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Introduction  

Access to international talent is becoming increasing ly important in sustaining modern knowledge 

economies. For cities and regions, international talent is vital both to local knowledge intensive 

industries, and an important factor in attracting new knowledge intensive business to t he region. 

According to PBL , the Netherlandsõ policy in attracting and retaining knowledge migrants is still in its 

infancy. 1 Meanwhile, the OECD concludes that international students enrolling in the Netherlands 

higher education system have become a most sizable group of (potential)  knowledge migrants. 2 
International students are enrolled at higher education institutions throughout the Netherlands, but 

there are distinct regional differences in the internationals students populations. These differences 

align with different countries of origin, bachelor - vs. master programmes, and fields of study. These 

resulting differences in turn affect the stay rate of international students after graduation, and 

warrant a regional approach to attracting and retaining international students. 3 This report 

describes the regional makeup of international student - and graduate populations in the 

Netherlands  

 

Overall picture  
The number of internationally mobile degree students enrolled in the Netherlands has doubled 

between 2006 ð07 and 2016 ð17, from  over 40,000 to over 80,000 4.  The international student 

population in the Netherlands is becoming increasingly diverse, now totalling 164 different 

nationalities.  

The number of degree students from the Netherlands enrolled abroad is about a fifth to a qua rter 

of this number, resulting in an inbound to outbound student mobility ratio of between 1 -in-4 and 1 -

in-55.  Worldwide, there are over 4 million mobile degree students, giving the Netherlands a global 

market share of about 2%.  

When looking at internatio nal students at a local level, the picture differs markedly across provinces 

and municipalities. Maastricht and Amsterdam have the most international degree students 

enrolled, with about 10,000 each. In Maastricht this constitutes over half of the total st udent 

population, whereas in Amsterdam this is less than 10%. The Hague, Delft and Wageningen host 

sizable numbers of international students, which make up around 20% of their total student 

populations. All other municipalities listed below host sizable nu mbers of international students, 

which make up between 5 ð15 % of their total student populations.  

                                                      
1 Planbureau voor de leefomgeving (PBL, 2014) , Buitenlandse kenniswerkers in Nederland ð waar werken en wonen ze, en 

waarom?  
2 OECD (2016), Recruiting immigrant workers: the Netherlands.   
3 A blueprint, based on the evaluation of Make it in the Netherlands 1.0 , for such regional approach is proposed in the 

ôWelcome, to Workõ report by Blaauwberg, 2016.  
4 www.nuffic.nl/en/internationalisation/mobility -statistics/incoming -degree -mobility  
5 www.nuffic.nl/en/internationalisation/mobility -statistics/outgoing -degree -mobility  

http://www.pbl.nl/sites/default/files/cms/publicaties/PBL_2014_Buitenlandse%20kenniswerkers%20in%20Nederland_684.pdf
http://www.pbl.nl/sites/default/files/cms/publicaties/PBL_2014_Buitenlandse%20kenniswerkers%20in%20Nederland_684.pdf
http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/social-issues-migration-health/recruiting-immigrant-workers-the-netherlands-2016_9789264259249-en
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/publications/find-a-publication/welcome-to-work.pdf
http://www.nuffic.nl/en/internationalisation/mobility-statistics/incoming-degree-mobility
http://www.nuffic.nl/en/internationalisation/mobility-statistics/outgoing-degree-mobility


 

 

 

Figure 1: The number (left) and percentage (right) of international degree students enrolled in higher 

education in the Netherlands, divided by municipality . Minimum number of international students = 1000.  

 

Programme preferences  
This reports looks specifically at the top fifteen countries of origin of international degree students 

enrolled in Dutch higher education, in 2016 ð17. Together these nationalities represent 64% of all 

80,000+ international degree students in the Netherla nds. Neighbouring countries (Germany, 

Belgium, the United Kingdom), southern and eastern European countries, and Asian countries 

constitute the most important regions of origin, which is as such reflected in the top fifteen.  

 

 

Figure 2: Perc entage share of international degree students enrolled in universities of applied sciences and 

research univers ities, for the top 15 nationalities enrolled in the Netherlands 2016 ð17.  



 

 

It is noteworthy that these international student groups often have distinct prefere nces for study 

programmes in either universities of applied sciences (UASs), or research universities (RUs), and for 

distinct fields of study (CRHOHO ð HOOP). Students from Central European and eastern European 

countries with a binary system of higher educ ation seem somewhat inclined towards a more even 

division over both types of institutions. 6 These preferences in turn affect the possible and likely 

locations, cities and regions in which these international students enrol, and hence mediate the 

geographic al spread of students.  

 

 

Figure 3: Perc entage share of international degree students  per field of study (CROHO -HOOP), 2016ð17.  

 

Border mobility   
With over 22,000 students enrolled in the Netherlands in 2016 ð17, Germany  remains by far the most 

important country of origin of international degree students in the Netherlands. German students 

mainly enrol in the border region, for a variety of different study programmes, most often at 

bachelorõs level. The most popular fields of study are, by far, Economy & Business and Human & 

Social Sciences (see figure 3).  

 

At universities of applied sciences such as Fontys, Saxion, Stenden, HAN and Hanze, study 

programmes such as International Business and Management Studies (IBMS), Mark eting, Social 

Work and Tourism Management are most popular among German students. Numbers of German 

students in Social Work have been declining since 2012, causing a significant drop in the number of 

German students enrolling at UASs. 7 

                                                      
6 A binary system refers to higher education systems that  distinguish between higher professional education 

(Fachhochschulen, hogescho len, polytechnics, etc .), and academic higher education, i.e. (research) universities.  
7 Nuffic (2015), Drop in German students studying at Dutch universities of applied sciences .  

 

http://www.nuffic.nl/en/publications/find-a-publication/analysis-drop-in-german-student-numbers-at-dutch-universities-of-applied-sciences.pdf


 

 

At research universities, such as Maastricht University, the University of Gronin gen, Radboud 

University and the University of Twente, Psychology and International Business are the most popular 

study programmes for German students. These are also the two programmes at tracting a large 

number of German masterõs students. The Erasmus University is no. 10 in attracting German degree 

students, mainly because of study programmes offered by its reputable international business 

school.  

 

 

Figure 4: German degree students in t he Netherlands higher education, 2016 ð17.  

 

For Germany, demographic decline in youth and students numbers, coupled with substantial 

investments in its own higher education system, will most likely decrease the number of students 

choosing to enrol across t he border. In most cases, the international student populations at border 

institutions have been diversifying at a rapid pace, with an increasing inflow of international degree 

students of other nationalities and countries of origin.  

The number of  Belgian  students enrolling in the Netherlands is much more modest (<3,000), and 

these students are even more concentrated in the border region. Maastricht University alone enrols 

over a third of all Belgian students in the Netherlands, in, for example, Internatio nal Business, but 

also in Medicine (exclusively taught in Dutch). At the Delft University of Technology, over 175 

Belgian students study Aerospace Engineering. Finally, Belgian students quite often enrol at 

universities of applied sciences in Fine Arts, su ch as Music or Dance.  



 

 

 

Figure 5: Belgian degree students in the Netherlands higher education, 2016 ð17. 

 

Finally, the British students in the Netherlands come from a somewhat different background. The 

British higher education does not have a binary character, relies more heavily on private funding 

than most continental European systems, and also charges students much higher tuit ion fees. The 

number of British students quadrupled in the last five to six years to ca. 2,750 in 2016 ð17. This is 

partially due to a sharp increase in British tuition fees in 2011 ð12. British students in the Netherlands 

mainly enrol at research universiti es (75% of total), and across all fields of study. The university 

colleges are especially popular with British students, as are Amsterdam, Groningen and Maastricht, 

along with The Hague, Rotterdam, Leiden and Utrecht.  



 

 

 

Figure 6: British degree students i n the Netherlands higher education, 2016 ð17. 

 

Although Maastricht University features as a top destination for all three ôborderõ nationalities, it also 

hosts international degree students from (exactly) 100 other nationalities. Maastricht University  can 

thus rightfully claim to be the most international university in the Netherlands, as far as its student 

population is concerned.  

 

Southern Europe  
International degree students from southern Europe shows some coherence in their study 

programme preferences, as well as in their enrolment trends. 8 This group has shown a remarkable 

growth over the last  years. Southern European students mainly enrol at research universities, which is 

reflected in the top ten mos t popular higher education institutions. Eleven out of thirteen research 

universities enrol more than 200 international students from southern Europe, with Maastricht 

University, Erasmus University Rotterdam and Delft University of Technology enrolling ove r 800.  

 

                                                      
8 Southern Europe, following the UN classification of world geographical regions, consists of Spain, Portugal, Italy, Greece, 

and all the western Balkan states. Portugal and the Balkan states, with  relatively few  international degree students in the 

Netherlands, do not make it into the top 15, and  as such are not discussed separately.  



 

 

 

Figure 7: Degree students  from southern Europe  in the Netherlands higher education, 2016 ð17. 

 

Masterõs programmes at research universities are relatively popular vis-à -vis bachelorõs 

programmes. The single most popular study programme is Music, within the Fine Arts at various 

universities of applied sciences. Especially among students from Spain  (>2,000 students total), Music 

is the very most popular programme. Students from Italy  (>3,300) often study Liberal Arts & 

Sciences, Aerospace Engineering and European Studies. Students from Greece (>2,300) study 

Economy & Business, or major in Psychology.  

 

Eastern Europe  

Students from eastern Europe seem to have a small preference for universities of applied sciences, 

resulting in a more even distribution over different cities in the Netherlands than some of the other 

regions of origin. Economy & Business is  by far the most popular field of study, which is exemplified 

by International Business and Management Studies (IBMS) being the most popular overall study 

programme. This is also visible from the the shares in figures 2 and 3 for Bulgaria (>2,200), Romania  

(>1,800), Poland (>1,100)  and Lituania (>900).  

 

For all four nationalities, Hospitality Management is a relatively popular programme. Romanian and 

Bulgarian students in particular can be found in Information and Communication Technology (HBO -

ICT), a profe ssion which is in high demand in the Netherlands. The institution hosting most students 

from eastern Europe is the Hague University of Applied Sciences, in programmes such as Law, IBMS, 

Communication and European Studies. At the research universities of Gr oningen and Maastricht 

these students most often enrol in study programmes in International and/or European Law, 

whereas at the universities of Rotterdam and Amsterdam they are more often enrolled in 

International Business.  



 

 

 

Figure 8: Degree students  from eastern Europe  in the Netherlands higher education, 2016 ð17. 

 

 

Students from Asia  
International degree students from Asia are a markedly different group from the hitherto discussed 

students from Europe, in the sense that they come from different nati onal and educational cultures, 

pay much higher tuition fees in the Netherlands, and are dependent upon a residence permit for 

studies. They are much more likely to enrol in a masterõs level programme at research universities, 

and show a preference for eith er Economy & Business, or Engineering programmes.  

 

Students from China  (> 4.300)  most often enrol in International Business and Management Studies 

(IBMS) at universities of applied sciences, and in Electrical Engineering at (technical) research 

universities. Students from India (> 1.500) predominantly enrol for Msc. Programmes in Engineering, 

in Delft and Eindhoven. Students from Indonesia (> 1.500) also enrol in Economy or Engineering 

programmes, but also show an interest in ôgreenõ programmes, such as those at Wageningen 

University.   






