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Abstract

Research on internationalisation of higher education with a focus on the area of student mobility
have examined mostly the movement of students from developing to developed countries. In recent
years, this traditional flow of students has shifted from one where countries which were usually
conceived as only senders have become receivers of international students. Although countries in
Latin America are receiving more students year by year, few research has been conducted to
identify the motivations which drive them to study in this region.
This country-specific study aims at exploring two phenomena: 1) the drivers of inbound credit
mobility in Colombia and 2) the experiences of international students during their study abroad
period. An online survey was applied to collect data from students at universities throughout
Colombia and a descriptive apporach was used to analyse quantitative and qualitative data. An
adaptated push-pull model was used as the theoretical framework to investigate student mobility.
The findings suggest that the most influential rationales behind students’ choice of Colombia as a
study abroad destination are related to personal and career development factors. In regard to
personal drivers, students coming to this country were pulled by desire to broaden their cultural
horizons by appreciating the Colombian cultural diversity and to know more about the Latin
American region. As for career development motivations, students sought to gain skills to work in a
globalised labour market and to improve their future career prospects. The results of this study
show that students’ experiences in the country are positive despite the several negative aspects that
affected their stay in the country. This study is the first endeavour addressing international inbound
student mobility in Colombia. It seeks to contribute to the production of scientific literature
regarding academic mobility in the Latin American region and to provide policy makers and higher
education administrators with valuable information to better understand why are foreigners
interested in spending a period of study in Colombia, so that both the government and the
institutions improve their strategies to attract more students in the future.
Keywords
Credit mobility, motivation, push-pull, Latin America, internationalisation, higher
education, Colombia.
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1. INTRODUCTION
International student mobility in higher education is currently receiving more attention
from scholars, institutions and governments as the number of international students
continues to grow and the competition for the global share of internationally mobile
students increases. OECD (2015) data show that in 2013 there were more than 4 million
individuals studying outside their country of citizenship and estimates predict this figure to
rise up to 7 million by 2020 (Altbach, Reisberg & Rumbley, 2010). A few countries
receive more than 50% of all international students, namely, Australia, Canada, France,
Germany, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States (OECD, 2015). Most of these
students come from Asian countries such as China, India and Korea. In fact, Asian students
account for 53% of those enrolled in tertiary education abroad (OECD, 2015).

Nevertheless, data mentioned above include only students who take part in the so-called
‘degree mobility’, which refers to time spent abroad to obtain a degree or a diploma, and
exclude numbers regarding ‘credit mobility’, which refers to short-term study abroad
programmes where students earn credits, outside their country of origin, that count towards
the obtention of a degree at their home universities. As a consequence, real numbers of
student mobility in countries where most of the mobile students participate in credit
mobility programmes, such as countries in the Latin American region (de Wit, 2014), are
not captured in these datasets.

Although there is a growing body of literature regarding international student mobility,
given the fact that it is one of the key activities in the area of internationalisation of higher
education, most of it is related specifically to studies on mobility to North America and
Europe (Berry & Taylor, 2013). Therefore, research have been focused on understanding
the factors that explain the traditional mobility flow in which students move from
developing to developed countries in order to earn a degree abroad (Wilkins, Stephens &
Huisman, 2012). Despite the increasing number of mobile students coming to study in
developing countries, little research has been done to examine the drivers of this nontraditional flow (Cantwell, Luca & Lee, 2009).
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In this sense, any endeavour to address the role of developing countries as receivers and
not merely senders of international students is important to uncover the drivers behind
students’ choice of higher education institutions (HEIs) in non-traditional destinations,
because they might not be the same motives that explain the mobility towards leading
destinations in the Global North, which have been broadly studied using push-pull models
(Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002; Foster, 2014; Maringe & Carter, 2007). Previous studies
addressing international student mobility to developing countries in Latin America include,
for instance, analyses of experiences of international students in Chile (Vázquez, Mesa &
López, 2014) and research examining the way in which the political economy shapes the
dispositions, experiences and expectations of foreign students studying abroad in Mexican
universities (Cantwell et al, 2009). Nevertheless, there is no evidence of research on
international student mobility in Colombia, which reveals a knowledge gap regarding who
are the international students coming to study abroad here, why do they come and how do
they evaluate their experiences in the country.
1.1 Research aims and questions
The aim of this research is to examine inbound credit mobility in Colombia by 1) exploring
the drivers behind international students’ choice of Colombia as a study abroad destination
and 2) analysing the experiences of international students in this country.

The research questions addressed in this study are:

1) What are the motivations behind international students’ choice of Colombia as a study
abroad destination?

2) How do incoming international students in Colombia assess their study abroad
experience?

Data were drawn from survey responses provided by 26 international students at
universities throughout Colombia to explore their motivations to study in this country and
their experiences during their period of study. This exploratory research is relevant for it
addresses under-explored elements in the area of internationalisation of higher education
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and it is the first effort to comprehend the drivers of inbound academic mobility in this
developing country. Moreover, this thesis seeks to contribute to the production of scientific
literature on short-term student mobility in Latin America, a non-traditional mobility flow
that attracts more international students year-on-year.
1.2 Structure of the thesis
In the introductory chapter, a brief description of the state of research on international
student mobility is offered and the aims and questions that drive this study are depicted. In
the second chapter, an extensive literature review is presented. The reader will find a
general overview of the dominant flows of international student mobility that have been
studied in previous research as well as the current state of internationalisation of higher
education in Colombia, a developing country where little or no research have been done in
order to comprehend why do international students select it as a study abroad destination.

In the third chapter, a description of the push-pull model used to explain the study abroad
decision-making process is provided. In this chapter, an adapted push-pull model is
presented as a theoretical framework for this study. The fourth chapter describes the data
used in this research and the approaches that were employed to analyse those data.

In chapter five, the results of the study are depicted. The sets of factors driving
international inbound student mobility in Colombia are explained. In addition, this chapter
depicts the positive and negative aspects of the experience of international students in
Colombia. Subsequently, in chapter six the discussions and recommendations for future
research are presented. It is recommended that a larger scale survey be applied in order to
collect more data and offer significant results that could be generalised to the entire
international student population in Colombia. Finally, the conclusions summarize the
rationales behind foreign students’ choice of Colombia as a study abroad destination. Also,
validity and reliability issues as well as ethical concerns of this study are described in this
final chapter.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Why do individuals study abroad?
Nowadays, the scenario of international mobility has more players competing for the share
of mobile students and, therefore, countries that were mainly senders of students have
become receivers, generating an increased number of individuals who participate in nontraditional mobility flows. International student mobility is not a new phenomenon (Rizvi,
2011; Teichler, 2004; Altbach & Teichler, 2001). Mobility of students is associated to
purposes of higher education, such as promoting the exchange of ideas and intercultural
learning among individuals and societies (Altbach et al, 2001); it has evolved and the
rationales underlying it have also shifted. At the present, most of the mobility schemes are
explained within a framework of ‘trade’ rather than a ‘development’ or ‘aid’ perspective,
as it was previously done (Rizvi, 2011). International mobility can be divided into two
broad categories namely, degree mobility and credit mobility.

Degree mobility, on the one hand, has been described as a predominantly south to north
movement in which students move from developing to developed countries (Altbach et al,
2001). It is rather absent in the Latin American region (de Wit, 2014). According to OECD
data, more than 4 million individuals participated in this type of mobility in 2013 (OECD,
2015), and this number is expected to grow. The global competition for students reflects
the interest of Governments and HEIs to attract foreign students as they are an important
source of revenue (Altbach et al, 2001). There is a heavy reliance on the economic impact
of international students, given the decreasing public funding to support higher education
systems around the globe. For instance, incoming students contributed USD 30.5 billion in
the US during the 2014-2015 period (NAFSA, 2015; IIE, 2015); £10.7 billion in the UK
during the 2011-2012 period (Universities UK, 2014); and AUD 16.9 billion in Australia
in 2016 (Gribble & Tran, 2016).

The drivers and barriers of this type of mobility have been examined previously in
numerous studies. According to research, students are usually motivated to go abroad by
drivers such as a high quality of education and the prestige of foreign HEIs and
qualifications; lack of academic offers at home; living an intercultural experience and
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being independent; as well as enhancing career prospects to increase employment
opportunities in a globalised labour market (Mazzarol et al, 2002; Kondakci, 2011;
Maringe et al, 2007; OECD, 2004; OECD, 2010; Lee, 2014; Rizvi, 2011; Li & Bray,
2007). In regard to the factors that prevent students from studying abroad, some of the
most cited barriers are the elevated costs, past social relationships, knowledge of foreign
languages and homesickness (Foster, 2014).

Credit mobility, on the other hand, has been mostly a north to north flow of students
(Gribble et al, 2016; Altbach et al, 2001). Data regarding the number of students who study
abroad for a short-term is not comprehensive in many regions (de Wit, 2014) and,
therefore, are not considered in the statistics from UNESCO or the OECD as part of the
international student mobility figures. The most common example of this type of mobility
is the ERASMUS program, “the single most successful component of EU policy” (Altbach
et al, 2001, p. 10), which has contributed to the intra-European short-term mobility of more
than 3 million students since its introduction in 1987 (de Wit, 2014). Several initiatives
have been implemented in order to promote mobility flows other than from developed
countries to other developed countries. According to Beerkens, Souto-Otero, de Wit &
Huisman (2015), “increasing study abroad participation is an important policy goal within
Europe and in many countries elsewhere” (p. 185). The aim of these endeavours is not only
to take advantage of the benefits of internationalisation but also to diversify mobility
streams to non-traditional destinations.

In the U.S., for example, where participation in outbound mobility is still very low, only
1.6% (304.467) of all students enrolled in American HEIs took part in study abroad
programs during the 2013-2014 period (IIE, 2015). Although about 50% of those students
went to Europe, it is noteworthy that 16.2% travelled to Latin America and the Caribbean
(IIE, 2015), challenging the predominant ‘north to north’ flow. By 2020, the number of
students from the U.S. participating in outbound mobility is expected to grow to around
600.000 thanks to proposals such as the Generation Study Abroad initiative, which seeks to
send students from American universities abroad to participate in both credit and noncredit programs, and strategies like ‘100.000 Strong in the Americas’ and “ 100.000 Strong
China”, which aim at expanding the number of exchange U.S. students to 100.000 in China
and the Western Hemisphere, respectively.
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The European Union has set higher goals and proposed that at least 20% of the total
student population graduating in the European Higher Education Area should have had a
study or training period abroad (European Commission, 2016). There are countries in
Europe that have already surpassed this goal. Germany, for instance, sent 33% of its total
student population abroad for short-term mobility and has set an ambitious target of
increasing it to 50% by 2020 (Streitwieser & Klabunde, 2015). Sending and receiving
international students have become common goals in higher education, as there are
perceived benefits for individuals, HEIs, governments, cities and other stakeholders
involved in international exchange (de Wit, 2013). In particular, outgoing mobility has
become a very important internationalisation activity around the world, as reported by
respondents of both the EAIE barometer (EAIE, 2014) and the IAU Global survey (EgronPolak & Hudson, 2014). Heads of HEIs and of Offices of International Affairs, as well as
policy makers involved in the international education sector expressed that this
institutional activity contributes to students’ development of global competencies,
international awareness and appreciation of global issues.
Researchers claim credit mobility “[…] combines most, if not all, of the advantages of
studying for the whole degree programme at home and studying for a degree abroad”
(Teichler, 2004, p. 397). Some scholars say drivers such as reputation or quality and job
opportunities in the host country are not as relevant for credit mobility as they are for
degree mobility, but this is still debated (Rodríguez, Bustillo & Mariel, 2011). In addition,
it is said that factors like warm climate or city attractiveness are key to decide where to
study abroad for a short-term (Souto-Otero, 2008). Students who participate in short-term
mobility expect cultural, academic, professional and linguistic benefits (Teichler, 2004).
Scholars have examined the motivations of students, from countries in the Global North, to
go abroad as part of their studies and the most recurrent drivers mentioned in the literature
include the possibility of experiencing different teaching methods, learning subjects not
available at home or from specific scientific fields, improving foreign language
proficiency, enhancing professional career prospects, gaining soft skills, developing new
relationships with individuals while being immersed in a different culture, enjoying life
and extracurricular activities and experimenting an eye-opening and horizon-broadening
effect in their lives (Altbach et al, 2001; Teichler, 2004; Doyle, Gendall, Meyer, Hoek,
Tait, Makcenzie & Loorparg, 2009; Salajan & Chiper, 2012; CHE Consult et al, 2014;
European Parliament, 2015).
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The predominance of mobility towards HEIs in the North is a trend in both degree and
credit mobility. However, several initiatives are being implemented in many regions to
encourage individuals to move to non-traditional destinations. It is ambitious to foresee a
great expansion of mobility towards the Global South, but internationalisation is a complex
phenomenon that evolves constantly (Berry et al, 2013) and policies are promoting
diversification, which means numbers will for sure increase. As a consequence, HEIs in
prospective hosting regions need to be proactive and undertake actions to attract more
international students, for they contribute to the improvement of teaching quality and
administrative practices (OECD, 2010) and are also relevant for domestic students, as
opportunities to develop relationships with individuals from other cultures increase when
there are more international students on campus (Salajan et al, 2012).
2.2. International Student Mobility in Colombia
In the past years, the number of students coming to Latin America and the Caribbean to
study abroad has increased (Vázquez et al, 2014; IIE, 2015) and this is one of the “fastest
growing regions of destination” (OECD, 2012, p 361) for internationally mobile students.
The 2015 Open Doors report from the International Institute of Education (IIE) offers
evidence of the considerable number of students from the U.S. studying abroad not only in
Latin America, but also in other regions of the Global South. The list of the top 20 leading
destinations for U.S. students participating in credit mobility includes seven Latin
American countries, making it the second most attractive region for U.S. students, right
after Europe. In the 2013/2014 period, a total of 304.467 students from U.S. colleges
studied abroad, and HEIs in Latin America and the Caribbean hosted 49.312 (16,2%) of
those students, an increase of 3.839 (8.4%) individuals coming to this region in comparison
with the 2012/2013 period (IIE, 2015). Data from this report show that the number of
students from American universities who studied abroad in Colombia grew from 340 in
2012/2013 to 439 in 2013/2014. Although this figure reflects an important growth for
Colombia, it is still very small if compared to figures from Costa Rica or Mexico, the
leading destinations in the region, which received 8.578 and 4.445 students from U.S.
colleges, respectively.
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Internationalisation is relatively new in Colombia and there is little governmental support
for its development (Berry et al, 2013). In a recent study that examined the perceptions and
experiences of senior managers from Colombian and Mexican universities regarding
internationalisation of higher education, Berry et al (2013) found that student mobility
(exchanges and/or study abroad) was reported as a very important institutional activity by
all of the interviewees from both countries. The current advances in the area of student
mobility reflect the initiative of Colombian private and public HEIs, who have developed
partnerships, on their own, with institutions mainly in Spain, France, Germany, Italy and
the UK, given the absence of a National policy for internationalisation (Henao & Vélez,
2015).

Colombia is a net sender of international students rather than a receiver. Data from the
Study on the Internationalisation of Higher Education in Colombia and Modernisation of
Internationalisation Indicators in the National System of Higher Education (SNIES)
(Ministry of Education & CCYK, 2014) and from the UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS,
2016) show the existing disparities in both degree and credit mobility in terms of outbound
and inbound flows. In regard to degree mobility, 25.509 Colombian students travelled to
obtain a degree abroad but just 870 foreigners came to Colombia to study for a complete
degree (UIS, 2016). With respect to credit mobility, in 2013, 3.288 international students,
primarily from Mexico, Germany, France, the United States and Spain, came to study for a
short-term in Colombian HEIs, and 9.883 Colombian students participated in outbound
mobility (Ministry of Education & CCYK, 2014).

There is a clear interest in attracting more students not just in order to balance inbound and
outbound mobility rates, but also to enhance internationalisation at home, by integrating
“foreign students and scholars into campus life and activities” (Knight, 2008, p. 22-23).
Although Colombian HEIs do not benefit economically from students who participate in
short-term mobility programmes, as they do not pay tuition fees, the presence of
international students in any higher education system is valuable, because they help
improve the education quality and foster understanding and acceptance of individuals from
different cultures (Altbach et al, 2001; OECD, 2015). Moreover, HEIs that are receiving an
increasing number of international students are challenged to offer a more
‘internationalised curriculum’, which impacts both domestic and international students.
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Internationalising the curriculum requires the incorporation of intercultural and global
dimensions into teaching methods, learning outcomes, assessment processes, among other
components (Leask, 2009). Students who participate in an academic international
experience develop abilities such as intercultural awareness, problem-solving skills,
adaptability and flexibility, which enable them to work abroad later on their life (Parey &
Waldinger, 2007) or in positions with an international profile (Bracht, Engel, Janson, Over,
Schomburg & Teichler, 2006). In fact, students who participate in academic mobility
acquire soft-skills that make them more attractive for international employers who are
seeking candidates with those characteristics to be part of their workforce (CHE Consult,
2014). It is important to mention that participation in study abroad programmes does not
lead automatically to those results. De Wit (2011) claims that students can isolate
themselves while they are abroad. However, an international curriculum in place at the
host university and plenty of activities for students’ integration might reduce the possibility
of students’ not taking advantage of the international experience.

It seems that Colombia has not been as successful in attracting international students as
other countries in the region. Even though the higher education system of Colombia is
characterised by its high quality standards, given the existence of a quality assurance
system (de Wit, 2014), the political instability and internal security issues present in the
country for more than five decades have affected its perception as a safe study abroad
destination (de Wit, 2014; Berry et al, 2013). Colombia is emerging from this unfavourable
situation and it is progressing towards the achievement of peace deals with rebel groups
and these barriers will no longer be as relevant as they are today.

Recent dialogues with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC in Spanish),
one of the major illegal armed groups in the country, concluded with the signature of a
peace agreement with the Government. However, the Colombian population did not
approve the agreement in a plebiscite on October 2nd 2016. Despite the refusal from
Colombians, the FARC leaders said there is no possibility they will go back to civil armed
conflict, they are laying down arms once and forever (Echeverri, 2016). New negotiation
processes started after the agreement was rejected, in order to include the proposals from
the parties that led the vote against the approval of the peace accord. There is hope in the
Colombian territory, youth movements and other civil society groups have advocated the
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signature of an adapted peace agreement and the international community has shown its
support for the parties involved in the discussions to reach a consensus as soon as possible.
The second prevalent guerrilla group in Colombia, the National Liberation Army (ELN in
Spanish), has also started a peace negotiation with the Government and, therefore, the
future looks positive for this country. The previous 4-year long negotiation process was a
great learning opportunity for the group of negotiators, and it is expected that this new
process will take less time and finalise a civil war that has persisted for more than 50 years.
In the light of these new progressions, there might be a promising future for international
student mobility in Colombia as safety is a crucial factor influencing the choice of
particular countries as study abroad destinations (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Peace
agreements aim at ceasing civil war, kidnapping, drug trafficking, terrorist attacks and
increasing the presence of the Government in rural areas, among other goals. As a
consequence, inbound mobility might grow and there is a need to start analysing why do
international students decide to come and study in Colombia, despite all these issues that
could prevent them from studying here, and evaluate their experiences in the country.
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
Factors influencing international student mobility have been extensively examined in
recent decades. Studies on this area have been informed by international migration theories
that include both public and private rationales of the study abroad decision-making process
(Kondakci, 2011); scholars have as well developed econometric-type studies that draw on
push-pull theories (Rodríguez et al, 2011); expectancy, human capital and student choice
theories (Lane-Toomey & Lane, 2012); sociological theories that adopt Bourdieu’s Habitus
concept to explain that the context and structures surrounding an individual impact his/her
actions, thoughts and orientations in the social world (Ahn, 2014) or Evan’s (2007, as cited
in van Mol et al, 2014) notion of ‘Bounded agency’ that takes into consideration the
context within which students’ choices are made, making it a socially situated agency (van
Mol et al, 2014). Research have been carried out using quantitative approaches to make
comparisons of students from different regions going abroad and the particular factors
influencing their decisions (Rodríguez et al, 2011; Wilkins, 2012; Beerkens et al, 2015;
Cantwell et al, 2009; Kondakci, 2011) qualitative approaches to review literature on
drivers and barriers of international student mobility (Daly, 2012); and mixed-methods
approaches using surveys, questionnaires and focus group discussions or interviews to
ensure in-depth analyses of personal characteristics and motivations, socioeconomic
factors and other contextual conditions affecting the study abroad decision-making process
(Mazzarol et al, 2002; Maringe et al, 2007; Li et al, 2007; Chen, 2008; Lane-Toomey et al,
2012; Vázquez et al, 2014; Foster, 2014) as well as students’ experiences (Salajan et al,
2012).

Despite the many theories that can help understanding academic mobility, the majority of
the research on international student motivations and study abroad decision-making
processes has embraced a push-pull framework in its original form (McMahon, 1992;
Altbach, 1998; Mazzarol et al, 2002) or by drawing on it and adapting it (Li et al, 2007;
Wilkins et al, 2012; Beerkens et al, 2015). This framework has been used to explain the
three-phase model of study abroad decision-making process, which includes 1) the
decision to go abroad, 2) the choice of a country and 3) the choice of a particular institution
(Mazzarol et al, 2002). This decision-making process is influenced by external
“educational, political/cultural/social, and economic factors” (Beerkens et al, 2015, p.186),
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which operate within the country of origin (push factors) and within the prospective host
country (pull factors) (McMahon, 1992; Mazzarol et al, 2002). On the one hand, push
forces are commonly unfavourable conditions in the country of origin that drive students to
study abroad; for instance, political or economic instability and low education quality
(Wilkins et al, 2012). On the other hand, pull forces are considered positive conditions in
overseas destinations that attract international students, such as high quality of tertiary
education and better career prospects (Wilkins et al, 2012; Mazzarol et al, 2002).
Interestingly, forces like the ‘opportunity to know other cultures’ have been classified as
both a push and a pull factors, because students might be pushed by a general interest to go
abroad to experience different cultures, but could also be pulled by the culture of a
particular country.

One of the most commonly cited studies on push-pull factors was published by Mazzarol
and Soutar (2002), who examined degree mobility in order to understand the reasons why
students from China, Taiwan, Indonesia and India chose Australia as a study destination.
The pull factors identified were: knowledge and awareness of the host country, personal
recommendations, cost issues (living expenses, tuition fees and safety), environment
(warm climate), geographic proximity, and social links. The push factors included the
perception of overseas programmes being better than local ones; the difficulty to be
accepted in a programme at home; unavailability of a desired programme; interest in
understanding other cultures and the intention to migrate to the host country after
graduation (Mazzarol et al, 2002).

The push-pull framework has been applied mostly to study the traditional degree mobility
flow of students from developing countries who choose to study abroad in HEIs located in
developed nations. The limitations of the model have been identified in several studies (Li
et al, 2007; Cantwell et al, 2009; Kondakci, 2011). The original framework (McMahon,
1992; Mazzarol et al, 2002) focuses on a macro external perspective, neglecting students’
agency and personal characteristics, because not all students are affected by external forces
in the same way (Li et al, 2007). Therefore, it cannot offer a complete explanation of the
process of students’ choice to study overseas (Li et al, 2007; Cantwell et al, 2009). Li and
Bray (2007) problematized this model and argued that there are also ‘positive pull forces at
home’, that operate within the student’s country of origin and ‘push negative forces
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abroad’ that repel students from potential study abroad destinations; which constitute what
they call reverse push-pull factors:

The pull forces at home include a desire to stay with one’s family, awareness of
the relevance of domestic education, and increasing internationalisation of
domestic institutions. On the host side, forces which repel foreign students
include increasing fees and other costs, restrictive policies on foreign students,
uncertainties in visa approvals, tightening of immigration policies, and
discrimination against students from particular countries due to the political and
religious circumstances of host countries. The positive forces at home and
negative forces abroad can be called reverse push–pull factors (Li et al, 2007,

p. 795).

Chen (2007) proposed a ‘Synthesis model’ in which relevant elements that affect students’
decision-making processes to study abroad are taken into account. Chen’s (2007) model
includes: 1) Student Characteristics, 2) Significant Others, and 3) External Push–Pull
Factors. Student characteristics include personal preferences and socioeconomic
background; significant others embrace encouragement from professors, fellow students or
family members; and push and pull factors make reference to both positive and negative
forces at home and at the host destination, personal driving forces due to external
influences, and institutional characteristics. By introducing these factors, limitations from
previous studies were overcome in order to offer a comprehensive understanding of factors
influencing international student mobility.

In the present study, the push-pull model will be adapted because we will not be addressing
the predominant ‘south to north’ pattern of degree mobility. On the contrary, we will
examine credit mobility flows to a non-traditional destination -which cannot be explained
using the original framework. The same push-pull forces might not affect students
participating in short-term mobility because, for instance, they may not be facing any
political instability or other negative situation pushing them to go abroad. Also, students
might not have a clear interest in migrating to their host country, which is a common push
factor for degree mobility, as they are sure they need to come back to their country of
origin in order to finalise their degree at home. The model will be adopted as a theoretical
framework, because it has been used effectively in a variety of contexts to analyse the
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study abroad decision-making process (Wilkins et al, 2012), but we will emphasise only on
the first two phases of this process (Study abroad choice and country choice) and we will
focus on the pull forces that drive students to come to Colombian HEIs for credit mobility
and on the negative push forces that might prevent students from choosing Colombia as
their study abroad destination. The model is useful when analysing factors influencing
students’ flow to a specific country of destination, and this is another reason for using it. It
is an open and descriptive model, which assists us to systematically arrange the factors or
forces influencing student mobility (Rodríguez et al, 2011) and thus contributes to the
achievement of the research aims of this study. To sum up, this analysis constitutes a
partial test of the reverse push-pull model. The aforementioned limitations of the model
will be considered and, consequently, this study will focus on micro-level factors (Li et al,
2007), specifically on the perceptions and motives that influenced students’ choice of
Colombia as an international higher education destination.
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4. STUDY DESIGN
4.1 Data and Methodology

In this research, two different phenomena within the area of international student mobility
have been analysed. As mentioned in the introductory chapter, we will study factors
influencing inbound student mobility in Colombia, and international students’ experiences
in the country in order to solve two research questions, namely: 1) what are the motivations
behind international students’ choice of Colombia as a study abroad destination? and 2)
how do incoming international students in Colombia assess their study abroad experience?

Consequently, for the purposes of this study the phenomena were examined using different
approaches. Each question demanded a different methodology. On the one hand, the
motivations of international inbound student mobility in Colombia were studied using a
quantitative approach, because it is the methodology that best fits a confirmatory research
question (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003), like the one we have depicted. On the other hand,
we have formulated an exploratory question regarding students’ experiences in Colombia,
and these types of questions can be analysed through qualitative approaches (Tashakkori et
al, 2003). The selection of these methodologies was data-driven. Quantitative data was
collected through closed-ended questions to study the push-pull factors that influenced
incoming international mobility in Colombia and qualitative data was collected to explore
the negative and positive aspects of students’ experiences in this country using semi-open
questions.

Data were drawn from survey responses from (N=26) international students at universities
throughout Colombia and analysed to explore their motivations to study in this country and
their experiences during their period of study. Descriptive statistics (frequency tables,
means, standard deviations) were used to analyse quantitative data from student survey
responses, with the aim of finding meaningful patterns (Mertens, 2010). Qualitative
content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) was used to find common themes among
students’ reports regarding their experience in the country. This analysis required reading
the data repeatedly and finding keywords with the purpose of identifying relevant themes.
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The data collection tool was built by drawing on an extensive literature review on
international student mobility and expert recommendations. Feedback from a piloting
exercise with international students in Finland was collected and used to refine the form.
Data provided by students has been kept in anonymity and used only for research purpose.

An online survey (See Appendix 2) of 40 questions composed of Likert-type scale,
multiple-choice, short-answer and ordinal-scale formats was distributed through
institutional coordinators from the offices of International Affairs of the universities which
are part of the CCYK (Colombia Challenge Your Knowledge) consortium, a group of
private and public universities leading processes of internationalisation of higher education
and student mobility in Colombia. The questionnaire inquired about to what extent
personal, career, financial, academic and contextual motives explained students’ interest in
participating in a study abroad experience in Colombia, on a 5-point scale from “1-strongly
disagree” to “5-strongly agree”. We used this tool because questionnaires are useful when
describing individuals’ attitudes or opinions (Cresswell, 2012) and we wanted to learn
about how important or influential had those factors been when deciding where to study
abroad. Apart from other items, the questionnaire also included a set of two semi-open
questions, where students provided qualitative data about both the positive and negative
aspects of their mobility in this country. This section was important to gain more insight
into the students’ perception of their experience abroad.

The drivers of student mobility were categorised in a set of five groups for analytical
purposes: personal, academic, contextual, financial and career development factors.
Personal motivations embraced a desire to become globally-minded and to broaden
cultural horizons; academic factors included access to interesting courses and to a different
higher education system; contextual motives comprised an interest in enjoying warm
climate and in meeting Colombian people; financial factors included a desire to use
available funding and moving to a country where living expenses were low; and career
development motivations embraced gaining skills to work in an globalised labour market
and improving career prospects.
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4.2 Study participants
All the students were taking part in a short-term credit mobility programme in Colombian
HEIs when they responded the survey. More female (57,7%) than male (42,3%) students
participated in the study and the average age of the group was 23,7 years old (SD= 4,394).
Students came from France, Mexico, Spain, Sweden, the United States, Japan, Chile and
Guatemala; 14 (53,8%) of them were studying for one academic semester and 12 (46,2%)
were staying for a full academic year (two semesters). Almost one-third of the students
(34,6%) had previously participated in an academic experience abroad; the remaining
65,4% had never been abroad as part of an academic mobility experience. As regards other
experiences abroad, 69,2% of the students had travelled abroad for other purposes, such as
tourism or volunteerism (all of the students who reported an academic mobility experience
also said they had been abroad for other purposes) and 30,8% said they have never been
abroad before coming to Colombia.

Moreover, 76,5% of the internationally mobile students had knowledge of at least 1 foreign
language (some reporting knowledge of 4 or 5 languages), the remaining 23,1% were
native speakers of Spanish and did not know any foreign language. The majority of the
participants (76,9%) reported that Colombia was their first choice to study abroad, and
only 23,1% said it was their second choice. Students who reported Colombia was not their
first option mentioned countries such as Spain, Chile, Argentina and Brazil as their first
choice. Finally, students were asked if they would choose Colombia as a study abroad
destination again and 88,47% (N= 23) of the respondents said they would do so. This
positive result reflects that students are satisfied with their experience in the country. In
fact, when asked to rate their experience on a scale from 1-very poor to 5-outsanding, most
students rated it positively (M= 4,576).
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Sample Description
Gender
Country of origin

Previous Study Abroad
Previous experience abroad
Duration of study abroad
Colombia as a first option
Would study in Colombia again
Table 1. Sample Description

Male
Female
France
Mexico
Spain
Chile
Sweden
U.S.
Guatemala
Japan
Yes
No
Yes
No
One semester
Two semesters
First option
Second option
Yes
No

N
11
15
8
7
6
1
1
1
1
1
9
17
18
8
14
12
20
6
23
3

%
42,30%
57,70%
30,80%
26,90%
23,10%
3,80%
3,80%
3,80%
3,80%
3,80%
34,60%
65,40%
69,20%
30,80%
53,80%
46,20%
76,90%
23,10%
88,47%
11,53%
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5. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
5.1 Results
In this subchapter, a picture of the findings will be presented. First, we will show the
results from statistical descriptive analyses and the general ranking of factors influencing
the choice of Colombia as a study abroad destination. Afterwards, we will present a
summary of both the positive and negative aspects of students’ experiences in Colombia.
Respondent values for Likert-scale items
Factors
Personal

Contextual

Academic

I wanted to become more independent
I wanted to get out of my comfort zone in order to
know myself better in a new environment
I wanted to have fun in this country, not just to study
I wanted to experience an exotic destination
I wanted to broaden my cultural horizons by
appreciating the Colombian cultural diversity
I wanted to become more globally-minded
I wanted to meet people from the Colombian culture
I like the climate of Colombia
I wanted to know more about the Latin American
region
I was encouraged by my family to study abroad
I wanted to follow recommendations from my teachers
to participate in a study abroad programme in
Colombia
I was encouraged by fellow students who have studied
abroad
I received support from the university staff to apply for
study abroad
I was attracted by interesting courses offered here
I wanted to experience a different higher education
system
I considered that the quality of education in my major
here is better than in my home university
I wanted to enhance my understanding of my subject
discipline
I wanted to improve my proficiency in Spanish
language

Mean SD
3,462 1,392
3,962
3,615
3,615

1,341
1,299
1,299

4,308
4,038

1,192
1,28

3,731
3,077

1,251
1,197

4,077
2,654

1,197
0,936

2,423

0,902

3,192

1,386

3,538
3,615

1,067
1,098

3,808

1,167

2,962

0,824

4

0,849

3,692

1,722
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Factor
Financial

Career
development

Mean SD
I wanted to take advantage of funding sources available
for study abroad
I wanted to go to a country where living expenses
would be lower than in other destinations
I considered studying abroad as an investment rather
than an expense
I wanted to travel to a place where I could find a parttime job
I wanted to travel to a neighbouring or nearby country
with cheap flights
I wanted to improve my future career prospects by
studying abroad
I wanted to gain skills to work in an international
environment or get a job abroad
I wanted to stand out in my group of peers by getting a
experience abroad
I considered an experience abroad would be an asset in
my CV
I wanted to explore entrepreneurial opportunities
abroad

3,115

1,423

3

1,233

4,192

1,059

2,115

1,107

2,308

1,225

3,885

1,071

4,154

1,047

3,5

1,208

4,077

1,055

3,577

1,065

Table 2. Respondent values for Likert-scale items

Students’ motivations were categorised in five groups, which included push and pull
factors. In regard to Personal motivations, respondents were not only pulled by the
possibility to appreciate the Colombian cultural diversity in order to broaden their cultural
horizons (M=4,308), but also by the opportunity to experience an ‘exotic’ destination (M=
3,615), which could offer opportunities for fun (M= 3,615). Students decided to go abroad
because of push forces such as the motivation to become more globally-minded (M=
4,038), the desire to get out of their comfort zone (M= 3,962) and the eagerness to become
more independent (M= 3,462).
In relation to Career development factors, which were influential forces to study abroad for
the survey respondents, the desire to gain skills to work abroad or in a globalised labour
market (M= 4,154) as well as the motivation to list an experience abroad as an asset in the
CV (M= 4,077) were considered the most relevant. Push forces such as an interest in
improving career prospects (M= 3,885) and the ambition to stand out from fellow students
who are not internationally-mobile (M= 3,50) exerted a less influential force in the study
abroad decision-making process. In addition, students were pulled, to some extent, to come
to Colombia and explore the entrepreneurial opportunities the country has to offer
(M=3,577).
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As regards the Academic set of factors, students were mainly pushed by a positive desire to
enhance their understanding of their subject of study (M= 4,0) and other push forces such
as encouragement from home university staff to study abroad in Colombia were less
influential (M= 3,538). Some academic forces both pushed and pulled students towards
Colombia; for instance, the interest to experience a different higher education system (M=
3,808) and the possibility to improve Spanish language proficiency (M= 3,692). Although
the quality of Colombian higher education was not a relevant pull force (M= 2,962),
students were pulled, to some extent, by the interesting courses offered in Colombian
universities (M= 3,615).

The set of Contextual factors included recommendations from family members or
professors to go abroad as well as some conditions of Colombia as an attractive study
abroad destination. The desire to meet people from the Colombian culture (M= 3,731) and
to learn more about the Latin American region (M= 4,077) exerted an important pull force
to choose Colombia as a destination, yet the warm climate of the country was, overall, not
a relevant pull factor (M= 3,077). Encouragement from fellow students who had previously
studied abroad (M= 3,192) was more influential than recommendations from professors at
home universities (M= 2,423) or from family members (M= 2,654).

As to Financial motives, students said they studied abroad because the costs of
participation in this experience were seen as an investment rather than an expense (M=
4,192), although available funding sources for international mobility (M= 3,115) was not
an influential push factor. Colombia might be a destination with low living costs if
compared to countries in the Global North; however, students did not consider this was an
important pull factor for coming here (M= 3,0) and they were not attracted to come to
Colombia because of cheap flights or because it was a nearby country (M= 2,308).
Moreover, students reported that having an opportunity to work in Colombia was not an
important pull factor (M= 2,115).
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Ranking of factors influencing inbound mobility in Colombia
Factors
Mean score
Personal
3,838
Career development
3,833
Academic
3,459
Contextual
3,192
Financial
2,946

Ranking
1
2
3
4
5

Table 3. Ranking of factors influencing inbound mobility in Colombia

The semi-open questions related to students’ experiences in Colombia yielded some
common themes regarding their perceptions during the period of study in this country.
After examining the data provided by students, some common themes emerged. In the
following table, themes and keywords associated to positive aspects of students’
experience are depicted.
Themes (Positive
experiences)

Keywords

Good quality of teaching
staff

Teachers are good, good academic quality, they do a great
job.

Tourism

Travel to many cities, diversity for tourism, great
landscapes, unique variety and attractiveness.

Colombian culture

Indigenous culture is beautiful, folklore is stunning,
multicultural country, diverse culture, learned about the
culture.

Good quality of university Had never seen a campus like this one, it is amazing, very
campuses
good, specially its library, good services, well maintained.
Weather

It is very nice, nice weather in different cities, it is amazing,
great weather in Bogotá.

Spanish language

No difficulties to understand Spanish, I like the way people
use the language, good quality of Spanish courses, close to
my language, improved my level of proficiency.

Colombians’ traits

Kind people, nice people, good social life with people,
warm people, nice and kind people, helpful, friendly,
generous, educated people, resilient, welcoming.

Table 4. Positive aspects of international students’ experience
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According to students’ responses, they did not expect the quality of Colombian education
to be better than that of their home university. Although, quality was not an influential
driver for student mobility, survey respondents reported that Colombian HEIs offer good
quality academic experiences and have a qualified teaching staff. It seems, therefore, that
the actual academic experience exceeded students’ expectations. As one student reported:
“I love the teachers from my academic programme. I always have a smile on my face when
I go to class because I know that I will enjoy it.” Answers that included ideas or keywords
describing a positive perception of teachers were assembled in the ‘good quality of
teaching staff’ theme. Moreover, students valued the fact that they could visit many cities
with different cultural attributes in the same country. Colombia has a variety of landscapes
that range from high mountains and jungles to Caribbean beaches and deserts. Students
described this variety of places and cultures as positive. Responses like “I tried to travel
every weekend to discover other places in Colombia” and “the amount of cities one can
visit is huge” were grouped in the ‘Tourism’ theme. Students in Colombia are eager to
travel within the country and get to know places where they can appreciate the cultural
diversity of the country.

The ‘Colombian culture’ theme is closely related to the previous one. Students described
the country as “multicultural” and were enthusiastic to “learn about the Colombian
culture.” Keywords and opinions of international students showed a positive perception of
the diverse cultures that co-exist in the Colombian territory. Other aspect that was
described as positive for students’ experience was the good quality of campuses.
Responses regarding university facilities included: “this is a very modern university
campus”, “excellent services”, “the campus is very good, specially its library” and “I had
never seen a campus like this one, there are many activities (Sports and cultural events,
conferences, etc.” These quotes show that offering good services and infrastructure can
improve students’ experience perception. Students considered the ‘Weather’ theme as both
a positive and negative element when evaluating their experience in Colombia.
Participants’ answers included opinions such as “the weather is great because most of the
time it is raining and it makes the weather cold”, but also “[There is] an unpleasant weather
in Bogotá”, “the weather in Bogotá is unstable and bad; it is better in other parts of
Colombia.” There was only one positive opinion for the climate in Bogotá. Most of the
students who said it was “nice” and “amazing” were studying in other cities.
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We were looking for more themes among students’ answers and ‘Spanish language’
emerged as a relevant one. International students considered the Colombian accent to be
easier to understand than other accents and that their experience in Colombia was positive
because the quality of Spanish courses was good and they could improve their Spanish
language proficiency during their period of study in Colombia. Finally, ‘Colombian traits’
appeared as a clear common theme from participants’ responses, in which they described
Colombians as kind and warm people, helpful, friendly, generous, resilient and welcoming.
Students deemed their experience positive because of the interaction they had with
Colombians and also because of locals’ behaviour and characteristics. Students said
“liveliness and resilience of Colombian people contrasts with Europeans’ pessimism”, “I
have a great social life with exchange students and locals.” By reading lines such as “a lot
of people who helped me have a better experience in the country”, we understood the vital
role that social relationships play in student experience.

We wanted to understand the negative aspects of students’ experience in the country, as
they might provide insight into the push factors that prevent students from coming to
Colombia.
Themes (Negative
experiences)

Keywords

Safety

Low security level, dangerous, safe inside campus,
insecurity, considerable insecurity, low safety
perception,

Accommodation

Had a bad experience, expensive.

Integration in local culture

It is a bit difficult, locals do not make efforts, not many
activities to know other students, egocentric students do
not let others integrate, individualistic people, cultural
difference, easier to make friends with international than
local students.

Transit and transportation

Stressful, have to be careful, pollution, bad quality of
transportation.

Weather

Bad weather in Bogotá, unpleasant weather.

Table 5. Negative aspects of international students’ experience
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Five common themes arose after reviewing participants’ responses to the semi-open
questions. Students considered the low perceptions of ‘Safety’ as a negative aspect of their
experience in Colombia. Students reported that “security in the Country is not the same as
it is in the university campus” and that the “safety level is low if compared to European
standards.” However, some students asserted it was not as unsafe as it is said or as they
believed it was. During their period of study in Colombia they did not witness situations
where their security was affected. They said “media communication portray a wrong image
of Colombia overseas and they create a sort of paranoia. Therefore, one arrives in the
country with an idea of it being a very dangerous place.” Participants also mentioned
having troubles with ‘accommodation’, which was deemed negative for their experience as
students in this country. A student reported having a bad experience with the landlord and
others said it was expensive. There are no specialized services for student accommodation
in Colombia, but universities are improving those issues, for example, by arranging
contracts with host families who can support students while they are in Colombia.

Data analysis also showed that students had bad experiences as regards integration in their
new environment. Keywords and ideas related to those difficulties yielded the ‘Integration
in local culture’ theme. Some quotes under this theme included: “it is easier to make
friends with international students than with locals”, “in a particular class, I spent months
without anyone talking to me”, “there are not many activities to know other students” and
“locals do not make efforts to be understood by foreigners, they do not speak at a slowly
pace, for example.” This is in contrast with the factors that motivate students to come to
Colombia. They want to meet locals and appreciate cultural diversity, but lack of
integration hinders these processes. ‘Transit and transportation’ emerged as a theme from
the data. Participants’ responses like “bad quality of transportation” or “one has to be
careful when driving in Bogotá because people drive without enough caution” were
scanned to find common keywords and were included under this theme. International
students may have better means of transportation in their home countries and they have
serious difficulties with transportation in Colombia. Particularly in a city like Bogotá, the
buses are always crowded and there is no metro or tram, although there are hundreds of
kilometres of bike paths. Finally, as mentioned before, the ‘Weather’ theme was
considered not only a positive aspect, but also a negative one. Only a few students enjoy
cold weather, others prefer warm weather. However, most of the universities are in Bogotá,
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a cold city. This can be an opportunity for other cities to promote themselves as
destinations with warm climate.

Despite these negative aspects, when asked to rate their experience in the country, most of
the survey respondents reported it was an outstanding (61,5%) or good one (34,6%) based
on a 5-point scale (M= 4,576).
Study abroad experience rating
N
Outstanding (5)
Good (4)
Neutral (3)
Poor (2)
Very poor (1)
Average rating (M)

%
16
9
1
0 0 -

61,50%
34,60%
3,80%

4,576

Table 6. Study abroad experience rating

5.2 Discussion
Results of this research support to some extent the findings of other studies (Cantwell et al,
2009; Kondakci, 2011) addressing inbound international student mobility in developing
countries, in which students reported they were particularly attracted by the unique cultural
diversity of Mexico (Cantwell et al, 2009) and Turkey (Kondakci, 2011). According to
Vázquez et al (2014), in a study analysing international students’ experience in Chile, it
was found that incoming students in that country emphasise the development of
intercultural competences rather than academic competences. This might be so because
north to south mobility flows are not academically driven, as they are not explained by the
academic prestige of host universities.
HEIs in the Latin American region might have high quality standards, but international
students’ are much more attracted by the cultural aspects these countries have to offer.
According to the findings of this study, students were not pushed to study overseas because
the quality of Colombian HEIs was better than that of their home universities.
Furthermore, this study suggests that credit mobility is driven mainly by personal and
career development factors, as argued by previous literature on student mobility (Beerkens
et al, 2015). As a consequence, rationales of credit mobility differ from those of degree

27

mobility, because one of the main drivers of the latter is the reputation and high quality of
HEIs in the destination country. Mobility to Colombia is rather explained by the variety of
courses offered by HEIs and the possibility of making new acquaintances with Colombian
individuals. Therefore, universities in Colombia and the region should pay attention to
these findings when setting strategies to attract students and also when students are already
in campus, because they want to learn about the multicultural dimension of these countries
as well as to interact with individuals in order to build intercultural relationships and HEIs
should provide them with opportunities to meet those expectations.
Relevant rationales behind students’ choice of Colombia as a study abroad destination
include the possibility of experiencing a different and ‘exotic’ culture as well as learning
about the Latin American region. Participants also report an interest in travelling within the
country to get the most out of their period of study in Colombia. Student organisations or
universities themselves can develop strategies to foster tourism in the country and help
incoming students be immersed culturally in non-academic experiences or extra-curricular
activities. The knowledge of international students might not be broad and they could
probably not find useful information regarding interesting destinations within the
Colombian territory to visit and experience multicultural diversity, try new food and
discover different Spanish accents. Survey respondents reported having problems related to
accommodation. Universities should be aware of these difficulties, which might be related
to the short experience of Colombia as a receiver of international students. Students should
get recommendations about safe areas to live in, how to sign a rent contract and housing
services’ providers should see the growing market in order to offer better facilities for
incoming international students who are looking for a good experience in this country.
When analysing students’ experiences in the country, we found that ‘integration in the
local culture’ was a common negative theme. As mentioned before in our results, some
students struggled to create social relationships with local people. This might be so because
internationalisation is new for Latin American institutions (Berry et al, 2013) and very few
institutional practices and policies to foster intercultural communication are implemented
at Colombian HEIs. In fact, students mentioned lack of opportunities or activities at their
universities to meet domestic fellows as a negative aspect of their experience. There is a
need to address this issue not just because it might improve students’ stay, but also because
it will contribute to the achievement of goals of internationalisation of higher education
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regarding the promotion of understanding and acceptance of individuals from different
cultures (Altbach et al, 2001) and the training of graduates who are competent
“internationally and interculturally” (Doyle et al, 2009, p. 488). If students who participate
in international mobility are not supported by institutional initiatives their time abroad can
become a challenge and not a beneficial learning experience. According to Sawir et al
(2008), there are several strategies that could help universities and students themselves
overcome these kinds of challenges. For instance, pairing international and local students
before they travel to the country of destination and ensuring international students have an
academic or personal mentor when they are at the host universities could provide them
with better social support and improve their experience (Sawir et al, 2008).
Moreover, initiatives to internationalise the curriculum (Leask, 2009) could also contribute
to turn ‘integration in the local culture’ into a positive aspect of mobile students’
experience. By internationalising the curriculum, university staff as well as students can
learn about intercultural understanding and might be more aware of incoming students’
needs. Participants of this study said teachers do a very good job in their profession, but
there is always space for improvements. The teaching staff and curriculum developers can
introduce global and international dimensions (Leask, 2009) into the content of the
subjects of all academic programmes that can benefit domestic and international students.
By doing this, universities could also address survey respondents’ needs. We found
students were pushed to go abroad because they wanted to gain understanding of their
discipline of study in an international context, to experience a different higher education
system and to develop skills to work abroad or in a globalised labour market. HEIs should
provide students with skills and knowledge that are relevant in a globalised world because
they might be interested in applying for jobs abroad or with an international profile.

Results suggest that the opportunity to learn Spanish acted as a pull force that attracted
foreign students to Colombia. Students mentioned they actually improved their level of
proficiency during their period of study and they had no difficulties to understand
Colombian Spanish. Likewise, participants highlighted the good quality of Spanish courses
in the country. Scholars explain that Colombia is attractive for students who want to learn
this language, which is growing in importance (de Wit, 2014). The National Government
has already made some institutional efforts to promote Colombia as a Spanish languagelearning hub. The ‘Spanish in Colombia’ strategy was set to promote overseas the

29

academic offer of Spanish as a foreign language in Colombia. There is also a campaign to
promote Colombia as a destination for academic and scientific collaboration, namely:
‘Colombia Challenge Your Knowledge.’ This campaign should be improved by
introducing a database of academic programmes offered by a network of accredited
universities in Colombia. Also, universities could make specific lists of subjects that could
be attractive for international students, making it easier for prospective incoming students
to decide what to study in the country. Photographs and reports from foreign students in
Colombia

could

also

be

included

in

the

website

of

the

campaign:

www.challengeyourknowledge.edu.co. Finally, as internationalisation has been supported
mostly by individual institutional initiatives, expertise of leading universities should be
shared so that more HEIs become aware of the benefits of internationalisation and
overcome the challenges that are present in their particular contexts. These suggestions are
in line with what our results show. Students want to come to Colombia to experience its
cultural diversity and to study interesting subjects they might not be able to study in their
home countries, but they cannot find useful information in the only general website of
Colombian higher education. These adjustments could help promote Colombia as a shortterm study abroad destination for both undergraduate and postgraduate programmes.
Finally, it is necessary to address an aspect of negative students’ experience in Colombia.
Scholars have cited security issues as a major factor preventing international students from
choosing Colombia as a destination to study abroad (de Wit, 2014, Berry et al, 2013). The
findings suggest that students have a perception of a low level of safety outside their
university campus. However, some students say the perception of Colombia as an unsafe
country is overestimated due to mass media descriptions. Current developments to make
Colombia a peaceful territory have been taking place. Peace dialogues with illegal armed
groups, who want to join the institutional and democratic paths to participate in society and
lay down their arms, might soon lead to the signature of peace agreements in order to stop
violence in the country and other illegal activities that threaten people’s security. The
number of students coming to Colombia might increase as a consequence of these recent
progresses and of policies such as Erasmus or 100.000 strong in the Americas, from
Europe and the U.S., respectively, which provide resources to fund international student
mobility. Universities and other stakeholders should be prepared to attract students and
offer them a great learning experience by addressing the difficulties they face and by
continuing to improve their services.
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6. LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE
RESEARCH
This study has several limitations and therefore generalisations from the results cannot be
made. Nevertheless, it represents a valuable contribution to the research literature on
international student mobility, because it addresses a non-traditional mobility flow in a
region that has been under-explored and it examines credit mobility rather than degree
mobility, which has not been extensively investigated in the Global South. In fact, it is the
first research endeavour that investigates the drivers behind international students’ choice
of Colombia as a study abroad destination.

One of the major limitations of this study is the sampling. Data were collected from only
26 international students who were studying for a short-term (Fall - 2015, Winter- 2016) in
Colombian HEIs and voluntarily answered the survey after receiving it from the Office of
International Affairs at their host university. The number of international students
participating in inbound credit mobility in Colombia today is not known, but figures from
2013 show there were 3.288 (Ministry of Education et al, 2014) foreign individuals in
Colombian campuses. A larger scale survey could yield more significant results, because
further quantitative and qualitative analyses could be carried out. For instance,
comparisons among students from different regions could be done in order to find
correlations between nationalities and particular factors affecting the study abroad
decision-making process. A wider data collection process would be useful to learn about
students’ background, how did they learn about the study abroad opportunity in Colombia,
what are they studying in Colombia so that we know which academic discipline is more
attractive for international students, how are they funding their stay in Colombia, which
kind of institutional support did they receive from the host HEI staff, among other
questions. Moreover, comprehensive qualitative data could be collected using focus group
interviews with foreign students in universities across Colombia. Students’ experiences
could be further analysed to better understand how do they assess their period of study in
the country. This information could assist administrative staff and policy makers to
identify challenges that may affect students in order to implement strategies that help
students overcome them and also to improve the practices that already generate a positive
impact during international students’ stay in Colombia.
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Further research should take into consideration the influence of students’ socioeconomic
background and other contextual features on their decision to study abroad, because
“empirical evidence on the macro-context are rather scarce in the (social sciences) student
migration literature” (Van Mol & Timmerman, 2013, p. 466). In other words, students’
decisions are better understood when they are examined within the contextual factors that
may shape them. Findlay, King, Geddes, Smith, Stam, Dunne, Skeldon & Ahrens (2010)
summarize the importance of these factors when they explain that, “choices on student
migration, like other mobility decisions, are taken by individuals in circumstances that are
not entirely of their choosing but are structured by class, ethnicity, and other social forces”
(Findlay et al, p. 48). Moreover, the difference between the drivers of degree and credit
mobility should be addressed, because the individuals who participate in one of these two
types of mobility might have diverse reasons to go abroad and might not be influenced by
the same contextual factors. For instance, credit mobility is commonly tuition-free whereas
degree mobility programmes charge tuition fees, which is usually considered a barrier to
student mobility. This study has already suggested some differences between the rationales
behind each type of mobility, but there is a need to analyse also why do international
degree-seeking students come to Colombia in order to understand comprehensively the
differences between the forces driving inbound degree and credit mobility in this country.

Official public institutions, such as the National Ministry of Education or the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, should support research on international student mobility in Colombia so
that a comprehensive amount of data is collected from all HEIs in the country. In this way,
analyses would offer a better understanding not only of who and where are the
international students in Colombia and but also of the factors influencing their choice of
the country as a study abroad destination, which would contribute to the development of
evidence-based recruitment policies and strategies to attract more mobile students to
Colombian campuses.
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7. CONCLUSION
7.1. Validity, reliability and ethical concerns

In order to ensure validity and reliability in this study, the research design followed models
employed in previous studies on international student mobility, which have been
extensively used in different contexts. The construction of the data collection tool was
informed by an extensive review of studies investigating the factors that influence the
study abroad decision-making process. Before sending the survey to the Offices of
International Affairs of Colombian HEIs, the instrument was piloted with international
students in Finland who also offered feedback to polish the form. Finally, the survey items
were reviewed by experts who offered recommendations that were taken into account in
the final version of the tool. The push-pull model was used as a framework for this study.
It has been critiqued because it was developed to investigate south to north degree mobility
and also because it neglects students’ agency and personal characteristics (Li et al, 2007;
Cantwell et al, 2009; Kondakci, 2011). As a consequence, the model was adapted because
in this research we were examining credit mobility to a developing country, in order to
understand the rationales that explain north to south and south to south mobility.
The present study was carried out in compliance with the ethical guidelines for research in
the humanities and social and behavioural sciences published by the Finnish Advisory
Board on Research Integrity. These guidelines suggest researchers to safeguard
participants’ privacy and the confidentiality of data provided by them in any educational
study. Participants answered the survey voluntarily and were informed of the research
aims. No names or other confidential data compromising their anonymity was required in
the survey. Data provided by students was kept in anonymity and was only used for
research purposes. Informed consents were not needed, as no treatment was exercised on
participants in this study. Finally, students were informed that they could withdraw from
the research at any time if desired.
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7.2. Final remarks
This thesis begins by presenting a state of the art on research in the area of international
student mobility. The literature review shows that most of the studies investigating the
determinants of student mobility address ‘degree mobility’ flows of individuals from
developing to developed countries. Very few research have been conducted to investigate
other types of mobility as well as the rationales behind students’ choice of countries in the
Global South as study abroad destinations. This study was worthwhile for it is the first
exploratory endeavour that analyses the factors influencing the flow of international
students to Colombia. Although this research is not generalisable to all incoming
international students participating in credit mobility in Colombia, it provides policy
makers and HEIs administrators with valuable information to develop strategies in order to
attract more international students and to offer them better cultural, social and academic
experiences while they are in this country.

Results of this study suggest that factors influencing degree mobility differ somehow from
those influencing credit mobility. The main drivers of inbound international student
mobility in Colombia are personal and career development factors. In regard to personal
rationales, students have a desire to broaden their cultural horizons by appreciating the
Colombian cultural diversity as well as to know more about the Latin American region. In
relation to career development factors, students want to gain skills to work in a globalised
labour market and want to stand out from their peers by listing a study abroad experience
in their CVs. The findings regarding students’ experiences in the country are positive
despite the several negative aspects that affected their stay in the country. On the one hand,
security issues and difficulties to be integrated in the local culture were cited as the most
common negative aspects of students’ experience in Colombia. On the other hand, cultural
diversity, active social life, Colombians’ openness and good quality of teaching staff as
well as campus facilities were perceived as positive aspects during their period of study in
the country.

In conclusion, there is a need to improve study abroad programmes so that students feel
more integrated in the local culture. Also, it is necessary to develop strategies that help
students appreciate the cultural diversity of Colombia, as this is one of the most influential
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factors of students’ choice of this country as a study abroad destination. The benefits of
international students’ presence in Colombian campuses is valued by several stakeholders.
Students gain skills to work in positions that have an international profile and to interact
with individuals in a diversified cultural environment (Altbach et al 2001; Bracht et al,
2006; OECD, 2015); universities improve the quality of teaching and administrative
processes; other organisations generate revenues from services students might use during
their stay in the host country such as student housing or leisure activities, to mention a few.
All in all, if there is a genuine interest in attracting more international students, a larger
scale research should be carried out, in order to understand comprehensively the rationales
of inbound student mobility in Colombia. In this way, HEIs and policy makers in the
government sector could implement informed or evidence-based policies and plans that
would make Colombia a more attractive destination for internationally mobile students.
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APPENDICES
Appendix 1. Letter of research presentation
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Appendix 2. Data collection tool
International incoming student mobility in Colombia
This questionnaire aims at identifying the motivations behind international students' choice
of Colombia as a Study Abroad destination as well as your experiences in the country. It
will take you 10 - 15 minutes to answer it. Please, remember to answer the open-ended
questions at the end of the form. Data will be kept in anonymity, and will be used only for
research purposes. I thank you in advance for your time and your willingness to participate
in this study.
Personal data
Country of origin
Gender
Ethnicity
Age
Socio-economic status
Academic level
Study programme in Colombia
Duration of study abroad
Study programme at home university
Language(s) you speak and level of mastery
List any previous academic experience abroad
List any other previous experience abroad
Was Colombia your first country choice to study abroad?
If Colombia was not your first option, please write which country was it.
Motivation factors
The following section has 24 statements related to the factors that motivated you to come
to Colombia as an international student. To what extent do you agree with the following
statements:
Likert-scale: Strongly disagree (1), Disagree (2), Neither agree nor disagree (3), Agree (4),
Strongly agree (5)
I decided to study in Colombia because...
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Personal factors:
I wanted to become more independent
I wanted to get out of my comfort zone in order to know myself better in a new
environment
I wanted to have fun in this country, not just to study
I wanted to experience an exotic destination
I wanted to broaden my cultural horizons by appreciating the Colombian cultural diversity
I wanted to become more globally-minded
Contextual factors:
I wanted to meet people from the Colombian culture
I like the climate of Colombia
I wanted to know more about the Latin American region
I was encouraged by my family to study abroad
I wanted to follow recommendations from my teachers to participate in a study abroad
programme in Colombia
I was encouraged by fellow students who have studied abroad
Academic Factors:
I received support from the university staff to apply for study abroad
I was attracted by interesting courses offered here
I wanted to experience a different higher education system
I considered that the quality of education in my major here is better than in my home
university
I wanted to enhance my understanding of my subject discipline
I wanted to improve my proficiency in Spanish language
Financial factors:
I wanted to take advantage of funding sources available for study abroad
I wanted to go to a country where living expenses would be lower than in other
destinations
I considered studying abroad as an investment rather than an expense
I wanted to travel to a place where I could find a part-time job
I wanted to travel to a neighboring or nearby country with cheap flights
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Career development factors:
I wanted to improve my future career prospects by studying abroad
I wanted to gain skills to work in an international environment or get a job abroad
I wanted to stand out in my group of peers by getting a experience abroad
I considered an experience abroad would be an asset in my CV
I wanted to explore entrepreneurial opportunities abroad
Please, list any other motivations (e.g. research topic, city attractions, a couple, food,
etc.)
International mobility experience
If it were possible to go back in time, would you choose again to study abroad in
Colombia?
Yes
No
Overall, how would you rate your study abroad experience?
Outstanding (5)
Good (4)
Neutral (3)
Poor (2)
Very poor (1)
Describe briefly the POSITIVE aspects of your experience as an international student
in Colombia.
(You may want to comment on expectations, housing, weather, safety, university campus,
academics, social life, language, culture or any other element that you consider relevant).
Describe briefly the NEGATIVE aspects of your experience as an international
student in Colombia.
THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR TIME!

