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Main findings
In this report, we present data on higher education students from the Netherlands 
who spend time abroad, also known as outbound student mobility. Our analysis of the 
numbers and trends focuses on two types of outbound mobility: students going abroad 
for a full degree programme (degree mobility) versus for part of their studies or an 
internship (credit mobility). We bring together data from a range of sources, including 
UNESCO, Statistics Netherlands, Erasmus+ and the European Commission. While the 
information presented encompasses the period 2005-2021, no single source covers 
all years. In addition, various current developments including Brexit and Covid-19 are 
discussed in relation to outbound mobility. Below we summarise the main findings.

Outbound degree mobility
	■ The total number of Dutch students pursuing a full degree abroad has doubled. 

In 2019, more than 20,000 Dutch students participated in diploma mobility, 
almost twice as many as 10 years earlier. This amounts to approximately 3% of all 
Dutch students in higher education.

	■ Dutch degree-mobile students studied in 98 different countries in 2019, almost twice 
as many countries as in 2005. That being said, 75% of outbound Dutch degree students 
remain within the European Economic Area (EEA).

	■ About half of Dutch degree students abroad make use of portable student finance 
(PSF; in Dutch: meeneembare studiefinanciering). Belgium is by far the most popular 
country for degree mobility with PSF. In Belgium in 2021, more than 4,500 Dutch 
students studied with PSF. The UK and the USA complete the top 3.

	■ Between 2020 and 2021 there was a 19% drop in the number of Dutch students 
studying with PSF in the UK. As no other destination country in the top 10 shows a 
comparable decrease, this is likely an effect of Brexit.

Outbound credit mobility
	■ More than 14,000 Dutch students went abroad in 2018/’19 through the Erasmus+ 

programme. 69% of outbound Erasmus+ students studied and 31% did an internship. 
The most popular destinations were Spain, the UK, and Germany.

	■ Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, there was a sharp fall in rates of credit mobility 
among the 2019/’20 and 2020/’21 graduate cohorts. 14% of the surveyed graduates 
had participated in credit mobility. In 2018/’19 this was 25%.

	■ Among university of applied sciences (in Dutch: hbo) and research university (in Dutch: 
wo) graduates, an experience abroad is most popular in the field of Agriculture & 
Natural Environment. Education and Behavioural & Social Sciences graduates have 
the lowest rates of credit mobility.

	■ There is a large imbalance between degree and credit mobility in the Netherlands. 
Of all outbound mobility at undergraduate level, 96% is credit mobility and 4% is 
degree mobility. At master’s level, credit mobility accounts for 77% of all mobility.
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Introduction
Every year, tens of thousands of Dutch students take part in outbound mobility. The vast 
majority of outbound students go abroad for one or two semesters as part of their study 
programme at a higher education institution in the Netherlands. A smaller number opt for a 
full bachelor’s or master’s degree at a foreign university. Gaining experience abroad can help 
higher education students develop the skills they need to thrive in a multicultural society and on 
the internationally-oriented job market. In addition, internationally-competent graduates are 
better equipped to work together across national borders to tackle global challenges such as 
climate change, conflict, and pandemics.

In this periodic report, we bring together the latest 
available data on outbound student mobility and 
analyse the longer-term trends. We include credit and 
degree mobile students in our analysis (see box for 
definitions). Although there are many ways to gain 
experience abroad (for example, a gap year), this report 
specifically refers to experience abroad in the context of 
studying or doing an internship.

The aim of the report is to inform the discussion around 
internationalisation in Dutch higher education and 
to provide a resource for policymakers in the field 
of international education.

Background and research questions
Because the Netherlands does not have a central register of outbound students, there is no 
way to know the exact state of affairs with regard to outbound mobility. To offer the most 
comprehensive view possible, this report brings together information from a range of sources, 
including UNESCO, Erasmus+ and Statistics Netherlands (CBS), relating to different periods, 
types of mobility, and groups of students (see appendix for an overview of all sources).

In order to provide a greater insight into student mobility from the Netherlands, we address 
questions including: How many Dutch higher education students go abroad for an internship, 
part of their studies or a full degree programme? Which countries attract the most students from 
the Netherlands? How have patterns of outbound mobility changed over time and how do they 
compare with the rest of Europe?

Throughout the report, we also discuss the following current developments, which provide a 
broader national, global, and policy context for the statistics presented:

	■ Mobility obstacles, challenges, and equality of opportunity
	■ Influence of Brexit
	■ International Knowledge and Talent strategy (IKT)
	■ Impact of Covid-19
	■ Imbalance between outbound and incoming mobility

Credit mobility is a form of 
mobility that allows students 
to complete part of their 
study programme abroad, 
typically in the form of an 
exchange, a minor, or an 
internship. 

Degree mobility is a form of 
mobility whereby students 
pursue an entire bachelor’s or 
master’s programme abroad.
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The text and figures in this report provide a detailed analysis of the latest state of affairs and 
the most important developments in outbound student mobility. Online we offer additional 
information, for example about specific destinations and study programmes. You can check 
the facts and figures using our interactive dashboards, available at www.nuffic.nl/facts-and-
figures. You can read the previous edition of this report here.
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1. Outbound degree mobility

1.1 UNESCO

Number of Dutch degree students abroad has doubled in 10 years
According to the most recent data from UNESCO, 20,000 Dutch degree students studied abroad 
in 2019 (see Figure 1). This is almost a two-fold increase (+97%) compared to 10 years earlier 
(10,200 in 2009). Furthermore, the number of Dutch students studying for their degree abroad 
grew faster than the number of Dutch students studying at Dutch higher education institutions 
in the same period. Between 2009 and 2019, the number of Dutch degree students enrolled 
in higher education in the Netherlands grew by approximately 14% (from 589,000 in 2009 to 
approximately 671,000 in 2019; source: DUO). However, the overall percentage of Dutch students 
who pursue a full degree abroad remains relatively low, increasing from approximately 1.7% in 
2009 to approximately 2.9% in 2019 (see Current developments 1 and 5).

Top 4 destination countries remains stable
Not only has the number of Dutch students studying abroad risen, the number of countries in 
which they study has also increased significantly. In 2005 (when records began) Dutch students 
studied in 52 different countries. By 2019, this number had increased to 98. Since 2013, the top 4 
destination countries have been Belgium, the United Kingdom (UK), the United States of America 
(USA), and Germany. France had long held 5th place but was overtaken by Turkey in 2018.

The majority stay within the EEA
In 2019, three-quarters (15,200) of outbound Dutch degree students studied in another country 
within the European Economic Area (EEA; including the United Kingdom). The remaining degree 
students (25%, 5,100) studied in a country outside the EEA.
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Figure 1. Dutch degree students by destination country (2005-2019).
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Current development 1: Mobility obstacles, challenges,  
and equality of opportunity

Mobility obstacles and challenges in outbound student mobility are numerous and can 
vary depending on the destination. For example, student mobility within the EU is often 
less complicated than outside it. However, there are also mobility obstacles that apply 
to all students seeking an experience abroad. When asked about the obstacles they face, 
students repeatedly mention:

	■ Financing the foreign experience
	■ Uncertainty about health insurance
	■ Incompatible with study programme in the Netherlands
	■ Missing family and friends

Depending on the target country and the form of mobility (internship, exchange, degree 
mobility), problems with visas and/or finding accommodation can also play a role.

Furthermore, recent studies show that one of the most persistent challenges relates 
to inclusion. Large groups of students are structurally underrepresented in outbound 
mobility. Research by Nuffic (2022b) identified first-generation students (students who 
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are the first in their family to attend higher education) as one such underrepresented 
group. The current government and its education partners are committed to increasing 
the accessibility of outbound mobility for all students, both in higher education and in 
vocational education and training (in Dutch: mbo).

1.2 Portable student finance

Half of all degree mobility is funded by portable student finance
When students go abroad for a full degree programme, they have the option of getting a 
student loan from the Dutch government (under certain conditions). This is also known as 
portable student finance (PSF, in Dutch: meeneembare studiefinanciering). In 2019, almost half 
of all degree-mobile students from the Netherlands used this scheme (45%). In 2015 this was 
more than two thirds (68%).

Since the basic grant for students became a loan in 2015, the number of Dutch students studying 
abroad with PSF has been steadily decreasing (from almost 10,441 in 2015 to 8,817 in 2021). 
The most significant drop was between 2018 and 2019 (-6%), a year in which total degree 
mobility from the Netherlands conversely grew (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Total Dutch degree students abroad versus those with portable student finance 
(2015-2021).
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No change in top 3 destination countries since 2017
Since 2017, Belgium, the UK, and the USA have been the most popular destinations for degree 
mobile Dutch students funded by portable student finance (see Figure 3). In 2021, these three 
countries together accounted for 71.6% of outbound degree mobility with PSF. This top 3 is 
also consistent with the total degree mobility figures from UNESCO (see Figure 1). Two other 
popular destinations are Sweden and Germany, where respectively 429 and 420 Dutch students 
studied in 2021.
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Figure 3. Change over time in the top 10 destination countries for Dutch students with portable 
student finance (2015-2021).
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Continuity for the most part with one notable climber
For several years, the top 10 of destinations for students with portable student finance has been 
occupied by largely the same countries. In addition to the previously mentioned top 5, Spain, 
Turkey, France and Italy have remained popular foreign destinations. Spain in particular stands 
out, having risen from 10th to 6th most popular country between 2015 and 2021. New in the top 
10 as of 2021 is Switzerland (see Figure 3).
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Figure 4. Trends in outbound mobility with portable student finance to the current top 5 
destination countries (2015-2021).
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Despite decline Belgium remains the most popular destination country
Since 2015, Belgium has attracted the most degree-seeking students from the Netherlands 
funded by portable student finance. Possible reasons for this are the common language, 
low tuition fees, the availability of accommodation, and the relative accessibility of study 
programmes such as (veterinary) medicine, dentistry, and psychology. It is striking, however, 
that the number of Dutch students studying in Belgium has decreased every year since 2015 
(see Figure 4). Regardless of this decline, Belgium still attracts almost three times as many 
students with PSF (over 4,500 students in 2021) than does the next most popular country, 
the United Kingdom (around 1,200 students).

Unlike Belgium, other countries in the top 5 have recently seen large increases, as shown in 
Figure 4. The number of students studying with portable student finance in the United States, 
for example, grew by 23.3% between 2020 and 2021. In the same period, Sweden measured an 
increase of 25.1%. Sweden’s popularity may have been boosted by the fact that, compared to 
other countries, Swedish higher education remained relatively accessible during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Swedish universities, for example, were unusual in providing predominantly face-to-
face education to their first-year students.

The impact of Covid-19 and Brexit
With the global pandemic in 2020-2021 and associated travel restrictions, we might have 
expected to see a drop in the number of students going abroad with PSF compared to 2019. 
However, there is limited evidence for such an effect, either on the total student numbers (Figure 
2) or per country (Figure 4). The decline seen by Germany, for example, appears to have begun 
before the corona crisis.
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One country in the top 5 does show a steep downward trend, however. The number of students 
with PSF studying in the UK fell by 19.3% between 2020 and 2021 (Figure 4). It is likely that the 
country’s withdrawal from the European Union (EU) on 1st January 2021 played an important 
role in this. For students travelling to the United Kingdom after 1st January 2021, Brexit has led 
to many changes, including new visa requirements and higher tuition fees. Furthermore, in the 
period leading up to Britain’s departure from the EU, there was considerable confusion about 
what the exact implications would be for EU students. This uncertainty may have influenced 
students who had been considering the UK as a study destination (see Current Development 2).

Current development 2: The influence of Brexit

Since 1st January 2021, the United Kingdom (UK) is no longer a member of the European 
Union. This has resulted in major changes for EU students who want to study or work in 
the UK. For an internship or study programme longer than 6 months, they must now apply 
for a visa. In addition, instead of paying the same tuition fees as British students, they are 
now charged the (sometimes much) higher international student rate. Combined with the 
expense of the visa application, the total costs for Dutch students planning to study or 
do an internship in the UK have thus risen sharply. As a result, fewer Dutch students are 
expected to choose the UK as a study destination compared to before Brexit.

Another outcome of Brexit is that the UK no longer participates in the Erasmus+ 
scholarship programme. This is effective from the 2021-2027 programme onwards. As an 
alternative mobility scheme of its own, the UK has set up the Turing programme. However, 
the Turing programme focuses solely on outbound mobility for UK students and is non-
reciprocal. Despite the UK’s withdrawal from the programme, there remains a limited 
number of opportunities for Dutch students to study or do an internship the UK with an 
Erasmus+ scholarship. Finally, there are plans in Wales to set up a reciprocal student 
exchange programme in order to facilitate continued mobility between the UK and the 
EU. Exactly what influence Brexit will have on student mobility more broadly between the 
Netherlands and the UK will become clearer in the coming years.

Figure 5. Degree mobile Dutch students with portable student finance by type of institution, 
type of degree, and the percentage remaining within the European Economic Area (EEA) (2021).
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Portable student finance is most often used by research university master’s students
About one in three students who make use of the portable student grant are enrolled on 
a master’s programme at a foreign research university (RU; 2,948 students; see Figure 5). 
The second most popular choice for Dutch students with PSF is a research university bachelor’s 
programme (2,829), followed by a bachelor’s programme at a university of applied sciences 
(UAS; 2,485). Students who enrol on these programmes predominantly do so at an institution 
within the EEA. Finally, Figure 5 shows that relatively few students with portable student 
finance pursue a UAS master’s programme, an associate degree, or a pre-master’s degree 
abroad (see also Current developments 3).

Current development 3: International Knowledge and Talent strategy

On 18th December 2020, the then Minister for Education, Culture and Science (in Dutch: 
OCW), Ingrid van Engelshoven, sent a letter to the House of Commons (in Dutch: Tweede 
Kamer) outlining the International Knowledge and Talent strategy (IKT). This strategy 
is intended to give international collaboration in higher education and science more 
direction and focus. Four main objectives are identified in the IKT:

	■ Promoting the quality of (higher) education and science in the Netherlands by 
strengthening international collaborations.

	■ Strengthening our innovative capacity and the position of Dutch (higher) education 
and science abroad through visibility, exchange, and sustainable collaboration.

	■ Supporting Dutch policy through exchange and peer learning in the context of 
bilateral and multilateral collaboration.

	■ Solving global problems and societal challenges as formulated in the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).

Outbound student mobility plays an important role in the above objectives, and in the 
strategy the ambition is expressed to further stimulate outbound mobility, for example 
through facilitating more international collaboration between institutions. This is 
intended to help improve the balance between incoming and outbound degree mobility 
in the Netherlands, as well as contributing to brain circulation (the circular movement 
of skilled workers between countries). Nuffic works to stimulate outbound mobility by 
informing and enthusing students about an experience abroad and identifying obstacles 
to mobility, with the aim of reducing them. Together with partners in the education sector, 
Nuffic has also drawn up a plan of action to boost outbound degree mobility and make 
this form of mobility more inclusive.
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2. Outbound credit mobility

2.1 Statistics Netherlands

Credit mobility during the Covid-19 pandemic fell sharply across the higher 
education sector
Each year Statistics Netherlands (in Dutch: CBS) surveys approximately 150,000 Dutch higher 
education graduates about their participation in credit mobility. As can be seen in Figure 6, the 
2019/’20 and 2020/’21 graduation cohorts were less likely to have participated in credit mobility 
than previous cohorts. Whereas in 2018/’19, the total percentage of surveyed graduates who 
had taken part in credit mobility was 25%, this had fallen to 14% by 2020/’21. The strongest 
decline in this period was among research university bachelor’s graduates (from 28% credit 
mobile in 2018/’19 to 11% in 2020/’21). These reduced rates of credit mobility can be explained 
by the Covid-19 pandemic and the associated travel restrictions (see Current Development 4). 
The coming years will reveal to what extent credit mobility returns to pre-pandemic rates.

UAS bachelor’s students most likely to participate in credit mobility
The percentage of students who complete part of their studies or an internship abroad varies 
depending on the type of degree. In the 2020/’21 cohort, UAS bachelor’s graduates were most 
often credit mobile (18%), followed by RU master’s (12%) and RU bachelor’s (11%). Much smaller 
percentages of UAS master’s and associate degree graduates have taken part in credit mobility 
(see Figure 6).
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Figure 6. Percentage of surveyed graduates participating in credit mobility per type of degree 
(graduation cohorts 2015/’16 - 2020/’21).
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Current development 4: The impact of the Covid-19 pandemic

Early in 2020, the world was hit by the global Covid-19 pandemic. The two years that 
followed saw travel restrictions imposed across the globe and education largely 
conducted online. In 2020, 2021, and 2022, Nuffic investigated the impact of the Covid-19 
pandemic on Dutch students’ plans to go abroad to study or do an internship. The results 
of these studies consistently showed that, despite the many uncertainties during the 
pandemic and practical barriers such as travel restrictions, Dutch students remained 
enthusiastic about gaining experience abroad.

Although students’ enthusiasm was not diminished, many plans to go abroad in the first 
and second year of the pandemic were hanging in the balance. In Nuffic’s first study 
(2020; in Dutch), almost three quarters of the 654 surveyed students indicated that 
Covid-19 had a (very) significant impact on their plans to go abroad in the academic year 
2020/’21. A year later, the impact of the pandemic was still significant. In 2021, two thirds of 
the 369 respondents had had to change or even cancel (30%) their plans for the academic 
year 2021/’22. Where there was a change of destination, this was often to a country within 
Europe such as Belgium or Germany. For many students, a sense of security played an 
important role in the choice of destination.

The latest survey of 515 students from 2022 showed that only 8% of the respondents 
had decided to cancel their plans to go abroad in 2022/’23. In addition, fewer students 
reported changing their plans as a result of Covid-19 (Nuffic, 2022a).

14 Dutch students crossing borders

https://www.nuffic.nl/publicaties/gaan-studenten-in-2020-2021-nog-naar-het-buitenland
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/publications/going-abroad-during-the-pandemic
https://www.nuffic.nl/en/publications/dutch-students-plans-to-go-abroad-in-2022-2023


2.2 UAS Monitor and National Alumni Survey

UAS students tend to go abroad for an internship rather than to study
The UAS Monitor (in Dutch: HBO-Monitor) is conducted annually by the Research Centre for 
Education and the Labour Market (in Dutch: ROA) and surveys university of applied sciences 
(UAS) graduates about their participation in credit mobility, among other topics. Figure 7 shows 
the results of the survey conducted in the academic year 2019/’20. Gaining foreign experience 
is notably popular amongst graduates in the field of Agriculture & Natural Environment, with 
71% having spent time abroad during their degree programme. Within other fields of study, 
the percentage of graduates participating in credit mobility is much lower. For example, only 
13% of Behaviour & Social Sciences graduates reported going abroad during their studies. It is 
also striking that in most fields, more students do an internship than study abroad. Only in 
the field of Language & Culture does a slim majority of outbound students choose to study 
(52%, compared to 48% doing an internship).

Figure 7. Percentage of surveyed university of applied sciences graduates participating 
in credit mobility per field of study (graduation cohort 2019/’20) and the distribution of 
study versus internship.
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RU students in the field of Education are the least likely to go abroad 
during their studies
The association Universities of the Netherlands (in Dutch: Universiteiten van Nederland) 
conducts the National Alumni Survey among master’s graduates from research universities. 
The survey includes questions about participation in credit mobility. As in the UAS Monitor, the 
graduates with the highest rate of participation in credit mobility (62%) are those in the field 
of Agriculture & Natural Environment (see Figure 8). Here, too, it is notable that graduates of 
Education (31%) and Behaviour & Social Sciences (37%) are least likely to have participated 
in credit mobility. In the RU fields of Agriculture & Natural Environment, Healthcare, and 
Engineering, credit mobile students are more likely to do an internship than to enrol in education 
abroad. For the other fields, studying is the more popular option.
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Figure 8. Percentage of surveyed research university master’s graduates participating 
in credit mobility per field of study (graduation cohort 2020/’21) and the distribution of 
study versus internship.
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The Holland Scholarship Programme

The Holland Scholarship is the national scholarship programme for Dutch and 
international students. Nuffic has an advisory role in the implementation of the 
programme. We also provide information about and promote the scholarship. With the 
Holland Scholarship, Dutch students can complete part of their studies or an internship 
outside the European Economic Area (EEA). In addition, international students may use 
the Holland Scholarship to carry out an exchange or internship in the Netherlands.

The programme was launched in 2015 and is jointly funded by the Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Science (in Dutch: OCW) and 47 Dutch higher education institutions. Every 
year, approximately 800 Dutch students make use of the Holland Scholarship. Interest in 
the grant is slightly higher among UAS students compared to RU students. In the period 
between 2015 and 2021, an average of 420 UAS students and 380 RU students per year 
went abroad with the Holland Scholarship.

The United States is the most visited country by scholarship recipients, usually ranking 1st 
or 2nd. Until 2019, the top 5 destinations remained unchanged, with Australia, Canada, 
South Africa, and China consistently popular among Dutch students. However, recent 
years have seen a shift: the growing popularity of South Korea is particularly striking, 
having risen from 5th place in the academic year 2019/’20, to the number one Holland 
Scholarship destination in 2021/’22. In 2020, China and Australia dropped out of the top 5, 
likely due to their strict Covid-19 policies.

2.3 Erasmus+
At the time of publication of this report, the Erasmus+ data for 2019/’20 have not yet been fully 
validated. The information we present here therefore relates to the academic year 2018/’19. 
We will publish an addendum to this report when the new data become available.
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More Dutch students with an Erasmus+ grant opt for study abroad 
rather than an internship
An estimated one third of all outbound credit mobility students in Dutch higher education 
are funded by the Erasmus+ programme (European Commission, 2020). In 2018/’19, more than 
14,000 students from the Netherlands went abroad to study and/or do an internship with a 
grant from Erasmus+ (see Figure 9). This is an increase of 20.7% compared to 2014. Every year, 
a larger share of students with an Erasmus+ grant choose to study abroad (69% in 2018) than do 
an internship (31%).

Figure 9. Number of Dutch students abroad with an Erasmus+ grant (2014-2018) by internship 
(beige), study (green), and total (black).
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Spain, the UK, and Germany the most popular destinations
Dutch students with an Erasmus+ grant travelled to 30 different countries in 2018/’19. In that 
year, Spain (2,720, most popular city: Barcelona), the United Kingdom (2,255) and Germany 
(1,535) were the most popular destinations for Dutch students funded by Erasmus+ (see Figure 
10). These three countries have formed the top 3 since 2014, with Spain taking over first place 
from the United Kingdom in 2016. Sweden (871) and France (864) completed the top 5 in 2018. 
Together, these 5 countries accounted for 57% of all of all mobility funded by the Erasmus+ 
programme.

The capital city is almost always the most popular destination within a given country, with the 
exception of Italy, Malta, and Spain. In 2018/’19, slightly more students went to Milan than to 
Rome, to Msida than to Valletta (there is a public higher education institution in Msida, unlike 
the capital Valletta) and to Barcelona than to Madrid.
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Figure 10. Destinations of Dutch students participating in the Erasmus+ programme in 2018/’19.
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Neighbouring countries Germany and Belgium especially popular for internships
Figure 11 shows per country what proportion of Dutch students with an Erasmus+ grant were 
there for a study component or an internship in 2018/’19. Studying is the more popular choice in 
most of the countries shown (e.g., Spain, the United Kingdom, and Sweden). Notable exceptions 
are neighbouring Germany and Belgium, where most Dutch Erasmus+ students choose to do 
an internship (57% and 67% respectively). This may be explained by the lack of a language 
barrier in Flanders and the many existing collaborations between educational institutions 
and companies in the border regions. An additional advantage for some students in the border 
regions is that they can continue to live at home during their internship abroad. The other two 
countries where the majority of Erasmus+ students choose an internship are Malta (89%) and 
Romania (58%).
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Figure 11. Distribution of Dutch students abroad with the Erasmus+ programme in 2018/’19 and 
the distribution of study versus internship by country.
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3. Comparison with 
other EU countries

The Netherlands ranks third in the EU for total outbound mobility
Rates of student mobility vary widely across the European Union (EU). The European 
Commission (2020) reports the percentage of higher education graduates per country of origin 
who had participated in either degree or credit mobility prior to graduating in 2018. Figures 12(a) 
and (b) show a striking disparity between Luxembourg and the rest of the EU-27 in terms of total 
outbound mobility at bachelor’s and master’s level. Luxembourg has by far the highest share 
of bachelor’s and master’s graduates who follow (part of) their studies abroad (97% and 85% 
respectively). Cyprus has the next highest rate of mobility among bachelor’s graduates, with 
over half of students internationally mobile during their bachelor’s degree (56%), followed by 
the Netherlands with around a quarter (25%).

The Netherlands also ranks third for mobility among master’s students (27%), behind France 
(32%). In both cases, the percentage of mobile graduates from the Netherlands is well above the 
EU-27 total of 12% (bachelor’s) and 18% (master’s).

Credit mobility uniquely dominant in the Netherlands
There are also notable differences across the European Union in the relative popularity of 
credit versus degree mobility. In countries such as Luxembourg, Greece, and Slovenia, the vast 
majority of outbound students pursue a full degree abroad rather than a study exchange or 
an internship. Dutch mobility students, meanwhile, show the opposite pattern: credit mobility 
accounts for 96% of all mobility at undergraduate level and for more than three-quarters (77%) 
at master’s level (see also Current development 5). As Figure 12(a) shows, the Netherlands has 
a smaller relative share of degree mobility at undergraduate level than any other EU country 
(4% compared to the EU total of 29% degree mobility). When we look at degree mobility rates 
among European bachelor's students in 2018, the Netherlands was in 26th place: only Poland 
had a lower rate.
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Figure 12. Total outbound mobility and distribution of credit versus degree mobility 
per EU country in 2018.
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B) Master’s
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Current development 5: Imbalance between incoming and outbound 
degree mobility

There is a large disparity between the rates of credit and degree mobility in the 
Netherlands. Another striking imbalance is between outbound and incoming degree 
mobility. In 2019 (prior to the Covid-19 pandemic) approximately 2.9% of all Dutch higher 
education students participated in degree mobility. This percentage falls short of the 
EU average of 3.3% and is even further below the OECD average of 5.9%. Meanwhile, 
incoming degree mobility to the Netherlands far exceeds the EU and OECD averages.

Four to five times as many international students come to the Netherlands than the 
number of Dutch degree students who go abroad, an imbalance that has increased in 
recent years. A possible explanation for the large discrepancy between incoming and 
outbound degree mobility is that the Netherlands is an attractive study destination due 
to the high quality of education and the large number of English-taught programmes 
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on offer. In addition, tuition fees in the Netherlands are relatively low compared to some 
other neighboring countries, as described in the IBO Internationalization in the (higher) 
education report (report in Dutch; Ministry of Finance, 2019).
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Conclusion
This report provides an analysis of student mobility from the Netherlands between 2005 
and 2021, based on the latest available data (note that no single source covers all years). 
We distinguish between two types of outbound mobility in higher education: degree mobility 
(a full bachelor’s or master’s programme abroad) and credit mobility (a study component or 
internship abroad). Here we summarise the main conclusions.

Number of Dutch degree students abroad has doubled in 10 years
In 2019, 20,000 Dutch students were enrolled on a full bachelor’s or master’s programme at a 
foreign higher education institution. That is almost twice as many as in 2009. The number of 
countries where Dutch degree students study has also increased sharply in recent years, to 98 
different countries in 2019.

Most students gain their foreign experience within the EEA
Various data sources show that destinations within the European Economic Area (EEA) are 
popular among Dutch students, both for degree and credit mobility. Many Dutch students study 
in Belgium, Germany, and Spain. Scandinavian countries such as Sweden have also increased in 
popularity in recent years.

Steep decline in degree mobility to the United Kingdom since Brexit
Between 2020 and 2021, there was a 19% drop in the number of Dutch students pursuing a full 
degree programme in the UK with portable student finance (PSF). No other destination country 
in the top 10 shows a comparable decrease. The PSF figures are a preliminary indication of the 
effect of Brexit on outbound degree mobility. As more data become available in the coming 
years, we will gain a better understanding of Brexit’s repercussions, not only for degree mobility 
but also for credit mobility.

Covid-19 pandemic has had a major impact on outbound credit mobility
A large-scale survey conducted by Statistics Netherlands shows that the 2019/’20 and 2020/’21 
graduation cohorts were considerably less mobile than their predecessors. 14% of graduates 
in 2020/’21 had completed an internship or part of their studies abroad, compared to 25% of 
graduates in 2018/’19. In comparison to credit mobility, degree mobility may have been less 
effected by the Covid-19 pandemic. For example, numbers of Dutch degree students abroad 
with a portable student loan remained relatively stable between 2019 and 2021.

Dutch students prefer credit mobility to degree mobility
Only 3% of Dutch students followed a full study programme abroad in 2019, while about 
1 in 4 students completed part of their studies or an internship outside the Netherlands. 
This imbalance is most pronounced at undergraduate level, where degree mobility accounts for 
a smaller share of total mobility than in any other country in the European Union.

Most students in Dutch higher education do not gain experience abroad
Although thousands of students from the Netherlands participate in outbound mobility, the 
majority do not. Many students are hindered by financial and administrative obstacles as well 
as insufficient information. In addition, research increasingly shows that an experience abroad 
is often reserved for a select minority of students and that certain groups are consistently 
underrepresented in outbound mobility. Nuffic is working together with partners in the higher 
education sector to make an international experience accessible to everyone.
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Appendix
Data source Type of 

mobility
Population Year Limitations

UNESCO 
(United Nations 
Educational, 
Scientific 
and Cultural 
Organization)

Degree All international degree 
students globally. An 
international degree student 
is defined as someone 
enrolled in higher education 
in a country other than where 
they obtained their upper 
secondary diploma.

2005 - 
2019

Data for 2019 are not yet definitive.

Data from some destination 
countries are missing for certain 
years (e.g. no data reported by 
Belgium in 2018, or by Germany 
prior to 2013).

Education 
Executive Agency 
(in Dutch: Dienst 
Uitvoering 
Onderwijs – DUO)

Degree All Dutch students studying 
for a full bachelor’s or master’s 
degree abroad with a loan 
from the Dutch government 
(portable student finance; 
in Dutch: Meeneembare 
studiefinanciering).

2015 - 
2019

Data do not provide a complete 
picture of degree mobility as only 
around half of all degree mobile 
students from the Netherlands 
make use of portable student 
finance.

In our analysis we look at the 
number of Dutch students enrolled 
at a foreign institution with 
portable student finance on 1st 
November in a given year (reference 
date). This is not a definitive annual 
total, as numbers of students can 
vary across the academic year.

Statistics 
Netherlands (in 
Dutch: Centraal 
Bureau voor 
Statistiek)

Credit Higher education graduates 
in the Netherlands who 
participated in the Learning 
Mobility survey, conducted 
annually by Statistics 
Netherlands. Approximately 
150,000 graduates complete 
the survey each year.

2015 - 
2020

Survey data, i.e. collected from 
a sample of the total graduate 
population. Note: Data has been 
adjusted to correct for imbalances 
between the survey sample and the 
population.

Data is provided by Statistics 
Netherlands in aggregated form, 
with numbers of students rounded 
to the nearest 100. Calculated 
percentages in this report are 
therefore approximate.

Research Centre 
for Education 
and the Labour 
Market (in Dutch: 
ROA)

Credit University of applied 
sciences graduates who 
completed UAS Monitor (in 
Dutch: HBO-Monitor) survey. 
Approximately 24,000 
graduates completed the 
survey in 2019.

2019 Survey data, i.e. collected from a 
sample of the total population of 
UAS graduates.

Data are accessed in 
aggregated form via Kerncijfers 
Schoolverlatersonderzoeken.

CenterData 
(commissioned by 
Universities of the 
Netherlands; in 
Dutch: UNL)

Credit Research university master’s 
graduates who completed 
the National Alumni Survey 
(in Dutch: Nationale Alumni 
Enquête). Approximately 7,000 
graduates completed this 
survey in 2020.

2020 Survey data, i.e. collected from 
a sample of the total graduate 
population.

Survey conducted among RU 
master's graduates. The chance 
that respondents have gained 
at least one foreign experience is 
relatively high because they are 
asked about credit mobility during 
both their master's and bachelor's 
programmes.
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Data source Type of 
mobility

Population Year Limitations

Erasmus+ Credit All higher education students 
from the Netherlands who go 
abroad for part of their studies 
or internship with an Erasmus+ 
grant.

2014 - 
2018

Data do not provide a complete 
picture of credit mobility, only 
mobility funded by the Erasmus+ 
programme.

Due processing delays, the data 
from the academic year 2019/'20 
were not yet available at the time 
of publication of this report.

European 
Commission 
(based on data 
from Eurostat, 
UNESCO and 
OECD)

Degree and 
credit

All higher education graduates 
of EU origin graduating in 2018.

2018 Rates of outbound degree mobility 
are likely to be underestimates due 
to limited data from destination 
countries outside of Europe 
(notably the USA).

There are no data available on the 
outbound mobility of graduates 
from Ireland and Slovakia.
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