic Erasmus+ students and explore how these differences play out among each sending 

country.  

Gender and age 

There were overall no notable gender differences (Figure 16) within any of the Nordic 

countries.66 However, in general, female students tended to exhibit an orientation closer 

towards the cultural pole than male students. Denmark was the only exception to this trend, 

while Icelandic students demonstrated the most gender differentiation in this regard.  

Figure 16. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Gender as supplementary 

variable. 

 

Figure 17 displays a consistent but weak age tendency in the data where, in general, academic 

orientation increased with age while cultural orientation decreased. This is most evident for 

the oldest students, who were 30 years or older, where all five countries were distinctively 

separated from the other age groups in their respective countries. For the two largest age 

groups, the 20–24 and 25–29 groups, there were almost no differences among Finnish and 

Swedish students, and small differences among Norwegian, Danish, and Icelandic students. 

                                                        
66 Students who did not identify a gender were not included as the number of students per country was so small 
that the position of these groups in the space could be heavily skewed by even a single outlying individual. 
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Most of the Nordic countries had fewer than 20 students studying abroad with Erasmus+ in 

the 17–19 group, but it is interesting to note that when all Nordic students this age are taken 

together that they generally were more academically oriented than their older peers. We can 

see this trend even with the generally more culturally oriented Finnish students, who were 

the one Nordic group of students aged 17-19 with at least 20 students comprising the group.  

Figure 17. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Age as supplementary 

variable. 

 

Nationality 

When it comes to nationality (Figure 18), the general pattern was that foreign nationalities in 

the Nordic countries were distinctively more academically, and also less culturally, oriented 

than citizens. These nationality differences between all of the Nordic countries are difficult to 

explain. For example, we do not know to what extent the other nationalities were made up of 

students who migrated long before their university studies, for example as asylum seekers, 

and how many instead migrated for the sole purpose of studying at a Nordic institution. 

Differences between foreign students in each Nordic country could also be related to 

differences in the national origin of these foreign students. Additionally, each Nordic country 

may have recruited their foreign students based on slightly different types of reputations and 

offers, which in turn could translate into each country’s foreign students having slightly 

different types of motivations for why they chose to study in a third country through 

Erasmus+. 

Along the first axis, this pattern of foreign students being more academically oriented and 

less culturally oriented was strongest for Finland. Norway also displayed these differences 

rather strongly, while Sweden and Denmark were comparatively somewhat less pronounced. 

For Iceland, whose students were already highly academically oriented, the clearest 

difference was instead along the second axis, indicating that participants with other 

nationalities were notably less culturally oriented in their student exchanges.  



Report from the Swedish Centre for Studies of the Internationalisation of Higher Education (SIHE) 

 

85 
 

Figure 18. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Nationality as supplementary 

variable.67 

 

Domestic studies 

The next step in our exploration of the space is to introduce supplementary variables that 

relate to the students’ domestic studies: their level and field of education as well as their 

sending institution.  

Education level and field 

When it comes to educational level (Figure 19), there is an overall tendency in the Nordic 

countries that the more advanced the level of education, the more academically oriented and 

less culturally oriented students tended to be. Bachelor students were closest to the positive 

cultural pole, while master students were comparatively more academically oriented and less 

culturally oriented, with PhD students being the most academically oriented and least 

culturally oriented. Nordic students participating in short-cycle education, however, had a 

tendency to be comparatively more characterised by labour market motivations for studying 

abroad, which is perhaps unsurprising given that many short-cycle courses and programmes 

tend to be more professionally oriented. While Denmark was the only Nordic country that 

met the 20 individual threshold for all education levels, we can see that the differences 

between bachelor and master students were generally not large. Similarly to other 

supplementary variables, there were larger differences between Denmark, Norway and 

Sweden on the one hand and Finland and Iceland on the other than within each country – 

but the differences within each country are still consistent.  

                                                        
67 For the group of foreign students from Sweden, only those students who reported nationality were included in 
the graph.  
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Figure 19. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Educational level as 

supplementary variable.  

 

Regarding the largest educational fields (Figure 20–Figure 24), there is a general tendency of 

an opposition between business and languages on one hand displaying a stronger cultural 

motivation and weaker academic orientation, and arts on the other displaying a weaker 

cultural orientation and stronger academic orientation. This difference is marked in all 

countries except Iceland, where this tendency is less clear. However, it is interesting to note 

that in Iceland business is not only the most culturally oriented of its top fields, but it is also 

rather labour-market oriented as well – it is the only education field of any Nordic country 

that is clearly located more towards the labour market pole. The arts especially stand out 

from other disciplines in all countries except for Iceland, through arts students’ strong 

academic orientation and weak cultural orientation. Students of the arts were also 

overrepresented among the same groups that have a tendency to go on exchange to another 

Nordic country, which may explain their weak cultural orientation (see section ‘Destination 

countries and destination cities’ later in this chapter on p. 94).  

Within fields, we observe for example that Icelandic law students are highly academically and 

labour-market oriented, while Norwegian and Swedish law students are much less 

academically oriented and Finnish law students are clearly culturally oriented. Engineering 

students in Iceland are similarly more academically and labour-market oriented compared to 

their counterparts in other Nordic countries. While in the field of education, Norwegian and 

Swedish students are less culturally interested – as well as less labour-market oriented –, the 

opposite is true for Finnish students of the same field which is one of its most culturally 

oriented subjects. These examples imply that the national differences that exist between all 

students are largely displayed within certain disciplines.  

However, the relative weight of a certain discipline in a country might also to some extent 

explain the position of the country in the space. For instance, the association between 

business studies and cultural orientation is probably a part of the explanation to why Finnish 

students on average have a stronger cultural orientation, given the high proportion of 

business students in the Finnish Erasmus+ population. At the same time, one must stress 
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that almost all of the education fields in Finland are located in the lower part of the field, 

indicating a strong cultural orientation in general across the different Finnish fields of study. 

Figure 20. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Top 15 education fields – 

Denmark as supplementary variable. 

 

Figure 21. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Top 15 education fields – 

Norway as supplementary variable. 
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Figure 22. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Top 15 education fields – 

Sweden as supplementary variable. 

 

Figure 23. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Top 15 education fields – 

Finland as supplementary variable. 
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Figure 24. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Top 8 education fields – 

Iceland as supplementary variable.68 

 

Sending institution 

Since many of the sending institutions are very large in terms of number of students and also 

broad with regard to fields of study, we have differentiated the students according to both 

institution and field of study. We focus on two of the largest fields, arts and business, in order 

to analyse differences between institutions within the same field of study as well as 

differences within institutions between different fields of study – here, arts and business.  

The focus on arts and business is also interesting due to the outcome of the analysis stressing 

a differentiation between an academic orientation and a cultural orientation, where arts 

students tend to be more academically oriented and less culturally oriented and vice versa. 

This is also displayed in the overall pattern for all five countries (Figure 25–Figure 29), where 

the arts students tend to be more academically oriented and less culturally oriented than 

their peers studying business. There is no single institution with both study options that 

contradicts this pattern.  

Denmark displays this general overall pattern with an opposition between business and arts. 

However, the arts students from Aarhus University were more similar in their disposition to 

business students than to other Danish arts students, being more oriented towards culture 

and the labour market. In addition, students in the arts programmes at the University of 

Copenhagen and KEA Copenhagen School of Design and Technology were relatively less 

academically oriented compared with the students in arts programmes at other institutions, 

which with the exception of Aarhus University were much more academically oriented. At the 

same time, business students from VIA University College and the International Business 

Academy stood out from the other business students by being comparatively more 

academically oriented than the other business schools. 

In Norway, the division between arts and business is particularly clear, however the majority 

of Norwegian business students were not located directly at the cultural pole. While arts 

                                                        
68 Only the top eight fields of study met the threshold for a minimum of 20 individuals.  
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students were consistently more academically oriented and had little cultural orientation, 

business students were frequently located more centrally in the space, indicating no strong 

trends towards a particular orientation across all business students as a group. However, 

business students at former Oslo and Åkershus University College of Applied Sciences 

(currently OsloMet) and NTNU were more characterised by a lack of academic orientation, 

while business students at the University of South-Eastern Norway were highly culturally 

oriented. 

Sweden, similarly to Norway, exhibits the same clear opposition between more culturally and 

sometimes less academically oriented business students, versus less culturally and more 

academically oriented arts students. However, in the case of Sweden, the business students 

are comparatively more widely distributed in the space, indicating greater differences 

between students from different institutions. Sweden also had two notable exceptions to the 

general culturally oriented business students, with two business schools in the less culturally 

oriented area of the space: the high-profile business school Stockholm School of Economics 

and Jönköping University. The latter is in fact a university college, but has a strong focus on 

its business school department. Along with other business students at the older universities 

of Uppsala University, Lund University as well as the University of Gothenburg, these 

students were also rather academically oriented. With regard to the arts, like Norway, all arts 

students were characterised by a lack of cultural orientation. However, arts students from 

Malmö University and Stockholm University were less academically oriented than arts 

students at the older universities or at the specialised University of Arts, Crafts and Design 

(Konstfack) and instead comparatively more strongly characterised by their lack of cultural 

orientation, and particularly in the case of Stockholm University, their lack of labour market 

orientation.  

Finland’s larger participation in Erasmus+ is evident in the graph, where a much larger 

number of institutions meet the threshold of at least 20 students in the data. There is a clear 

tendency of Finnish business students to be more culturally oriented. All of them end up in 

the bottom half of the graph. However, compared to the other Nordic countries, Finland 

displays a greater variation among its art students. Of particular note are arts students at the 

University of Vaasa, who are highly culturally oriented; arts students at Saimaa University of 

Applied Sciences, who are most characterised by their lack of labour market orientation; and 

arts students at Aalto University, who are strongly characterised by a lack of cultural 

motivations. Overall, however, the difference between arts and business is much less 

pronounced in Finland, with students overall drawing closer to the cultural end of the 

spectrum compared to the other Nordic countries. The fact that Finnish arts and business 

students alike are located overall comparatively closer towards the culturally oriented part of 

the space compared with arts and business students in the other Nordic countries indicates 

that there are aspects of the Finnish system or culture common to students of different fields 

that make them more likely to consider cultural aspects important for their decision to 

participate in Erasmus+. 

Due to the very small number of Icelandic participants, the graph displays all combinations 

of narrow fields of education and higher education institutions that gathered at least 20 

students in the data. Among Icelandic students, there was mostly an opposition along the 

cultural, and to some extent labour market, dimension (vertical axis), with students of 

business and engineering closer to the cultural end of the spectrum as well as closer to the 

positive labour market pole, versus students of arts and humanities who were less cultural in 

their orientations. There were no notable differences in academic orientation (along the 

horizontal axis). Similarly to Finland, the fact that Icelandic students overall, regardless of 

field, tend to be highly academically oriented points towards the existence of system-level or 

cultural factors influencing the students’ orientations. Interesting exceptions to this trend are 

business students at the University of Iceland and engineering students at Reykjavik who 
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were highly labour-market oriented. This could relate to the results found from Iceland’s 

individual country subcloud which showed that the most important differentiating factor 

among Icelandic students was their degree of labour market orientation. Icelandic business 

students were also overall more labour-market oriented compared to their counterparts from 

the other Nordic countries.  

It should finally also be noted that many Nordic institutions specialised in arts, design and 

music are very small in size and thus fail to meet our threshold of at least 20 students in the 

data. Had they been included, they would overall have made the opposition between the 

academically oriented arts students and generally culturally oriented business students even 

more apparent.  

 

Figure 25. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Danish arts and business 

programmes crossed with institution (20 or more students) as supplementary variable. 
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Figure 26. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Norwegian arts and business 

programmes crossed with institution (20 or more students) as supplementary variable. 

 

Figure 27. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Swedish arts and business 

programmes crossed with institution (20 or more students) as supplementary variable. 
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Figure 28. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Finnish arts and business 

programmes crossed with institution (20 or more students) as supplementary variable.69 

 

Figure 29. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Icelandic programmes crossed 

with institution (20 or more students) as supplementary variable. 

 

 

 



Ashley Haru, André Bryntesson & Mikael Börjesson: The Space of Nordic Erasmus+ Students. A Multivariate 
Statistical Analysis of Characteristics, Preferences and Experiences 

94 
 

Erasmus+ studies 

We will now turn our attention to the Erasmus+ studies of the Nordic students and analyse 

differences with regard to destination country, destination city, instruction language, 

receiving institution, integration at the receiving institution and overall satisfaction.  

Destination countries and destination cities 

There are clear parallel patterns between the destination countries of the Nordic countries’ 

students (Figure 30–Figure 35). There is an overrepresentation of culturally oriented and less 

academically oriented Nordic students in destination countries in Southern Europe, most 

notably Spain and to some extent France, but sometimes also Turkey, Greece, Italy, Portugal, 

Malta and Cyprus. These countries are about as far away from the Nordic countries as you 

can get within Europe, which points to geographical, cultural and linguistic distance (they 

tend to be correlated) as important variables to explain the variation between destination 

countries. 

The Scandinavian countries – Norway, Sweden and Denmark – all attract academically 

oriented and less culturally oriented students from each other. Given their cultural-linguistic 

similarity and geographical proximity, this is not all too surprising. However, the 

Netherlands also attracts the same type of students from these countries, and therefore 

seems to be perceived as a destination with a lower cultural attraction for Scandinavians and 

rather as a destination to travel to for more study-related reasons. This is probably related to 

the fact that many courses and programmes in the Netherlands are offered in English and 

that the Netherlands have relatively many high-ranked higher education institutions 

(Börjesson & Lillo Cea, 2020, pp. 148-153). Compared with other European countries, the 

Netherlands is also much closer to the Scandinavian countries, which could also contribute to 

a perception of the country as being less culturally dissimilar from home. Iceland, on the 

other hand, is clearly more culturally interesting than the other Nordic countries for 

Scandinavian students. This, however, does not seem to be due to language difference, since 

Finland appears as culturally ‘unappealing’ to Scandinavian students along with the other 

Scandinavian countries despite Finland having a very different language in relation to the 

other Nordic languages, with Finnish having Uralic rather than North Germanic roots which 

makes it more similar to, for example, Hungarian. Instead, Iceland might be attractive for 

other reasons, such as for its culture, nature and geological phenomena. 

For Finnish students, Estonia is the only destination country that mainly attracts students 

little drawn by cultural factors, further strengthening the interpretation that cultural-

linguistic and geographical proximity are important explanations to why students go abroad 

and where. Estonia does not directly border Finland, but the countries are only separated by 

a relatively short ferry-ride and have similar languages. Denmark attracts the most 

academically oriented students from Finland, but is, along with the other Nordic countries 

and the Netherlands, perceived by Finnish students as rather more culturally interesting than 

Estonia, albeit not nearly as culturally appealing as Malta, Cyprus and Spain. In line with the 

logic of cultural-linguistic and geographical distance, Iceland is strongly culturally appealing 

to Finnish students in a way that far exceeds the cultural appeal of the less cultural-

linguistically distant Scandinavian countries and occupies a position in the space closer to 

southern European countries like France, Spain and Portugal. Surprisingly, the relatively 

widespread familiarity or mastery of the Swedish language in Finland does not translate into 

Sweden having any less of a cultural appeal than the other Nordic countries. 

                                                        
69 The mean points of the five Finnish institutions that are located directly over some of the cultural variables are 
instead labelled by number at their mean points and indicated by name in the upper right hand portion of the 
graph.  
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Previous studies (UHR, 2019; Teichler, 2002) – as discussed in the Background chapter – 

have highlighted that on average Finnish students’ self-assessed knowledge of foreign 

languages is lower than in the other Nordic countries. This may be a part of the explanation 

as to why Finnish students overall are more culturally oriented than students from the other 

Nordic countries. There are simply more opportunities, wherever one goes, to improve one’s 

foreign language skills and confidence, and the perceived benefit or need of doing so may be 

greater. 

In the case of Iceland, there is a rather clear separation between two groups of destination 

countries. The first is comprised of France, Spain and Italy, attracting highly culturally 

oriented students. The second includes all other destination countries, which attract more 

academically and not as culturally oriented students. This second group is comprised mainly 

of the most academically oriented students who go to Scandinavian countries, the 

Netherlands, the UK and Germany. Towards the centre of the space, however the only other 

country we see is the Czech Republic, which comparatively tends to attract students more for 

reasons not related to culture. For Icelandic students, there seems to be no great difference 

between the other Nordic countries, the Netherlands, the UK, and Germany as destination 

countries. They all attract some of the most academically oriented students, which make up a 

majority of the Icelandic students. Not even Denmark stands out clearly from other countries 

in the sense of attracting the culturally less interested students, which in a similar fashion to 

the relationship of Finnish students to Sweden, is surprising given that learning Danish is 

compulsory in Icelandic schools. 

The often less extreme positions of countries such as Germany, the UK and to some extent 

France as destination countries should be interpreted in light of them being among the most 

popular destinations. They are able to attract different types of students to different places 

and institutions, being attractive as popular tourist destinations and by providing 

opportunities to improve languages taught in school, as well as by hosting world-leading 

institutions. Attracting many highly culturally oriented students as well as large numbers of 

less culturally but more academically oriented students would naturally result in a more 

balanced profile. As a contrast, countries like Spain mostly exert an attraction based on its 

culture, language and geographical location, while Nordic countries seem to offer more in 

terms of prestigious arts and business schools rather than culturally interesting experiences 

for Nordic students. Central and Eastern European Countries, on the other hand, like 

Hungary, the Czech Republic and Poland, together with Slovenia, tend to attract students 

who are less labour-market and less academically oriented, potentially relating to their 

relative geographical closeness as well as that there are fewer institutions of global academic 

renown in these countries. At the same time, given that students who go to these countries 

tend to not be characterised by any particular orientation type in this analysis, it is also 

possible that their motivations and reasonings for study abroad were not captured by the 

Erasmus+ Participant Report Form.  
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Figure 30. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Destination country – 

Denmark as supplementary variable. 

 

Figure 31. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Destination country – Norway 

as supplementary variable. 
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Figure 32. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Destination country – Sweden 

as supplementary variable. 

 

Figure 33. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Destination country – Finland 

as supplementary variable. 
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Figure 34. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Destination country – Iceland 

as supplementary variable70. 

 

Figure 35. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Supplementary variable of 

destination country – Nordic countries to other Nordic countries. 

 

 

                                                        
70 Due to the lower absolute student numbers for Iceland, many countries did not meet the 20 students threshold 
for a destination country to be included in the graph. For this reason, we have lowered the threshold to 15 
students.  
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Among cities (Figure 36), Barcelona stands out as the most clearly culturally attractive 

destination and is in the top five most popular cities among all Nordic countries except for 

Finland. However, for Iceland, Barcelona is the destination city that was most appealing for 

labour-market oriented students, even if it was also comparatively the most culturally 

appealling of its top five cities. For the Scandinavian countries, Barcelona is also associated 

with rather weak academic orientations. At the other end of the spectrum, we find 

Copenhagen for Icelandic and Norwegian students, attracting less culturally and highly 

study-oriented students, as well as Milan – which has Bocconi University (see receiving 

institutions in the next section) – attracting more study-oriented business students from 

Norway and Sweden despite being in southern Europe. For Danish students, Amsterdam was 

the preferred study-oriented city destination – which hosts its two most popular receiving 

institutions, the University of Amsterdam and Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences –, 

while Groningen served the same purpose for Finnish students – hosting its fourth and fifth 

most popular receiving institutions, Hanze University of Applied Sciences, Groningen and 

the University of Groningen. Munich, however, clearly drew very labour-market oriented 

students from Finland, which could have to do with nearly three-fourths (73 percent) of the 

Finnish students who went there attending more technical or applied institutions – the 

Technical University of Munich and Munich University of Applied Sciences.  

Capital cities in major European countries such as Berlin and Vienna – and to some extent 

Paris and London - seemed to attract students with a mixture of motivations, being able to 

draw both on academic reputation and cultural-linguistic characteristics, hence their 

comparatively more central positions in the space in relation to other cities. Icelandic 

students in Berlin, however, were an exception given their very strong academic orientation. 

Scandinavian cities like Copenhagen, Aarhus and Oslo, similarly to their respective nations, 

also tended to attract some of the most academically oriented students.  
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Figure 36. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Top 5 destination cities per 

country as supplementary variable.71 

 

Receiving institution 

The Nordic Erasmus+ participants in the data are spread across more than 1,300 receiving 

institutions. In the graph (Figure 37), we have used a threshold of at least 20 students in the 

data. The receiving institutions are spread along a line of opposition from the highly 

academically and culturally disinterested students in the upper left area of the space to the 

highly culturally oriented and academically disinterested students in the lower right hand 

area of the space. 

At the first end of the spectrum in the upper left quadrant of the space, we find many 

specialised and highly reputable institutions in the Nordic countries, the Netherlands and the 

UK. Many are specialised in the fields of arts, technology or business. Such institutions, 

drawing students who place value primarily on the institution’s educational offer, quality and 

reputation, include reputable institutions such as King’s College and University College 

London, KTH and KI in Stockholm, KU Leuven, Delft University of Technology and 

Wageningen University in the Netherlands, University of St Andrews in Scotland, as well as 

specialised institutions with high profile in their fields, such as Sciences Po Paris, Bocconi 

University, the Glasgow School of Arts and Uniarts Helsinki. Prominent Nordic institutions 

apart from the aforementioned include: Aalto University in Finland; the Technical University 

of Denmark, Copenhagen Business School and VIA University College in Denmark; NTNU 

and the business schools NHH and BI in Norway; Chalmers University of Technology, the 

Swedish Agricultural University, Lund University in Sweden and perhaps more surprisingly 

the internationally less visible Swedish institutions of Umeå University and Karlstad 

University. Students attending these institutions during their exchange are also among the 

most satisfied students. Not only are the institutions they attend often reputable ones, they 

                                                        
71 Due to the lower absolute student numbers for Iceland, many cities did not meet the 20 students threshold for a 
destination country to be included in the graph. For this reason, we have lowered the threshold to 18 students. 
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also generally offer education in English and are located in places that are at most modestly 

culturally different and geographically distant from the home countries of the students. 

At the other end of the spectrum, in the lower right area of the space, receiving students with 

stronger cultural orientation who tend to put significantly more importance on place, culture 

and language and put rather little on institution and educational aspects, we find 

predominantly city universities in Spain and France, as well as a few business schools in 

Paris. There are also a handful of German institutions. These are generally not institutions of 

international renown. Dissatisfaction with academic aspects of the exchange are also more 

frequent among these students since it correlates with lower academic orientation, but it is 

difficult to know exactly why. Perhaps it could be due to the types of institutions attended, or 

it could stem from a clash of language and academic culture. The fact that we find institutions 

in both Milan and Paris at either end of the spectrum in terms of academic orientation and 

satisfaction points towards institutions as a key factor. On the other hand, the high 

concentration of Spanish institutions in the less academically oriented and less satisfied part 

of the space and the concentration of Nordic and Dutch institutions in the academically and 

more satisfied parts speaks in favour of language and national academic culture as important. 

Overall, it is interesting to relate receiving institution to sending institution and field of 

study, and it is notable how much internal variation individual fields of study display. While 

business students overall are rather culturally oriented, there are clear exceptions to this. The 

business students who go to Bocconi University, Copenhagen Business School (CBS) or BI 

Norwegian Business School care relatively little about the place or the language. For most 

Nordic countries, these less culturally and often more academically oriented students are 

seemingly thinly spread across different types of sending institutions. Sweden is the only 

country that has a concentration of less culturally oriented and more academically oriented 

business students at a handful of its sending institutions. Denmark instead has two 

institutions with business students who are highly academically oriented. 

Even restricting the perspective to students studying business in France, one can distinguish 

those studying at ESSEC Business School or Sciences Po Paris (that also recruits students in 

political science) from those at Montpellier Business School, PSB Paris School of Business, 

Novancia Business School Paris or EDC Paris Business School. The former are characterised 

by being highly academic and not very culturally oriented, while the latter have the opposite 

characteristics. Arts does not display this variation among receiving institutions. No receiving 

arts institution is characterised by hosting highly culturally and less academically oriented 

students. 
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Figure 37. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Receiving institution (20 or 

more students) as supplementary variable, illustrative selection named. 

 

Instruction language 

The most important instruction language72 for all five Nordic countries is English, which 

comes as little surprise (see Table 14). English is the dominant international language in 

higher education and in general. More interesting is the strong second position of German in 

all Nordic countries but Sweden, where it is in third place, after French. Spanish holds the 

third position in all countries except for Sweden where it is fourth. Sweden is also the only 

country where French is positioned higher than Spanish.  

Regarding the Nordic languages, only Norwegian and Danish are in the top five for some of 

the Nordic countries. Denmark has Norwegian as fifth most popular while Norway has 

Danish as fourth. Sweden has Norwegian as fifth most popular and Iceland has Danish in the 

same position. This relates to the overall position of the destination countries for the Nordic 

countries, where Denmark and Norway are the most popular for Erasmus+ studies. The fact 

that Swedish is not in the top five instruction languages for Finnish students once again 

underscores the rather weak effect that the compulsory Swedish education seems to have on 

the study choices among Finnish Erasmus+ students. Being able to interact in Swedish 

outside of the English-speaking lecture halls could nevertheless be an important 

consideration for Finnish students opting to study English programmes or courses in 

Sweden. 

                                                        
72 In the Erasmus+ data set used in this report, two variables were available for instruction language – one which 
was reported by the institution and one which was reported by the student. Between these two variables, about 87 
percent of student responses matched the institutional reporting, meaning that for a minority of study abroad 
periods there was a discrepancy in reported instruction language. Discrepancies often involved either the 
institution or student reporting the local language and the other reporting English as the language of instruction. 
For the purposes of this report, we have made the assumption that it is more likely that student responses will 
have higher accuracy, as we assume that the language that is officially registered to a course may not always in fact 
be the language used in practice, especially if the participants in the course end up having a different composition 
than is anticipated by the institution or teacher.  
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Table 14. Languages most used in Erasmus+ study abroad by country as reported by students. 

Rank Denmark Norway Sweden Finland Iceland 

1 English English English English English 

2 German German French German German 

3 Spanish Spanish German Spanish Spanish 

4 French Danish Spanish French French 

5 Norwegian French Norwegian Italian Danish 
 

Figure 38 displays how the instruction languages are positioned in the space of Nordic 

Erasmus+ students. In general, the most common instruction languages follow the pattern of 

destination country, as well as destination city. Among the most purely culturally oriented 

students, the overrepresented languages of instruction were Spanish followed by French and 

to some extent Italian. German and English were common languages of instruction among all 

kinds of students, although English was somewhat overrepresented among the more 

academically and less culturally oriented, particularly in the case of Iceland. German, on the 

other hand, was not characterised by any particular orientation for the Scandinavian students 

being located very centrally in the space, while it had more of an academic and labour market 

orientation for Icelandic students. For Swedish and Danish students, instruction in 

Norwegian was associated with a lack of cultural orientation and strong academic 

orientation. For Norwegian and Icelandic students, the same was the case for instruction in 

Danish.  

Figure 38. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Instruction language as 

supplementary variable.73 

 

 

 

                                                        
73 In Iceland, only the top two most popular languages, English and German, met the threshold for 20 individuals. 
Spanish, French and Danish had 18, 17 and 8 students, respectively. In the graph, only the top five most popular 
languages were included for each country.  
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Integration at the receiving institution 

In the Erasmus+ Participant Report Form, students could indicate their degree of integration 

in the everyday life of their receiving institution, with local students and with other Erasmus+ 

and international students.  

The degree of integration in the everyday life of students’ receiving institution as well as the 

degree of integration with local students follow a distinctly academic opposition along the 

first axis (Figure 39 and Figure 40). Students who were more academically oriented tended to 

be among those that reported higher degrees of integration in these areas, with the reverse 

also true. Conversely, degree of integration with other Erasmus+ and international students 

(Figure 41) tended to follow a more cultural opposition along Axis 2, though with less spread 

along the axis compared to the other two types of integration that follow Axis 1. This means 

that the more culturally oriented a student is, the higher the likelihood that they reported a 

higher degree of integration with other international students. However, because students 

reporting varying degrees of integration with other international students are less spread out 

along the second axis, the correlation between cultural orientation and integration among 

other international students is also relatively weaker than the correlation between academic 

orientation and integration among local students and the everyday life of the receiving 

institution.  

One reason for the different thematic orientations between these different types of 

integration might be that those who have chosen to study abroad for more academic reasons 

are more invested in trying to integrate at the receiving institution and therefore find it 

comparatively easier than those who are less academically motivated to also integrate with 

the local students. They also may be more motivated to achieve a higher level of integration 

in these areas even if barriers arise. Whereas with the barriers to make friends with other 

international students being lower for everyone, it might therefore be easier for Nordic 

students with different motivations to succeed in making other international friends. The 

Nordic students with a more cultural orientation might also view having friends from a 

variety of countries as being a cultural experience, while also perhaps being less invested into 

putting more effort into integrating into their receiving higher education institution and with 

the local students. 

Another potential explanation to these trends in the different types of integration could be 

linguistic and/or cultural. Academically oriented Nordic students tend to go to countries 

where English is more widely spoken and where the social codes and cultural practices are 

more similar to their own. Culturally oriented students, on the other hand, often go to 

countries where they have to speak the local language in order to interact with local students 

and where cultural practices and social codes might differ more. 
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Figure 39. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Degree of integration in the 

everyday life of the receiving institution as supplementary variable.  

 

Figure 40. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Degree of integration with 

local students at the receiving institution as supplementary variable. 
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Figure 41. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Degree of integration with 

other Erasmus+/international students at the receiving institution as supplementary variable.  

 

Overall satisfaction 

In total, the large majority of Nordic students report that they are either very or rather 

satisfied with their Erasmus+ stay abroad (92.4 percent), with only 7.6 percent of students 

reporting that they were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, rather dissatisfied, or very 

dissatisfied. In Figure 42, we can see that the trend of overall satisfaction with the mobility 

period among all Nordic students was more positive among those who were more 

academically oriented, and negative or neutral among those who were less academically and 

labour-market oriented, in particular among those who in combination with that were also 

somewhat less culturally oriented. What this likely means is that our analysis, and thus also 

the Erasmus+ exit survey, did not capture the motivations and reasons for students who 

chose to study abroad with Erasmus+ that ultimately ended up dissatisfied or with a neutral 

attitude towards their study abroad period.  
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Figure 42. The space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. Overall satisfaction as 

supplementary variable.  

 



 

 

Discussion 

The report compared Nordic participants in Erasmus+ 

For more than thirty years, the Erasmus+ programme has facilitated student exchanges 

between institutions in Europe, and more recently beyond. All five of the Nordic countries 

participate in the programme, and thereby both receive international students and send their 

own students abroad through it. In this report, we have taken a closer look at Nordic 

outgoing Erasmus+ students, in other words students who pursue higher education degrees 

in the Nordic countries and as a part of their studies go abroad to other European countries 

for 3–12 months with Erasmus+. 

The aim of this report was to investigate which types of students took part in Erasmus+ from 

each Nordic country during the application rounds 2016 and 2017, as well as how these 

participants differed in their motivations to study abroad, criteria for selecting institution 

and satisfaction in academic terms. We also aimed to explore if such differences in 

motivations, criteria and satisfaction to some degree corresponded to the students’ 

background characteristics such as gender and age, as well as their studies at home and 

studies undertaken during their Erasmus+ period abroad. Finally, the results were 

interpreted in light of the Nordic countries’ systems of higher education, student finance and 

national traditions with regard to international student mobility.  

Participation and profiles of Nordic countries varied 

We found that the overall number of participants relative to all students in higher education 

nationally was highest in Finland, where about 1.6 percent of all students participated in 

Erasmus+ every year. Sweden and Norway had the lowest participation rate, with 0.8 percent 

of students yearly. However, many Nordic students also chose to go abroad for full degree 

studies or go on exchange through channels other than Erasmus+.  

As to the composition of students included in our multivariate analysis, about six out of every 

ten Erasmus+ participants were women and very few students aged 30 years or older left the 

Nordic countries to study abroad with Erasmus+. Iceland’s participants were somewhat older 

than the students from the other Nordic countries, with a slightly higher average age and 

with the largest proportion of students aged 30-plus between all of the Nordic countries. 

Icelandic students also most often studied arts and at a rate significantly higher than the 

subject’s representation in its national higher education system. Finland’s participants were 

overrepresented at the bachelor level as well as in the field of business studies. More than 

three quarters of its Erasmus+ population were bachelor students and more than one third 

studied business, most at the bachelor level. Business, although less dominant than in 

Finland, was also the most popular subject in Denmark, Sweden and Norway. Among all of 

the Nordic countries, business, arts and law students were consistently overrepresented 

relative to their national student populations, while health and education students were 

consistently underrepresented. At the master level, Norwegian students participated at the 

highest rates despite not being overall older. And, in general, the home institutions of Nordic 

Erasmus+ participants were concentrated to a few, large traditional and broad universities 

that often represented the top sending institutions of their respective countries. The 

exception to this was Finland which had a wider recruitment across universities and 

universities of applied sciences.   
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Icelandic students to Scandinavia, and Scandinavian students to the UK 

In terms of destinations, all of the Nordic countries except for Iceland shared the same five 

most popular destination countries – the UK, Germany, France, Netherlands and Spain – 

albeit in differing orders. For the Scandinavian countries, the UK was the most popular, while 

Finnish students instead had a preference for Germany. Icelandic students, on the other 

hand, had Denmark as their most popular destination and in general nearly one of every 

three Icelandic students chose to study abroad in a Scandinavian country.  

Iceland also stood out from the other Nordic countries by favouring Barcelona as its top 

destination city, followed by Aarhus. Half of Iceland’s ten most popular cities were located in 

Scandinavian countries. Finnish participants were the only ones to have a destination in the 

Central and Eastern European Countries among their five most popular destination cities, 

with Prague in first place. Paris was instead the top destination for Swedish and Danish 

participants. While Norwegian participants also frequently went to Paris, Copenhagen was 

their top destination instead. And despite the UK being overall the most popular destination 

country among Nordic students, London only made the top ten most popular destination 

cities in one country, Denmark.  

Academic, labour market and cultural orientation differed 

Using the multivariate statistical technique specific Multiple Correspondence Analysis 

(sMCA), it became clear that the factor that most clearly separated Nordic Erasmus+ 

students from each other in terms of their motivations, criteria and satisfaction was their 

level of academic orientation. The extent to which students placed importance on the quality 

of the receiving institution, its reputation, content and teaching methods differed 

significantly between students. Some placed a very high importance on this, while others did 

not. A second differentiation that we termed labour market orientation was based on how 

much weight students put on improving their chances on the labour market and building a 

personal and professional network as reasons to participate in Erasmus+. Finally, a third line 

of differentiation was based on what we termed cultural orientation. This indicated the 

significance which students gave to language, culture and geographical location as reasons 

for going abroad and criteria for selecting institution, and thus separated more culturally 

oriented students from less culturally oriented ones.  

Different students use Erasmus+ for different purposes 

It is important to emphasise that most students had a combination of academic, labour 

market and cultural orientation. Nevertheless, many students did emphasise some 

orientations more than others and sometimes even displayed a complete disregard for one or 

more. Students of arts, for example, overall tended to not be characterised by cultural 

orientation almost irrespectively of their Nordic home institution and instead often placed 

strong emphasis on factors such as the receiving institution’s reputation and learning offer. 

Business studies, on the other hand, tended to be associated with students who went abroad 

for more cultural reasons, such as for language, city and culture. However, a few business-

oriented home institutions, especially in Sweden, had students breaking this pattern with a 

more academic orientation rather than a cultural one, as did Icelandic business students who 

tended to in addition have somewhat of a labour market orientation.  

While the Nordic home institutions often gathered a wide variety of students with different 

types of orientation, the patterns emerged more clearly when observing what receiving 

institutions the students went to. Academically oriented and less culturally oriented students 

were strongly overrepresented at world-renowned and often specialised institutions in the 

Netherlands, the UK and in Nordic countries. Specialisations among these institutions 
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ranged from arts and technology to healthcare and even business. Receiving institutions at 

the other end of the spectrum attracted students who were less academically oriented and 

placed more importance on cultural factors, and these students more often went to city 

universities in Spain and France, as well as some French business schools. That some 

business schools attracted more culturally oriented students while others attracted more 

academically oriented students highlights the heterogeneity within business studies. Bocconi 

University of Milan attracted highly academically oriented students less motivated by the 

geographical location and its culture and language, while several business schools in Paris 

recruited the polar opposite types of students. For arts, on the other hand, students at 

different institutions at home and abroad displayed a much higher degree of homogeneity in 

terms of their general orientation to their studies abroad and were consistently more 

academically oriented. 

These results highlight that different types of students make use of the Erasmus+ programme 

for very different purposes, thereby nuancing the image of the programme. While there are 

students whose motivations are more experiential and non-academic, perhaps blurring 

boundaries between studies and tourism as some have provocatively put it, there are also 

many students with particular academic interests who use the programme to access specific 

knowledge content at institutions of good reputation. However, it is important to underscore 

that all orientations discussed in this report can be understood as equally valuable for the 

purposes of developing a variety of skills in different areas. Many skills and experiences that 

may be perceived by students in more academic, cultural or labour market terms may very 

well be valued across a wide variety of future settings, potenitally beyond those the student 

initially decided to embark on Erasmus+ for.  

Norway, Denmark and Sweden were similar to each other 

Through this analysis, we showed that Norwegian, Danish and Swedish students were overall 

rather similar in terms of their orientations towards studying abroad. Icelandic and Finnish 

participants, however, differed both from the Scandinavian participants and from each other. 

Icelandic students were the most distinct of all, with a much higher academic orientation 

than the other countries’ students. Though interestingly, what differentiated Icelandic 

students the most among each other was their degree of labour market orientation. Finland 

instead had a stronger cultural orientation than the other countries.  

One crucial factor that contributed to these differences in orientation between the Nordic 

countries was the proportion of students in the different fields of study. Students who studied 

in the field of arts as well as older students both tended to be more academically oriented, 

and Iceland had an overrepresentation of these types of students. In contrast, Finland had a 

very high number of students studying business, especially at the bachelor level, both of 

which were associated with a stronger cultural orientation. Nevertheless, these between-

country differences may only in part be explained by the general characteristics of the 

outgoing students of these countries. Finnish students of arts and business alike were more 

culturally oriented, while the Icelandic students tended to be almost exclusively academically 

oriented irrespective of field of study and institution, though business students tended to 

have somewhat of a labour market orientation as well. These differences are likely due to 

factors that we have not been able to account for in the statistical part of the analysis and that 

affect students almost irrespectively of field or institution. 

Icelandic students have reasons to be more goal-oriented 

For example, Icelandic students face a higher debt burden from their studies compared to 

their other Nordic counterparts due to the completely loan-based study finance system. This 
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could encourage a more instrumental, goal-oriented approach to higher education, with a 

stronger emphasis on employability or future earnings. In terms of studies abroad, it could 

lead students to more often go abroad in order to improve future labour market prospects. 

This could be achieved by, for example, acquiring knowledge and skills not available at home, 

or adding a period of study at a prestigious foreign institution to one’s CV. This could be one 

reason why the degree of labour market orientation is what differentiates Icelandic students 

the most among themselves. The much higher Erasmus+ grants for Icelandic students that at 

least in theory ought to significantly lower the threshold for participation and perhaps 

encourage a more relaxed attitude by reducing the financial pressure do not seem to cancel 

out their more academic and labour market-focused orientation. 

Apart from the financial conditions, the characteristics of Iceland as a small country could 

also explain some of the patterns. While domestic education has expanded in recent decades, 

Icelandic students nevertheless still face a relatively limited offer of courses and programmes 

compared to students in the larger Nordic countries. This would serve to increase incentives 

to study abroad for more academic reasons and would help explain the large student flows 

from Iceland to Scandinavia, since the Scandinavian countries host the geographically closest 

larger educational systems. Limited labour market opportunities due to the country’s small 

size could also lead students to consider work opportunities abroad, in which case studies in 

other countries may seem like a good first step. In a tourism-dependent nation like Iceland, 

domestic employers may also place a higher value on international experiences and language 

skills. 

Language skills, recruitment or financial factors behind Finnish orientation 

Finnish students conceive of Erasmus+ studies as relatively more beneficial in terms of 

cultural experiences and language development, but it is hard to say why. In terms of 

language, there are some indications of a lower level of confidence or self-reported foreign 

language proficiency among Finnish students. This in turn, might lead students to see more 

linguistic benefits of a period of study abroad, thereby contributing to a stronger cultural 

orientation. 

Another factor contributing to the stronger cultural orientation among Finnish Erasmus+ 

students could be the comparatively high levels of participation in Erasmus+ among Finnish 

students from all types of institutions. Insofar as the Finnish student group includes types of 

students that, for different reasons, do not participate as often in Erasmus+ in the other 

Nordic countries, this could also be part of the explanation. For example, the Erasmus+ 

programme has at least in Sweden been shown to recruit students with much higher high 

school grades and from more highly educated families (Bryntesson & Börjesson, 2019b). If 

Finland has managed to achieve a less selective recruitment to Erasmus+, this may correlate 

with students having a somewhat weaker academic orientation and more experiential 

motivations. 

Additionally, prior to 2017, domestic Finnish students had a significantly lower total sum of 

student grant and loans (around €900 per month) compared with other Nordic students. 

Perhaps this leads some students to feel financially limited, even when taking the maximum 

amount of loans. If so, this would help explain the comparatively very high importance 

placed by Finnish students on the grants associated with Erasmus+ exchanges as reasons to 

participate, as shown in the study by Vossensteyn et al. (2010). On top of the Erasmus+ 

programme grants, Finnish students abroad can also take out additional loans, and several 

large Finnish institutions offer additional grants for their credit-mobile students – and at 

what appear to be much higher rates than their Nordic counterparts. If the prospect of 

additional funding was particularly appealing to Finnish students before 2017, this may have 

helped widen participation in Erasmus+ by attracting students who would otherwise not 
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have studied abroad. The perception of significant improvements in financial conditions for 

study abroad thanks to the Erasmus+ grants might also have contributed to a less goal-

oriented and more experiential attitude among students, in line with the more cultural 

orientation among Finnish Erasmus+ participants. However, apart from this explanation 

being rather speculative, the changes to the student finance system in 2017 also improved 

financial conditions for the majority of domestic Finnish students, in the sense that they were 

then granted access to the general Finnish housing benefit instead of the generally lower 

housing allowance previously given as part of the study grant. At the same time, the 

maximum monthly loan was increased. Combined, we presume that this likely would have 

reduced any sense of being financially limited.  

Nevertheless, the image of a programme such as Erasmus+, which is partly based on who 

participates and for what reason, may remain rather stable in the face of changing 

institutional conditions. If students and perhaps also institutions and international 

coordinators have long perceived of Erasmus+ as somewhat more of a culturally oriented 

programme, this image may continuously be reproduced by attracting participants with a 

stronger cultural orientation and deterring students with more academic orientations from 

participating. A comparison of how the Erasmus+ programme is presented to and perceived 

by students in different countries and at different institutions could make a valuable 

contribution to understanding some of the differences revealed in this report. 

Swedish loans or Danish grants do not seem to matter 

Interestingly, the rather large differences in financial conditions between Swedish, 

Norwegian and Danish Erasmus+ students do not seem to translate into differences in 

motivations and experiences. While Danish students get a much higher grant than 

Norwegian students, who in turn receive higher grants than Swedish ones do, the 

Scandinavian students are all very similar in their motivations and experiences. The 

similarity between Scandinavian countries with rather different funding regimes and the 

difference between Finnish and Scandinavian students despite largely comparable funding 

levels speak against strictly financial explanations. In addition, the participation rate in 

Erasmus+ is somewhat higher in Denmark than in Sweden in relation to its national higher 

education population74, indicating perhaps a wider, less selective participation more in the 

direction of Finland. This also casts some doubt on the explanation of Finland’s deviation 

from the Scandinavian countries based on a potentially wider recruitment. 

The North attracts academically, the South culturally 

All the Nordic countries displayed similar patterns in orientations with regard to destination 

countries. Destination countries in southern Europe had an overrepresentation of students 

who were more culturally oriented and less academically oriented, while the Nordic countries 

tended to attract more academically oriented students from each other. Because the Nordic 

countries are more similar to one another culturally when compared with other European 

countries, it is not surprising that Nordic students who decide to study abroad in these 

countries do not do so for more cultural reasons. The Netherlands, however, also had an 

overrepresentation of more academically oriented and less culturally oriented students, likely 

indicating that Dutch culture was not perceived to be as culturally attractive or as different as 

some of the other European national cultures. This also highlights the fact that studies in 

                                                        
74 This is the case especially if one uses national government statistics to compare Erasmus+ participation rates 
between the Nordic countries versus UIS-OECD data. Denmark in particular is likely rather underrepresented 
when share of Erasmus+ students is calculated using UIS-OECD statistics for reasons that are outlined in the 
Appendix.  
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English, which almost all Nordic Erasmus+ students in the Netherlands studied in, also tend 

to be associated with somewhat less cultural motivations. 

In contrast to, for example, Nordic countries or Spain that can mainly attract students as 

either academically or culturally attractive places, respectively, major European countries 

such as the UK or Germany are comparatively more often able to draw on multiple types of 

recruitment logics. They attract students both as culturally appealing and as academically 

reputable destinations, and have a broad range of institutions catering to a wide variety of 

subjects and profiles. Central and Eastern European Countries, on the other hand, tend to 

attract students who are not characterised by any particular orientation, which may point to 

that the Erasmus+ exit survey was not able to capture their motivations and other reasons for 

studying abroad that are not related to the labour market, academics or culture.   

Historical patterns evident for inter-Nordic flows 

Observing student flows between the Nordic countries specifically also reveals some rather 

interesting patterns. The Swedish students clearly looked less towards their Nordic 

neighbours than the other Nordic students did. It was only a minority of highly academically 

oriented students, primarily in business and arts, that chose to study in the other 

Scandinavian countries or in Finland. This stands in contrast to Icelandic students, which 

sent a third of its students to Scandinavia, and to Norwegian students who relatively often 

chose to study in Denmark or Sweden. This again points to the strength of historical mobility 

patterns. Norwegian and Icelandic students have a longstanding history of studying in other 

Nordic countries, partly due to the late expansion of their domestic higher education systems. 

This is not the case for Sweden. Larger countries in general can not only accommodate for 

more incoming students, but also tend to have a more comprehensive educational offer.  

School languages and cultural appeal of destinations linked 

The patterns of movements and motivations also indicate that countries with languages 

similar to the majority language exert less of a cultural attraction on students. For example, 

Scandinavian students do not study in the other, linguistically very close Scandinavian 

countries for cultural reasons. Similarly, Finnish students seem to perceive of the 

linguistically similar and geographically proximate Estonia as rather culturally unattractive. 

On the other hand, countries whose languages were taught in school seem to either retain or 

sometimes even increase in their cultural appeal since they offer the opportunity to improve 

in languages that one already has some knowledge of. For example, Icelandic students, 

having studied Danish, do not tend to view Denmark as any more culturally appealing than 

Sweden or Norway. Similarly, Finnish students, who are taught Swedish in school, continue 

to perceive of Sweden much like the other Scandinavian countries. At the same time, the 

most culturally oriented places among the most common destination cities, such as 

Barcelona and Paris, correspond well to the more widespread school languages Spanish and 

French. The school language of German tends to attract students from all or with a mix of 

orientations, including those with cultural orientations, which can also be seen among the 

most common destination cities of Berlin and Vienna.  

Foreign nationals were more academically oriented 

There was a strong tendency among foreign nationals from all Nordic countries to be more 

academically oriented as well as less culturally oriented compared to the national citizens of 

each Nordic country. And each Nordic country’s group of foreign nationals participating in 

Erasmus+ differed in both size and composition. In Denmark, non-Danish students made up 

nearly one fourth of the total Erasmus+ population, while among participants from Norway, 
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non-Norwegian students made up less than 9 percent. For Sweden, 9 percent of the students 

lacked any record of nationality at all, while 11.5 percent of the remaining students had 

recorded a foreign nationality. While the foreign nationals participating from Denmark were 

mostly of European origin, the opposite was true for Finland, particularly where around half 

of non-Finnish participants had Russian or Vietnamese nationality. While for Iceland, Anglo-

Saxons made up a large portion of the Icelandic participants of foreign origin.  

Apart from the large differences in nationalities between the groups of foreign nationals from 

each country, another factor that makes it difficult to hypothesise about the reasons for the 

stronger academic and weaker cultural orientation among foreign nationals is that we do not 

know what type of migrants they were. There is no way of knowing to what extent the other 

nationalities were made up of students who migrated long before their university studies, for 

example as asylum seekers, and how many instead migrated for the sole purpose of studying 

at a Nordic institution. When it comes to the latter group that migrated for the purpose of 

studies, this could serve as a rather strong indicator of an academic orientation. After all, the 

students would have already left their home countries in order to seek alternatives to the 

domestic education system. A common reason for that is failing to gain access to the 

preferred degree programme at home, but another reason may be that some students simply 

hold a foreign institution or degree programme in particularly high esteem. Both of these 

reasons point towards a more academic orientation and may help explain at least a part of 

why this group deviates from the other students. 

Strong academic orientation associated with satisfaction 

Even if the vast majority of students were overall rather or very satisfied, the analysis showed 

that students who tended to be more academically oriented were overall more satisfied. 

Those who were overall neutral or negative towards their study abroad period tended to be 

characterised by a lack of academic and labour market orientation, as well as being 

comparatively somewhat less culturally oriented. The students who were highly academically 

oriented and less culturally oriented were also the ones who were most satisfied in academic 

terms. Such students more often studied arts and went on exchange within the Nordic region 

or to prestigious institutions in the Netherlands or the UK. In addition to this, the results 

indicate a somewhat inverse relationship between cultural orientation and specifically 

academic satisfaction, where the satisfaction with the teaching and content was somewhat 

lower among the more culturally oriented students. Unsurprisingly, it was in particular 

students who were culturally oriented in combination with displaying a relative disregard for 

academic motivations who most often ended up being less satisfied in academic terms. Such 

students were overrepresented in countries further south such as Spain and France, and 

more often than others conducted their studies in Spanish or French rather than in English. 

These results are in line with results from previous studies that also found a relationship 

between mobility periods in southern Europe and lower levels of satisfaction, in particular in 

academic terms. It should be noted though, that unlike Spain, France also had a few 

institutions recruiting highly academically oriented students who ended up being among the 

most satisfied.  

Perhaps this connection between academic orientation and satisfaction could be partly due to 

the types of institutions attended, or it could stem largely from a clash of language and 

academic culture. The fact that we find institutions in both Milan and Paris at either end of 

the spectrum in terms of academic orientation points towards institutions as a key factor. On 

the other hand, the high concentration of Spanish institutions among the less academically 

oriented and somewhat less satisfied students as well as the concentration of Nordic and 

Dutch institutions among the opposite type of students speaks in favour of language and 

national academic culture as important. 
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Integration challenging for some culturally driven students 

Academic orientation in our study largely corresponded to the degree of integration in the 

every day life of students’ receiving institution as well as with the local students there, where 

the higher the academic orientation, the more likely students were to feel integrated in these 

areas. Highly culturally but less academically oriented students instead rated their 

integration in the everyday life of the institution and among local students lower, while they 

felt better integrated among other international students. These students tended to go to 

countries where they had to speak the local language in order to interact with local students, 

and where cultural practices and social codes may have differed more. Even if students have 

studied the local language and culture in school back home, this might well prove challenging 

for many. Furthermore, local students might have other, more academically oriented 

rationales for their studies and may therefore be less oriented towards the international 

students than towards their own national peers. On the other side, highly academically 

oriented Erasmus+ students may be more invested in integrating at the receiving institution 

and with their local peers and more willing to overcome barriers to do so if they arise.  

Limitations of study point to areas of future research 

While the analysis has revealed many patterns of both similarity and difference between the 

Nordic countries, it is also important to note that the motivations and reasons of some 

Nordic students to study abroad with Erasmus+ may not be captured in this analysis, as a 

result of the survey not providing questions on a wider variety of motivations. Students that 

are mostly characterised by other motivations than those pertaining to academic, cultural or 

labour market oriented themes, such as for example family ties, may not have had their 

motivations captured since the survey lacked such response options. In addition, practical 

challenges with regard to the comparison of statistical data for the contextualisation of the 

results from our descriptive statistics and multivariate statistical analysis further complicates 

interpretation. The scope of our analysis was further limited to national higher education 

systems, student finance schemes and historical practices with regard to international 

student mobility. In this way, more research needs to be done to fully capture the variety of 

motivations and reasons for why Nordic students study abroad with Erasmus+. Research on 

other contextual factors than those treated in the report, such as national or local policy 

initiatives and institutional cultures, could help to further explain the differences between the 

Nordic countries.
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Appendix 

Differences in categorising international student mobility  

When it comes to quantitative analysis of international student mobility between countries, 

the way in which each nation conceptualises, or categorises, students within international 

student mobility matters as it has implications for statistical comparison. If some countries 

categorise students according to definitions in line with ‘degree-mobile’ and ‘credit-mobile’ 

student terminology while others base their categorisations on ‘freemover’ and ‘exchange’ 

student definitions, or alternatively if the same terms are used but in different ways, data 

collection between countries becomes inconsistent, rendering statistical comparison between 

countries challenging. This is true for the Nordic countries where there is not a consistent 

usage of terms.  

For example, the set of terms ‘degree-mobile’ or ‘credit-mobile’ students are not applicable in 

Sweden or Iceland when it comes to government-based statistics. In these two countries, 

when students have arranged their studies independently, and thus outside any exchange 

programme or bilateral agreement, there is no information on whether students study for a 

whole degree abroad or if they only take courses for credits. The only information that is 

gathered is whether or not students receive finances for studies abroad. While we would 

assume that the majority of Swedish and Icelandic students’ independently organised studies 

abroad involve studying for a whole degree, there is no way of knowing the exact proportions 

of credit and degree-mobile students in this group. In contrast, this data collection issue is 

largely avoided in Norway, Denmark and Finland, since students do not receive financial 

support for single courses/credits abroad unless they are part of a degree programme, either 

at home or abroad (Norwegian State Educational Loan Fund, 2020; Danish Agency for 

Institutions and Educational Grants, 2020a; Danish Agency for Institutions and Educational 

Grants, 2020b; The Social Insurance Institution of Finland, 2020b).  

In addition, while the set of terms ‘freemover’ and ‘exchange’ students is the standard 

distinction to cover all types of mobility in Swedish statistics, these terms are instead used to 

distinguish between different types of short-term credit mobility in Norway, Denmark and 

Finland (Norwegian University of Science and Technology, 2020; University of Bergen, 

2020; Statistics Denmark, 2020; University of Helsinki, 2020b; Arcada University of Applied 

Sciences, 2020; Svenska Studiefonden, 2020). In these countries, students may 

independently organise their studies outside of exchange agreements, yet count them as 

exchange studies by setting up a type of ad-hoc agreement with credit recognition for their 

particular studies abroad. In this way, such students organise their studies abroad 

independently, but arrange in advance for them to be recognised as part of the degree 

programme at home. In contrast, this is supposedly very rare in Iceland and not documented 

in official statistics according to our correspondence with RANNÍS, and Swedish students are 

not even presented with such an option (UHR, 2020). Swedish students either arrange their 

studies independently (whether for a full degree or simply for individual courses), or take 

part in a formal exchange agreement if they wish to arrange in advance for credits to be part 

of their degree at home. Thereby, Sweden groups all independently organised mobility into 

the category of freemover students. Since the only alternative to this for Swedish students is 

to take part in a formal exchange agreement, the categories of freemover students and 

exchange students become mutually exclusive. 

In sum, this unfortunately means that government-based student mobility statistics, when 

separated into different forms, can never be strictly comparable between the Nordic 
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countries. It is thus important to keep these challenges in mind when comparing statistics 

that do not consistently categorise international students according to the same definition.  

Statistics from the Nordic National Agencies in relation to UIS and OECD 

statistics – comparison and limitations 

When it comes to comparing statistics on international student mobility between the Nordic 

countries, there are a number of difficulties and limitations that accompany this task. As 

previously mentioned, issues with the comparability of government-based statistics due to 

varying classifications of international students and the type of mobility they are 

participating in is one challenge. However, comparisons can become further complicated 

when different sources provide different figures for what should, in theory, represent the 

same data item, for example, degree mobility in Iceland. Here, we outline the specific 

challenges we encountered in comparing levels of international student mobility in the 

Nordic countries with regard to domestic student population, credit mobility and degree 

mobility and also provide a statistical comparison of the data collected from the Nordic 

National Agencies and UIS-OECD data75.  

Table 15, Table 16 and Table 17 show various statistical combinations for data comparison of 

domestic student population and levels of credit and degree mobility, with data for Table 15 

taken entirely from national government statistics, Table 16 showing UIS-OECD statistics for 

domestic student population and national statistics for all mobility figures and Table 17 

showing UIS-OECD statistics for domestic student population and degree mobility figures 

and national statistics for credit mobility figures.  

With regard to domestic student population, national statistics have the disadvantage that 

they usually do not capture PhD students in their calculations, while UIS-OECD statistics – 

which share the same numbers for domestic student population – capture all tertiary 

education levels (ISCED 2011 Levels 5-8). As one objective of this report is to understand 

who participates in Erasmus+, including what proportion of students in each Nordic country 

participate, knowing the overall size of the domestic student population is necessary. While 

national statistics usually offer statistics on PhD students separately, the data may not have 

been gathered in the same way as the non-doctoral population, so cannot in every case be 

accurately ‘added’ on top of the non-doctoral National Agency statistics. In addition, not all 

national statistics on domestic student population are gathered in comparable ways between 

the Nordic countries. Some Nordic countries collect data on their domestic student 

populations through a ‘snapshot’ method where the number of students is measured on a 

particular day, usually in September or October during the autumn semester. Others, like 

Iceland, keep records according to the overall academic year. Depending on how many 

admissions rounds a country has, this could have consequences on the overall figure. Sweden 

provides a good demonstration of this, as Swedish government statistics are available using 

both methods. Data from the Swedish Higher Education Authority (UKÄ) shows the number 

of students in Swedish higher education for the Autumn 2016 semester as 343,197 students, 

while Statistics Sweden (SCB) reports the number of non-doctoral students for the 2016/17 

academic year as 402,177. Because Sweden has multiple national admissions rounds, the 

figures for domestic student population for the academic year are naturally higher than for 

the autumn semester alone.  

Additionally, which students are considered part of the higher education system, and thus 

included in national statistics, also varies between the Nordic countries. For example, the 

                                                        
75 We have grouped UIS and OECD statistics together in discussion as they participate in joint data collection, 
along with Eurostat. Together, data collected from all three statistical offices are referred to as UOE data. UIS and 
OECD data are also used in the Student Composition chapter of the report.  
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student bodies in the Swedish and Norwegian higher education systems comprise full-time 

and part-time students on both programmes and courses/short cycle programmes. In 

Finland, however, short-cycle programmes and courses take place outside the formal 

framework of higher education. Similarly, Denmark has the so-called Åben Uddannelse, or 

‘Open Education’, which offers courses as part of adult education rather than as higher 

education. In Iceland, the student loan fund generally sets a requirement of full-time studies, 

and students also face limited study options outside the scope of complete degree 

programmes. In other words, the student populations of Sweden and Norway would include a 

wider variety of students in different forms of education (e.g. part-time or individual courses) 

in their national statistics compared to the student populations in Finland, Denmark and 

Iceland. 

When comparing these national statistics with UIS-OECD statistics for domestic student 

population, it is clear that that there is a rather large discrepancy between the figures for each 

country. With the exception of Denmark, however, the numbers from the National Agencies 

actually reach somewhat similar levels if the numbers of PhD students – although sometimes 

collected in a different way – are used as a rough approximation of what national statistics 

figures might look like if PhD students were included. The larger discrepancy in figures for 

Denmark has to do with the fact that UIS-OECD statistics include a group of part-time adult 

and continuing education, Voksen- og efteruddannelse (VEU), students76. These students, 

however, would not be eligible for Erasmus+ academic mobility (KA103), so in this case, the 

domestic student population figure from Denmark’s Ministry of Higher Education and 

Science (UFM) is likely more accurate when it comes to the ratio of students who went on 

Erasmus+ and the overall number of students who were eligible. Thus, the discrepancies 

between the national statistics and UIS-OECD statistics is a combination of, at least in part, 

the addition of PhD students as well as, in the case of some Nordic countries, inclusion of 

students in types of education that would otherwise be excluded in the national definition of 

higher education.  

Regarding figures for international student mobility, there are a few challenges that come 

with the utilisation of national statistics for comparison. First, since countries generally only 

have information about independently organised studies abroad if students apply for student 

finance, official numbers may slightly underestimate the actual number of students abroad. 

This underestimation, we presume, would be a more significant problem for the reliability of 

Icelandic statistics, since the Icelandic student finance scheme consists solely of loans. Fewer 

students may therefore make use of the student finance in Iceland and thereby end up 

outside the official statistics. Another difficulty is that the Swedish Higher Education 

Authority (UKÄ) omits internships/traineeships from their total exchange student count, 

which leads to an underestimation of Swedish exchange mobility. Finally, Norway is the sole 

country that only publishes statistics on exchange periods lasting at least three months, 

which leads to an underestimation of Norwegian exchange mobility.  

When comparing these national statistics with UIS statistics for degree mobility, it is clear 

that the UIS figures are slightly higher, however it’s not clear if the reason for this is that they 

capture some students that are outside of the Nordic government finance schemes or if it is 

due to another reason, or combination of reasons. For figures on credit mobility, we opted to 

only use national statistics due to a potential problematic data discrepancy with OECD 

figures, as outlined in the ‘Outward mobility levels’ section in the Background chapter.  

Ultimately, even when comparing statistics on domestic student population and levels of 

credit and degree mobility organised in three different ways (Table 15, Table 16 and Table 17), 

we find that the overall calculated shares do not significantly differ – no more than around 

                                                        
76 This was confirmed through correspondence with the Norwegian Agency for International Cooperation and 
Quality Enhancement in Higher Education (DIKU). 
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1% with the exception of Iceland – and that the relationship between these national shares is 

also not significantly altered. In each of the three comparisons, Iceland consistently has the 

highest overall share of international student mobility, followed by Norway, Finland, 

Denmark and, lastly, Sweden.  

Table 15. Domestic students and internationally mobile outgoing students in the 2016/17 academic year - 

National statistics. 
 

Student 

population in 

higher education  

Mobile students 

(total)  

Credit-mobile 

students (total)  

Credit-mobile 

students  

 >3 months 

Degree-mobile 

students abroad  

Overall share - 

International 

student mobility 

Denmark 263,556 18,302 13,967 - 4,335 6.9 

Norway 268,981 23,770  - 6,857 16,913 8.8 

Sweden 402,178 24,107  7,108 - 16,999  6.0 

Finland 274,043 22,423 13,693 9,167 8,730  8.2 

Iceland 17,582  1,970 540 - 1,430 11.2 

 

Table 16. Domestic students and internationally mobile outgoing students in the 2016/17 academic year – 

National statistics for mobility and UIS-OECD statistics for student population. 
 

Student 

population in 

higher education  

Mobile students 

(total)  

Credit-mobile 

students (total)  

Credit-mobile 

students  

 >3 months 

Degree-mobile 

students abroad  

Overall share - 

International 

student mobility 

Denmark 314,822 18,302 13,967 - 4,335 5.8 

Norway 277,449 23,770  - 6,857 16,913 8.6 

Sweden 426,188 24,107  7,108 - 16,999  5.7 

Finland 297,163 22,423 13,693 9,167 8,730  7.5 

Iceland 18,590 1,970 540 - 1,430 10.6 

 

Table 17. Domestic students and internationally mobile outgoing students in the 2016/17 academic year – 

National statistics for credit mobility and UIS-OECD statistics for student population and degree 

mobility. 
 

Student 

population in 

higher education  

Mobile students 

(total)  

Credit-mobile 

students (total)  

Credit-mobile 

students  

 >3 months 

Degree-mobile 

students abroad  

Overall share - 

International 

student mobility 

Denmark 314,822 19,046 13,967 - 5,079 6.0 

Norway 277,449 25,725  - 6,857 18,868 9.3 

Sweden 426,188 24,424  7,108 - 17,316 5.7 

Finland 297,163 23,874 13,693 9,167 10,181  8.0 

Iceland 18,590 3,201 540 - 2,661 17.2 

 

Table 18. Number of PhD students in higher education for 2016/17 academic year.  

 PhD Students 

Denmark 9,184 

Norway 10,298 

Sweden 18,392 

Finland 17,736 

Iceland 469 

*Data sources for Table 17 are outlined below.  

Denmark:  Data from UFM (Ministry of Higher Education and Science). Registered PhD students for autumn semester 

of 2016. 

Norway: Data from the Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education (NIFU), an independent 

social science research institute. Registered PhD students for year 2016.  

Sweden: Data Statistics Sweden (SCB). Registered students in the 2016 autumn semester.   

Finland: Data from Education Statistics Finland (Vipunen) for registered PhD students in 2016 autumn semester. 

Iceland: Data from Statistics Iceland (Statice). Registered students academic year 2016/2017.  
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Tables and figures for the Nordic countries 

Figure 43. Nationalities of students with foreign nationalities. 
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Figure 44. Top 10 fields of education by country. 
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Figure 45. Top 10 destination countries by country. 
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Figure 46. Top 10 destination cities by country. 
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Figure 47. Top 10 receiving institutions by country. 
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About the method: specific Multiple Correspondence Analysis (sMCA) 

Specific Multiple Correspondence Analysis and Geometric Data Analysis 

Specific Multiple Correspondence Analysis (sMCA) is part of a larger set of analytical 

methods grouped under Geometric Data Analysis and is a form of Multiple Correspondence 

Analysis (MCA) (Le Roux & Rouanet, 2004; 2010; Rouanet, Ackermann, & Le Roux, 2000; 

Lebaron & Le Roux, 2015). These analytical methods have been developed and extensively 

used in France, most famously by Pierre Bourdieu who, in La Distinction, utilised this 

methodology to construct and analyse the social space in France in the 1960s and 1970s 

(Bourdieu, 1984, pp. 128–129). Geometric Data Analysis is frequently used in Sociology, as it 

enables the researcher to engage with large and complex data sets for analysis.  

Analysis of categorical variables  

Multiple Correspondence Analysis is a method of analysis that is particularly suitable for 

investigating structural patterns in categorical data, such as in a survey. Categorical variables 

refer to variables that have values that can be organised into different classes or categories 

without any hierarchical ordering (i.e. they are not numerical or scale variables). In the 

Erasmus+ Participant Report Form, questions about what language a student used in their 

studies abroad provide a good example of a categorical variable, as the variable itself is the 

question posed (what language a student used in their studies abroad) and the values of this 

question are the different languages, each representing their own category. In this way, in 

MCA, the questions in a survey act as the variables in the analysis, while a question’s 

response categories (values) are referred to as categories. Used in a survey, MCA is thus 

able to establish and analyse the relationship individuals (the respondents to the survey) 

have with their properties (the response categories they have selected in the survey) and does 

so by projecting both the individuals, as points, and response categories, as points, into a 

multidimensional geometric space. In the present analysis we have transformed questions in 

the Erasmus+ Participant Report Form to categorical variables if they were originally another 

type of variable, for example scale variables or numerical variables.  

Active variables and supplementary variables 

In MCA, there are two types of variables: active variables and supplementary variables. 

Active variables are those variables that construct the space, or in other words, structure 

the Cloud of Individuals and the Cloud of Categories. The active variables are thus those 

questions that are used in the method to determine whether survey respondents in the Cloud 

of Individuals will be positioned nearer or farther away from one another based on their 

response patterns to these questions and, correspondingly, whether response categories in 

the Cloud of Categories will be positioned nearer or farther way from one other depending on 

how frequently they co-occur together in participants’ response patterns. In the survey used 

for the present analysis, the active variables are those we have outlined as a part of our 

principal analysis - questions from the General Information and Quality of Studies on 

motivations for studying abroad, criteria for selecting receiving institution and satisfaction 

with the quality of learning and teaching.  

Supplementary variables are variables that can be projected into the space for 

interpretation, but that do not themselves construct the space or structure the Cloud of 

Individuals and Cloud of Categories. Supplementary Variables enhance the interpretation of 

results by enabling the researcher to see patterns in the data between various properties, for 

example, gender, educational level, field of study, etc. In surveys, questions that are not 

utilised as active variables can also be projected into the space as supplementary variables to 

supplement the understanding of individuals’ response patterns and how individuals have 
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answered other questions in the survey. In this sense, these supplementary variables will be 

positioned in the space near the active variables that they have frequently co-occurred 

together with in participants’ response patterns, thus establishing themselves in relation to 

the active variables in the analysis, based on their distance from them. In the present 

analysis, the supplementary variables are those that we have outlined as a part of our 

supplementary analysis – questions from the Academic Recognition; Foreign Language Skills 

and Linguistic Support; Personal Development; Future Prospects of Education, Training and 

Work; Practical and Organisational Arrangements; Accommodation and Infrastructure; 

Costs; and Overall Satisfaction sections of the survey as well as personal characteristics of the 

survey respondents. In this way, the analysis does not maintain a strict classification between 

independent and dependent variables as either active or supplementary.  

The Cloud of Individuals and the Cloud of Categories 

In MCA, the individuals and response categories in the analysis are projected into a 

multidimensional geometric space, where two separate clouds are created in the same space. 

One cloud displays the projected points of all individuals (survey respondents) into the space, 

where each point represents one survey respondent. Another cloud displays the projected 

points of all response categories into the space, where each point represents a unique 

response category. The concept of space refers to the multidimensional geometric space that 

represents all theoretically possible positions of individuals and categories, while a cloud is 

the projection into this space of the individuals’ and categories’ actual positions. 

In the Cloud of Individuals, the points of each survey respondent are entirely determined 

by all other points in the cloud and positioned relationally to one another. The more 

frequently two survey respondents selected the same response categories (i.e. had similar 

response patterns), the closer those two individual points are to each other. The more distant 

two individual points are from each other, the less similar the response patterns were of the 

two survey respondents. Consequently, individuals located more centrally in the space are 

those that have selected the most commonly selected response categories in their response 

patterns, while those individuals who are located more peripherally in the space represent 

survey respondents who have selected response categories that are less frequently selected 

together, and therefore have response patterns that deviate more from the mean.  

In the Cloud of Categories, the points of each response category are also entirely 

determined by all the other points in the cloud and positioned relationally to one another. In 

this case, the positioning of two response categories as near or far away from each other 

depends on how frequently those response categories co-occur together in survey 

respondents’ response patterns. Response categories that often occur together in survey 

respondents’ response patterns will be positioned more closely together. Response categories 

that rarely or infrequently occur together in survey respondents’ response patterns will be 

positioned more distantly from one another. And similarly to the Cloud of Individuals, 

response categories that are located more centrally in the space are those that tend to be 

more commonly chosen in survey respondents’ response patterns, while those located more 

peripherally in the space are those that tend to be less commonly selected.  

Finally, because both the Cloud of Individuals and Cloud of Categories are constructed in the 

same type of multidimensional geometric space, it is possible to project the cloud of 

categories into the cloud of individuals77, or vice versa. In this way, it is possible to visually 

comprehend the response patterns of survey respondents as response categories will be 

                                                        
77 A direct projection of the Cloud of Individuals into the Cloud of Categories, and vice versa, however is not 
possible. One must use a transition formula to do so. There are two separate transition formulas in this way, one 
which allows projection of the Cloud of Individuals into the Cloud of Categories and the other which allows the 
projection of the Cloud of Categories into the Cloud of Individuals (Le Roux & Rouanet, 2010, pp. 41–42). 
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positioned in the area of the space where respondents have more frequently selected them. 

While for the purpose of analysis it is not necessary to project the Cloud of Categories into the 

Cloud of Individuals, it is useful to know this relationship between the two clouds, as looking 

at the Cloud of Categories, one can draw conclusions about the characteristics of the 

individuals that also would occupy that part of the space if both clouds were present. In the 

current analysis, we do just this by focusing on the Cloud of Categories to draw conclusions 

about the individuals (the survey respondents) and their properties (response categories 

selected).  

Axes are hierarchically ordered  

The multidimensional geometric spaces of the Cloud of Individuals and Cloud of Categories 

are comprised of multiple axes, which represent its various dimensions. An axis can be 

defined as the distribution of the clouds on a line in one-dimensional space.  However, clouds 

can also be projected onto a plane, which is when the cloud points are illustrated in a 

geometric space composed of two perpendicular axes. The points of the two clouds can be 

distributed along a large number of axes in the geometric space, as MCAs usually have high 

dimensionality. However, to reduce complexity, Multiple Correspondence Analysis 

hierarchically organises the axes in descending order of importance, where the first axis 

represents the largest variation in the data and subsequent axes are ordered according to the 

remaining variation in the cloud that they display. However, while axes are hierarchically 

ordered in MCA, this does not mean that the first axis is necessarily the most interesting from 

a sociological perspective.  

Benzécri’s modified rates – aid for interpretation 

The selection of how many axes to be interpreted in an MCA is dependent on three factors: 1) 

the eigenvalues, or the variance rates of each axis, 2) Benzécri’s modified rates, and 3) the 

interpretability of an axis (Le Roux & Rouanet, 2010, p. 51). Because clouds have high 

dimensionality, or many axes, using variance rates alone is more difficult to ascertain the 

importance of each axis since the variance rate of each axis is generally very low. For this 

reason, Benzécri’s modified rates can be used to aid in the understanding of the amount of 

importance of each axis. The modified rate of an axis can be defined as an indicator for how 

much the cloud deviates from sphericity (if all variance rates were to be equal) (Le Roux & 

Rouanet, 2010, p. 40).  Usually, it is sufficient to interpret the first few axes to obtain a 

rigorous summary of the structural patterns in a data set.  

Contribution values of categories 

Contribution values of categories refer to the amount a particular response category in the 

Cloud of Categories contributes to the variance of an axis in the cloud. If a response category 

contributes at or above the average contribution value of an MCA (which is 100 divided by 

the number of response categories in the active analysis), then it is used for the interpretation 

of the axis. This average contribution value is also known as the baseline criterion. In the 

present analysis, it is these categories that can be seen in the graphs of our principal analysis.  

Category points are weighted 

In MCA, response categories are weighted in the space, meaning that the weight of each 

category point is relative to the number of survey respondents who have selected the 

response category. The more that a particular response category has been selected, giving it a 

larger weight, and the farther the category point is located from the centre of the space, the 

larger the contribution value it will have, and therefore, the more it will contribute to the 

variance of the axis. In this report, the weight of all category points is illustrated in the graphs 

through the size of the points.  
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MCA as a relational method and its terminology of interpretation 

Multiple Correspondence Analysis is a relational methodology as it reveals structural 

patterns within data sets through the relations the individuals and their categories have to 

one another. For this reason, there is also specific terminology that is often used when 

interpreting MCAs. Pole is an example of such terminology and refers to when particular 

individuals or response categories in the plane can be grouped together as a result of sharing 

the same or similar properties in ways that differentiate them from other individuals or 

response categories in the space. However, as a general rule, poles tend to represent trends in 

the data as opposed to rigidly delimited groups. Opposition is another important term 

which is used to indicate when groups, as individuals or response categories, differ from one 

another along one or several axes and thus create oppositions to one another. As a result of 

Multiple Correspondence Analysis being a relational method, with the distances between 

individual points based on their relation to one another, the exact orientation of graphs (left 

or right, up or down) therefore is arbitrary as the distances between points remains the same 

even if the graph is inversed.  

Characteristics of sMCA 

Specific Multiple Correspondence Analysis is used when the researcher would like to restrict 

the active analysis to a particular group of individuals or response categories. In our analysis, 

we have utilised sMCA in order to remove the individuals with missing values, or those who 

did not fill out the survey. We, thus, make these individuals passive so that they do not 

contribute to the construction of the clouds. We have also used sMCA to remove ‘Not 

Applicable’ (N/A) response categories from questions for the principal analysis. Typically, 

sMCA yields a more precise analysis in this way (Le Roux & Rouanet, 2010, p. 62). 

About our study design – selection of variables for the sMCA 

Those questions of the survey that related to our research questions were questions that 

addressed main and additional motivations (15 total), criteria for selecting study abroad 

institution (8 total), and academic satisfaction (3 total). These questions of the survey also 

had consistently high response rates, which allow the analysis to be a good representation of 

the overall data. Furthermore, these questions could be categorised into one of three 

overarching analytical themes that we used to classify questions in the survey (academic, 

cultural and labour market-oriented themes), classifications that were determined both by 

the content of the question as well as the results of preliminary analyses (i.e. seeing which 

response categories frequently occurred together in different iterations of the analysis).  

We therefore sought to provide a good representation of both the themes and the question 

types (motivation, criteria and academic satisfaction), as well as a balance between them, in 

addition to a balance between motivation and non-motivation questions. The reason why the 

latter was important to consider was because motivation questions had fewer response 

categories (2 categories – Yes/No) than non-motivation questions, (which generally had 

around 4 or 5 categories after binning some response categories together to ensure the five 

percent representation threshold of each response category as dictated by the method), and 

in MCA questions with more response categories contribute more to the variance. In 

addition, as the non-motivation questions were originally scale variables, without a proper 

balance of question types, there was also the risk of having a Guttman effect, which is when 

the cloud takes on a “parabolic shape”, how a hierarchical scale is visualised in geometric 

space (Le Roux & Rouanet, Geometric Data Analysis. From Correspondence Analysis to 

Structured Data Analysis, 2004, p. 220). We additionally wanted to ensure that all selected 

variables for the analysis contributed at or above the average for at least one of the first three 

axes.  
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With this in mind, the choice of which questions and response categories from the survey to 

use were then also based off of preliminary analyses and observing which response categories 

consistently occurred together and which response categories were fundamental to 

demonstrating the structural response patterns of individuals in the survey (i.e. which 

response categories were the most fundamental in determining the structure of the space, as 

demonstrated through multiple preliminary analyses). Our final selection of variables for the 

sMCA included 10 motivation questions, 6 criteria questions and 2 academic satisfaction 

questions, for a total of 18 variables, all of which met the criteria above and also allowed for 

at least two thirds of each question type to be represented. To help manage the imbalance in 

contribution to the variance between motivation and non-motivation questions, we also 

weighted the latter by 1.5. In this way, the selection of variables for the sMCA analysis 

encompasses both qualitative reasoning and interpretation as well as quantitative criteria 

related to the methodology. 

MotLngthStud – The length of the study period 

When this variable is projected into the space by country, we can see that the motivation to 

study abroad according to the length of the study period is highly associated with other 

cultural variables for the Scandinavian countries and Finland. It is only Iceland where the 

length of the study period appears to be more related to labour market reasoning. This could 

be related, at least in part, to the fact that the most differentiating factor among Icelandic 

students is their level of labour market orientation (See ‘The Cloud of Individuals and Nordic 

country subclouds’ in the Appendix). For Nordic students who reported that the length of the 

study period was not a motivation for them to study abroad, the Scandinavian students 

tended to show a higher association with other non-cultural motivations than the Finnish or 

Icelandic students.  

Figure 48. MotLngthStud projected into the space as a supplementary variable. 
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Additional material to the specific MCA 

Tables and figures 

Table 19. Contributions of the active categories for Axis 1. Values highlighted in bold meet or exceed the 

average contribution for variables (5.56) or for categories (1.89). 

Name Theme Type 
Contribution 
- Variable 

Left 
Contribution 
- Category 

Right 
Contribution 
- Category 

MotCont Academic Motivation 9.5 (+) 4.0 (-) 5.6 

MotLrnTch Academic Motivation 9.1 (+) 5.0 (-) 4.1 

MotQuality Academic Motivation 19.5 (+) 11.1 (-) 8.4 

CriReput Academic Criteria 8.7 (++)/(+) 3.8/1.0 (--)(-)(0) 1.5/1.6/0.7 

CriLearnOffer Academic Criteria 8.1 (++)(+) 3.9/0.0 (--/-)(0) 3.0/1.1 

SatContent Academic Satisfaction 8.5 (++)(+) 4.7/0.0 (--/-)(0) 2.0/1.8 

SatTeaching Academic Satisfaction 7.3 (++)(+) 3.8/0.2 (--/-)(0) 2.4/0.9 

MotLang Cultural Motivation 1.1 (+) 0.4 (-) 0.7 

MotKnowCtry Cultural Motivation 0.6 (+) 0.2 (-) 0.4 

MotLngthStud Cultural Motivation 2.5 (+) 1.0 (-) 1.5 

CriCtry Cultural Criteria 0.9 (++)(+) 0.3/0.0 (--/-)(0) 0.6/0.1 

CriCityCult Cultural Criteria 0.3 (++)(+) 0.1/0.0 (--/-)(0) 0.2/0.0 

CriSocLife Cultural Criteria 0.1 (++)(+) 0.0/0.0 (--/-)(0) 0.1/0.0 

CriLang Cultural Criteria 0.2 (++)(+) 0.1/0.0 (--/-)(0) 0.1/0.1 

MotSoftSkills Labour Market Motivation 3.0 (+) 1.7 (-) 1.3 

MotEmpHome Labour Market Motivation 4.3 (+) 2.3 (-) 2.0 

MotEmpAbr Labour Market Motivation 7.6 (+) 4.0 (-) 3.6 

MotNtwrk Labour Market Motivation 8.5 (+) 4.9 (-) 3.7 

 

Table 20. Contributions of the active categories for Axis 2. Values highlighted in bold meet or exceed the 

average contribution for variables (5.56) or for categories (1.89). 

Name Theme Type 
Contribution - 

Variable 
Left 

Contribution 

 - Category 
Right 

Contribution 

- Category 

MotCont Academic Motivation 0.1 (+) 0.0 (-) 0.1 

MotLrnTch Academic Motivation 0.0 (+) 0.0 (-) 0.0 

MotQuality Academic Motivation 2.2 (+) 1.3 (-) 1.0 

CriReput Academic Criteria 0.9 (++)/(+) 0.4/0.1 (--)(-)(0) 0.0/0.3/0.0 

CriLearnOffer Academic Criteria 1.9 (++)(+) 1.1/0.1 (--/-)(0) 0.7/0.1 

SatContent Academic Satisfaction 1.3 (++)(+) 0.8/0.0 (--/-)(0) 0.3/0.2 

SatTeaching Academic Satisfaction 1.2 (++)(+) 0.7/0.0 (--/-)(0) 0.4/0.1 

MotLang Cultural Motivation 10.8 (+) 3.9 (-) 6.9 

MotKnowCtry Cultural Motivation 15.6 (+) 6.1 (-) 9.5 

MotLngthStud Cultural Motivation 7.2 (+) 3.0 (-) 4.2 

CriCtry Cultural Criteria 7.2 (++)(+) 3.0/0.4 (--/-)(0) 2.6/1.2 

CriCityCult Cultural Criteria 6.5 (++)(+) 2.9/0.2 (--/-)(0) 2.5/1.0 

CriSocLife Cultural Criteria 4.4 (++)(+) 2.3/0.0 (--/-)(0) 1.5/0.6 

CriLang Cultural Criteria 3.0 (++)(+) 1.2/0.0 (--/-)(0) 1.1/0.6 

MotSoftSkills Labour Market Motivation 6.6 (+) 3.8 (-) 2.8 

MotEmpHome Labour Market Motivation 10.0 (+) 5.4 (-) 4.6 

MotEmpAbr Labour Market Motivation 12.1 (+) 6.4 (-) 5.8 

MotNtwrk Labour Market Motivation 8.9 (+) 5.1 (-) 3.8 
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Table 21. Coordinates and distance from the origin for supplementary variable of sending country.  

Country 

Distance to 

Origin (Plane 

1-2) 

Axis 1 

Coordinate 

Axis 2 

Coordinate 

Denmark 0.148 0.101 0.108 

Norway 0.193 0.028 0.191 

Sweden 0.057 -0.010 0.056 

Finland 0.213 -0.093 -0.192 

Iceland 0.523 0.521 0.043 

 

The Cloud of Individuals and Nordic country subclouds 

In the upper left image in Figure 49, we can see the Cloud of Individuals which shows a broad 

distribution of Nordic students across both the first and second axis. However, what is the 

distribution of students from each individual Nordic country within this cloud? 

In Multiple Correspondence Analysis, it is possible to differentiate between subgroups within 

the overall population in the analysis, through the usage of supplementary variable mean 

points and their subclouds. These subclouds can be viewed through concentration ellipses, 

where typically about 86.5 percent of individual points within a subgroup are captured within 

the ellipse. Concentration ellipses do not cover the entire subcloud in this sense (i.e. they do 

not encompass all individuals of a particular subgroup within the ellipse itself), rather the 

position and size of the ellipse is determined by covering a distribution of individuals that has 

the same variance of the overall subcloud (i.e. all individual points in the subgroup). 

Concentration ellipses also include semi-axes, or the axes of the individual subcloud (Le Roux 

& Rouanet, 2010, pp. 69–70). In this way, subclouds aid in the interpretation of how 

different groups within the larger population of a data set are differentiated from one 

another.  

If we look at Figure 49, we can see that the most differentiated subcloud is Iceland’s student 

population. The tilt of the first semi-axis of the subcloud indicates that the level of labour 

market orientation is the most defining characteristic of this group, with the first semi-axis 

separating students with a stronger labour market orientation against those who are not 

characterised by labour market orientation. Iceland’s second semi-axis then indicates an 

opposition between academically oriented students and students who are less academically 

oriented. The mean point of Iceland’s subcloud, however, is the farthest towards the 

academically oriented pole along the first axis of the principal Cloud of Individuals, with the 

subcloud also generally more oriented to the academically oriented area of the space (upper 

left quadrant), which indicates that its population will be more academically oriented when 

compared with students from the other Nordic countries. Iceland is therefore the country 

that is most differentiated from all other Nordic countries. 

Finnish students, however, also set themselves apart from other Nordic students as the mean 

point of the Finnish subcloud is the farthest of all the country subclouds towards the cultural 

pole along the second axis of the Cloud of Individuals. The general orientation of this 

subcloud is also towards the culturally oriented area of the space (bottom half of the graph). 

This is significant given that Finnish students make up the largest student group of all of the 

Nordic countries, which means that it has a stronger influence in the construction of the 

overall space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students (and, thus, according to the method the 

coordinates of its mean point might be expected to be located closer to the origin of the 

space). However, despite this, other countries, such as Sweden, have a better fit of their 

overall subcloud with their mean points also closer to the origin of the principal Cloud of 
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Individuals, while Finland remains one of the two most differentiated countries in the Nordic 

group.  

The subcloud of Swedish students is also the best-fitting to the principal Cloud of Individuals 

between all of the Nordic country subclouds. This is most likely due to the fact that Sweden, 

Denmark and Norway are not particularly differentiated from one another while at the same 

time that Sweden has the largest population of the three and second largest population in the 

overall data set. The mean point of its subcloud is also closest to the origin of the overall 

space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students.  

In terms of the distribution of points within individual country subclouds, Denmark and 

Norway are not too differentiated from one another, similarly as to that they are not strongly 

differentiated from Sweden either. However, the mean point of Denmark’s subcloud is 

located minimally farther towards the academic pole along the first axis of the principal 

Cloud of Individuals, positioning its overall subcloud slightly more in this direction, thus 

indicating a minimally stronger orientation towards an academic orientation compared to 

Norway and Sweden. Norway is instead slightly more characterised than Denmark or Sweden 

by a lack of cultural orientation as well as a lack of labour market orientation. However, given 

the small distances between the Scandinavian mean points and their location towards the 

centre of the space, it should be emphasised that these differences between the Scandinavian 

countries are not considered notable.  
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Figure 49. The Cloud of Individuals in the space of Nordic outgoing Erasmus+ students and individual country 

subclouds. Plane of Axes 1 and 2. 
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