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1. Introduction and Key Concepts1 

In the many centuries of its existence, the university and other types of higher education 

institutions (HEIs)2 have always faced changes in their surroundings and with it, different sets of societal 

expectations. In recent decades, however, increasing expectations for higher education to serve as a key 

catalyst in the development of a knowledge-based economy and society have left HEIs with an 

unprecedented array of challenges. The most prominent of which include the accommodation of larger 

and more diverse student bodies, the integration of new technologies in teaching, research, and 

administration, the changing relationship between higher education and the state, competitive research 

funding as well as growing expectations for HEIs to contribute more actively to national and subnational 

economies, which – just like higher education itself – are facing more global competition than ever 

before (Clark 1998:6; Gumport and Sporn 1999; Baltaru and Soysal 2018; Elkana and Klöpper 2016; 

Nowotny, Scott, and Gibbons 2003; Hüther and Krücken 2018; Jones, Shanahan, and Goyan 2001; 

Teichler 2003). 

When weighing these challenges against HEIs’ traditional decision-making structures and self-

governing prerogatives, critics have deemed national higher education systems unfit to accommodate 

their rapidly changing environments. Concerns are commonly voiced in the context of technological 

advancements, but also with regards to the many disruptions taking place in increasingly globalized 

economies (Reich and Ruipérez-Valiente 2019:130f.; Elkana and Klöpper 2016; Drucker and Holden 

1997). Other observers disagree and point towards the multiple examples in which higher education 

institutions have shown considerable adaptive abilities, for example in Europe, where the 1999 Bologna 

Declaration has been answered by a continent-wide harmonization of academic credentials and far-

reaching curricular reforms, often aimed at improving the employment outcomes of higher education 

graduates (Maassen, Neave, and Jungbloed 1999; Wolter and Banscherus 2012; Krücken 2011; 

Schubarth and Speck 2014; Wolter et al. 2014). These contrasting perspectives beg a question which 

scholars and policy-makers alike have been grappling with for many years: Why do higher education 

institutions act upon some exogenous jolts, but not others?  

Higher education researchers largely agree that HEIs are open systems whose actions are shaped 

not only by their internal structures and dynamics, but also by the environment outside of their formal 

boundaries, including but not limited to pressures originating from states and markets. Yet, despite 

notable advances at the conceptual level, there is still insufficient empirical knowledge about how HEIs 

interact with their environment (Gornitzka 2000; Gumport and Sporn 1999; Cai and Mehari 2015). 

 
1 The spelling and grammar in this publication follow the standard rules of Canadian English. Quotation and proper 
nouns are spelled in accordance with the English dictionary used by original sources. Quotations in German follow 
the grammar and punctuation of Standard German. 
2 In this contribution, the term “higher education institution” and its abbreviation “HEI” are used generically to 
encompass universities, universities of applied sciences, colleges and all other educational establishments which 
issue tertiary educational credentials at ISCED 2011 levels 5, 6, 7, and 8 (UNESCO 2012:48–61). For more 
information, see Key Concepts below. 
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While the term “environment” is commonly evoked when referring to HEIs’ technical dependencies and 

critical resources – including those coming from the state as the (still) biggest funder in most higher 

education systems – the actors and expectations that populate the environment go beyond the state and 

its legislative and financial reach (Musselin 2007; Meier 2009; Whitley 2008; Hüther and Krücken 2018; 

Henke et al. 2015; Jones 2014; Eckel and Kezar 2003; Wolter 2007). For example, the international 

scientific community, private industry, civil society, and of course, students themselves are widely seen 

as capable of exerting influence on the sector, for example by advocating for more equitable educational 

opportunities (Maassen et al. 2019; Elken and Røsdal 2017; Mergner, Leišytė, and Bosse 2019).  

The question of if and especially how exogenous expectations are reproduced by higher education 

institutions constitutes the overarching research interest of this investigation, which follows an 

institutional understanding of the environment and the societal expectations therein: Instead of 

conceptualizing the environment solely in terms of resource dependencies (Pfeffer and Salancik 1978), 

it is also characterized by institutionalized expectations such as laws and taken-for-granted norms and 

beliefs (Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Scott 1995). In practice, these 

expectations touch upon a plethora of (policy) issues, many of which contesting, in constant flux, and 

underpinned by the (economic) goals of powerful audiences, including but not limited to the state 

(Teichler 2003; Schubarth and Speck 2014; Wolter 2007; Gumport and Sporn 1999; Jones et al. 2001).  

Since any attempt to untangle the dense web of expectations facing higher education today is 

beyond the scope of any single research project, the following analysis focuses on a very specific set of 

expectations, i.e., those pertaining to the post-study retention of international students. After crossing 

national borders for study purposes, international students are increasingly seen as benefitting their host 

societies not only academically and culturally, but also in economic terms: Initial observations from the 

research literature suggest that in a number of highly industrialized countries, recent calls for more work-

ready graduates and larger numbers of (fee-paying) international students are in the process of becoming 

increasingly intertwined. Not only have international students expressed an interest in post-study work 

and immigration, policy makers and industry leaders also appear to have turned their attention to 

international students as a way to grow, rejuvenate, and internationalize the national workforce 

(Hawthorne 2008; SVR Research Unit and MPG 2012; Chira and Belkhodja 2013; de Wit and 

Ripmeester 2012; Riaño, Lombard and Piguet 2017; Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019). The expectations 

and ramifications surrounding this apparent shift from solely educating international students to a 

supposedly new train-and-retain-philosophy have yet to examined.  

In order to contribute to our comparative understanding, HEI-environment interactions are 

investigated within the context of two countries, Canada and Germany, which present two interesting 

settings in which to conduct this research. Canada and Germany rank among the world’s top destinations 
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for international students3 and economic migrants.4 Yet, their national labour markets, higher education 

systems, and their approaches to attracting international students and economic migrants have been 

described as historically different. For example, while Canada has been widely regarded as a competitive 

country of immigration, Germany has been described as “reluctant” (Heckmann 2016:3) when it comes 

to accepting its own migration reality. At the same time, the two countries have shown signs of policy 

convergence in the area of economic migration and, albeit to a lesser extent, higher education 

internationalization (Bauder 2014; Kolb 2014; Klabunde 2014). Against the background of these 

developments – which will also be addressed by the literature review – this research asks three 

interconnected questions:  

• First, what are Canada and Germany’s public higher education institutions expected to 

do to support the post-study retention of international students?  

• Second, what do they report to be doing?  

• And third, how are their reported practices associated with the expectations held by 

government agencies, the private sector, student organizations, and other audiences that 

populate the relevant environment outside of their formal boundaries?  

Hence, the guiding research question reads as follows: 

How do Canada and Germany’s higher education institutions differ or conform in helping 

international students stay and work in their host country after graduation? How are 

environmental expectations associated with these (dis)similarities? 

The post-study retention of international students and the expectations surrounding it cannot be 

regarded as disembedded from the broader reforms and societal demands facing Canada and Germany’s 

higher education sectors as a whole, particularly those pertaining to workforce development (including 

economic migration) and the internationalization of their student bodies (see findings by Lesleyanne 

Hawthorne (2008), Roopa Trilokekar and Amira El-Masri (2019) and other early observers of the study-

migration pathway).  

Therefore, Chapter 2 begins with a review of selected works from the higher education and 

economic migration literature, focusing on how, over time, Canada and Germany’s HEIs have been 

expected to contribute to the development of an educated and internationalized workforce. The Chapter 

illustrates that although at the surface, there are signs of cross-country similarity and convergence, the 

concrete goals, policies, and tools behind these expectations have remained specific to each country’s 

 
3 According to the OECD (2020a), towards the end of the 2010s, the United States continued to be the world’s 
number one study destination with close to one million international students enrolled at the tertiary level, followed 
by the United Kingdom, Australia, Germany, France, Russia, Canada, and Japan. 
4 In 2018, Canada recorded the highest number of economic migrants in the OECD at close to 96,000, while 
Germany ranked fourth behind Japan and the United States. However, since OECD (2020b) data do not include 
the movement of migrants within the European Union, Germany’s 2018 influx was notably higher. 
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historical and structural context. For Canada, the literature shows that governance and finance reforms 

have encouraged colleges and universities to adjust their educational programming and 

internationalization efforts to the career- and commerce-focused expectations of students and employers 

as their two biggest “consumers” (Jones, Shanahan, and Goyan 2004:62f.). By contrast, in Germany, 

reforms have been less market-driven and more so guided by national, subnational, and European reform 

scripts, expecting the higher education sector to become more efficient and competitive and also more 

active in contributing to a well-educated workforce – international graduates included.  

The literature review in Chapter 2 allows for a more nuanced understanding of broader societal 

expectations which over the course of the analysis were found to permeate the very specific expectations 

and practices regarding the post-study retention of international students in Canada and Germany. Thus, 

the literature review provides a foundation for the interpretation of the empirical findings presented by 

this contribution. 

Chapter 3 introduces the theoretical framework. In order to remain sufficiently open when 

capturing societal expectations and HEI-environment interactions, this research draws from the deep 

conceptual reservoir of sociological institutionalism, including the more recent theoretical developments 

at its microfoundations. Although numerous higher education researchers have hailed institutional 

theory for its ability to look beyond economic contingencies, a meta study by Yuzhuo Cai and Yohannes 

Mehari (2015) shows that the field still has to catch up to some of its more recent theoretical 

developments, particularly when it comes to micro-level institutional analyses: Most (neo)institutional 

research on higher education has been conducted at the level of HEIs as a whole or even more macro-

level structures such as national or supranational higher education systems and areas. So far, the micro-

level processes which underlie these macro-level phenomena have been primarily described 

theoretically (e.g., Frølich et al. 2013; Weber and Glynn 2006), but rarely empirically. As a result, fairly 

little is known about the individual involvement of higher education professionals in HEI-environment 

interactions, especially the involvement of non-academic staff members who are assumed to have gained 

in influence vis-à-vis faculty members (Cai and Mehari 2015:9; Powell and Colyvas 2008:277; Frølich 

et al. 2013; Pietilä 2014; Lounsbury 2001; Krücken, Blümel, and Kloke 2009; Kehm, Merkator and 

Schneijderberg 2010). Here is where this investigation’s inquiry into the practices and rationales of HEI 

career development professionals and (to a slightly lesser extent) international education professionals 

promises some intriguing insights.5 By combining institutional theory with the sensemaking perspective 

(Weick 1995), the empirical analysis asks how these higher education professionals perceive, interpret, 

and act upon the institutionalized expectations surrounding them. 

The findings in Chapter 4.1 show that when it comes to their institutional surroundings during 

the 2010–2019 observation period, Canada and Germany’s HEIs operated in an environment in which 

host country work experience and, to a varying extent, permanent immigration had evolved to become 

 
5 A detailed description of the theoretical framework and research design can be found in Chapter 3. 
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part of the international student experience and the societal expectations around it. Apart from these 

first-glance similarities, however, the qualitative content analysis of 189 policy documents also points 

towards several cross-country differences, especially with regards to how higher education institutions 

have been expected to support the institutionalized retention goals. Overall, these HEI-specific 

expectations (albeit notably vague) showed signs of a continuation and specification of the broader 

societal objectives outlined by preceding literature review. The retention policies were found to be 

embedded in Canada’s market-driven and Germany’s multi-stakeholder-oriented approaches to 

workforce development, higher education internationalization, and economic migration. This was also 

the case in the Province of Ontario and the Federal State of Bavaria for which was separate analysis was 

conducted. 

These contingencies were also echoed in HEI practices, which are documented in Chapter 4.2. 

A total of 246 survey responses from career development and international education professionals at 

Canadian and German HEIs show that statistically, by the mid-2010s, a narrow majority of colleges, 

universities, and universities of applied sciences (UAS) facilitated the economic migration process of 

international students, be it through tailored support services or through partnering with employers, state 

authorities, and settlement service providers.6 Furthermore, the open-ended survey responses reveal an 

even broader support for post-study retention among higher education professionals, including those 

whose subdivisions did not offer tailored services by the time of observation. The numerical similarity 

with which these practices and viewpoints were reported to occur can be seen as remarkable given that 

the aforementioned retention policies were rather vague when it came to HEI involvement.  

To learn more about higher education professionals’ individual interactions with their pro-

retention environment, the final part of the empirical work in Chapter 4.3 applies a micro lens. The 

analysis of 12 field interviews conducted in the spring of 2018 compares how higher education 

professionals at one Ontario college and one Bavarian UAS perceived, interpreted, and acted upon the 

pro-retention expectations in their environment. Although the interviewed professionals possessed 

considerable agency to decide on programming, their interpretations and retention practices did not 

occur in a proverbial vacuum, but have been focused by the oftentimes country-specific rules, norms, 

and beliefs that surrounded them: At the Ontario college, professionals opted for a full-service model 

and were found to have internalized the market orientation that had been promoted by the Canadian 

government and other stakeholder for several decades. At the Bavarian UAS, customized career 

development workshops and other retention practices were found to be more influenced by 

 
6 The survey was conducted as part of a research project which I, the author of this monograph, led between 2013 
and 2015 as the Deputy Head of Research at the Expert Council of German Foundations on Integration and 
Migration (SVR). The project was funded by the Mercator Foundation and Stifterverband. A descriptive analysis 
of a subsample of the survey results was published in 2015 (SVR Research Unit 2015). The subsample comprised 
116 survey responses for Germany compared to the 156 responses analyzed in the work ahead. For Canada it was 
66 instead of 90. For more details see Chapter 3.2.2. 
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professional’s attempts to strike a balance between attending to student needs and fulfilling the 

expectations of local employers, government agencies, and other stakeholders. 

Each of the three empirical chapters closes with a brief summary and a preliminary discussion 

of findings. The concluding discussion in Chapter 5 synthesizes the insights gained from the analysis 

and discusses their scholarly contribution and limitations in the context of ongoing debates among 

higher education researchers and organizational scholars, pointing out directions for future research. 

 

Key Concepts 

Given this research’s cross-disciplinary interest in higher education and migration, a few terms and 

concepts require clarification upfront.  

Higher education can be broadly understood as organized advanced education and training 

activities which lead to a tertiary education credential at International Standard Classification of 

Education (ISCED) 2011 levels 5 to 8.7 Participation in higher education is usually optional and 

generally takes place after compulsory schooling. In Canada, higher education is provided by a number 

of education institutions, most commonly universities and community and technical colleges/institutes 

(henceforth: colleges) (Usher 2019a:60–69). The term “higher education” is used less often in Canada 

than “post-secondary education”, which is slightly broader and includes apprenticeship programs that 

combine supervised learning in the workplace with classroom instruction (ibid). These and other 

programs, which are classified as ISCED level 4 (post-secondary non-tertiary education), are not 

included in this study. In Germany, higher education (Hochschulbildung) encompasses all study 

programs offered by universities (Universitäten) and universities of applied sciences 

(Fachhochschulen), as well as other higher education institutions including colleges of art and music 

(Kunst- und Musikhochschulen) and universities of co-operative education (Duale Hochschulen) 

(KMK 2016:151–53). All of these degree programs are classified at ISCED levels 6 to 8 and are included 

in this study. German higher education institutions do not offer programs at ISCED levels 5 or lower. 

Germany’s sizable apprenticeship landscape is not included in this research, because the vast majority 

of apprenticeships are classified as ISCED levels 3 or 4. Also excluded are advanced vocational training 

programs (e.g., Meister/in, Techniker/in) that are offered at specialized trade and vocational schools 

(e.g., Fachschulen), which are not part of Germany’s higher education sector (ibid).  

 A 2018 snapshot of the educational attainment of Canada and Germany’s working age 

population (i.e., 25 to 64-year-olds) illustrates these cross-country similarities and differences. Fig. 1 is 

indicative of how the prevalence and popularity of apprenticeship options outside of the higher education 

 
7 The short definitions provided by UNESCO (2012:48–61) are: ISCED level 5 = short-cycle tertiary education 
(e.g., an undergraduate certificate program at a Canadian college or university), ISCED level 6 = Bachelor’s 
degree or equivalent, ISCED level 7 = Master’s degree or equivalent, ISCED level 8 = Doctoral degree or 
equivalent. 



13 
 

sector has impacted the programming at higher education institutions in the two countries. In Canada, 

the absence of a strong apprenticeship system has fueled the development of shorter and more 

technically and practically-oriented certificate and diploma programs (ISCED level 5), which are mostly 

offered at colleges (Skolnik 2018:5–7). These (generally) two to three-year programs are tertiary in 

nature. They do not exist in Germany’s higher education system, which traditionally has focused on 

more academic programs that, for the longest time, have been virtually disconnected from the country’s 

widely popular apprenticeship system (Baethge 2007:13). Although in both countries, the traditional 

boundaries between vocational and academic education have become increasingly blurred in the recent 

decades, they still exert significant influence on salient political, societal, and academic debates around 

education reform (Alesi and Teichler 2013:25–30; Baethge 2007:13; Jones 2014:7; Marshall 2008:2f.; 

Shanahan, et al. 2015:6; Skolnik 2018:10; Walker 2016:253; Wolter et al. 2014:12). 

Fig. 1 Educational Attainment of 25 to 64-Year-Old Population in Canada and Germany, 2018 

Notes: Educational attainment is defined as the highest level of education that a person has successfully completed.  
Source: OECD 2019a 

The internationalization (of higher education), includes the recruitment and training of 

international students, but it is less so defined by individual activities, and more so as a change process 

in which national and subnational education systems and individual higher education institutions 
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integrate an international, intercultural, and global dimension into their policies and practices (Knight 

2004:26). Recruiting and training international students, which is traditionally seen as an important part 

of internationalization, is merely one of its many facets (Teichler 2017:179; Yemini and Sagie 2016:91; 

Luijten-Lub, van der Wende and Huisman, 2005:153). So are other activities such as international 

knowledge transfer, partnerships with HEIs abroad, and the collaboration between researchers in 

different countries. The totality of these activities, and more so, the substantial changes they bring to 

higher education systems and institutions (e.g., appointing university vice presidents for international 

affairs), can be subsumed under the term “internationalization”, which, as Philip Altbach and Jane 

Knight (2007) emphasize, has been occurring in response to an increasingly global academic and 

economic environment. The research at hand shares this understanding, albeit the empirical analysis is 

focused on issues pertaining to international students.  

International students (internationale Studierende) are persons “who have crossed a national or 

territorial border for the purpose of education and are now enrolled outside their country of origin” 

(UNESCO 2016). While there are multiple scenarios in which a student stays in his or her country of 

origin and can still participate in a study program that is offered by an education institution outside of 

that country (e.g., Massive Open Online Courses, branch campuses), this study’s definition of an 

international student is limited to those individuals who have physically moved to either Canada or 

Germany, where they pursue their education. There are different ways of documenting the number 

international students in a country (Teichler 2017:186–196), for example, by counting their study 

permits, which is how Statistics Canada does it,8 or by identifying them based on their foreign passport 

and their foreign secondary school diploma, as is done by Germany’s Federal Statistical Office.9 Given 

these and other cross-country differences in data definition and data collection, this investigation will 

follow established practices of UNESCO (2021) and the OECD (2021) in openly recognizing these 

differences, rather than forcibly harmonizing the two countries’ slightly distinct datasets. This study 

only looks at international students enrolled at institutions of higher education. Former international 

students who have completed their study programs are referred to as international graduates. 

In this research, the retention of international students (Verbleib internationaler Studierender) is 

not defined in terms of program completion, student engagement or other academic outcome metrics 

commonly used by higher education practitioners and numerous scholars (Aljohani 2016). Instead, the 

work ahead applies a broader definition which alludes to the fact that international students had to cross 

a national border in order to commence their studies. Therefore, retention is understood as the act of 

keeping international students in their host country, not only during their studies, but especially after 

 
8 Statistics Canada (2010) defines international students as “non-Canadian students who do not have ‘permanent 
resident’ status and have had to obtain the authorization of the Canadian government to enter Canada with the 
intention of pursuing an education.” 
9 The Federal Statistical Office (2019a) defines international students (Bildungsausländer/innen) as foreign 
citizens who, before entering Germany for the purpose of study, had completed secondary education at a non-
German education institution. 
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graduation. Therefore, the following analysis focuses on the “post-study retention of international 

students” or “international graduate retention“ and uses both terms synonymously. 

Migration (Migration) is defined as the movement of persons away from their place of usual 

residence and across a national border10 (IOM 2020). The term immigration (Einwanderung) is often 

used to describe corresponding movements that are more permanent. This research does not use 

migration and immigration interchangeably. Instead, migration is used as the overarching term, while 

immigration is only used to explicitly refer to more permanent movements.  

According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM 2020), a migrant 

(Zuwanderin/Zuwanderer or Migrant/in) is a “person who moves away from his or her place of usual 

residence, whether within a country or across an international border, temporarily or permanently, and 

for a variety of reasons.” (ibid) These reasons can be economic, humanitarian, educational, among others 

(ibid). The commonly-used term immigrant (Einwanderin/Einwanderer) describes a person whose 

movement across national borders is more long-term and in many cases, permanent (DESA 1998:10). 

Here too, “migrant” marks the overarching term for this research, while “immigrant” is only used to 

explicitly refer to persons whose movement is more permanent. 

Economic migration: According to the European Commission (2020), economic migration 

(Migration aus wirtschaftlichen Gründen) describes “migration mainly for economic reasons or in order 

to seek material improvements to livelihood”. Correspondingly, an economic migrant is defined as “a 

person who leaves their country of origin purely for economic reasons” (ibid). The following analysis 

is limited to highly-skilled economic migrants, who seek (self) employment that requires a high level of 

education, i.e., ISCED 2011 levels 5 to 8. In correspondence with the terminology above, the terms 

economic immigration and economic immigrant are only used when referring to more permanent 

movements. 

Throughout the research, Canadian and German legal nomenclature for different types of 

economic migration such as “economic-class immigration” or the “migration of foreign qualified 

professionals” (Fachkräftezuwanderung) is used sparingly and only when it is critical to understanding 

the respective national context.  

  

 
10 The IOM’s full definition of migration also includes movements within a state. This aspect is not dealt with 
here.  
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2. Evolving Societal Expectations Facing Higher Education in Canada and 

Germany – Findings from the Research Literature  

The post-study retention of international students and the expectations surrounding it cannot be 

regarded as disembedded from the broader societal demands facing higher education as a whole. In this 

continuing “cross-fire of expectations” (Clark 1998:6), many of the ‘shots fired’ could justifiably be 

singled out to provide the contextual groundwork for the empirical work ahead.11 However, as 

Lesleyanne Hawthorne (2008), Roopa Trilokekar and Amira El-Masri (2019) and other early observers 

of the study-migration pathway have shown, expected economic gains are of particular relevance for the 

inquiry at hand: In Canada, Germany, and other popular destination countries, graduate-friendly 

legislation has largely been introduced in response to domestic labour market needs. In this context, 

higher education internationalization has also been re-evaluated as a way to further increase the number 

of economic migrants (i.e., former international students who stay and work after graduation). 

Chapter 2 serves as a knowledge synthesis of how in Canada and Germany, the overarching 

societal expectations around workforce development (Chapter 2.1), higher education 

internationalization, and economic migration (2.2) have evolved over time. The synthesis draws upon 

several strands of literature within the broader fields of higher education and migration studies. For 

higher education, the selection of research studies focused on HEI-labour market relations, higher 

education internationalization, as well as governance and finance reforms. For the migration literature, 

the selection was limited to economic migration papers, including a select few dealing with the study-

migration pathway. Studies were reviewed and complemented with statistical data from official sources 

such as the Germany’s Federal Statistical Office and Statistics Canada. Since societal expectations can 

be ambivalent or even include positions that are diametrically opposed, the Chapter also points towards 

historical controversies such as Germany’s long-standing debate about the relationship between 

vocational and academic education.  

Although this chapter cannot provide an exhaustive review of the aforementioned literature 

strands, it nonetheless offers a nuanced introduction into how relevant societal expectations have 

evolved over time, thereby serving as a foundation for the interpretation of the empirical findings 

generated by the work ahead. In order to give sufficient historical context, societal expectations are 

traced back to the foundational days of modern-day Canada and Germany (albeit primary emphasis is 

placed on more recent history). The proposed historical periods will often mirror the timelines in other 

scholarly work (e.g., Norrie, Owram, and Emery 2008; Teichler 2009). However, they should rather be 

 
11 For example, one of these high-expectation areas is technological innovation. Although only dealt with 
tangentially here, it is assumed to drastically alter the nature of how students approach their studies and will 
arguably impact learning outcomes and graduate trajectories on the labour market. Higher education institutions 
are increasingly expected to not only accommodate for these innovations, but to lead in the development of new 
models of teaching and learning in an increasingly digital age (Elkana and Klöpper 2016:244–248; Schumann 
2016). 
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understood as heuristic elements instead of a definitive take on the multifaceted histories of Canada and 

Germany. 

 

2.1 Societal Expectations Around Workforce Development 

 The relationship between higher education and the world of work is neither a niche topic nor a 

particularly new inquiry in higher education research and policy-making (Schomburg 2012:41; 

Shanahan et al. 2015:6–9; Teichler 2014:125). In the decades following the Second World War, the 

higher education sectors of Canada and Germany went from small undertakings to high-participation 

systems and important contributors to national economic success. Their post-war expansion echoed a 

then-new expectation of higher education as a training ground for private sector employment. These 

expectations were developed further during the more recent higher education governance and finance 

reforms. Yet, given the notable differences in Canada and Germany’s broader workforce development 

structures and traditions, as well as other historical contingencies, neither the timing nor the details of 

said expectations can be described as similar.  

 To illustrate these cross-country differences, but also the many parallels, this first part of the 

literature review summarizes the prevalent expectations for Canadian and German higher education 

institutions against the contextual background of the major economic and the higher education reform 

trends in each country. 

 

2.1.1 Canada 

When assessing Canada’s macroeconomic development over time, the Canadian economic 

historians Kenneth Norrie, Douglas Owram, and Herbert Emery (2008) propose three broad periods: 

The time between Canada’s 1867 founding and the Second World War, the post-war boom years (1945 

to 1973), and the more challenge-ridden half century that followed. While these three periods do not 

exactly map the major reforms in Canada’s higher education sector, the literature shows that when it 

comes the relationship between the sector and the labour market, expectations for colleges and 

universities have often evolved in symbiosis with macroeconomic trends, especially since the second 

half of the 20th century. 

 

Confederation to World War II: Higher Education Small and Largely Irrelevant to the Labour 

Market 

By the time of the Canada’s Confederation in 1867, higher education in the newly-formed state 

was provided by a handful of church-affiliated universities as well as a diverse collection of smaller, 

public, private, and in most cases denominational colleges. Historically, these education institutions 

were autonomous from government control and were mostly designed to serve their local communities. 
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They were often founded by religious groups who were in charge of curricular affairs and hiring teachers 

(Shanahan et al. 2015:4). At the national and provincial level,12 higher education was neither a political 

priority nor were HEIs expected to make any noteworthy contributions to the development of the 

Canadian workforce. By the time of Confederation, only five Canadian HEIs educated more than 100 

students (Jones 2014:3; Tudiver 1999:13). 

In these early years, tertiary education was, if at all, a tertiary concern. Workers in Canada were 

first and foremost expected to possess the physical strength to work in the Atlantic fisheries, the lumber 

industry, the wheat farms in the Prairies, and to power the country’s westward expansion. In the cities, 

where factory work was being increasingly optimized for mass production and industrial efficiency, the 

situation was no different. Here too, workers were hired based on their physical strength rather than their 

cognitive abilities. Work was manual, dangerous, and often performed by new immigrants who were, at 

least in part, actively recruited to come to Canada after the closing of American public land around the 

turn of the century (CFC 2002:7f.; Iacovetta, Quinlan, and Radforth 1996:92f.). Although Canada had 

been a country of immigrants for the longest time, newcomers from Europe, the United States, and other 

parts of the world were not seen as primary recipients of education, let alone higher education, whose 

primary function was to reproduce the social order of the day: 

“Universities trained the children of the political elites; they served as a finishing school for 
their daughters and prepared their sons for admission to the liberal professions. These social 
functions were understood by governments and university officials; there were no major 
confrontations over admissions, over course content or over student discipline because both 
groups shared the same social values. Cabinet ministers and members of the Board of Governors 
might belong to different parties but they were all men of substance with similar views of the 
social order.” (Neatby 1987:34, quoted in Jones 2014) 

 Canada’s universities operated with considerable autonomy from federal and provincial 

governments and enjoyed four fundamental freedoms, which can still be observed today: They generally 

got to set their curriculum, hire faculty, admit students, and decide on research (Eastmann et al. 2018:67; 

Jones 2014:8; Shanahan et al. 2015:41).13 In the late 19th century, public funding for higher education 

remained scarce and fragmented, also for denominational colleges which by that time started to become 

subject to provincial jurisdiction after merging with secular universities. Universities would become the 

dominant institutional type within Canadian higher education for decades to come. By 1930, Canadian 

universities, although still mostly small in size, recorded increased enrolments, totalling around 30,000 

students (Tudiver 1999:13f.). Despite their growing appeal, most universities were still not guaranteed 

access to public funding and were forced to make do with a mix of modest contributions from their 

 
12 Whenever this text refers to Canada’s provinces it also includes her three territories Nunavut, Northwest 
Territories, and Yukon. 
13 To this day, there are province-by-province differences in the extent to which universities enjoy autonomy from 
their provincial government. In Nova Scotia, university finances do not even have to be reported as part of the 
government’s financial statements. In Alberta on the other hand, universities are not only included, in many ways 
they are also treated as part of the public sector, e.g., chairs of university boards are appointed by the provincial 
government (Eastman et al. 2018:69f.). 
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respective provinces, individual industry, and philanthropic donors as well as revenues from tuition and 

endowments. Since constitutionally, higher education was (and is) a responsibility of the provinces, the 

federal government did not provide any substantial funding at the time (Shanahan et al. 2015:17f.; 

Tudiver 1999:13f.). 

During the Great Depression of the late 1920s and 1930s, provincial funding was cut back even 

further, forcing universities to lay off faculty and staff and to shut down entire programs. The effects on 

the labour market were minimal, given universities’ aforementioned lack of economic relevance. This 

situation changed with Canada entering the Second World War in 1939. The ramping up of military 

capacities increased the need for faculty and students to join the war effort and contribute their physical 

abilities and especially their expertise in areas such as transportation, communication, personnel 

management, and the mass production of weapons. After years of underfunding, Canada’s universities 

encountered an unprecedented level of government interest. And although government involvement 

meant less autonomy, university presidents by and large welcomed the growing expectations and the 

opportunity to elevate the profile of higher education in a rapidly changing economy (Tudiver 1999:15–

17). 

 

World War II to 1970s: Economic Boom Calls for More Employment-Focused Higher Education  

 In many ways, the Second World War was a transformative event in Canadian history. Canada’s 

contribution to the Western Allies’ military campaigns in Europe did not only elevate the young 

country’s international standing, it also helped end decades of economic hardship as the Canadian 

economy benefitted from a war-induced manufacturing boom (CFC 2002:38; Douglas and Greenhous 

1996:59; Norrie et al. 2008:362). The boom was succeeded by nearly three decades of economic growth 

which gave birth to new levels of prosperity and a large generation of baby boomers (i.e., those born 

between 1946 and 1964), both of which were found to affect the relationship between higher education 

and the Canadian labour market (CFC 2002:46f.; Harmsen and Tupper 2017:352–355; Jones 2014:6). 

 

Wartime Economy Turns Attention to Universities 

In the 1940s, a rise in international and especially U.S. demand for Canadian timber, minerals, 

and the newly discovered oil and gas reserves helped grow Canada’s resource industry, which would 

become a backbone of the economy (Norrie et al. 2008:371f.). At universities, the effects of Canada’s 

economic boom were also felt. In the years following the war, the labour market’s growing demand for 

trained personnel led to an increase in (non-veteran) student enrolments of almost 70% (Jones 2014:6). 

This increase, however, was overshone by the tens of thousands of returning veterans who were entering 

higher education as part of the federal government’s veteran benefits programs. Included in this were 

education grants which allowed veterans to access higher education tuition-free, mostly at universities, 

which were increasingly regarded as an engine for workforce development (Harmsen and Tupper 
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2017:354f.; Jones 2014:6). Apart from helping the soldiers-turned-students acclimate to academic life, 

the new government-sponsored programs, which had been conceptualized as back-to-work measures 

and included student placements in jobs, sought to bring higher education closer to the labour market, 

i.e., universities were now encouraged to think more about the jobs and careers of their graduates. 

Historically, Canadian universities had only prepared small numbers of students, mostly for careers in 

medicine, theology, and law. These professions were perceived to have clear career paths as they catered 

to occupational niches in the labour market that did not require a broad range of job placement or career 

services. However, with the Canadian labour market diversifying, universities were increasingly 

expected to open up to the idea of playing a more active role in their students’ transition from study to 

work. As the professional literature indicates, starting after the war, a number of universities used the 

aforementioned veteran funds to introduce job placement services and in some cases such as the 

University of Toronto, established and funded their own job placement centres. Echoing these early 

efforts, in 1946, a professional career service association was formed at the national level. Over the 

following decades, career service departments went on to become one of the “generic areas” (Shea and 

Clarke 2020:393) of student affairs and services at higher education institutions across Canada. 

 

Government-Led Creation and Expansion of Binary Higher Education Sector  

Canadian universities were in the process of entering a new reality of expansion and enhanced 

interaction with the labour market. Growing student demand and the government helped shape this 

reality as federal investments pushed for an expansion of the higher education sector. Two major 

investments were the aforementioned veteran benefits program (1946–1951) and the subsequent direct 

operating grants, which the federal government handed out to universities on a per-student basis. Both 

of which were aimed at widening university participation and thereby fueling labour market growth and 

both were criticized for circumventing the provinces’ constitutional mandate over higher education 

(Jones 2014:6; Shanahan et al. 2015:7; Tudiver 1999:21). On the one hand, provincial governments 

were not opposed to the federal government funding the workforce development efforts of their 

universities. After all, Ottawa’s spending power was significantly higher than that in Québec City, 

Toronto, Winnipeg, and other provincial capitals. On the other hand, provincial policy-makers took 

exception to the fact that federal dollars were allocated directly to the universities, effectively bypassing 

the provinces. In search of a solution, the federal government gradually shifted away from providing 

operational grants to the universities towards a patchwork of federal grants to the provinces who were 

now the architects of what would become ten distinct provincial and three territorial higher education 

systems, a key mission of which was to foster local and regional economic development:  

“A major provincial government role was justified by new economic thinking that stressed the 
importance of an educated citizenry. Access to higher education was defined as a qualified right 
of provincial citizenship. Higher education was to be widely provided throughout the province.” 
(Harmsen and Tupper 2017:356) 
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As the quote indicates, by the mid-1950s, higher education had not only gained in importance 

among political elites in Ottawa, but also among provincial officials who had come to see higher 

education as a crucial foundation for a vibrant labour market and their region’s economic future. As a 

result, universities in each province were increasingly expected to play their part (Harmsen and Tupper 

2017:356f.; Jones 2014:6; Shanahan et al. 2015:7; Tudiver 1999:21). In the 1960s and early 1970s, the 

provinces followed the Keynesian philosophy of proactive government investment (Paquet 1999:83–

85). In order to make higher education more accessible for an unprecedently large generation of baby 

boomers, each province developed and expanded its (small) university sector. They also introduced 

publicly-funded community colleges and technical colleges (henceforth: colleges), effectively creating 

a binary higher education system with autonomous universities on one side and the more regulated and 

more labor market-oriented colleges on the other. Initially, this division was also reflected in the 

educational credentials issued. Universities were authorized to confer academic degrees, i.e., bachelor’s, 

master’s, and doctorates, whereas colleges were set out to award shorter and more trade and 

vocationally-oriented tertiary credentials (diploma, certificate), which were designed to better serve the 

(local) labour market (Jones 2014:7; Levin and Dennison 1989:42; Marshall 2008:2f.; Skolnik 2018:10; 

Deller 2020). Given the regional differences in labour market demand and demographics across Canada, 

the roles and structures of colleges differed from province to province. For example, in the western 

provinces of Alberta and British Columbia, system architects emphasized the transfer function of 

colleges, which they (also) saw as preparatory schools for universities. In Ontario, policy-makers 

initially foresaw a stricter division between universities and the newly-introduced technical colleges. In 

the following decades, however, these divisions would become blurrier, not least in response to the 

labour market’s increasing demand for white-collar professionals in health care, technology, and 

business (Harmsen and Tupper 2017:350f.; Marshall 2008:2f.; Shanahan et al. 2015:9; Skolnik 2010:2; 

Usher 2018:6). For the comparatively more autonomous universities, the research literature shows that 

although faculty and administrators were not categorically opposed to serving the labour market, many 

rejected a “centralized manpower planning in which the university would become an arm of 

government” (Skolnik 1983:91) and aimed to strike a balance between economic and non-economic 

development goals. 

 

Global Oil Crisis Previews Budget Cuts and Future Reforms in Higher Education 

The state-sponsored expansion of Canada’s higher education sector slowed down significantly 

in the aftermath of the global oil crisis of 1973. The crisis ushered in a period of new economic and 

political challenges which after some hesitation, were addressed by fundamental neoliberal reforms, the 

results of which can be traced well into the 21st century (Clark 2002:782–787; Norrie et al. 2008:402–

407). In the ten years following 1973, Canada’s federal and provincial policymakers failed to stabilize 

the economy with massive government spending and monetary stimuli. By the early 1980s, it became 

clear that the country’s slow economic growth and high unemployment was more than just the result of 
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a prolonged cyclical downturn. Subsequently, government and business leaders turned their attention to 

structural reforms which were deemed necessary to promote a stable, productive, and competitive 

economy (Norrie et al. 2008:401). For colleges and universities, these structural reforms would result in 

budget cuts which exposed them more to corporate interests in the decades to come (Axelrod 2002:98; 

Brownlee 2014:257–263; Cudmore 2005:39; Viczko and Tascón 2016:3; Jones 2014:9; Tudiver 

1999:28). 

 

1980s to 2010s: Neoliberal Reforms and Corporatization Promote a Tighter Nexus between Higher 

Education and the Labour Market 

In the 1980s and especially the 1990s, Canada’s structural reforms were by and large guided by 

the same neoliberal sentiment which scholars have summarized as follows: Government interventions 

(through regulation, big stimulus spending with no output targets etc.) had done more harm than good 

for the labour market and the economy at large and should be dialled back in favor of a greater reliance 

on markets and market incentives (Clark 2002:771; Norrie et al. 2008:401; Paquet 1999:84f.). Likewise, 

government itself should be reformed in order to run more “like a business” (Perl and White 2002:53) 

and be held accountable for public spending and public services outcomes (Lindquist 1997:51–57; 

Paquet 1999:84f.). As the literature shows, these reform narratives had become a powerful force and 

would remain so well into the 21st century. They also provided the groundwork for an emerging 

corporatization of colleges and universities (Axelrod 2002:98; Brownlee 2014:257–263; Cudmore 

2005:39; Davidson 2015:207–209; Viczko and Tascón 2016:3). 

 

Public Sector Reforms and Budget Cuts  

In the 1980s, the idea of rolling back government regulation, big government spending, and 

other forms of Keynesian-style state interventions in the economy was not unique to Canada. In fact, 

other industrial countries were quicker to pioneer and aggressively pursue these and other neoliberal 

economic reforms, most prominently the United Kingdom under prime minister Margret Thatcher and 

the United States under president Ronald Reagan (Norrie et al. 2008:414f.). Inspired by its British and 

American counterparts, the Canadian government spent much of the 1980s and 1990s simplifying tax 

codes and deregulating key sectors of the economy, including transportation, communications, banking, 

and energy.14 Internationally, Canada’s trade policies became less protectionist as Canada entered into 

a number of free trade agreements, including those with Mexico and the United States (1994), Chile 

(1997), and two decades later, the European Union (2017) (Government of Canada 2020; Norrie et al. 

2008:414–423). Although the Canadian government implemented a number of large economic stimulus 

 
14 The deregulation of Canada’s energy sector has arguably expedited the exploitation of Canada’s vast lands and 
natural resources, a practice which despite its economic importance has been met with criticism from 
environmental activists and Indigenous rights advocates (Norrie et al. 2008:414; Krupa 2012:713f.). 
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packages starting in the mid-1980s – including the multi-billion dollar Economic Action Plan which 

was launched in 2009 to fight the effects of the global financial crisis – Canada’s recipe for a vibrant 

and productive economy and labour market has been described as rather hands-off: Rather than 

unilaterally embarking on grand interventions, government should rather create conditions that were 

favorable for economic growth. As Mark Olssen and Michael Peters (2005) point out with notably 

critical tone, one of the most important conditions was (and is) having a population that is appropriately 

trained to contribute to economic growth: 

“Whereas classical liberalism represents a negative conception of state power in that the 
individual was taken as an object to be freed from the interventions of the state, neoliberalism 
has come to represent a positive conception of the state’s role in creating the appropriate market 
by providing the conditions, laws and institutions necessary for its operation. In classical 
liberalism the individual is characterized as having an autonomous human nature and can 
practise freedom. In neoliberalism the state seeks to create an individual that is an enterprising 
and competitive entrepreneur.” (Olssen and Peters 2005:315) 

 
In order to pursue this neoliberal ideal of a skilled, entrepreneurial, and self-interested homo 

economicus, the state should “steer more and row less” (Perl and White 2002:68). In Canada, this 

broader narrative has been a powerful force in the reforms of the public sector (Axelrod 2002:98; 

Eastmann et al. 2018:72f.; Jones et al. 2004:62f.). Initially, the pace of Canada’s public sector reforms 

was rather moderate. In the mid-1980s, the federal government gave its departments more say and 

flexibility in how they could spend their budgets, while at the same time holding them more accountable 

for budgetary decisions. The provinces would follow suit and, in some cases such as British Columbia 

and Saskatchewan, surpass federal reform efforts by imposing significant cuts to public spending 

(Lindquist 1997:51f.; Clark 2002:783–787). During the early 1990s, colleges and universities, which on 

average were still sourcing around 60 percent of their income from public funds, were also subjected to 

these budget cuts (Usher 2019a:32). For many higher education institutions, however, the most severe 

cuts did not occur until a few years later. In 1995, the federal government decided to drastically reduce 

public spending and restructure its transfer payments to the provinces in an attempt to tackle a sizable 

national deficit (Lindquist 1997:53; Paquet 1999:95f.). The federal cutbacks left many provincial 

finance ministers shorthanded and forced to decide if and how to pass them on to their colleges and 

universities. Many opted for an immediate decrease in operational funding, often accompanied by 

allowing for higher tuition fees in order help the sector recover. Ontario and Nova Scotia serve as prime 

examples for this market-oriented approach. In other provinces such as Québec, tuition fee ceilings 

remained unchanged for the time being (Jones 2014:10; Shanahan et al. 2015:27). Nevertheless, over 

the following 25 years, tuition fees would rise steadily (albeit not uniformly) across the entire country. 

By the end of the 2010s, student fees and other private sources of revenue such as endowments and 

industry contributions made up more than half of the total income of Canada’s colleges and universities 

(Table 1), which as a result have been referred to as “publicly-aided” rather than “publicly-funded” 

(Usher 2019a:9). 
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Table 1 Total Income of Canadian Colleges and Universities by Source, 2018 

Academic year Government Students Other private Federal Provincial 
Income in billion 
dollars (CAD) 

$3.2 $10.8 $8.4 $7.3 

% of total income 11% 36% 28% 25% 
Note: Data refer to the 2017/2018 academic year and comprise funding information for 147 public universities and degree-
granting colleges. Percentages have been rounded to the nearest full number. 
Source: Statistics Canada 2019a 

 

Emerging Corporatization of Higher Education 

The consequences of Canada’s gradual privatization of higher education funding have been far-

reaching and are best summed up by the following quote from two of the most renowned observers of 

Canadian higher education, Glen Jones and Theresa Shanahan, who together with their colleague Paul 

Goyan constituted that: 

“[…] these fiscal policies suggest an overall transfer of the cost of university education away from 
the government and towards the ‘consumer’ or those who stand to benefit from the education (i.e., 
the students and private industry). Higher education policies have, in effect, opened up 
universities to the private sector and expanded degree-granting, allowing for increased 
competition within and between the university and college sectors. Governments in Canada 
(provincial and federal) are placing a greater emphasis on universities meeting labour market 
needs especially through vocational, skills-based, and technological curricula and programs.” 
[emphasis in the original] (Jones et al. 2004:62f.) 
 

This “opening up” to the private sector and competitive (global) markets for education services 

has been described as being more than just an add-on to higher education’s traditional mission of 

teaching and research (Steck 2003:71). In the context of declining government funding and an increasing 

(global) competition for fee-paying students, talented staff, and private capital, Canada’s colleges and 

universities were found to gradually adopt organizational practices, processes, and cultural values from 

the world of business (Brownlee 2014:373–377; Davidson 2015:207–209). One indication of this 

emerging corporatization of Canadian higher education has been the notable increase in the number of 

so-called managerial professionals who work as student recruiters, industry liaisons, and technology 

transfer officers, among others (Brownlee 2014:257–263; Slaughter and Rhoades 2008:21). Research 

shows that since the 1980s, these formerly marginal or even non-existent administrative staff members 

have become more numerous and influential vis-à-vis faculty members. Compared to the latter, 

managerial professionals are described as being more open to importing practices from the business 

world, such as benchmarking competitors, whole-HEI strategic plans, a stronger commercialization of 

research, and establishing and operating for-profit entities such as pathway colleges (Brownlee 

2014:257–263; Davidson 2015:207–209; Greene, Kisida, and Mills 2010:7; McCartney and Metcalfe 

2018:211; Schuetze and Bruneau 2004:10; Viczko and Tascón 2016:3). By applying these and other 

business tactics, Canada’s colleges and universities have begun to move away from their initial practice 
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of treating HEIs of the same type as peers (Jones 2014:18). In an attempt to gain a competitive advantage 

over one another, many colleges have tried to become more like universities and have ramped up their 

research and degree-granting capacities (Marshall 2008:2f.; Usher 2018:6; Walker 2016:264f.; Deller 

2020). Universities on the other hand have been expected to do more to adjust their programming to 

meet labour market demands – e.g., by offering post-graduate certificates and other continuing education 

programs – while at the same time seeking stratification by elevating their position in university 

rankings, most of which are informed by research performance. Over time, the historically strict division 

between Canadian colleges and universities has become increasingly blurred and a new hierarchy among 

HEIs has begun to emerge. This process has not only occurred in the context of greater market 

competition, but also government policies which have aimed for a greater differentiation and 

specialization within Canadian higher education (Jones 2014:18; Marginson 2016:20–27; Shanahan et 

al. 2015:37; Deller 2020). 

 

New Expectation for Higher Education: Produce Skilled Workers for the Knowledge Economy  

In late 1990s, the newly-popularized yet conceptually vague15 notion of a “knowledge-based 

economy” (OECD 1996) went hand in hand with an expectation for Canada’s colleges and universities 

to do more to prepare students for the increasingly knowledge-intensive jobs of the 21st century – an 

effort which, numerically speaking, was crowned with success: Between 1990 and 2010, the number of 

workers in Canada with a university degree increased from 1.9 to 4.4 million, while workforce 

participants with college credentials went up from 1.7 to 3.7 million (AUCC 2011:32). By 2010, half of 

Canada’s adult population held a tertiary education credential, making it one of the countries with the 

highest level of formal educational attainment worldwide (Fig. 2). 

Despite this achievement, however, throughout the 2010s, colleges and universities faced new 

expectations to address growing concerns over a “skills mismatch” (Braham and Tobin 2020:10) 

between what students learned and what employers required. To remedy this mismatch, HEIs were 

called upon to contribute more directly to Canada’s national and regional economies (ibid; Miner 

2014:14; Walker 2016: 252f.; Shanahan et al. 2015:47; Jones 2014:18). One important expectation was 

to teach specific skills which were deemed relevant to the labour market, including but not limited to 

project management, teamwork and collaboration, as well as a basic level of digital literacy.  

 
15 The term “knowledge-based economy” and the oftentimes synonymously used, yet equally vague depictions of 
a knowledge economy or knowledge society have gained in popularity across the OECD and beyond. Yet, as of 
today, there is no agreed-upon definition of either term (Rohrbach 2007). However, despite or possibly because of 
their vagueness, these terms became a popular frame of reference for salient expectations for higher education in 
Canada and Germany, including those coming from within the sector (Shanahan et al. 2015:28f.; Hüther and 
Krücken 2018:9–11; Kehm, Schomburg, and Teichler 2012:9). 
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Fig. 2 Share of 25 to 64-Year-Olds with Tertiary Education, Canada v. OECD, 2005–2018 

 
Notes: Tertiary education include all educational credentials at ISCED 2011 levels 5 to 8. 
Source: Statistics Canada 2020a 

In this context, governmental and non-governmental stakeholder promoted co-operative 

learning, or co-op, as a viable strategy given its combination of classroom instruction with hand-on work 

experience (Canada West Foundation 2014:21; MTCU 2015:15; The Conference Board of Canada 

2015:99). The curricular infrastructure and relevant student services for co-op were often already in 

place since many Canadian universities and especially colleges had decades-long experience with 

running these programs (CFC 2002:90f.). In 2010, more than one in five college students was already 

participating in co-op, especially in Manitoba, Nova Scotia, and Ontario where the ratio was closer to 

one in three (Rodriguez, Zhao, and Ferguson 2016:2). In a similar vein, internships and other forms of 

work-integrated learning were also put forward as a viable strategy for equipping students with the 

desired digital and non-digital skills (Shea and Clarke 2020:395; Canada West Foundation 2015:15; 

MTCU 2015:15; The Conference Board of Canada 2015:99). In practice, however, there was no clarity 

about what these skills entailed, nor was there a shared understanding of what was required to master a 

certain skill (Braham and Tobin 2020:5–8).16 Still, Canadian employers were increasingly vocal about 

expecting certain skills and were looking beyond degrees, diplomas, and other educational credentials 

when searching for employees (Vu, Lamb, and Willoughby 2019:25–29). These expectations were often 

 
16 In their analysis of more than 7 million job postings in Canada, which were published online between 2012 and 
2018, Viet Vu, Creig Lamb, and Rob Willoughby (2019) showed that roughly one in three jobs required everyday 
digital skills, including basic data entry and spreadsheet skills. More advanced software development skills such 
as coding along with software infrastructure skills such as cloud computing were expected in roughly 10 percent 
of jobs. In both areas the trend was upward. Since not all of the analyzed job postings were targeting candidates 
with higher education credentials, it is reasonable to assume that college and university graduates were 
significantly more likely to be expected to have said technical skills (ibid:29). In addition, Canadian employers by 
and large expected graduates to possess a range of non-digital competences, such as the ability to work in teams, 
be creative, and manage projects (ibid:25–28). 
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echoed by the students themselves, 88% of whom reported to participate in higher education primarily 

because they wanted to prepare for a specific job (CUSC 2019:9). 

The practical ramifications of these changing expectations have yet to be fully understood. 

While a number of observers have devoted their time and talent to analyze the changing relationship 

between Canadian higher education and the labour market, very little empirical research has been 

conducted at the micro-level of individual HEIs in order to investigate how curricula and student 

services have changed in the context of said expectations (Eastman et al. 2018; CACEE 2017; Dietsche 

2012; Davidson 2015). One area that is acutely affected by these changes are the career service 

departments at Canadian colleges and universities, which support students’ career planning and 

development and serve as a bridge to employers and the labour market. As the limited body of Canada-

specific research on HEI career services indicates, most colleges and universities have chosen to further 

develop and leverage their on-campus resources in this area (CFC 2002; Shea and Clarke 2020:391f.), 

both in terms of centralized counselling services and curricula design. In 2016, more than half of 

Canada’s colleges and universities reported that a least some of their study programs required students 

to learn about career options and helped them develop certain skills which were sought by employers. 

In addition, most career service departments employed their on average 8.5 full-time staff to assist 

students with their job search, prepare them for job interviews, and advice them on career development 

in general (CACEE 2017:15). In addition, career service departments, which since the 1980s have 

existed as an integral part of student affairs and services at almost every college and university, were 

offering a broad range of career exploration and career planning services, assistance with experiential 

learning (internships, co-operative learning etc.), and labour market information (ibid:10). For students, 

these services ranked among the most important ones. Their growing demand in this area once again 

echoed how over time in Canada, colleges and universities have moved from educating small groups of 

students to mass participation and an important engine behind the development of a skilled workforce 

(ibid; Dietsche 2012:74; Harmsen and Tupper 2017:355–57). 

 

2.1.2 Germany 

 Despite numerous fundamental political and societal shifts in Germany’s turbulent and at times 

troubled history, public perception of higher education as a domain of scientific research and intellectual 

cultivation has been remarkably persistent. So has the notion that higher education institutions, and 

especially the country’s universities, should not be too concerned with the employment outcomes of 

their graduates, especially when it comes to private sector employment (Alesi and Teichler 2013:27f.; 

Baethge 2007:22). Although the post-war expansion of Germany’s higher education sector can be seen 

as an early move towards the labour market, the literature indicates that it was not until after the 1990 

reunification that (sub)national governance reforms and the European Bologna Process rang in a new 

period in which workforce development became a more widely-accepted goal and expectation for higher 
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education programming (Schubarth and Speck 2014:11–25; Schubarth and Ulbricht 2017:76–84; Wolter 

and Banscherus 2012:22–27). 

 

German Unification to World War II: Higher Education Small, Elite, and Mostly Disconnected from 

the Labour Market 

At first glance, it may seem daring to make general statements about a three-quarter century 

which saw Germany industrialize its economy, swing from economic boom to depression and back, 

transition from monarchy to democracy to Nazi authoritarianism, and most woefully, provoke and lose 

two World Wars which led to bloodshed and suffering. Yet, when it comes to the highly specialized 

research interest at hand, the environmental circumstances in Germany remained basically the same: 

From the 1870s until the middle of the 20th century, Germany’s higher education sector was expected 

to train a small elite of prospective civil servants and academics. Private sector employment was of little 

concern for German universities, despite the sweeping shifts in Germany’s economy, society, and 

politics (Wolter and Banscherus 2012:22; Ringer 1969:15f.). 

 Although the concept of Germany as a nation state can be traced back to the days of the Holy 

Roman Empire, the 1871 unification of Prussia, Bavaria, Saxony, and other independent German states 

into a German Empire can be regarded as a suitable starting point for the literature review. During the 

time of unification, the German economy was undergoing a rapid industrialization, especially in the 

textile industry, coal production, and the growing iron and steel industries. Towards the end of the 19th 

century, the young empire was experiencing an economic boom. Apart from coal, iron, and steel, the 

country’s chemical and machine industries flourished and were instrumental in Germany’s 

transformation from an agrarian society to one of the most highly-industrialized countries in the world 

(Broadberry 1998; Ringer 1969:42). Especially the heavy industries needed thousands of workers to 

perform by-and-large physical labour. As a result, more and more Germans left their rural hometowns 

for the cities of the booming Ruhr Valley and other rapidly-industrializing centres (Köllmann 1969:61). 

For most workers in the heavy industries, skills requirements were rather low. However, with machinery 

and manufacturing becoming more sophisticated, especially in places like the emerging automotive 

industry,17 a growing number of skilled industrial workers (Facharbeiter) was sought, prompting 

industry representatives to become more active in tailoring apprenticeships (Berufsausbildung) to meet 

their own labour needs. These industry-led apprenticeship programs which emerged at the turn of the 

 
17 Unlike in the United States, where Frederick Taylor and Henry Ford were pioneering industrial mass production 
based on standardization, special purpose machinery, and unskilled workers, Germany’s early automotive industry 
was dominated by the skilled industrial worker (Facharbeiter). At the Daimler Motors Corporation in 1909, only 
one in seven workers performed largely unskilled labour, while the other six were trusted with highly specialized 
tasks such as lathing, molding, and bodywork. This craft specialization could also be observed in a number of 
other manufacturing industries across Germany, however, given the rapid technological and societal changes at 
the time, the demand for skilled labour differed notably from industry to industry (Schumann 2013:11f.).   
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century18 followed a co-operative, or “dual” model in which in-company training was alternated with 

classroom learning in vocational schools (Berufsschulen) (Reinisch and Frommberger 2004:29f.). The 

apprenticeships were not regarded as a form of higher education.19 Other technical education programs 

on the other hand were actively seeking this status: By the late 19th century, most of Germany’s 

increasingly sought-after engineers were being educated in specialized engineer schools 

(Ingenieurschulen), mining schools (Bergschulen), construction guild schools (Baugewerkeschulen), 

and polytechnics, many of which were in the process of being renamed and upgraded to technical 

colleges (Technische Hochschulen). Technical colleges were soon authorized to issue doctoral degrees 

and widely respected as practice-oriented higher education institutions, at least among Germany’s new 

industrial elite, who was actively involved with the colleges’ teaching and research (Schulmeister 

2018:22–28; Charle 2008:254f.). By contrast, Germany’s university-educated upper middle class 

regarded technical colleges with suspicion, as many refused to accept them as equivalents to the 

traditional universities. German universities, which during the 19th century had become world-

renowned for their research excellence, did not regard the manufacturing industry and other forms of 

private sector employment as particularly relevant to their educational mission. Until the middle of the 

20th century, they were mostly expected to educate future civil servants, medical doctors, academics, 

and in the case of church-funded universities and faculties, the next generation of priests (ibid; Ringer 

1969:15–16; Lenhardt 2005:175; Baethge 2007:19). In a country of then well over 55 million people, 

universities were small, state-funded “academic republics” (Wolter 2007:115) of between 27,000 (1900) 

and 104,000 students (1931), in which the professoriate had the final word on matters of research and 

teaching (ibid; Ringer 1969:39; Abelshauser 1999:533). Labour market-oriented training, especially the 

kind that was offered by the aforementioned apprenticeships, was rather foreign to university professors 

who were conscious and vocal about the need to perpetuate a highly-educated, non-economic upper 

middle class in an industrialized Germany:20 

“[…] the persistent emphasis upon personal ‘cultivation’ (Bildung) in the German intellectual 
heritage was itself an agent of social stratification. Study of the classics was held to be 
particularly productive of cultivation, and disinterested learning was thought to affect the whole 
person, not just the intellect, of the learner. These tenets originated in the great period of German 
neo-humanism and Idealism, when they reflected the genuine aspirations of a small aristocracy 
of the spirit.” [emphasis in the original] (Ringer 1967:127) 
 

 
18 Germany’s apprenticeship tradition is much older and dates back to the Middle Ages when guilds of craftsmen 
and tradesmen trained young people for specific occupations (Reinisch and Frommberger 2004:29; Baethge 
2007:19). 
19 A century later, Germany’s dual apprenticeships were still classified as upper secondary education, i.e., ISCED 
2011 level 3. 
20 There were some exceptions such as chemistry where Germany’s growing pharmaceutical and dye industries 
closely followed the advances in research made by university professors and their students. The interest in a closer 
interaction was mutual as professors’ research assistants also worked in commercial laboratories and chemistry 
students were eager to find employment in the industry. Although, here too, numbers were relatively small 
(Lenhardt 2005:175; Streb, Baten, and Yin 2006:358).  
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 In theory, these ideals made room for a more inclusive higher education that would allow 

capable working-class citizens to participate and climb the social ladder. In practice, however, German 

universities perpetuated the established social order. In 1887, less than two in a thousand students at 

Prussian universities came from a working-class family. In 1902, it was one in a hundred, and in Weimar 

Germany in 1929, the share stood at 2% (Zorn 1970:128; Ringer 1969:41). Part of this had to do with 

financial and cultural barriers, but it was also the lack of permeability within Germany’s highly-stratified 

school system which separated students at a young age into a vocational or an academic track, thus 

preventing even the most talented working-class children from advancing to university, especially young 

women who until 1900 (and in some federal states until 1909) were not allowed to formally enrol (ibid 

p. 39; Ringer 1967:133; Baethge 2007:13).  

Little would change in the decades to come. The two World Wars lead to a temporary exodus 

of students and faculty who joined the war efforts – in many cases enthusiastically so since numerous 

academics felt drawn to the nationalist ideologies of the day (Grüttner 1995:102; Lenhardt 2005:188f.; 

Zorn 1970:131f.). Jewish scholars and other minorities fled or were expelled on grounds of racist and 

nationalist policies (Grüttner 1995:102; Kehm 2015; Titze 1996:399–402; Zorn 1970:137f.). In World 

War I and especially during Nazi Germany, university research was to serve the military and the social 

engineering goals of the German leadership, some of which were shared by parts of the academic 

community (Hammerstein 1999; Wagner 2010:183–187). Germany’s manufacturing industry and other 

parts of the labour market had been switched over to the wartime production of arms, uniforms, and 

other military and non-military supplies (Abelshauser 1999:512). Just like before, the need for skilled 

workers was not to be satisfied by universities, but by expanding apprenticeship programs in the 

manufacturing sector (industrielle Berufsausbildung) (ibid:533). 

While a more in-depth discussion of the large body of literature on the development of the 

German education system during the rise and fall of the German Empire(s) between 1871 and 1945 is 

beyond the scope of this contribution, the following conclusion can be made about the relationship 

between higher education and the world of work: During this time, attending a university in Germany 

remained the prerogative of the offspring of “the culture-minded, class-conscious, university-educated 

bourgeoisie” (Zorn 1970:129). For the vast majority of the population, the vocational track, which led 

to apprenticeship opportunities in the manufacturing industry, the trades (Handwerk), and a growing 

number of other sectors provided a promising path towards economic wellbeing and a professional 

identity that was well respected throughout German society (Heinemann and Rauner 2008; Wolter 

2017:102). 

 

  



31 
 

1950s to 1980s: Emerging Labour Market Orientation of Higher Education in the Two Germanys 

 On May 8, 1945, the German military officially surrendered to the commanders of the Allied 

forces of Britain, France, the Soviet Union, and the United States. The war in Europe was over and 

Germany was divided into four military occupation zones out of which four years later, two Germanys 

emerged: The Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany) and the German Democratic Republic 

(East Germany). The division would last 40 years during which the two German states pursued different 

political, social, and economic paths: West Germany became a parliamentary democracy with a 

population of around 60 million and one of the world’s strongest economies of the mid- to late-20th 

century. East Germany, with its population of around 17 million, followed the political model of the 

Soviet Union and became a socialist republic with a state-controlled, centrally planned economy. 

 Shortly after the division, fundamental differences emerged between the two Germanys, both 

structurally and ideologically. These differences also affected the development of higher education as 

well as its relationship with the two countries’ vastly-different labour markets. The multifaceted nature 

of these differences has been studied in numerous academic papers and monographs (Pasternack 2010; 

Teichler 2003) and can only be represented in very limited ways by this chapter. Therefore, the following 

observations constitute a brief summary of how the relationship between the world of study and the 

world of work evolved during four decades of German division. 

 

West Germany: Optimistic Expansion Followed by Concerns Over Graduate Unemployment  

After the Second World War, universities in West Germany sought a quick return to business-

as-usual. Many academics and university leaders envisioned a reconstruction that was informed by the 

the (glorified) Humboldtian ideal of research-informed teaching, which had served as a yardstick for 

higher education policy and practice before the two wars (Ringer 1967:127). The Allied command of 

Britain, France, and the United States mostly agreed with the notion that Germany’s higher education 

landscape was largely ‘intact’. Thus, after a few short-lived attempts at re-educating and denazifying 

German university staff and students in the late 1940s, the Allies quickly proceeded to hand over control 

to the universities and their respective Länder21 ministries (Kehm 2015).  

During the 1950s, West Germany experienced a rapid economic recovery and, by the end of the 

decade, recorded an unemployment rate of less than 2%, lower than in Canada, Great Britain, the United 

States, and other highly-industrialized countries (Sorrentino 1972:30). Student demand was on the rise. 

At German universities, enrolments nearly doubled from 77,000 in 1949 to just under 150,000 in 1959 

(Mälzer 2016:85). Despite this increase, however, studying at a university in West Germany was still 

 
21 Then and now, the Federal Republic of Germany has been encompassing a number of federal states, or Länder, 
which similar to Canada’s provinces and territories, are partly sovereign, especially when it comes to matters of 
education. Since its 1990s reunification, Germany has consisted of 16 Länder. In the following, the terms “Länder” 
and “federal states” or “states” are used interchangeably.  
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far from becoming a mass phenomenon. During the 1950s, between and 5 and 7% of school-leavers 

entered university as most young people continued to take the vocational route and qualified for 

apprenticeships. According to Germany’s historically dichotomous distinction between academic and 

vocational education, the (dual) apprenticeship system was, and to some extent still is, considered to be 

the suitable path for vocational and occupation-specific training (Arbeitsgruppe Bildungsbericht 

1997:665; Alesi and Teichler 2013:33; Baethge 2007:12). Nevertheless, in the late 1950s, expectations 

for the higher education sector were changing in the wake of a slow but steady surge of students and an 

increasing labour demand in traditional fields of graduate employment, e.g., the school system, 

government agencies, and the higher education sector itself. Policy-makers in the federal government 

and the federal states took more notice of university enrolments, which they included in a number of 

newly-introduced (public sector) workforce planning tools (Tessaring 1985:59–61). In the coming 

decades, these tools would be complemented by an array of graduate surveys which shed light on the 

labour market experiences of higher education graduates and were often referred to in societal debates 

around graduate employment (Teichler 2002:17f.; 2003:219). 

By the 1960s, West Germany’s continuing economic success and growing population had given 

rise to a wider debate around the civic right to (higher) education and the long-term economic necessity 

of having a highly-educated workforce (Faller 2019:22; Jörns 2002:70; Teichler 2000:181). Calls for 

more higher education graduates were not only heard in the context of public service employment, but 

also from the private sector, broader section of which became increasingly involved in the debate (Jörns 

2002:70; Kehm 2015; Webler 1995:176; Schulmeister 2018:28). What followed was a government-

funded expansion of West Germany’s higher education sector according to a three-pronged growth 

strategy: First, existing universities were given additional resources to hire more staff in order to serve 

the growing number of students. Second, from the mid-1960s, new universities were established, also 

in regions which up to that point had been underserved. Third, in the late 1960s, a new type of higher 

education institution evolved out of the technical colleges (Technische Hochschulen), engineer schools, 

and other practice-oriented HEIs mentioned above: The Fachhochschulen, or as they would later be 

commonly referred to, universities of applied sciences (Hochschulen für angewandte Wissenschaften) 

were designed to give students an academic, yet more applied and labour market-oriented alternative to 

the rather theory-oriented teaching at universities. Study programs were initially focused on engineering, 

business administration, and social work. Just like their institutional predecessors, the universities of 

applied sciences (UAS) maintained closer connections to companies and other private sector 

organizations, for example through their faculty members’ research and development activities, some 

of which were commissioned by or conducted in collaboration with private firms. For UAS students, 

these connections provided an opportunity to connect with employers early on. In numerous programs, 

students were required to serve an internship or encouraged to write their final thesis in affiliation with 

a company. The introduction of UAS all over West Germany solidified the binary nature the country’s 

higher education system with research-heavy universities on one side, and the more practice-oriented 
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UAS on the other (Jörns 2002:71f.; Wienert 2014:21f.; Witte, van der Wende, and Huisman 2008:222; 

Schulmeister 2018:28; Wolter 1994:272). Although HEIs of either type were subject to the supervision 

and governance of the same Länder ministry and the same higher education act 

(Hochschulrahmengesetz), reputational differences would remain. As a case in point, distinctions 

between the two HEI types were visible in their finances and the types of degrees that students could 

obtain (Witte et al. 2008:221). At universities, after four to six years of successful study, students were 

awarded a Diplom degree (e.g., in engineering) or Magister Artium degree (e.g., in the humanities) or 

in the case of aspiring teachers and lawyers, a State Examination (Staatsprüfung). The conferment of 

doctorates was also a prerogative of universities. At Fachhochschulen, after four years of successful 

study, successful students received a Diplom (FH) degree. Although this credential shared the same 

name as the Diplom that university students could obtain, the latter usually took five years to complete 

and was therefore considered to be a higher achievement, hence the specification “FH” 

(Fachhochschule) for the former. This difference between UAS and universities was were also reflected 

in their general acceptance among status-conscious students and their families, as indicated by student 

enrolments shown in Fig. 3 below (cp. Wolter 2017:104–107; Wienert 2014:27). In addition to the UAS, 

the second half of 20th century also saw the introduction of a handful of Technical Universities 

(Technische Universitäten), which just like the comprehensive public universities were allowed to issue 

doctoral degrees and would steadily gain popularity among students in the technical subjects 

(Schneijderberg 2020:110f.). 

Overall, the expansion of the West German higher education system was mirrored by a 

substantial increase in the number of students: In 1960, total enrolment at universities was 246,939. By 

1975, higher education had become a viable option for more young people in West Germany. The 

Federal Statistical Office recorded 691,289 university students as well as 144,713 at the newly-created 

UAS (Fig. 3). Close to one in five young people were participating in the binary system, compared to 

just over 5% in 1960 (Arbeitsgruppe Bildungsbericht 1997:636–655). Higher education had become 

more accessible – at least for the education-minded middle class – and was increasingly regarded as a 

reliable path to gainful employment in academia, the public sector, and in some study programs such as 

engineering and economics, the private sector, too. Graduates were able to secure occupational positions 

commensurate with their education, including those in the humanities and social sciences, who would 

experience more difficulties in the decades to come, as graduate surveys show (Job and Bettenstaedt 

1995:70; Teichler 2002:19f.; Tessaring 1996:14). 
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Fig. 3 Total Student Enrolment at Universities and UAS in West Germany, 1960–1990 

 
Notes: University enrolments include students at colleges of art and music (Kunst- und Musikhochschulen). Enrolments at 
universities of applied sciences include students at administrative colleges (Verwaltungshochschulen). 
Source: Arbeitsgruppe Bildungsbericht 1997:636 

The global oil crisis in 1973 can be described as a watershed moment for graduate employment, 

although the effects of the ensuing economic recession were not noticed right away. Throughout the 

second half of the 1970s, the unemployment rate for university graduates in West Germany rose to 

around 2%. For those leaving universities of applied sciences the rate hovered between 3 to 4% 

(Arbeitsgruppe Bildungsbericht 1997:661). Although these percentages were lower than the national 

average, public opinion turned increasingly critical towards a perceived over-abundance of higher 

education graduates. The fact that many aspiring teachers could not find employment in the public 

school system contributed to the notion that the expansion of higher education would eventually lead to 

an “over-education” and the creation of an “academic proletariat” that was unable to find adequate 

employment (Teichler 2002:10; Jörns 2002:11). These concerns would return cyclically in different 

shapes and forms in the decades to come, despite plenty of research which showed that overall, graduate 

unemployment was and is fairly low (Teichler 2009:9; Alesi and Teichler 2013:27–33; Autorengruppe 

Bildungsbericht 2018a:172).  

In the early 1980s, a second global oil crisis shook the West German economy. In the following 

years, graduate unemployment more than doubled, fueling further debates about the extent to which 

higher education programming could and should serve the needs of the labour market (Jörns 2002:75–

78). The West German business community became increasingly vocal about the expectation to adjust 

higher education planning to the (projected) demands on the labour market, both public and private. 

Policy-makers, however, largely sided with the higher education community, including the more than 

one million students, in acknowledging and supporting the sector’s responsibility to contribute to 
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workforce development22 while at the same time rejecting the notion that access to higher education and 

higher education curricula should be contingent upon short-term labour market needs (ibid; Webler 

1995:185).  

Neither the students nor the higher education planners and practitioners of the day were 

oblivious to the growing problem of graduate unemployment. In the 1980s, hiring practices in the public 

sector had become more restrictive and opportunities scarcer, especially for teachers (Tessaring 

1996:16). Inversely, student enrolments were still soaring to close to 1.5 million towards the end of the 

decade (Fig. 3). For many graduates, private sector employment was still the exception rather than the 

rule as roughly a quarter found their way to the offices, laboratories, and factory floors of West German 

businesses. Finding private sector employment was particularly difficult for graduates in the social 

sciences and humanities whose professional profiles as ‘generalists’ were not nearly sought as much as 

the ‘specialists’ who graduated with degrees in engineering, business admiration, and the natural 

sciences (Job and Bettenstaedt 1995:70). These recruitment barriers and the scarcity of information 

about employment opportunities outside of the public sector and academia led to the introduction of the 

first work readiness pilots (Praxisinitiativen/Arbeitsmarktinitiativen) at a few West German universities, 

which up to that point had not concerned themselves much with the labour market entry of their 

graduates (Wolter and Banscherus 2012:22; Ringer 1969:15f.). The pilot projects combined career 

counselling with skills trainings (e.g., basic IT skills) and in some cases, HEI professionals assisted 

students with meeting potential employers and finding internships (Jörns 2002:83–109; von Luckwald 

2010:32–37). Projects tended to be designed for small groups and conducted in collaboration with or 

even funded by the regional offices of the Federal Institution of Employment,23 whose counselling and 

placement services for highly-skilled professionals, including higher education graduates 

(Fachvermittlungsdienste für besondere Fach- und Führungskräfte, FVD), can be described as a 

predecessor of the subsequently developed career service departments at Germany’s higher education 

institutions. Compared to Canada and its post-WW II introduction of HEI job placement services, (West) 

Germany’s higher education institutions can be considered a latecomer when it comes to helping 

students with career planning and development (cp. Jörns 2002:107–110; Shea and Clarke 2020:391f.; 

von Luckwald 2010:32–37; CFC 2002:58).  

 

  

 
22 Section 2 of the 1976 Framework Act for Higher Education (Hochschulrahmengesetz) ruled that higher 
education institutions should “prepare [students] for employment which requires the application of scientific 
knowledge and methods or artistic skills.” (Personal translation of German original: “Sie [die Hochschulen] 
bereiten [Studierende] auf berufliche Tätigkeiten vor, die die Anwendung wissenschaftlicher Erkenntnisse und 
wissenschaftlicher Methoden oder die Fähigkeit zu künstlerischer Gestaltung erfordern.”) 
23 As part of an intra-organizational reform in the early 2000s, the Federal Institution of Employment 
(Bundesanstalt für Arbeit) was renamed Federal Employment Agency (Bundesagentur für Arbeit). 
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East Germany: State-Controlled Higher Education Closely Linked to State-Run Economy 

 After a short phase of denazification of the universities in the five Soviet-controlled East 

German Länder,24 the founding of the German Democratic Republic (GDR) as a socialist state in 1949 

rang in a period of fundamental structural and curricular reforms in higher education. Marxism-

Leninism and other socialist teachings became mandatory components in all study programs and 

students were no longer allowed to freely plan their own semesters. Instead, they and their peers were 

allocated to so-called seminar groups (Seminargruppe) of 20 to 30 students. For the entire duration of 

their study program, the members of a seminar group would attend certain mandatory classes and 

extracurricular activities together. The groups were designed to foster a sense of community and to 

further expose students to Marxist-Leninist ideologies (Ashwill 1991:671–675; Buck-Bechler 1997:12–

14; Kehm 2015; Kowalczuk 2003:380–382).   

In the early 1950s, East German universities and other higher education institutions25 lost much 

of their autonomy to the centralization of higher education planning in the hands of the State Secretariat 

for Higher Education (Staatssekretariat für Hochschulwesen). Going forward, graduate employment in 

the GDR’s planned economy became a key consideration for the state-controlled operation of higher 

education. To a large degree, HEIs were expected, or legally mandated, to adjust their admission 

practices and programming to the government’s five-year economic plans (Kehm 2015; Ashwill 

1991:672; de Rudder 1997:103f.). Research, too, was to serve the economic interests of the new socialist 

state (Ashwill 1991:679).  

Between 1951 and 1955, the number of students in East Germany’s higher education sector 

more than doubled from 27,822 to 60,148 (ibid:674), many of whom came from families with no 

university-going tradition. Since the GDR saw itself as a ‘worker and peasant state’ (Arbeiter- und 

Bauernstaat), admission to higher education was open and encouraged for qualified students from all 

social classes. More than 50% of students were women (ibid:671). In pursuit of helping fulfill the GDR’s 

plans for economic growth during the 1960s, the country’s higher education sector went through a phase 

of significant expansion under the tight control of the state, which saw an economic need for more 

graduates in the natural sciences, engineering, and economics (ibid:675; Buck-Bechler 1997:18). By 

1970, new higher education institutions had been established and the number of students had jumped to 

a new high of over 140,000 – close to 20% of the country’s young adult population (Arbeitsgruppe 

Bildungsbericht 1997:655; Ashwill 1991:676). Upon graduation, students were guaranteed employment 

as the state actively matched graduates with their future employers in state enterprises whose needs for 

graduates were meticulously recorded and planned by state authorities several years in advance (ibid; 

Kehm 2015).  

 
24 Brandenburg, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, and Thuringia. East Berlin had a 
special legal status and was not considered a Land. 
25 Other types of HEIs included highly-specialized institutions such as the technical colleges (Technische 
Hochschulen) and the engineer school (Ingenieurhochschulen). 
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The limitations of this state-centric approach became apparent in the early 1970s as the supply 

of graduates outweighed the demand on the East German labour market. In response, the government 

drastically curtailed access to higher education, causing participation rates to drop from 19% (1970) to 

12% (1975) (Arbeitsgruppe Bildungsbericht 1997:655). Around the same time, concerns over a 

mismatch between university teaching and the practical needs of employers were growing louder, thus 

triggering new reforms of higher education curricula as well as further institutional differentiation within 

the higher education sector. By the 1980s, East German higher education, too, had turned into a binary 

system with universities and their more broad-based teaching on one side and the engineer schools 

(Ingenieur(hoch)schulen) along with other highly-specialized institutions on the other. Until the end of 

the 1980s, the needs of the planned economy continued to be instrumental in shaping the expectations 

for the country’s higher education sector (Kehm 2015; Buck-Bechler 1997:20f.). Just like many other 

components of East German higher education, this tight nexus would not be retained during the system’s 

post-1990 integration into a unified German higher education sector. 

 

German Reunification to 2010s: Widening Participation and Adjustment to Workforce Development 

Mandate 

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 ended four decades of German division and brought about 

sweeping social, political, and economic changes. First in former East Germany, which was absorbed 

into the Federal Republic of Germany and contractually obliged to adopt and adhere to her rules and 

conditions. Later, in the reunified Germany, the higher education system underwent fundamental 

reforms in order to cope with unprecedented student numbers and new expectations of contributing to 

an emerging “knowledge society” (Wissensgesellschaft) (Hüther and Krücken 2018:9–11; Kehm et al. 

2012:9). In Germany, the term “knowledge society” is more commonly used than “knowledge 

economy” (Wissensökonomie) or “knowledge-based economy” (OECD 1996). However, just like the 

knowledge economy construct, the idea of a knowledge society also revolves around the economic 

exploitation of knowledge, be it through the education of more market-ready graduates, the 

commercialization of HEI research or the various third mission activities aimed at (regional) economic 

development26 (Hüther and Krücken 2018:11; von Wissel 2007:156f.). 

 

  

 
26 The third mission of higher education institutions can be defined as “all activities concerned with the generation, 
use, application and exploitation of knowledge, and other university capabilities outside academic environments” 
(Molas-Gallart/Castro-Martínez 2007:321). However, since the nature of this interaction between HEIs and their 
environment depends highly on the local context, there can be no one-size-fits-all idea of what constitutes a third 
mission activity and what does not (Benneworth et al. 2016:735). In the case of Germany, third mission activities 
include but are not limited to regional economic development (Henke et al. 2015:45–47). 
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Rising Student Numbers and Bologna Process Reinforce Workforce Development Expectations 
 

In the reunified Germany of the early 1990s, pursuing higher education was not yet an option 

for the masses. About a quarter of young people entered a university or a university of applied sciences, 

lower than in almost any other highly-industrialized country at the time (Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 

2006). For most observers in Germany, however, this was not a cause for concern. Echoing past societal 

debates on “over-education”, German government and industry representatives largely maintained that 

having more higher education graduates was neither a guarantor, nor a necessity for long-term economic 

success (Alesi and Teichler 2013:27f.). Simply put, Germany’s apprenticeship system was still seen as 

the number one source of skilled workers, whose competitive advantage (i.e., industry-specific training) 

was not to be weakened or given up in lieu of having more academically-educated generalists seek 

private sector employment (ibid; Baethge 2007:22). After all, around 50% of higher education graduates 

were still finding work in schools, government agencies, and other public sector organizations 

(Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2018b). 
 

This widespread resistance against what many critics at the time referred to as 

“academicization” (Akademisierung) (Alesi and Teichler 2013:19) was rooted in Germany’s 

aforementioned dichotomous view of vocational education being completely separate from academic 

education and the long-held belief that the latter should first and foremost serve non-economic purposes 

(ibid:25–30; Baethge 2007:21f.; Wolter et al. 2014:12; Ringer 1969:15f.; Lenhardt 2005:175). Since the 

19th century, this view has informed the separation of students into academic or vocational tracks from 

an early age.27 Despite being a well-established feature of the German education system, early tracking 

has been criticized for perpetuating or even exacerbating socioeconomic differences, not least because 

teacher recommendations for the academic track were repeatedly found to be heavily skewed in favor 

of students from families with a high socioeconomic status (Gresch 2012:176; Stubbe, Bos, and Euen 

2012:221). 
 

By the mid-to-late 1990s, Germany’s reservations about widening the participation in higher 

education began to erode as unemployment remained high and, simultaneously, a shortage in highly-

skilled workers became more noticeable, especially in the growing information technology sector. In 

other sectors, too, work was becoming – or had already become – more information- and knowledge-

intensive, which led to an increase in private sector demand for young people with more generalist and 

 
27 After leaving primary school around the age of ten to twelve, students in Germany enter either the vocational or 
the academic track based on their ability, the preferences of their parents, and especially the recommendations of 
their teachers. Traditionally, the academic track (Gymnasium) has been the only opportunity for students to qualify 
for higher education. The vocational track prepares students for the apprenticeship system. The vocational tracks 
has been (and in principle still is) divided into two sub-tracks: A lower secondary track (Hauptschule) and a mid-
level track (Realschule), designed to help students develop the basic skills needed in their subsequent vocational 
training and work life. In the 1990s, many secondary schools in Germany were still single-track schools and 
changing from a school with vocational track(s) to the academic Gymnasium was still not a widespread 
phenomenon, thus effectively limiting the number of school leavers who were eligible for higher education (ibid; 
Bellenberg 2012:36–52). In 1996, their share stood at 29% (Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2006).  
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transferable skills, the likes of which were often attributed to higher education (Alesi and Teichler 

2013:30f.; Bauer and Kunze 2004:3–6; Burda and Hunt 2001:6; Parusel and Schneider 2010:36f.; 

Zimmermann et al. 2002:1–5). And although there were disagreements over how many academically-

educated professionals were required, during the 2000s, most observers of the German labour market – 

including the labour unions – conceded that the country needed a more highly-skilled workforce and 

therefore became more supportive of making higher education more accessible and permeable vis-à-vis 

the apprenticeships system (Bellmann and Hübler 2014:5–8). This “gradual paradigm shift” (Alesi and 

Teichler 2013:30) was reinforced by a growing realization that an overreliance on the apprenticeship 

system might be detrimental to Germany’s long-term economic success. Although the system’s 

occupation-specific training was associated with low youth unemployment, its sensitivity to economic 

cycles28 and its susceptibility to late-career unemployment (due to outdated skills) were increasingly 

recognized as systemic vulnerabilities, especially in the wake of rapid technological change and 

automation (Cörvers et al. 2011:21–23; Hampf and Wößmann 2017:226; Hanushek et al. 2017:48). 
 

By the end of the 2000s, these and other pro-higher education positions had been widely adopted 

within the German government, industry, higher education interest groups and the (prospective) students 

themselves (Alesi and Teichler 2013:30).29 Support for a wider participation in higher education was 

not only rooted in the aforementioned economic considerations. Normative notions of equal opportunity 

and social justice also made their mark, as Julia Mergner, Liudvika Leišytė, and Elke Bosse’s (2019) 

thematic analysis of 40 policy documents confirms: 
 

“The underlying rationale of widening participation [in higher education in Germany] is defined 
in terms of social justice, as it is supposed to foster greater social equality through the inclusion 
of traditionally underrepresented social groups in HE [higher education]. These groups are 
mostly defined in socio-demographic terms with a special emphasis on gender, socioeconomic 
status, and migration background. […] On the other hand, the policy documents relate widening 
participation to demographic change and a shortage of skilled labor, which threatens the 
country’s economic competitiveness. Therefore, widening participation is associated with the 
aim of ‘sustaining the demand for a skilled labor force’ […] to ‘strengthen the international 
competitiveness of Germany as a location for science’ […].” [emphasis in the original] (ibid:64)  

 For Germany, these calls for a more just and socially equitable education system were nothing 

new (Faller 2019:22; Zorn 1970:128). Yet, during the 2000s, they grew louder as a result of the OECD’s 

first PISA study, which in 2001 concluded that teenagers in Germany were lagging behind their peers 

in other “reference societies”30 (Waldow 2017a:652). The study’s large-scale dataset showed that in 

 
28 During Germany’s economic downturn of the mid-2000s, the apprenticeship system recorded a backlog of more 
than half a million youth who were unable to find a training position in a company or a vocational school and were 
therefore participating in short-term preparatory or “transitionary” training (Übergangssystem) (Autorengruppe 
Bildungsbericht 2006:80). 
29 The extent to which this ongoing paradigm shift has been a result of policy borrowing from other countries and 
jurisdictions (Steiner-Khamsi and Waldow 2012) is beyond the scope of this research. 
30 The term reference society is usually used to refer to model countries or jurisdictions from whom to borrow 
policies and good practices (Waldow 2017a:647). However, reference societies are not always perceived and 
framed in a positive light, as Florian Waldow’s analysis of close to one and a half decades of media reporting on 
PISA in two influential German newspapers has shown: In these publications, top-performing Finland was often 
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Germany, student success (or the lack thereof) was more dependent on family background than almost 

anywhere else. The reading and math skills of students from working-class and migrant families were 

found to be up to two years behind their upper-middle-class and non-migrant counterparts, effectively 

barring them from higher education and other opportunities (Baumert, Watermann, and Schümer 

2003:66; Segeritz, Walter, and Stanat 2010:130). For many observers, the extent of Germany’s relative 

under-achievement and inequalities came as a complete surprise, as the commonly-used term “PISA 

shock” illustrates. For weeks, PISA was headline news in Germany, fueling a “massive scandalization 

of the German education system” (Waldow 2019:65). One of the most controversial issues was the 

system’s apparent inability to help less advantaged youth succeed, not only in secondary schools (where 

the PISA study had been conducted), but also during their subsequent education and training, including 

higher education (Maaz 2006:45–57; Mergner et al. 2019:64; Schmidt 2011:125–156; Schneider and 

Franke 2014:70; Spangenberg and Quast 2016:17; Waldow 2019:65). 

In the two decades following the PISA shock, this social justice perspective continued to be 

centre-front as Germany’s reformers sought to loosen the system’s historically strict division between 

vocational and academic education (Bernhard 2018:212–218; Faller 2019:8–14; te Poel 2019:76–84). 

Instead of separating students at an early age, the 16 federal states established new or transformed 

existing secondary schools in order to offer vocational and academic tracks under one roof 

(Gesamtschule), thereby allowing more students to qualify for higher education31 (Autorengruppe 

Bildungsbericht 2018a:89; Bellenberg 2012:36–52; Faller 2019:8–14; Wolter 2017:102–103). These 

structural reforms and the increasingly academically-oriented educational aspirations of students and 

their families underpinned Germany’s remarkable increase in higher education participation. From 2011 

onward, more than 50% of Germany’s young adult population chose to enrol at universities, UAS or 

other higher education institutions (Fig. 4). The simultaneous decline in the number of apprentices in 

certain regions, especially in the East and the South, and in some occupational fields raised concern and 

criticism (Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2018a:132–135; Nida-Rümelin 2016:22f.). However, unlike 

in the past, those advocating for a strong apprenticeship system were more likely see higher education 

as part of the solution. Instead of calling for a reallocation of school leavers along the dichotomous logic 

of “workbench v. lecture hall” (Wanka 2013:6),32 a growing number of stakeholders advocated for 

strengthening the apprenticeship system by increasing the permeability between vocational and 

academic education33 (ibid:4–6; Alesi and Teichler 2013:32; Wolter et al. 2014:9). An academic 

 
framed as a positive example and a role model for Germany, while high-scoring jurisdictions in East Asia, 
especially Shanghai and South Korea, were often criticized for supposedly harboring “cram schools” and 
“examination hells” (Waldow 2019:77; 2017:656). 
31 Outside of these and other schools with multiple tracks, which in 2016 were educating 29% of teenagers in 
Germany, student mobility between the traditional single-track schools has remained the exception rather than the 
rule (Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2018a:89; Mergner et al. 2019:64; Bellenberg 2012:6).  
32 Personal translation from German: “Werkbank oder Hörsaal” 
33 It is important to reiterate that within the structure of Germany’s education system, apprenticeships are formally 
classified as upper secondary education (ISCED 2011 level 3), thus representing a vocational alternative to the 
Gymnasium, which prepares young people for higher education. Unlike the Gymnasium, apprenticeships are 
regarded as suitable preparation for skilled occupations in the labour market (Alesi and Teichler 2013:30).   
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education in the technical subjects in particular was widely regarded as desirable, especially by policy-

makers and industry representatives who proclaimed a looming shortage of engineers and other highly-

skilled professionals, the likes of whom were trained by UAS, universities, and especially the country’s 

18 technical universities. Unlike a century prior, when technical education institutions struggled for the 

acceptance of Germany’s intellectual elite, the technical universities were now widely considered to 

rank among Germany’s top HEIs (cp. Schneijderberg 2020:120; Charle 2008:254f.). 

Fig. 4 Rate of Participation in Higher Education in Germany, 1993–2016 

 
Notes: The participation rate denotes the share of higher education entrants in relation to the total population in 
the corresponding age cohort. Higher education includes all educational programs at ISCED 2011 levels 6 to 8. 
Sources: Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2006; 2018 

Germany’s move in the direction of mass participation in higher education34 was not only 

affected by domestic forces. European reform efforts also set an example to follow (Schubarth and Speck 

2014:11; Wolter et al. 2014:12). The most prominent and arguably the most impactful of these European 

endeavors has been the Bologna Process, which since 1999 has aimed to create a common European 

higher education area in which students can earn the same type of study credits35 and academic degrees 

(bachelor’s, master’s and doctorate), irrespective of which country they are in. One of the chief 

objectives of these and other harmonization and co-operation measures was to make higher education 

more accessible within and between the 48 participating countries, especially for underrepresented 

groups. Furthermore, the reforms were to boost the so-called employability of graduates, a goal which 

 
34 In his much-regarded 1974 report to the OECD, higher education scholar Matrin Trow (1974) proposed that 
higher education systems can be categorized as elite, mass or universal based on their participation rates. When 
applying Trow’s initial concept, the reunited Germany could be classified as having a mass higher education 
system. However, in the context of ongoing scholarly debates on what constitutes “mass higher education” (Scott 
2019:497) or “high participation systems” (Cantwell, Marginson and Smolentseva 2018), this contribution will 
refrain from applying said labels.  
35 To do so, the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS) was widely implemented as part of 
the Bologna reforms. 
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has since been echoed by numerous curricular and structural reforms in Germany (Goastellec 2012:494; 

Koepernik and Wolter 2010:58; von Luckwald 2010:52; Schubarth and Speck 2014:11–25; Schubarth 

and Ulbricht 2017:76–84; Teichler 2008:77; Wolter and Banscherus 2012:27). Starting in the early 

2000s, Germany’s traditional four to five years long Diplom and Magister programs were broken up 

and converted to the new European degree standard of bachelor’s (typically 3 years) and master’s 

(typically 2 years). During this transformation, employability became a guiding, yet contested principle 

as curricula needed to be re-designed so that three years of bachelor’s studies were enough to qualify 

for a job which required higher education (KMK 2010:2). In the words of the Bologna reformers of the 

day, students in bachelor’s programs had to be enabled  
 

“[…] to gain initial meaningful employment, or to become self-employed, to maintain 
employment, and to be able to move around within the labour market. The core mission of 
higher education in this context is to equip students with the knowledge, skills and competences 
that they need in the workplace and that employers require […]” (Working Group on 
Employability 2009:5). 

 

Despite the aforementioned growing acceptance of high participation rates in higher education, 

especially in the technical subjects, this labour market-orientation became the focal point of many heated 

debates, many of which continued until the late 2010s (Koepernik and Wolter 2010:58; Teichler 

2008:77; von Luckwald 2010:52; Wolter and Banscherus 2012:27; Schubarth and Speck 2014:11–25; 

Schubarth and Ulbricht 2017:76–84). Given the conceptual vagueness of what it meant to be employable 

– which also had different meanings depending on the study program – many faculty members criticized 

the concept and at times the entire Bologna Process as “narrow vocationalism” and a “hindrance to 

critical thinking”.36 At universities in particular (less so at the technical universities), critics described 

the reforms as incompatible with their educational mission, invoking the same Humboldtian ideals of 

research-informed teaching as their reform-weary predecessors in the early 20th century37 (Schubarth 

and Speck 2014:11–15; Schubarth and Ulbricht 2017:76–84). Proponents of the reforms – many of 

whom in government, industry, and among students – maintained that preparing students for the labour 

market was a key responsibility of higher education and should be combined with a more broad-based 

education (BDA, 4ing, and BDI 2007; Hausstein 2010:11; Schubarth and Speck 2014:26–33). Doubling 

down on this workforce development mandate, Länder ministries, accreditation agencies, and higher 

education interest groups began to adopt (and modify) the European employability concept, and 

promoted it as a key learning outcome of 21st century higher education, e.g., via strategy papers, joint 

resolutions, accreditation manuals, higher education laws, and performance contracts with individual 

 
36 Personal translation from German: “Bologna zielt auf konkrete Berufsvorbereitung” and “Bologna behindert 
kritisches Denken” (Schubarth and Speck 2014:7) 
37 Commenting on Germany’s debate on employability and the Bologna Process, the historian Heinz-Elmar 
Tenorth (2009) argued that Wilhelm von Humboldt’s original ideas were often misunderstood as they were indeed 
compatible with the employability goals of the Bologna Process. According to Tenorth, Humboldt did not want 
students to engage in disinterested learning, but he was rather interested in having them specialize in their field 
and then apply their knowledge in the real world, including the labour market. 
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HEIs (German Accrediation Council 1999:2; German Council of Science and Humanities 1999:5; 

2000:21–23; KMK 2010:2; Kehm et al. 2012:10). At the same time, there were also doubts as to how 

much labour market orientation was desirable and how good of an education the shorter bachelor’s 

programs could provide and how employers would react (Maaß and Kay 2011:43; Schubarth and Speck 

2014:57–65). Empirical evidence has shown that these doubts were largely unfounded. The vast 

majority students who graduated with a bachelor’s degree were able to find adequate employment. 

Graduates in the STEM subjects were particularly successful while those in the social sciences and 

humanities experienced similar difficulties as in previous decades (Alesi and Teichler 2013:36; 

Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2018a:169; Briedis et al. 2011:86). Despite the positive labour market 

feedback, many students still regarded the master’s degree as the more desirable credential, not least 

because numerous entry-level positions on the German labour market were still requiring the completion 

of a graduate program. This was especially true for public sector jobs (Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 

2018a:169). By the 2010s, the majority of students in Germany still saw higher education as a five-or-

more-year commitment. At universities, around 80% were planning to pursue master’s studies and even 

at UAS, their number was close to one in two (Fig. 5). Once enrolled in a master’s program, one in five 

students planned to go on to obtain a doctorate (ibid:165f.). Similar to Canada, this appetite for higher 

education was another important driver for structural and curricular reforms in Germany’s higher 

education sector (Wolter 2017).  

Fig. 5 Share of Students Continuing to Master’s Studies at German Universities and UAS, 2015 

 
Notes: Data were sourced from a national panel study of secondary school leavers with a higher education entrance qualification 
(Studienberechtigtenpanel), which was conducted by the German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies 
(DZHW). Students were surveyed four and a half years after graduating from secondary school in 2010. 
Source: Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2018b 
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As Germany’s employability debate unfolded during of the 2000s and 2010s, higher education 

graduates were becoming more and more likely to explore and find employment opportunities in the 

private sector. By 2016, 70% had either started their own business or were working for a private 

company – a stark contrast to the traditional public sector careers of past graduates (Autorengruppe 

Bildungsbericht 2018b). Overall, the literature indicates that well into the 21st century, German higher 

education was still adjusting to the reality of widened student participation and a more explicitly 

articulated expectation to develop a highly-skilled workforce. Accompanying and reinforcing these 

adjustments, the sector underwent some far-reaching state-led reforms. These reforms sought to increase 

HEIs’ capacities to respond to said expectations in a more efficient, strategic, and coordinated manner, 

as the following findings from the literature show. 

 

Governance Reforms Seek to Equip Higher Education Institutions to Do More for Economic Growth 

By the mid-1990s, the task of creating a unified German higher education system was 

completed38 and policy-makers were able to re-visit previous plans for reforming higher education. 

These plans had taken a backseat to the systemic challenges posed by reunification, which in many ways 

had caused reformers to perpetuate the (West German) system in place. Inspired by the international 

New Public Management (NPM) reform agenda, which by the 1990s had also belatedly gained traction 

among public sector officials in Germany,39 reforming higher education governance was seen as a way 

to make the sector more cost-effective, entrepreneurial, and accountable. Especially its (collegiate) 

decision-making structures and capabilities were seen as unfit (Buck-Bechler 1997:42f.; Kehm 2015; 

Hüther and Krücken 2018:9f.).  
 

As unemployment in Germany remained high for years after reunification (Burda and Hunt 

2001:6), policy-makers and industry leaders increasingly sided with the OECD (1998) and other 

international and national observers in concluding that a highly-educated workforce was needed to 

secure the country’s long-term economic success (Teichler 2014:125; Kehm et al. 2012:10). In this 

 
38 First, this meant transferring control from the dissolved GDR Ministry of Higher and Technical Education back 
into the hands of the five East German Länder (and the Land of Berlin) as well as the collegiate decision-making 
bodies inside of universities and other higher education institutions. Other measures included but were not limited 
to the dismissal of academic staff members with close connections to the GDR’s political establishment, the 
reorganization and de-ideologicalization of study programs, and the discontinuation of research activities and 
structures that had been deeply intertwined with the GDR’s planned economy (de Rudder 1997:109f.; Kehm 2015; 
Buck-Bechler 1997:29f.). Some the then 70 higher education institutions in the East German Länder ended up 
being closed while others were merged or turned into universities of applied sciences, an institutional type which 
up until 1990 only existed in the Federal Republic. In addition, a few new higher education institutions were 
established, often in underserved regions. By the mid-1990s, after the rapid restructuring and integration of the 
East German system, Germany’s reunified higher education system was a binary system of over 300 institutions 
and close to 1.9 million students (ibid:37f.; Kehm 2015; Wolter 2017:104). 
39 In the 1990s, local governments in Germany pioneered the implementation of performance contracts, 
decentralized resource management, and other measures from the toolbox of the New Steering Model (Neues 
Steuerungsmodell), the German version of NPM. However, by the mid-2000s, many of Germany’s traditional 
Weberian bureaucratic structures, hierarchies, and practices were still in place (Kuhlmann, Bogumil and Grohs 
2008:859). 
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environment, higher education was seen as part of the solution, but arguable more so, part of the 

problem. In particular, Germany’s traditional mode of higher education steering, which was largely 

conducted by state bureaucrats and academic decision-making bodies, had fallen into criticism for being 

unable to efficiently educate the amount and the kinds of graduates that would help Germany advance 

on its proclaimed path towards becoming a knowledge society (Kehm 2015; Krücken 2011:3). 
 

The ensuing governance reforms aimed at moving higher education from a state-controlled to a 

state-supervised system in which individual HEIs were given more autonomy to define and pursue their 

own strategic objectives within a formal framework of overarching policy goals set and monitored by 

the state (ibid; Lange and Schimank 2007; Meier 2009:131–33; Whitley 2012:494; Wolter 2010:136–

143). In this process, top-down state regulation was dialed back as the responsible Länder ministries 

gave their higher education institutions more freedom to decide how they would like to spend Länder 

funds, which between the 1990s and 2010s made up around 70% of HEI income and were not subject 

to substantial cuts, as shown in Table 2, albeit given the rise in total student enrolment, per-student 

funding did decline (Dohmen and Krempkow 2014:24–28; Hüther and Krücken 2018:22f.). The 

freedom to spend state funding did not go unchecked, though, as the federal states introduced new modes 

of governance in order to steer higher education “at a distance” (Krücken 2011:3). Governance boards 

were introduced and involved in strategic development decisions at every higher education institution. 

In the early 2010s, an average of 21% of board members represented private sector companies  

(Müller-Eiselt 2010:115; Röbken and Mertens 2013:102). At the sector level, third-party accreditation 

agencies were established to accredit and re-accredit study programs, also with a view towards student 

exposure to the world of work (German Accreditation Council 2013; Wolter 2010:138f.). In addition, 

HEIs were required to conclude performance contracts (Zielvereinbarungen/Hochschulverträge) with 

their Länder ministries in which they agreed on certain objectives, such as improving employment 

opportunities for graduates (in der Smitten and Jaeger 2012:45; Pasternack 2003:141–146). These and 

other regulatory initiatives were not only introduced to hold higher education institutions more 

accountable, but also to encourage a higher level of competition within the sector (Wolter 2010:141–

143; Meier 2009:155–165).  

Table 2 Public Funding of Higher Education in Germany, 2005–2015 

Source Billion Euros (percentage of total public funding) 
2005 2010 2015 

Federal government € 1.8 (10%) € 3.2 (14%) € 5.0 (17%) 
Federal states (Länder) € 16.6 (90%) € 19.3 (86%) € 23.6 (83%) 
Total public funding € 18.4 (100%) € 22.5 (100%) € 28.6 (100%) 

Source: Federal Statistical Office 2019b 

Another competitive element was the increase in temporary funding coming from the private 

sector and philanthropy and especially from public coffers, which further increased overall state funding 

(Table 2), albeit only for top-performing HEIs: New fixed-term government programs like the 
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Excellence Initiative and the Teaching Quality Pact40 made HEIs compete for billions of euros in a 

quasi-market in which the federal government was by far the largest funder. In addition, smaller scale 

programs were increasingly used by state and non-state actors in an attempt to steer higher education 

institutions and the academic and non-academic subdivisions therein, e.g., through earmarking (Hüther 

and Krücken 2018:21f.; Stifterverband 2013:2). Conventional tools of market-based steering such as 

tuition fees remained largely absent from German higher education, barring a few short-lived 

experiments. In 2006, seven of the 16 federal states departed from Germany’s zero-tuition model and 

experimented with tuition fees of around 500 euros per semester. The fees, which were the same for 

domestic students and international students, were highly unpopular and gradually phased out. In 2014, 

Lower Saxony became the last federal state to abolish the fees (Hüther and Krücken 2018:22f.).41 

Another market-based development in Germany’s higher education sector was the proliferation of 

private HEIs. At the end of the 2010s, the Federal Statistical Office (2020a) reported that 120 of 

Germany’s 429 higher education institutions were private and had by and large been founded a decade 

or two before (Buschle and Haider 2016:77). Their growth rate was also mirrored in their student 

enrolment, which by 2019 had expanded to 246,739, many of whom were attracted by the stronger 

labour market orientation of private HEIs (Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2018a:170; Engelke, Müller 

and Röwert 2017:24–30). Despite this upward trend, however, public higher education has continued to 

be the education of choice for more than 90% of students in Germany.42  
 

The higher level of competition within Germany’s higher education sector was not only pursued 

by national initiatives, but also by international trends and university rankings, such as the teaching and 

research-oriented Times Higher Education Ranking or the research-heavy Academic Ranking of World 

Universities, also known as the Shanghai Ranking. These pursuits fueled the “vertical differentiation” 

(Wolter 2017:106) within Germany’s higher education sector, which up until the 2000s was marked by 

a low degree of stratification (ibid; Hüther and Krücken 2018:69). Another way for HEIs to develop a 

more distinct profile was through specialized study programs (also referred to as “horizontal 

differentiation”) which in the case of UAS led to the development of university-like (English-taught) 

master’s programs (Wolter 2017:108). The latter trend has increasingly blurred the binary distinction 

between universities and UAS (Witte et al. 2008:223; Wienert 2014:26f.; Wolter 2017:108). The extent 

to which these competitive tendencies within Germany’s higher education sector have been initiated and 

 
40 Between 2006 and 2019, the Excellence Initiative (Exzellenzinitiative) allocated more than 5 billion euros to 
German universities on a competitive basis in order to strengthen their research capacities. Since 2016, the 
Initiative has been continued under the name “Excellence Strategy” (Exzellenzstrategie) (BMBF 2020a). Between 
2011 and 2020, the Teaching Quality Pact (Qualitätspakt Lehre) allocated close to 2 billion euros to improve the 
learning conditions and student success at German higher education institutions (BMBF 2020b). 
41 In 2017, Baden-Württemberg became the first federal state to re-introduce tuition fees of EUR 1,500 per 
semester (around CAD 2,200), but only for students from outside of the European Union, Iceland, Liechtenstein, 
Norway, and Switzerland.  
42 At the beginning of the 2018/2019 academic year, 2,590,041 (90%) students were enrolled at public higher 
education institutions in Germany, 246,739 (9%) at private, and 31,442 (1%) at church-run HEIs (Federal 
Statistical Office 2019c:50). 
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amplified by government policy and the proliferation of national and international rankings has yet to 

be addressed by the research literature. 
 

Although Germany was a “late-comer” (Krücken 2011:108) in implementing NPM-style 

reforms, the country’s far-reaching changes in higher education governance have echoed the same 

normative expectations as in other European countries: German HEIs were (and are) expected to 

transform from “loosely coupled systems” (Weick 1976), “organized anarchies” (Cohen and March 

1974) and loose “sets of lecturers organized into faculties headed by a minister” (Regini 2011:3) into 

“quasi-independent collective agents” (Whitley and Gläser 2014:20), “complete organizations” 

(Brunsson and Sahlin-Andersson 2000; Musselin 2007) or “organizational actors” (Krücken and Meier 

2006), which – just like private companies – were expected to be capable of setting and pursuing 

independent strategies for the HEI as a whole, track goal achievement, and ensure that everybody in the 

HEI made appropriate contributions (Meier 2009:85). While these reform processes were still ongoing 

during the time of this research and the concrete ramifications of the expectations surrounding it have 

yet to be fully understood, the were signs of adjustment: Since the turn of the century, Germany’s higher 

education institutions have increased their management capacities by hiring specialized professionals, 

both at top management levels and across the entire administrative body. Unlike in many other countries, 

these ‘new professionals’ did not crowd out academic staff members whose number also increased. 

Nevertheless, their qualifications and their previous work experiences have been a notable departure 

from the kinds of public service administrators who had previously held these positions (Hüther and 

Krücken 2018:29; Kehm et al. 2012:10; Krücken, Blümel and Kloke 2009:6f.; Meier 2009:144). This 

was also true for staff members in institutional subdivisions with strong ties to the labour market, such 

as the career service departments, which unlike in Canada, were often not a part of student affairs and 

services. In Germany, many student services were not being offered directly by HEIs, but by 

independent public service agencies, the Studentenwerke, which provided financial aid, assistance with 

finding appropriate housing, and psychological counselling to students enrolled at multiple HEIs (Engel 

and Oste 2020:437f.). Career planning and development, however, was not part of their standard service 

portfolio and would gradually become centralized in HEIs’ then-new career service departments, most 

of which were introduced during the 2000s. While some departments constituted new establishments, 

many were developed out of the aforementioned counselling programs of the former Federal Institution 

of Employment and the HEI work readiness pilots of the 1980s and 1990s (Jörns 2002:178–181). By 

2014, more than 230 HEIs had a career service department (CSND 2015). In their 2009 survey of 

administrative staff members in HEI subdivisions, Georg Krücken, Albrecht Blümel, and Katharina 

Kloke (2012) showed that career development professionals were considerably more likely than other 

HEI staff to bring in previous work experience from outside of higher education (ibid; p. 237). Their 

increasing professionalization was echoed by the 2003 establishment of a designated umbrella 

association at the national level, the Career Service Network Germany (CSND). Despite these 

developments, however, the extent to which Germany’s higher education institutions have indeed 
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increased their organizational actorhood cannot be answered based on the professionalization of 

administrative and student services staff alone and remains an empirical question (cp. Krücken and 

Meyer 2006; Elken and Røsdal 2017; Seeber et al. 2016).  

 

2.1.3 Summary  

The literature review shows that higher education institutions in Canada and Germany have been 

increasingly expected to play an active role in the development of a highly-skilled workforce. By the 

mid-to-late 2010s, the core of these external expectations was strikingly similar. If one were to sum it 

up in a simple call to action, it would probably read something like this: “More students! More work-

ready graduates! Better employment outcomes!” However, reducing the above observations to 

pamphlet-style platitudes would not only do injustice to the multifaceted research literature, it would 

also overshadow the different structures and traditions out of which these expectations have emerged.  

Over time, Canada and Germany have developed binary higher education systems with 

research-oriented universities on one side and more practically-oriented colleges and universities of 

applied sciences on the other. Initially, either side was assigned a distinct place in each country’s 

workforce development landscape and has since been confronted with distinct sets of expectations. The 

following summary will therefore adhere to this traditional binarity and compare Canadian and German 

universities separate from colleges and UAS.  

 

Workforce Development Expectations for Universities Date Back Longer in Canada than in Germany 

The literature shows that since the Second World War, Canadian universities have been 

expected to better align their teaching and student services with national and regional labour market 

needs (Shanahan et al. 2015:6f.; Jones 2014:7). Although workforce development has generally been 

accepted as part of the educational mission of Canadian universities, its concrete ramifications for 

university programming have been subject to controversy. Throughout the sector expansion of the 1960s 

and 1970s and the increasing corporatization of Canadian universities since the 1990s, many faculty 

members have tried to reconcile the underlying workforce development expectations with the many 

other missions of universities, including research43 (Walker 2016:253; Skolnik 1983:83f.; Shanahan et 

al. 2015:6). Despite these efforts, Canada’s increasing privatization of higher education funding has 

been described as orienting the university more towards the career- and commerce-focused expectations 

of its two biggest “consumers”, students and employers (Jones et al. 2004:62; Li 2020:300f.). In 

research, too, funding has become increasingly competitive and geared towards potential 

 
43 Not all of Canada’s close to 100 universities are research-heavy operations. Although there has been a trend 
towards increasing research capacities at many universities (Marshall 2008:4), by the end of the 2010s, Canada’s 
15 most research-intensive universities, the U15, were reporting to be responsible for around 80% of university 
research in Canada (http://www.u15.ca, Retrieved on 30 November 2019).  
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commercialization. These market-driven reforms have come with new expectations: Canada’s 

universities have been expected to take more cues from the private sector and, simultaneously, 

differentiate themselves from their competitors in and outside of Canada – a trend which has also been 

supported by federal and provincial policies (ibid; Walker 2016:253–258; Fisher et al. 2009:559f.; 

Marginson 2016:20–27; Jones 2014:15–18; Shanahan et al. 2015:37).  

In Germany, these developments have been less market-driven and more so a result of following 

national, subnational, and European reform scripts, which have sought to make German universities run 

more like private sector companies, differentiate themselves through competition, and make students 

more “employable” (Meier 2009:233–247; Krücken and Meier 2006:247–253). Before the 1990s, 

German universities were hardly expected to prepare larger numbers of young people for private sector 

employment (Alesi and Teichler 2013:30).44 The relative reluctance in this area has been associated with 

the country’s historically strict division between vocational and academic education, in which the 

university has been regarded as a place of scientific research, intellectual cultivation, and a training 

ground for future public servants and academics. Private sector workforce development was traditionally 

the prerogative of the country’s (dual) apprenticeship system (Teichler 2003:125; Baethge 2007:13; 

Bernhard 2018:212–218). Up until the introduction of the bachelor’s degree in the early 2000s, German 

universities were exclusively offering graduate programs (ISCED 2011 levels 7 and 8), whereas 

Canadian universities enrolled the majority of their students in bachelor’s programs (ISCED 2011 level 

6). These differences could still be observed in the late 2010s (Table 3).  

Table 3 University Enrolment by Study Program in Canada and Germany, 2017 
 Canada Germany 
Shorter tertiary (ISCED 5) 12,738 (1%) N/A 
Bachelor’s (ISCED 6) 974,805 (74%) 812,533 (45%) 
Other tertiary (ISCED 6 or 7) N/A 291,259 (16%) 
Master’s (ISCED 7) 198,141 (15%) 367,118 (20%) 
State examination (ISCED 7) N/A 234,524 (13%) 
PhD (ISCED 8) 52,917 (4%) 110,064 (6%) 
Other  81,957 (6%) N/A 
Total university enrolment 1,320,558 (100%) 1,815,498 (100%) 

N/A = Not applicable  
Notes: In Germany, other tertiary programs include students enrolled in graduate-level Magister courses, but also aspiring 
teachers who study for their bachelor’s degree before preparing for state examinations. Other programs are either classified as 
ISCED levels 3 / 4 or as being outside of the classification system.  
Sources: Statistics Canada 2019a; Federal Statistical Office 2018:46f.; 2019d 

But study programs are not the only aspect of university programming in Germany that has 

historically shown less of an orientation towards the world of work. Student services, too, have long 

placed little emphasis on matters of career development and employment. One indication in the literature 

is the relatively late introduction of career service departments at German universities, usually outside 

 
44 Here, the 18 technical universities (Technische Universitäten) can be considered an exception, although some 
did not attain university status until after Germany’s reunification. 
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of the traditional student service structures. Unlike Canadian universities, which began to offer career 

counselling and job placement services as early as the 1940s and eventually made as an integral part of 

their student services (CFC 2002:58; Shea and Clarke 2020:393), in Germany, most universities did not 

introduce designated subdivisions until the 2000s45 when more universities established small career 

service departments (von Luckwald 2010:52; Schubarth and Ulbricht 2017:76–79). In 2014, a total of 

238 department were counted across Germany (CSND 2015:1). These were small operations with an 

average of three to four staff members, compared to between eight and nine in Canada (CACEE 

2017:15; CSND 2015:13). 60% of career service departments in Germany had less than two full-time 

staff members (ibid). Their recent arrival in the administrative landscape of Germany’s tradition-laden 

universities was indicative of how by the 2010s, German universities were still adjusting to the new and 

contested expectation to educate high numbers of market-ready or, as commonly referred to, 

“employable” graduates (Wolter and Banscherus 2012:27; Schubarth and Speck 2014:11–25; Schubarth 

and Ulbricht 2017:76–84).  

 

Canadian Colleges and German UAS Expected to Serve Labour Market Needs, Albeit with Different 

Specializations 

At Canada’s colleges and Germany’s universities of applied sciences, the idea of training 

students for the labour market has always caused less controversy than at universities. In fact, it has 

arguably been their raison d’être since they were established in the 1960s and 1970s (Shanahan et al. 

2015:6f.; Teichler 2000:181; Schubarth and Speck 2014:61). However, as the labour needs and the 

vocational training infrastructures in Canada and Germany were quite different at the time, the new 

higher education institutions were initially expected to fill different voids. In Canada, the absence of a 

strong apprenticeship system and the shortage of skilled (but not university-educated) technicians and 

other professionals led policy-makers to install provincial systems of community and technical colleges 

(Skolnik 2018:5–7). Initially, colleges offered two-year certificate and diploma programs. The 

conferment of full academic degrees remained the prerogative of universities. Certificate and diploma 

programs were designed to provide high school graduates with an affordable path to skilled private 

sector employment and have continued to be the centrepiece of college programming, which often 

includes work placements and at numerous locations has expanded to include bachelor’s programs 

(Harmsen and Tupper 2017:2; Skolnik 2010:2; 2018:5–7; Marshall 2008:2f.).  

In Germany, universities of applied sciences have been expected to occupy a slightly different 

niche: Next to the country’s established research-intensive universities, UAS have specialized in more 

practically-oriented degree programs, which have nonetheless been academic in nature (Wolter 

 
45 During the 1980s and 1990s, if a student needed help with finding employment, it was mostly the former Federal 
Institution of Employment and its regional offices in and outside of universities that were trusted with providing 
the necessary counselling and placement services (Jörns 2002:108). 
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2017:104; 1994:272; Wienert 2014:21f.; Witte et al. 2008:222; Jörns 2002:100–102). In doing so, UAS 

have served as an important addition to the research-informed teaching at Germany’s universities and 

the still popular apprenticeship system with its blend of workplace-based training and non-academic 

classroom instruction. Shorter tertiary programs, like the ones at Canadian colleges, were never 

developed at UAS. Instead, graduate-level programs were added during the 2000s as part of the Bologna 

reforms, which have enabled universities of applied sciences to issue bachelor’s and master’s degrees, 

just like universities (Wienert 2014:26f.; Witte et al. 2008:223; Wolter 2017:107). 

Despite their structural differences, Canada’s colleges and Germany’s UAS have faced similar 

expectations with regards to workforce development: They have been called upon to provide a more 

accessible and labour market-oriented alternative to the traditional university, which has continued to 

be the focal institution in their respective higher education system (cp. Wolter 2017:107; Fisher et al. 

2009:550). Unlike at universities, there has been less resistance against employment- and career-focused 

expectations as these have been perceived as being largely in line with the original mandate of colleges 

and UAS (cp. Wienert 2014:27; Schubarth and Speck 2014:17; Jones 2014:8; Levin and Dennison 

1989:56; Skolnik 2018:5–7). On the other hand, shifting societal assumptions about what constitutes an 

appropriate level of education have been linked to the introduction and expansion of academic degree 

programs in both countries. In Canada, the bachelor’s degree has been referred to as the new 

“professional and employment credential of choice” (Marshall 2008:3) whereas in Germany, the idea of 

an academic education leading to a graduate degree (i.e., a master’s degree) has continued to be highly 

popular even after the introduction of undergraduate programs and widened student participation. Even 

students from families without university-going tradition – many of whom enrol at UAS – have tended 

to aim for master’s studies in Germany.46 Historically however, this “creeping credentialism” (Marshall 

2008:3) or “academic drift” (Fisher et al. 2009:550) can be seen as less of a novelty. Historically, 

colleges and UAS have merely continued their institutional predecessors’ efforts to elevate their status 

and reputation vis-à-vis universities (Fisher et al. 2009:550; Wolter 2017:107; Deller 2020). This trend 

has brought colleges and UAS closer to the universities while at the same time, the latter have been 

expected to become more employment-oriented. By the time of observation, the convergence between 

the two formerly-separate sub-systems was still ongoing in both countries (Fisher et al. 2009:550; 

Walker 2016:264; Wolter 2017:104–107). 

 

  

 
46 In 2015, 67% of young people in Germany who were eligible to pursue higher education reported that they were 
planning to obtain a master’s degree or were already doing so. For respondents whose parents did not graduate 
from university, the share was only slightly lower at 64% (Autorengruppe Bildungsbericht 2018b). 
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2.2 Societal Expectations Around Higher Education Internationalization and Economic 

Migration 

Against the background of an increasingly global academic and economic environment, the 

higher education sectors of Canada and Germany have pursued different routes towards 

internationalizing their student bodies.47 Although both sectors have transitioned from their initially 

humanitarian models to more competition-oriented approaches, their student recruitment strategies have 

remained as distinct as the national expectations that have accompanied their internationalization 

(Cudmore 2005; Shute 1996; Viczko and Tascón 2016; Bönnemann 1987; Einax 2008; Hahn and 

Teichler 2005). Likewise, economic migration to Canada and Germany has, up until recently, evolved 

in historically distinct ways. For the longest time, Canada’s nation building practice of recruiting 

permanent residents by means of a point system stood in stark contrast to Germany’s traditional 

emphasis on the recruitment of foreign workers, not immigrants, whose eligibility was largely 

determined by employer needs (see for example Kelley and Trebilcock 2010; Münz, Seifert, and Ulrich 

1999; Simmons 2010; Triadafilopoulos and Schönwälder 2006). However, as the research literature 

shows, Canada and Germany’s recent adoptions of hybrid models of managing migration have not only 

shown signs of a policy convergence (Kolb 2014). They have also coincided with the discovery of 

international students as a pool of “homegrown” (Hawthorne 2012:422) and highly-skilled economic 

migrants. This newfound overlap between higher education internationalization and economic migration 

has only begun to be addressed by higher education and migration research (Flynn and Bauder 2015; 

Hawthorne 2012; Sá and Sabzalieva 2018; Trilokekar et al. 2016). Key findings from which are 

summarized below. 

 

2.2.1 Canada 

Canada is often referred to as a country of immigrants and a settler society.48 As such, the 

country has always relied on a steady influx of immigrants who stay long-term, make Canada their 

 
47 As explained in Chapter 1, the recruitment and training international students is only one of many facets of 
higher education internationalization (Teichler 2017:179; Yemini and Sagie 2016:91). Although other aspects such 
as international knowledge transfer and research collaboration are arguably no less important, this contribution 
focuses on international students, given its research interest in the study-migration pathway. 
48 Canada’s identification as a settler society that is open and inclusive to newcomers has captured the imagination 
and admiration of many observers around the world. It has also been a powerful narrative throughout Canadian 
history. At the same time, the settler narrative been criticized as a continuous act of “self-glorification” (Arthur 
and Flynn 2011:203), which has been obscuring Canada’s own history of discrimination against certain groups of 
newcomers, e.g., Chinese immigrants in the early 20th century, and especially against Indigenous populations, 
who are by and large excluded from the settler imaginary (ibid; Bauder 2014:15–18; Kelley and Trebilcock 
2010:17–20). Until this day, these and other ‘blind spots’ have been called out as discriminatory in parliamentary 
and societal debates throughout the country. Although arguably relevant for the study-migration dynamics under 
investigation, individual and collective experiences of discrimination and HEIs’ counter measures are only touched 
upon tangentially and only when these were mentioned explicitly by the surveyed and interviewed higher 
education professionals, which was rarely the case. A comprehensive representation of Canada’s complex history 
of othering certain groups based on their ethnicity, cultural practices, and other characteristics, and its ramifications 
for HEI practices is beyond the scope of this research study. 
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permanent home, and help meet Canada’s demographic and economic needs (Kelley and Trebilcock 

2010:15–18; Bauder 2014:10; Prokopenko and Hou 2018:26). Historically, a majority of Canadians 

have seen migration, and especially permanent immigration, as a foundational building block of the 

Canadian nation and the Canadian economy (ibid; Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:17f.; Bauder 2014:11–

15). This view is well-reflected in the opening and closing paragraphs of the second edition of Ninette 

Kelley and Michael Trebilcock’s (2010) comprehensive monograph “The Making of the Mosaic. A 

History of Canadian Immigration Policy”:49 

“It is trite to observe that Canada is a country of immigrants, as is indeed the case for most of 
the countries of the so-called New World. However, this does not imply and has never implied 
that entry into our community is open to all. Indeed, central features of the social, political, and 
economic history of Canada have informed debates about what the terms of our immigration 
policy should be. It is equally trite to predict that immigration issues will be at the heart of future 
debates about what it means to be a Canadian and to be a member of the Canadian community.” 
(ibid:17f.) 
 
“In summary, the evidence suggests that economic interests, in particular the interests of capital, 
such as land developers, shipping companies, the railways, and other employers, were a 
dominant influence throughout most of the history of Canadian immigration policy, and that 
their interests generally prevailed over those of organized and unorganized labour and other 
settler interests.” (ibid:828) 

 A review of the higher education and migration literature indicates that for most of the 20th 

century, Canada’s interest in attracting economic immigrants did not extent to the many international 

students at the country’s colleges and universities. However, by the late 1990s, a growing discontent 

over traditional immigrant selection practices turned policy-makers’ attention towards international 

students whose human capital characteristics and Canadian education were believed to be a better match 

for Canada’s changing demographic and economic needs (Lowe 2010:26f.; She and Wotherspoon 2013; 

Simmons 2010:84; Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:32). 

 

Confederation to 1950s: Low Numbers of International Students, No Ties to Economic Immigration 

 Canada has a long, albeit controversially debated history of reuniting immigrant families and 

resettling refugees (Epp 2017:4–12; Griffith 2017; Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:574f.). At the same time, 

the needs of the Canadian labour market have always been a key determinant in who gets to migrate to 

Canada and under what conditions (Flynn 2011:251–262; Griffith 2017; Kelley and Trebilcock 

2010:828–830). During Canada’s foundational years of the late 19th century as well as the economic 

and political upheavals of the first half of the 20th century, the country’s resource-driven economy was 

by and large built on physical labour, which was needed to populate the Western frontier and to cultivate 

and extract wheat, lumber, and other natural resources (CFC 2002:7–11; Iacovetta et al. 1996:92–101). 

 
49 The book was accessed through the online reading tool of the Toronto Public Library. Page numbers may differ 
from its printed version. 
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Much of the work was low-skilled and low-paid and was performed by immigrants who were actively 

recruited as permanent immigrants by the Canadian government and industry. Skills and education, let 

alone higher education, were not used as criteria for selecting immigrants. It was rather their citizenship 

that mattered. In 1906 and 1910, the government chose to severely restrict immigration from China, 

Japan, and India, ushering in a period of discriminatory immigration policies, which also included mass 

incarceration and deportation (Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:36f.; Arthur and Flynn 2011:202–207; 

Bauder 2014:12f.). This legalized discrimination against non-European immigrants would survive the 

country’s economic depressions of the 1920s and 1930s and both World Wars. Even the worker 

shortages during Canada’s war-time manufacturing boom of the 1940s did not do much to change the 

underlying discriminatory sentiments, as the following statement from 1947 shows, which the then-

prime minister Mackenzie King delivered to the House of Commons: 

“The policy of the Government is to foster the growth of the population of Canada by the 
encouragement of immigration. The government will seek […] to ensure the careful selection 
and permanent settlement of such numbers of immigrants as can advantageously be absorbed in 
our national economy. […] I wish to make it quite clear that Canada is perfectly within her rights 
in selecting the persons whom we regard as desirable future citizens. It is not a fundamental 
human right of any alien to enter Canada. It is a privilege. It is a matter of domestic policy […] 
The people of Canada do not wish, as a result of mass immigration, to make a fundamental 
alteration in the character of our population […] Any considerable Oriental immigration would 
[…] be certain to give rise to social and economic problems […].” (House of Commons 
1947:2644–2647, quoted in Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:570) 

 

 Prime Minister King’s statement concisely encapsulates Canada’s approach to managing 

economic immigration during the pre- and the post-WW II period: The government continued to regard 

permanent immigrants as critical to its nation building efforts. However, although the incoming 

immigrants were expected to serve Canada’s economic interests, neither King nor the immigration 

policies of the day were advocating for a selection of immigrants based on education and occupational 

skills. Instead, ethnic discrimination and the preservation of a Eurocentric imaginary of the Canadian 

nation remained a dominant component of Canada’s immigration policies until the 1960s (Kelley and 

Trebilcock 2010:36f.; Arthur and Flynn 2011:202–207; Bauder 2014:12f.). Thus, unsurprisingly, in the 

first 90 to 100 years after Confederation, Canada’s higher education sector was not expected to play an 

active role in training or socially integrating the masses of immigrants who had been recruited to perform 

the oftentimes low-skilled labour on farms, construction sites, and in factories.  

Although immigrants were not categorically banned from enrolling in higher education 

institutions, very few did. In 1920, Statistics Canada reported that “approximately 1,300” students at 

Canadian universities did not have Canadian citizenship (Chui 1996:42). Most of them were European 

settlers. Since Canada’s then small universities did not yet receive much (financial) support from federal 

and provincial governments, they were largely pursuing local missions, which in some cases included 

serving the localized education needs of the European immigrant populations within their communities 

(Friesen 2009:3–5). A more intentional internationalization of the student body, curricula, and research, 
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however, was still decades away. Prior to the worldwide decolonization movement of the 1940s, 1950s, 

and 1960s, universities in Canada – a former colony itself – hardly pursued opportunities beyond their 

country’s vast national borders. Internationalization activities such as developing partnerships and 

student exchange programs with universities abroad were driven by a handful of committed faculty 

members and were not considered a strategic priority by university leadership. There was also no 

expectation from government or other stakeholders to do so (Shute 1996:40). 

 

1960s to 1990s: Campus Internationalization Initially Driven by Developmental Motives, Links to 

Economic Immigration Remain Underexplored 

During the 1960s and 1970s, Canadian universities and, to a lesser extent, the then newly-

founded colleges experienced a significant surge in the number of international students. By 1975, 

around 42,000 international students studied in Canada.50 However, unlike in the decades before, 

internationalization was not only supported by a few faculty members, but also the Canadian 

government: The political shifts that had taken place on the world stage in post-war international 

relations presented colleges and universities with new opportunities and also new expectations from the 

government and other stakeholders to extend their educational missions beyond their national borders 

and to take a more active role in overseas development assistance (Hurabielle, Grace and Andrews 

2002:166). Starting in the late 1940s, the Canadian government had sought a more active role in 

international affairs and as a result expanded its funding and infrastructure for international 

development. In order to play their part in advancing Canada’s increasingly global ambition as a 

peaceful middle-power, Canadian colleges and universities were expected to become more involved in 

training students from the developing world on their campuses in Canada and through projects abroad 

(ibid p.165–168).  

In the context of the continuing decolonization movement of the 1960s and 1970s, the impetus 

for colleges and universities to internationalize their student bodies came from multiple sources, the 

Canadian government being one of them. Another push originated from several newly independent 

nations, especially in the British Commonwealth, whose leaders saw Canadian higher education as a 

viable means to building a skilled workforce (ibid p. 163; Shute 1996:40). Initially, the majority of the 

incoming international students originated from the Asia-Pacific region and the former British and 

French colonies in Africa and the Caribbean. Most entered through scholarship programs which were 

oftentimes funded through Canada’s External Aid Office, a precursor of the Canadian International 

Development Agency (CIDA).51 The funds allowed a new group of students to come to Canada, which 

 
50 The data include international students enrolled at universities, colleges, and also secondary schools and other 
education institutions, which are not part of Canada’s higher education sector. Therefore, the total number of 
international students in higher education institutions can be expected to be under 42,000 (Chui 1996:42). 
51 In 2013, CIDA was merged into the Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development, also known as 
Global Affairs Canada. 
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gave faculty members and administrators an unprecedented exposure to the (academic) world outside 

of their home country (Shute 1996:41; Cudmore 2005:46; Hurabielle, Grace and Andrews 2002:166). 

Continuing into the early 1980s, most of Canada’s internationalization efforts were conducted in pursuit 

of humanitarian motives and funded through CIDA. Revenue generation played a minor role for most 

colleges and universities, whose international activities were often supported by the Canadian Bureau 

for International Education (CBIE), a non-governmental organization which had been incorporated in 

1966 in order to advance international development and the internationalization of Canada’s education 

system (Cudmore 2005:46; Hurabielle, Grace and Andrews 2002:168).  

Outside of higher education, Canadian society was becoming more multicultural and 

increasingly accepting of multiculturalism not only as a demographic fact, but also as an integral 

component of Canada’s national identity. In 1967, the federal government introduced new immigration 

policies which no longer discriminated based on nationality and were more in tune with Canada’s 

economic needs and her newly-adopted role as an international peacebuilder. Skilled workers from all 

countries were given the opportunity to enter Canada as permanent immigrants based on their age, 

education, occupational skills, their knowledge of English or French as well as other factors which were 

assessed and scored by way of a point system (ibid:632; Iacovetta et al. 1996:102f.). As a result, the 

proportion of newcomers from Asia and the Caribbean increased visibly as the share of European 

immigrants declined from 78% in 1962 to 38% in 1976 (Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:665). Amidst these 

demographic changes, a growing discontent on behalf of the country’s Indigenous population and 

Québécois nationalists led to the demise of past assimilation policies, which had promoted an 

Anglophone and Euro- or even British-centric imaginary. In 1971, the then Prime Minister Pierre 

Trudeau announced multiculturalism as an official government policy and pledged considerable 

resources to helping ethnic and cultural minorities overcome discriminatory barriers, learn English or 

French, and preserve their cultural heritage while at the same time fostering more intercultural exchange 

within Canada’s increasingly diverse population (Brosseau and Dewing 2018:2f.; Library and Archives 

Canada 1971). In order to combat structural discrimination and to further institutionalize 

multiculturalism as a key characteristic of Canadian society, the Multiculturalism Act of 1988 mandated 

that ethnic minorities were to be appropriately represented in key roles and decision processes within 

government and beyond (Brosseau and Dewing 2018:3f.; Government of Canada 1988). 

Around the same time that the Multiculturalism Act went into effect, international student 

mobility to Canada experienced a “radical policy shift” (Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:30): Faced with 

significant budget cuts in higher education and a simultaneous decline in funding from CIDA, many 

colleges and universities were openly encouraged to shift to a fee-paying model for educating 

international students. Their international offices, which by and large had been established as 

international development offices, took on new tasks in international marketing and student recruitment 

(Shute 1996:41). Although colleges and universities did not abandon their developmental missions 
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entirely, most decided to enter the “international market place”52 (Joyal 1994:6) and compete for fee-

paying international students (Engel and Siczek 2017:1; Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:31; Viczko and 

Tascón 2016:3). By the 1990s, this market model had become the modus operandi for educating 

international students in Canada: In 1994, Statistics Canada counted 44,445 international students on 

Canadian campuses, 35,451 of whom at universities and 8,994 at colleges.53 Less than 10% of these 

students, 3,455 in total, received financial assistance from the Canadian government to pursue their 

studies in Canada, mostly at universities. The vast majority of international students were required to 

pay tuition fees, which were substantially higher than those collected from their Canadian counterparts. 

At Ontario universities in 1994, international engineering students were asked to pay an average of CAD 

12,000 per year while international arts students paid CAD 8,000 (between EUR 5,000 and EUR 8,000). 

For Canadian students the fees amounted to CAD 2,000 (around EUR 1,350) (Chui 1996:46f.). 

International students were often recruited via education agencies located outside of Canada whose 

agents consulted and assisted prospective international students on their way to a Canadian college or 

university. These services were (and are) provided for a fee that is either paid by the students and their 

families and/or by the HEIs that choose to be represented by said agents (CMEC 2013:6). Fueled by this 

agent and tuition fee-induced growth, in only a decade, international education in Canada went “from 

aid to trade” and came to resemble a private good that could be marketed and sold (Cudmore 2005:47; 

Viczko and Tascón 2016:3). However, much of the growth was still to come (Statistics Canada 2020b; 

Usher 2019a:9–11).  

Although Canadian campuses had become more international between the 1960s and 1990s, 

very few observers in and outside of higher education saw international students as future workers for 

the Canadian labour market, despite its growing need for skilled professionals (Norrie et al. 2008:389f.; 

Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:764–768). In the decades following the introduction of the point system in 

1967 and the Temporary Foreign Workers Program in 1973,54 the government adjusted these and other 

immigration management measures repeatedly, intending to alter the influx during the economic 

recessions of the 1970s and 1980s. Beyond these policy changes, Ottawa also increased its financial 

commitment to helping newcomers find employment, learn English or French, and integrate into 

Canadian society. In 1974, the federal government institutionalized its funding of these and other 

settlement services through its Immigrant Settlement and Adaptation Program, which allowed 

settlement service providers to access more government funding in order to assist permanent residents, 

 
52 Despite its considerable size, most of the international education market, just like other markets in education, 
can be more accurately described as a quasi-market in which a combination of market forces and state regulation 
exert considerable control over the activities of education institutions, students, and other market participants (cp. 
Vogt, Falkenberg and Waldow 2017:248). The concrete configurations within these quasi-markets differ by 
jurisdiction. 
53 The total number of international college students was likely higher since Statistics Canada was unable to 
document the nationality of a quarter of the 467,622 students who were enrolled in the college sector in 1994 
(Statistics Canada 2020b). 
54 Seasonal workers with a lower skillset were also given new opportunities to work in Canada on temporary work 
permits, albeit only for a limited period of time and with very few options to stay long-term (Molnar 2018). 
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including family members and refugees. International students and other temporary residents were not 

a target audience for settlement services at this time (Sadiq 2004:10). 

By the early 1990s, Canada’s point system and temporary foreign worker program had 

diversified the country’s immigrant population significantly: Newcomers from Asia and the Middle East 

now accounted for roughly 50%, up from around 10% a quarter-century before (Kelley and Trebilcock 

2010:722). Attracting economic immigrants continued to be an important policy objective, although the 

language around desirable qualifications shifted notably towards favoring “highly-skilled workers” (EIC 

1992:5) with less occupation-specific experience and competences, but more transferable skills, the likes 

of which are often obtained through higher education (Simmons 2010:84). By 1993, the Canadian 

government was legally required to present an annual immigration plan with clear objectives for the 

intake of permanent immigrants, broken down by immigration class. While such a requirement had been 

in place for many years, federal policy-makers were now obliged to regularly consult with the provinces 

and non-governmental stakeholders in order to ensure that Canada’s short-term and especially long-term 

immigration needs were being met (Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:743–746).  

International students did not play a role in the government’s economic immigration plans of 

the early 1990s, despite the fact that they had already been given the right to work off-campus about a 

decade before (IRCC 2018:13; Peykov 2004:15). Nevertheless, close to one third of international 

students found ways to stay and become permanent residents, as the analysis of Yuqian Lu and Feng 

Hou (2015) shows. The two Statistics Canada researchers analyzed the post-study residence trajectories 

of hundreds of thousands of international students in Canada and found that, depending on their level of 

study, between 22% and 33% of international students who entered in the early 1990s ended up 

obtaining permanent residency in Canada (Table 4), often as a dependant or family member of someone 

with Canadian citizenship or permanent residency (Lu and Hou 2015:6). After the Canadian government 

introduced more graduate-friendly permanent residence policies in the early 2000s, more and more 

international students would utilize the newly created economic immigration pathways. 

Table 4 International Students’ Ten-Year Transition Rate to Permanent Residency in Canada 

Level of study 
Share of international students who transitioned to permanent residency 
ten years after commencing their studies in Canada in… 

1990–1994 1995–1999 2000–2004 
Diploma or Certificate 23% 17% 26% 
Bachelor’s degree 22% 21% 32% 
Master’s degree or higher 33% 42% 49% 

Notes: In the original table Diploma and Certificate are listed as “Postsecondary, other” and Master’s degree or higher as 
“Above bachelor”. 
Source: Lu and Hou 2015:5 
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2000s to 2010s: Discovery of International Students as ‘Ideal’ Candidates for Economic Immigration 

and Permanent Settlement 

By the turn of the century, Canada was attracting high numbers of skilled long-term immigrants 

through her point system (Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:765). Nevertheless, even years after arriving in 

Canada, many of the new permanent residents found that their foreign education and work experience 

was not duly recognized by Canadian employers and thus remained underused, resulting in below 

average earnings (Yale-Loehr and Hoashi-Erhardt 2001:110). This (perceived) skills mismatch caused 

frustration among newcomers and within the Canadian government, which maintained that high levels 

of economic immigration were necessary to offset Canada’s projected demographic decline (Galbraith 

2019; Kustec 2012:iii; Yale-Loehr and Hoashi-Erhardt 2001:110). In 2001, the government passed the 

Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (IRPA), which provided skilled candidates with a range of new 

opportunities to work in Canada both temporarily and permanently. The Act de-emphasized previous 

practices of selecting skilled candidates for permanent residency based a list of preferred occupations, 

which in reality often did not match actual labour market demands. Instead, the Act introduced a 

revamped point system which was weighed more towards highly-skilled “designer immigrants” 

(Simmons 2010:84) whose human capital characteristics best-matched Canada’s changing demographic 

and economic needs. Preferred candidates were young, proficient in English or French, and had 

completed higher education (ibid; Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:745–759; Kolb 2014:62–63; Yale-Loehr 

and Hoashi-Erhardt 2001:110). Early experiences with the new Act, however, indicated that many 

Canadian employers were still hesitant when it came to hiring immigrants with foreign educational 

credentials and limited work experience in Canada. As a result, by the mid-2000s, many highly-educated 

immigrants continued to accept jobs which were below their formal skill level (Esses, Bennett-

AbuAyyash, and Lapshina 2014:45). In his first speech to the Canadian Manufacturers and Exporters 

Association in 2005, the then Minister of Citizenship and Immigration Joe Volpe echoed the 

government’s aforementioned dissatisfaction with this situation by invoking an image which was 

commonly used at the time: “We [Canada] probably have the best-educated taxi and limo trade in the 

world” (Laidlaw 2005). 

Like many other government officials, Volpe called upon employers to make better use of the 

skills of permanent residents, who were already in the country (ibid). The migration literature indicates 

that given employer tendencies to hire candidates with Canadian work experience and Canadian 

educational credentials, by the early 2000s, the government began to see one specific group of temporary 

residents in a different light: international students. Despite the temporary and tightly circumscribed 

purpose of their stay (i.e., study), international students were increasingly believed to possess the 

education and experience which Canadian employers expected and were therefore “ideal” candidates 

for long-term immigration (Arthur and Flynn 2011:223; Chira and Belkhodja 2013:3; Lowe 2010:26f.; 

Peykov 2004:4; Scott et al. 2015:3). 
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Signs of Shifting Expectations Towards Post-Study Retention 

Throughout the 1990s, international students had made up a moderate 3 to 4 percent of the entire 

student population in Canada’s higher education sector (Statistics Canada 2020b; author’s calculation). 

Yet, signs of imminent growth were aplenty: Canadian colleges and universities had recently shifted 

towards a fee-paying model and in the process had ramped up capacities for recruiting young people 

from educated middle- to upper-class families in Hong Kong, Japan, China, and other key source 

countries (Chui 1996:43). For many higher education institutions in Canada, educating international 

students was starting to become an important revenue-generating activity and one which was 

increasingly supported by Canada’s international trade interests (ibid:46f.; Trilokekar and El-Masri 

2019:31). By 1999, however, Canada’s total international student population of 42,585 (Fig. 6) was still 

comparatively small. Canada was generally regarded as an “evolving” study destination that was 

“playing catch-up” (Sá and Sabzalieva 2018) with the more established receiving countries, especially 

the United Kingdom and the United States (ibid; Verbik and Lasanowski 2007). In the early 2000s, this 

situation changed rapidly. While Canada benefitted from a global surge in the demand for international 

education, the United States, which was (and is) the world’s top study destination, suffered a dip in its 

international enrolments following the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks, thereby indirectly 

contributing to the recruitment success of its Northern neighbor (Mueller 2009:32–36): In a timespan of 

as little as five years, Canadian colleges and universities more than doubled their international student 

numbers to 92,592 (2004) (Fig. 6). Their recruitment efforts were supported by federal and provincial 

governments whose contributions included an initially fragmented series of government-funded 

marketing campaigns that aimed to attract more international students to Canada or a specific province 

within the country (Brunner 2017:29–32; Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:32–36). In addition, the federal 

government successively amended immigration laws, while the provinces used their constitutional right 

to nominate individual immigrants for permanent residency,55 all in the interest of giving prospective 

international students more opportunities to stay and work in Canada (or the nominating province) after 

their studies (IRCC 2018:13; Lowe 2010:26f.; Sweetman and Warman 2014:391–393; Trilokekar and 

El-Masri 2019:32f.). These new regulations were particularly noteworthy and a sign of changing 

expectations, away from seeing international students exclusively as students and temporary residents 

and more towards future economic immigrants and potential future Canadian citizens (Trilokekar and 

El-Masri 2019:32; IRCC 2018; Lowe 2010:26f.).  

Although by the early 2000s, international graduates’ Canadian education and work experience 

had already been taken into account for permanent residence applications (ibid; Peykov 2004:15), it was 

not until the 2008 rollout of the Canadian Experience Class and the Post-Graduation Work Permit 

 
55 Starting in the 1990s, the provinces had entered into immigration agreements with the federal government which 
allowed them to nominate individual candidates for permanent immigration based on that individual’s presumed 
ability to contribute to the labour market and economy of the nominating province. The agreements were reached 
under the Provincial Nominee Program (PNP) and signed by all provinces, except for Québec which had made 
separate arrangements with the federal government (Kelley and Trebilcok 2010).  
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program that international graduates were presented with a clear path to permanent residence. They were 

now given up to 36 months after finishing their studies to further improve their English or French 

language skills (if necessary) and to find skilled full-time employment. After collecting one year of 

Canadian work experience, graduates could apply for the new expedited path to permanent residence. 

Canada’s open promotion of this form of two-step migration from temporary student status to permanent 

resident status can be described as a paradigm shift away from Canada’s traditional model of attracting 

permanent settlers (Simmons 2010; Kolb 2014).  

By 2017, more than 330,000 international students56 were allowed to work on or off-campus, 

more than all of Canada’s temporary foreign workers combined (IRCC 2018:7). The two-step model 

has been described as utilizing study periods and temporary work experiences in Canada as “screening 

devices” (Sweetman and Warman 2014:391) for selecting the most qualified graduates for permanent 

residency (Lowe 2010:26; Simmons 2010:84; Kolb 2014:66f.; Klabunde 2014:52). Summarizing these 

and other policy changes of the 2000s and 2010s, Roopa Trilokekar and Amira El-Masri (2019) conclude 

that “IS [international student] policy is synonymous with immigration policy and as such is affected by 

economic imperatives” (ibid:47). The ramifications of this policy shift are not yet fully understood, 

especially when it comes to the role of higher education institutions. 

During the first two decades of the 21st century, Canada’s main marketing message, i.e., study 

and work in a safe Anglophone/Francophone environment with openly advertised pathways to 

permanent residence, proved to be a boon for the international recruitment efforts of colleges and 

universities, which saw their international enrolments more than double between 2010 and 2019 (Fig. 

6). In part, the rapid growth was made possible by the increasing use of education agents. By the early 

2010s, close to 70% of Canada’s public colleges and universities were using agents to recruit 

international students.57 Apart from achieving record growth, the use of agents also introduced new risks 

for Canadian HEIs. Since most Canadian provinces did not have legislation in place to regulate agent 

activities, it was up to colleges and universities to oversee their agents abroad, some whom were time 

and again found to provide misleading or outright false advice to prospective international students, thus 

running the risk of damaging the reputation of Canadian education abroad (CMEC 2013:32–35). 

 
56 IRCC’s student visa numbers differ from Statistics Canada’s international student enrolment data, which only 
include students at colleges and universities, who are the focus of this research. In 2017, IRCC counted 494,525 
international students. This number does not only include college and university students, but also the more than 
120,000 international students in Canada’s primary and secondary schools, language schools, and other forms of 
education and training. Furthermore, not all student visa holders end up enrolling at Canadian education 
institutions (CBIE 2018:6; Usher 2019b). 
57 The Province of Québec was an exception. HEIs in the predominantly Francophone province placed more 
emphasis on using their partnerships with HEIs in other Francophone countries to attract international students.  
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Fig. 6 International Student Enrolment at Canadian Colleges and Universities, 1993–2019 

 
Source: Statistics Canada 2020b 

For Canada’s higher education sector, the most important source countries were China and 

India, which sent more than 50% of all international students, along with South Korea, France, Vietnam, 

Brazil, and the United States (CBIE 2018:6). By 2018, one in seven students at Canada’s colleges and 

universities was an international student although in some provinces like British Columbia and Prince 

Edward Island, the share was closer to one in five (Table 5). Most international students in Canada were 

pursuing an academic degree or another tertiary credential in the field of law, economics, and the social 

sciences (38%), although STEM programs – science, technology, engineering, and mathematics – had 

become more popular, too (34% studied STEM in 2017, up from 29% in 2013).58 An additional 10% 

were enrolled in the humanities and 19% in other programs, which also encompassed Canada’s wide 

array of more career-focused study options, for example the two to three-year long Diploma and 

Certificate programs in the area of hospitality and tourism. More than two thirds of all international 

students in Canada were enrolled in undergraduate programs: In 2017, close to one in four international 

students pursued a Diploma or Certificate, particularly at the college-level where the lion’s share of 

these programs was being offered. Another 48% were studying for a Bachelor’s degree, often (but not 

always) at a university. For Canadian students, these shares were even higher at 30% and 51%. 

Conversely, international students were a little more likely to opt for a Master’s (14% v. 10% of 

Canadian students) and significantly more inclined to pursue a PhD (7% v. 2%) (Statistics Canada 

 
58 Both of these broad study fields were more popular with international students than with Canadians. In 2017, 
21% of Canadian students were enrolled in law, economics, and social sciences programs and 31% in STEM 
(Statistics Canada 2020b, author’s calculation). 
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2019b, author’s calculation). Compared to their Canadian counterparts, international students were also 

slightly more likely to graduate: 64% of them did within five years, compared to 59% of Canadians59 

(Frenette, Lu, and Chan 2019:13). 

 

Increasing Economic Reliance on International Students 

For Canada, educating international students has become a 21.6 billion-dollar-industry and an 

economic necessity for its colleges and universities (GAC, ESDC, and IRCC 2019; Usher 2019a:9–11). 

In the late 2000s, higher education institutions began to suffer a considerable decline in public per-

student funding and in the number of local students. At first, these demographic pressures were recorded 

in only a few provinces, such as Newfoundland and Labrador. During the 2010s, however, the shrinking 

pool of domestic students was slowly being felt across the entire country as nearly all of the provinces 

and territories saw their domestic enrolments decline or stagnate (Table 5). In response, many colleges 

and universities increased their efforts to recruit international students in order to offset the (projected) 

losses in tuition revenue and operational funds from the government, which in provinces like Alberta 

and Ontario were also becoming more performance-based (Ontario Ministry of Advanced Education 

and Skills Development 2018:3). By the end of the 2010s, less than 50% of the total income of colleges 

and universities came from provincial and federal government sources (Usher 2019a:9). At the same 

time, international student tuition fees, which between 2008 and 2017 had increased by 218%, became 

“an increasingly tempting source of revenue” (ibid:10) and one which at some colleges and universities 

was more lucrative than the funding received from provincial governments (ibid). Given these and other 

financial pressures, virtually all provincial higher education systems saw the share of international 

students rise during the 2010s (Table 5). However, when asking HEIs’ senior leadership for their 

institution’s motivation behind this internationalization, revenue generation was only one of many 

reasons. Other reasons included the aforementioned stabilization of enrolment figures, the development 

of international partnerships with HEIs abroad, and the educational benefits associated with having an 

international classroom and campus (AUCC 2014:12). 

  

 
59 Due to the nature of the available data, Frenette, Lu, and Chan (2019) counted transfers between colleges and 
universities as dropouts. Since during the time of observation, these transfers were quite common, especially for 
international students, the actual graduation rates were likely higher (ibid:14f.). 
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Table 5 Student Enrolment in Canada’s Higher Education Sector by Province, 2013 v. 2018 

  
  

Canadian students  International students 
2013 
Total 

2018 
Total 

Change 
[%] 

2013 
Total (%) 

2018 
Total (%) 

Change 
[%] 

Newfoundland and Labrador 26,586 22,878 -14% 1,914 (7%) 2,865 (11%) +50% 
Prince Edward Island 6,018 5,322 -12% 585 (9%) 1,131 (18%) +93% 
Nova Scotia 47,745 44,382 -7% 6,570 (12%) 8,457 (16%) +29% 
New Brunswick 28,989 23,859 -18% 3,615 (11%) 3,198 (12%) -12% 
Quebec 485,256 485,481 0% 34,275 (7%) 48,570 (9%) +42% 
Ontario 728,394 711,216 -2% 70,710 (9%) 140,115 (16%) +98% 
Manitoba 56,571 53,763 -5% 4,782 (8%) 8,841 (14%) +85% 
Saskatchewan 48,717 50,322 +3% 3,870 (7%) 5,514 (10%) +42% 
Alberta 176,022 175,065 -1% 14,373 (8%) 18,798 (10%) +31% 
British Columbia 239,541 227,928 -5% 33,555 (12%) 58,971 (21%) +76% 
Territories 3,513 3,312 -6%     
Canada 1,847,352 1,803,528 -2% 174,249 (9%) 296,469 (14%) +70% 

Notes: Changes in the Canadian and international student populations were calculated based on total enrolment numbers. For 
the Territories, the number of international students was not made available by Statistics Canada. 
Source: Statistics Canada 2019b, author’s calculation 

While some observers have expressed their concerns about this increasing market-orientation 

(Usher 2019a:9–11; Viczko and Tascón 2016:3; Engel and Siczek 2017:1; IRCC 2018:8; McCartney 

and Metcalfe 2018:216), a majority in and outside of the higher education sector welcomed the 

continued surge in international students, since this groups was generally associated with providing short 

and long-term economic and demographic stability, especially if more graduates could be retained in 

the Canadian labour market. A review of the academic and professional literature suggests, that the pro-

attraction-and-retention-stance started to gain political traction among federal and provincial policy-

makers during the 2000s (Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:32–36; Viczko and Tascón 2016:6f.; Becker 

and Kolster 2012:52). Their approval was marked by an alignment of federal and provincial policies on 

international higher education (ibid). The alignment also pertained to aspects of international trade, 

workforce development, and immigration (Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:47; Brunner 2017:29–32; 

Viczko and Tascón 2016:6f.). However, outside of public policy, the extent to which a pro-retention 

stance has been echoed by other influential stakeholders, such as industry bodies, the settlement sector, 

and the higher education sector itself, has only recently found its way into scholarly publications (El-

Masri 2019; Klabunde 2014). So far, concrete expectations remain underexplored, especially when it 

comes to the rules that HEIs ought to play.  

Finally, the literature indicates that international students, too, have largely been in favour of 

Canada’s pro-retention policies: A 2015 survey among 3,424 international students showed that 61% 

planned to work in Canada after graduation and 51% intended to apply for permanent residency. 

Students from African and Asian countries were particularly interested in staying and working in 

Canada. The researchers found that students’ goal of working in Canada post-graduation was tightly 
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linked to their intention to apply for permanent residency. To many, studying abroad was seen as an 

investment in a long-term future in Canada (Esses et al. 2018:4–6). 

 

2.2.2 Germany 

 Unlike in Canada, politicians and the populous in Germany have long been reluctant to 

acknowledge the Federal Republic’s migration reality. Until the late 1990s, many attempts to 

rhetorically and politically accommodate for the millions of people who migrated to Germany were 

countered by a resounding “Germany is not a country of immigration”60 (Heckmann 2016:3), which 

became an almost automatic response of many conservative politicians and societal elites who were in 

“demonstrative denial”61 (Bade 2005:2) about how decades of recruiting migrant labour, protecting 

asylum seekers, and resettling ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe had changed the demographics and 

the daily life in a reunited Germany (Joppke 2007; Koopmans et al. 2005; SVR 2010:19). Although 

migration had played an important role in growing the German economy since the late 19th century, the 

literature indicates that it was not until the early 2000s that a “pragmatic” stance (Kober and Kösemen 

2019:21) and “immigration-friendly consensus” (Heckmann 2016:5) began to emerge among policy-

makers, industry leaders, and other parts of society. This consensus was largely driven by economic 

considerations, which also gave rise to an altered perception of the well over 200,000 international 

students who were studying free of charge at Germany’s universities and universities of applied 

sciences. In order to benefit the German economy, more of them were expected to be retained in the 

national labour market upon graduation (Hanganu and Heß 2014; Dömling 2013; Alichniewicz and Geis 

2013).  

 

German Unification to World War II: Seasonal Workers and International Students Seek 

Opportunities in Germany 

Germany has been a destination for economic migration as early as the late 19th century when 

the industrial boom attracted tens of thousands of seasonal workers (Bade 2008:1052). Labour shortages 

(“Arbeiternot”) were particularly pronounced in the coal and iron industries, but also in agriculture and 

construction, especially in Prussia. Initially, the largest number of seasonal workers hailed from Poland 

and came to work in the heavy industries of the Ruhr valley. Many would end up settling in the area and 

were commonly referred to as Ruhr Poles (Ruhrpolen) (Bade 2008:1052; Kreienbrink 2004:229). In the 

decade leading up to the first World War, other major source countries included Austria, Italy, the 

Netherlands, and the former Russian Empire, which spanned across parts of Poland and the Baltic 

region. In 1910, the German census counted 1.3 million foreign citizens, around 2% of the population 

(Münz et al. 1999:42). 

 
60 Personal translation from German: “Deutschland ist kein Einwanderungsland” 
61 Personal translation from German: “demonstrative Erkenntnisverweigerung” 
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The First World War brought an end to voluntary economic migration as many migrants were 

forced to work for the German war industry, especially in the Ruhr Valley. In addition, more than one 

million prisoners of war were sent into slave labour (Federal Archives 2010). After the war, in Weimar 

Germany, economic migration resurfaced and seasonal workers were once again sought after (albeit at 

a lower level) until the Great Depression, which stalled demand for foreign labour. During Nazi 

Germany, migrants and prisoners of war were once again enslaved to perform strenuous labour to 

support the war effort. By 1945, around 8 million non-German citizens had been forced to work for the 

Nazi regime. Many did not survive (Münz et al. 1999:42; Bade 2008:1052).  

 Germany’s inhumane practices of forcing civilians and captured foreign soldiers into slave 

labour during the two world wars must not be ignored. At the same time, they should not entirely 

overshadow the fact during the late 19th and early 20th century, Germany was indeed a popular 

destination for economic migration within Europe (ibid; Münz et al. 1999:42). Most work opportunities 

were low-skilled and seasonal. Economic migrants were not expected to settle in Germany, let alone 

access the German education system. They were accepted for their contribution to the workforce, but 

not fully included in society and the national imaginary of Germany as the “land of the Germans” 

(Deutschland) (Bauder 2014:14). In the same vein, at German universities, international students and 

scholars were greeted as “guests”, but not always welcomed by faculty and their fellow students (Bloch 

et al. 2016:733). Nevertheless, during the 19th century and thereafter, Germany’s reputation as a place 

of scientific excellence and its Humboldtian model of research-informed teaching attracted a 

considerable number of international students.62 In 1891, 7% of students at Prussian universities came 

from outside of the German Empire, a share comparable to one hundred years later (Royal Prussian 

Statistical Office 1894:194; DZHW and DAAD 2004).  

In the early 20th century, Germany’s status-conscious academic elite saw international students 

as a reflection of their superior international reputation, as the following quote from higher education 

publicist Paul von Salvisberg illustrates:  

“So far, the ever-growing number of foreigners at our higher education institutions constitutes 
an indication of their growing significance and international dominance.”63 (Paul von 
Salvisberg, quoted in Siebe 2009:12) 

For the Wilhelmine government, academic mobility and especially the outbound mobility of 

German professors who went abroad to research and teach, soon became a foreign policy tool for 

projecting the image of a strong Germany out into the world (vom Brocke 1991:197). Back home, 

however, international students (just like domestic students) were not expected to make meaningful 

 
62 The appeal of Germany’s universities was not entirely new since student mobility in Europe dates back to the 
Middle Ages (de Ridder-Symoens 1993:255; Bloch, Mitterle and Peter 2016:729–731).  
63 Personal translation from German: “Bislang bildet die immer wachsende Frequenz unsrer Hochschulen seitens 
der Ausländer einen Gradmesser für ihre ebenfalls stets wachsende und international dominierende Bedeutung.” 
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contributions to economic development, especially not in the private sector (cp. Ringer 1969:15f.; 

Lenhardt 2005:175).  

Following the First World War, Germany’s higher education sector entered a (short) period of 

peace and partnership-oriented internationalization. More than before, international activities were 

conducted in the spirit of academic cooperation, partnership, and exchange, as exemplified by the 1925 

founding of the German Academic Exchange Service (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, 

DAAD) as a (mostly) state-funded non-governmental agency, which would go on to become one of the 

world’s largest scholarship providers for international academic mobility (DAAD 2018). During the late 

1920s and early 1930s, DAAD attracted and funded students from abroad to study in Germany, aiming 

to strengthen (academic) partnerships between nations, their universities, and intellectual elites. 

Scholarships were awarded mostly to students from other industrialized countries such as Great Britain, 

France, and the United States. The introduction of international offices (Akademische Auslandsämter) 

at a few universities, such as the University of Heidelberg, dates back to this early period of international 

partnerships and cooperation (Tutt 2015:4). By 1933, however, Germany’s partnership-driven approach 

came to a halt as the Nazi regime took control of the higher education sector, including DAAD. Until 

the end of the war, international students were subjected to the discriminatory policies and war efforts 

of the government, including the 1933 “Law Against the Overcrowding of German Schools and Higher 

Education Institutions” (Gesetz gegen die Überfüllung deutscher Schulen und Hochschulen) which led 

to an expulsion of “non-Arian” students. This included many international students whose number 

declined drastically from just under 7,000 in 1932 (i.e., around 5% of all students) to around 1,750 in 

1939 and the following war years64 (Luetkens 1939:194). 

 

1950s to 1980s: Growing Number of International Students in East and West Germany Not a Source 

of Economic Migration 

 Soon after the war and the partition of Germany into East and West, the two states sought to re-

establish themselves within the global community. To this end, Germany’s pre-war pursuit of educating 

international students as a vehicle for peace and cooperation was quickly re-discovered as a small but 

important building block. The question of how these efforts could help boost the economies of East and 

West Germany was rarely asked (Bockhorni et al. 1987:12; Einax 2008:166–71; Olson 2012:6f.). These 

non-economic views of education would hardly change during the Cold War era, despite the two 

Germanys’ growing need for (lower skilled) economic migrants. Instead, until the late 1980s, higher 

education internationalization remained a domain of non-economic foreign policy, international 

development, and academic cooperation (Bloch, Mitterle, and Peter 2016:733f.; Bockhorni et al. 

1987:12; Bönnemann 1987:10f.; Einax 2008:166–71; Holtkamp 1997:3). 

 
64 Enrolment data encompass universities located on Germany’s national territory in its pre-1938 borders (cp. 
Darfinger 2016:55). 
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 In West Germany, the number of international students had gone into free fall after the war, 

declining from around 5,000 in 1949 to 2,129 in 1951. The skid, however, would not last long. In the 

following decade, international enrolments65 grew almost tenfold and reached 20,540 in 1961, 9% of 

the total student population (Gotthardt 2014:42). By 1972, their number had almost doubled again to 

39,978 (Bockhorni et al. 1987:12). One important reason behind this rapid growth was the re-

establishment of DAAD in 1950. DAAD’s sizable state-backed investments in academic partnerships 

and the inbound and outbound mobility of students and faculty became a primary vehicle for West 

Germany’s “good-will partnership” approach to internationalization (Olson 2012:104; Bönnemann 

1987:14f.). With more university partnership agreements in place, international students began to not 

only hail from other industrialized countries, but also from economically less developed nations. By 

inviting and financially supporting young and emerging leaders from these countries to study in West 

Germany, DAAD and other funders promoted the widely shared idea of internationalization as a form 

of development assistance and cultural diplomacy (Bönnemann 1987:10f.; Olson 2012:6f.). After 

obtaining their degree, students from developing countries were expected to return home and apply their 

newly-acquired knowledge and skills. To support this kind of capacity building, universities and (albeit 

less so) universities of applied sciences were called upon to internationalize their teaching to include 

more aspects that were relevant to international students and their home countries. They were also 

expected to do more to help international students graduate, as the dropout rates for this group were 

deemed “unusually high”66 (Bockhorni et al. 1987:61; German Bundestag 1977:10f.).  

Contrary to the widely-shared idea of international graduates returning home, many of them 

hoped to stay and work in West Germany or another highly-industrialized country (Büttner 1974:363; 

Kotenkar 1980:100; Schipulle 1973:267). In many cases, however, their hope was in vain since West 

German policies required international students to leave the country after graduation,67 not least because 

of diplomatic concerns about depriving less developed countries of their well-educated citizens, thus 

potentially causing a ‘brain drain’ (Bockhorni et al. 1987:67f.; Bhagwati and Hamada 1974). Although 

the 1960s saw an unprecedented recruitment of temporary economic migrants to the Federal Republic, 

the options for international students to work and stay post-graduation were slim or inadequate since 

migration laws were very restrictive and German employers were primarily interested in recruiting 

foreign workers that were lower skilled and fit to perform manual labour (cp. Münz et al. 1999:42–48; 

Bade 2008:1053). By 1973, even this pathway was reduced to “quasi-zero” (Kolb 2014:62) as a result 

 
65 Until 1997, Germany’s Federal Statistical Office (and correspondingly, the former Statistical Office of the GDR) 
counted international students solely based on their citizenship. Therefore, all international enrolment data from 
before 1997 denote foreign students (ausländische Studierende). 
66 Full quote in German: “Ferner deuten verschiedene Anzeichen darauf hin, daß die Studienabbrecherquote und 
die Nicht-Bestehens-Quote in Prüfungen bei ausländischen Studenten, die ein Vollstudium absolvieren, 
ungewöhnlich hoch sind.” (Bockhorni et al. 1987:61) 
67 Graduates from other member states of the European Community (which later became the European Union) 
could opt to stay. By the mid-1970s, this rule applied to students from Belgium, Denmark, France, Italy, Ireland, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. One decade later, students from Greece were also 
included (Bönnemann 1987:14; Avenarius 1989:197). 
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of West Germany’s foreign labour recruitment ban (Anwerbestopp), which was implemented in response 

to the global economic recession. Going forward, there was next to no way for international graduates 

to ‘earn’ permanent residency through (skilled) employment (Bönnemann 1987:14; German Bundestag 

1977:10f.). Other migrant groups had more options to settle permanently, even under the restrictive 

migration policies of the day. These included ethnic Germans who lived abroad and did not possess 

German citizenship (Aussiedler/innen). After the war, this group was being repatriated to West 

Germany. Other migrants included family members of Germans or foreign citizens with permanent 

lawful residence in West Germany and refugees (with recognized status).68 In addition, by the early 

1970s, the sizable group of temporary economic migrants, who since 1955 had been recruited from Italy, 

Greece, Turkey, former Yugoslavia, and other countries were given the opportunity to extend their stay, 

which in the very beginning had been restricted to one year at a time. Their designation as ‘guest 

workers’ (Gastarbeiter/innen) was reflective of Germany’s utilitarian thinking about migration (Münz, 

Seifert, and Ulrich 1999:48; Hunn 2011:23f.; Bade 2008:1052f.; Carstensen, Heimeshoff and Riedner 

2018:240f.). During West Germany’s economic booms of the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s, the 

government recruited 14 million guest workers to perform lower skilled labour at assembly lines, on 

construction sites, and in other areas of acute labour shortage. Contrary to contemporary belief, not all 

‘guests’ would end up leaving.69 Around three million exercised their (reluctantly granted) right to stay 

long-term, along with their family members. Their presence in an increasingly diverse country70 became 

a topic of heated discussion and a harbinger of demographic, societal, and political changes to come 

(Heckmann 2016:3f.; Bade 2005:220f.; 2007:41–43; Münz et al. 1999:50f.; SVR 2010:86f.). In the 

literature, Germany’s comparatively late and reluctant acknowledgement of its migration reality has 

been connected to its lengthy nation building process, which after more than 100 years was finalized 

with the 1990 reunification. Until then, (West) Germany prioritized nation-building over migration 

issues, as exemplified by its active resettlement policies towards ethnic Germans in Eastern Europe on 

the one hand and its restrictive policies towards guest workers on the other (Joppke 1999:261; Kolb 

2008:6). 

 Unlike West Germany, which was a top five study destination and attracted international 

students from a variety of countries and world regions, East Germany focused on welcoming students 

from other socialist states and selected (non-socialist) countries in the developing world (Bönnemann 

 
68 The post-war asylum laws of the Federal Republic of Germany can be described as rather liberal. Under 
Article 16a of the Basic Law (Grundgesetz) all “persons persecuted on political grounds shall have the right of 
asylum” and would be protected until their asylum claim was decided (Bade 2008:1053). However, starting in the 
1980s and continuing into the early 1990s, the rights of asylum seekers were gradually curtailed (Kirchhoff and 
Lorenz 2018:50-52). 
69 The West German government was reluctant to enforce returns since such practices were deemed as damaging 
to the country’s post-war identity as a liberal democracy which upheld human rights and the rule of law 
(Triadafilopoulos and Schönwälder 2006:2). 
70 In 1964, 1.2 million non-German citizens lived in West Germany, around 2% of the total population and roughly 
the same number as fifty years before. By 1970, the aggressive recruitment of economic migrants increased the 
number of foreign citizens to 3 million (5%) and by 1980, 4.5 million non-Germans made up 7% of West 
Germany’s population (Münz et al. 1999:42-45).  
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1987:13; Einax 2008:167). International students entered East Germany mostly through bilateral 

agreements between governments, political parties, unions, and youth associations. Through its 

centrally-planned partnership approach to educating international students, the country sought to 

advance its foreign policy objectives. Universities and other higher education institutions were mandated 

to support these efforts which, above all, were meant to strengthen the existing bonds with other 

“socialist brother countries” (ibid).71 In addition, the government sought to promote its socialist ideology 

in selected, newly-decolonized countries by inviting local elites to study free of charge in East Germany. 

Until the 1980s, the East German government paid for their education and for much of their living 

expenses. From 1982, however, sending countries and individual students were asked to shoulder most 

of the costs themselves (ibid:165–169). In 1989, 5,078 international students were enrolled in East 

Germany’s higher education sector, just under 4% of the total student population (Statistical Office of 

the GDR 1990:126). 

Although international graduates were permitted to stay in East Germany in case they found 

employment upon graduation, they were expected to return to their countries of origin to advance the 

socialist cause (Einax 2008:169f.; Praxenthaler 2002:218). Similar to West Germany, economic 

migration to the East was rather low-skilled and realized through intergovernmental agreements, which 

the GDR concluded between 1967 and 1980 with other socialist countries such as Cuba, Mozambique, 

Poland, and Vietnam. Economic migrants, so-called contract workers (Vertragsarbeiter/innen), were 

generally recruited for lower skilled labour, e.g., in the machine industry. However, some of the bilateral 

recruitment agreements, such as the one with Vietnam, explicitly mentioned practical training 

opportunities (Dennis 2007:343). Contract workers in East Germany featured more women than in the 

West, where foreign labour was overwhelmingly male. Compared to their Western counterparts, 

contract workers in East Germany were also permitted to stay longer, generally four to five years. 

However, they too were not expected to settle permanently (Dennis 2007:341–343; Hunn 2011:23f.). In 

1989, around 88,000 foreign contract workers resided in the GDR, well under 1% of the population, 

which was notably less diverse than in the neighboring Federal Republic (Dennis 2007:340; Münz et al. 

1999:45). 

  

1990s to 2010s: Pragmatic Shift Towards Welcoming Economic Migrants, Including International 

Students and Graduates 

 Germany’s 1990 reunification was followed by a decade of slow economic growth and high 

unemployment. In the former West, unemployment rates rose from around 6% in 1990 to 11% in 1997, 

while in the former East, rates almost doubled from 10% to just under 20% (Burda and Hunt 2001:6). 

 
71 Personal translation from German: “Sozialistische Brüderländer” 
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Germany’s sustained economic stagnation and creeping xenophobia72 were headline news and reflective 

of a social and political climate in which loosening the tight restrictions on economic migration was far 

from being a political priority (Müller 2005:107f.). By the late 1990s, however, sentiments began to 

change. After 16 years in power, the conservative Christian Democrats were succeeded by a coalition 

government between the Social Democrats and the Green party. In his 1998 inaugural speech to the 

German parliament, the incoming Chancellor Gerhard Schröder pledged that: 

“We will finally face the reality that an irreversible migration process [to Germany] has already 
occurred, that the Federal Republic of Germany is a country of immigration. This is a reality 
which you [the former government coalition] have denied in the past years and decades. 
Therefore, we will reform the citizenship law and give the seven million so-called foreigners – 
the people who have been living here for a long time, who are born here and who have helped 
build this country after we recruited them as so-called guest workers – we will finally give them 
what they have been waiting for and what they are entitled to: the full civil rights.”73 (German 
Bundestag 1998:89). 

 

 Chancellor Schröder’s speech marked a “watershed moment” (Heckmann 2016:4) in Germany’s 

ensuing debate around migration and national belonging – which was and still is marked by ideas of 

Germany as an ethnic nation (Bauder 2014). This debate was indicative of the emergence of a more 

‘pragmatic’ and a more welcoming approach towards migration (ibid; Heckmann 2016; Kober and 

Kösemen 2019). Growing portions of German society began to see the influx of economic migrants as 

beneficial, or even indispensable, for economic growth given that the population in Germany and other 

EU countries74 was projected to age, shrink, and thus become unable to fully address the labour shortages 

that economists and industry leaders were growing increasingly concerned about (ibid; Zimmermann et 

al. 2002:1–5; Parusel and Schneider 2010:36f.; Bauer and Kunze 2004:3–6). By the mid-to-late-2000s, 

these economic considerations were paving the way for a far-reaching “immigration-friendly consensus” 

(Heckmann 2016:5) among Germany’s political and economic elites and, to some extent, the country’s 

major media outlets (ibid:16). This pro-migration stance was echoed in the progressive government 

policies that were passed in early 2000s. In particular, the contested reform of Germany’s citizenship 

 
72 The xenophobic riots in the city of Rostock in the summer of 1992 were just one of many violent expressions 
of the anti-immigration sentiments that had gained traction within German society.  
73 Personal translation from German: “Wir werden uns nämlich endlich der Tatsache stellen – der Sie sich in den 
letzten Jahren und Jahrzehnten verweigert haben –, daß ein unumkehrbarer Zuwanderungsprozeß stattgefunden 
hat, daß die Bundesrepublik Deutschland heute ein Einwanderungsland ist. Wir werden daher den Menschen, die 
heute noch sogenannte Ausländer sind– das sind immerhin 7 Millionen –, die seit langem hierleben, die hier 
geboren sind und die dieses Land mitaufgebaut haben – wir haben sie damals als sogenannte Gastarbeiter hierher 
geholt –, durch eine Reform des Staatsbürgerschaftsrechts endlich das geben, worauf sie schon so lange gewartet 
und worauf sie ein Rechthaben: die vollen Bürgerrechte.” 
74 In accordance with EU policies, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, citizens of EU member states were already 
permitted to live and work in Germany without a visa. For newly incorporated member states such as the Eastern 
European countries which joined the Union in 2004 and 2007, German lawmakers imposed a transition period 
during which migration to Germany was still restricted (Parusel and Schneider 2010:25). By 2014, all EU countries 
had been granted full mobility rights. Croatia, which joined the Union in 2014, attained this status in 2017. 
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law75 and the introduction of the country’s first migration act (Zuwanderungsgesetz) in 2005, which 

eased restrictions on (non-EU) economic migration and made two-step migration to permanent 

residence more accessible.76 In 2012, Germany’s “migrant-friendly” and “generous” (Kolb 2014:65; 

Thym 2012:6) introduction of the EU Blue Card77 and other economic migration pathways propelled 

the Federal Republic – a nation which allowed next to no economic migration between 1973 and the 

late 1990s – among the OECD countries with the lowest legal entry barriers for highly-skilled migrants 

(OECD 2013:15). Aiming to establish Germany as an attractive destination for professionals from 

abroad, these legislative changes were accompanied by a series of regulatory and non-regulatory efforts 

to foster a ‘welcoming culture’ (Willkommenskultur) for migrants in Germany. In addition to the 2011 

passing of the Recognition Act (Anerkennungsgesetz), which supported international professionals in 

getting their foreign qualifications reviewed and recognized, the government (financially) encouraged 

non-state actors to support the structural, cultural, and emotional integration of migrants (Waibel 2012; 

BAMF 2014; Kober and Kösemen 2019). While the population continued to be divided over the topic 

of migration, the recruitment of highly-skilled economic migrants was met with wide support in German 

society (Gonzalez-Barrea and Connor 2019:3–10; SVR 2018; Kober and Kösemen 2019). Even the 

controversially-discussed influx of more than one million asylum seekers in the years 2015 and 2016 

did not fundamentally change these views. Although the following years were marked by a resurfacing 

of anti-immigration rhetoric among Germany’s political mainstream, especially in the East German 

Länder (SVR 2018:4f.), influential voices in and outside of government continued to openly advocate 

for a welcoming and pluralist society. Amidst the emotionally charged debates, around half of 

Germany’s population maintained its pragmatic and cautiously optimistic stance towards migration, and 

especially the influx of international students and other highly-skilled migrants, who many continued to 

see as beneficial for the German economy and society at large (ibid; Kober and Kösemen 2019:21). This 

more differentiated, albeit utilitarian, perspective on migration has been described as sign of a “mature 

immigration society”78 (Kober 2017:31). Other observers have been slightly more cautious and 

 
75 The 1999 reform of Germany’s Nationality Act allowed immigrants to become naturalized as German citizens 
after having lived and worked in the country for six to eight years. Before, immigrants could only be naturalized 
in exceptional cases. The new law gave immigrants a legal and more predictable path to German citizenship, 
provided that they met certain requirements, such as proving legal residence in Germany for at least six to eight 
years, gainful employment, a basic command of the German language, and passing a citizenship test (Section 10 
Nationality Act). 
76 Unlike Canada, Germany does not attract economic migrants by offering permanent residency (to non-EU 
citizens) right away. Economic migrants from outside the European Union can only apply for permanent residency 
after having lived and worked in Germany for two to four years. In the exceptional case that a migrant’s research 
or employment is of high national interest to Germany, permanent residency can be granted right away (Section 
18c, Subsection 3 Residence Act), similar to Canada’s economic immigration stream. 
77 The EU Blue Card is an EU-wide work permit for highly-skilled migrants from outside of the European Union. 
It was ushered in as part of Germany’s legal transposition of EU directive 2009/50/EC, which was put in place by 
the European Union to mandate its member states to reform their national immigration laws. It is important to note 
that a considerable share of Germany’s post-2000 policy changes have been made as part of a series of mandatory 
implementations of EU directives. Such legislative procedures are always subject to national adjustments and in 
the area of skilled economic migration, the German implementation of EU directives has been repeatedly described 
as particularly liberal (Thym 2012:6; Kolb 2017:4). 
78 Personal translation from German: “reife Einwanderungsgesellschaft” 
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emphasized that Germany’s migration-friendly climate of the early 21st century was (and is) contingent 

upon economic circumstances and how well the government can demonstrate that it is in control of 

managing migration (Heckman 2016:16).  

The passing of Germany’s Skilled Workers Immigration Law (Fachkräfteeinwanderungsgesetz) 

in 2019,79 which for the first time openly promoted long-term economic immigration to Germany as the 

rule rather than the exception (Marx 2020:79), can be regarded as another indication for Germany’s 

reluctant but steady move towards encouraging not just economic migration, but long-term immigration. 

This sentiment was also echoed by the federal government’s Expert Commission on the Framework 

Conditions for Sustainable Integration (Fachkommission Integrationsfähigkeit), which between 2019 

and 2021 produced a comprehensive report on the future of Germany as an “immigration society” 

(Fachkommission Integrationsfähigkeit 2020:24). 

 

Germany Joins Global Competition for International Students 

 During Germany’s “radical policy change” (Kolb 2017:8) of the 2000s, international students 

were part of numerous migration debates and legislative changes, albeit usually not centre-front. Starting 

in the late 1990s, policy-makers and higher education stakeholders such as DAAD and Stifterverband80 

began to also see the economic benefits of attracting more international students to Germany (Klabunde 

2014:44f.). These benefits were regarded as being more long-term and calculated “in brains rather than 

‘bucks’” [emphasis in the original] (Olson 2012:10), given that international students were not paying 

any tuition fees for their studies in Germany. Nevertheless, their presence and the many international 

activities and partnerships it took to attract them to Germany were regarded as highly desirable since 

they made German higher education and its academics more visible internationally. In addition, there 

was some indication that international students were increasingly seen as a promising talent pool of 

future researchers and highly-skilled professionals for Germany’s ageing workforce (ibid; Tremblay 

2005:216; Rohde 2012:117; Hahn 2005:32–34; Klabunde 2014:44–46; Bloch et al. 2016:733). Instead 

of presenting them and other migrants in the previously popular, dichotomous terminology of ‘brain 

gain’ for Germany and ‘brain drain’ for the source countries (cp. Bockhorni et al. 1987:67f.; Bhagwati 

and Hamada 1974), the notion of ‘brain circulation’ gained notable popularity: Rather than seeing 

migration as a one-way street which only benefitted Germany, the term “brain circulation” was 

increasingly adopted by policy-makers and many researchers alike to describe a more nuanced reality 

in which migrants living in Germany could also spur economic development in their home countries, 

e.g., through remittances, knowledge transfer or stronger business ties. Despite or precisely because of 

 
79 The law did not make any substantial changes to the post-study work rights of international students. However, 
it did expand the options for international apprentices who entered Germany’s dual vocational training system 
(SVR 2020:110).  
80 The Stifterverband is a private, not-for-profit organization and one of the largest private sponsors of higher 
education and scientific research in Germany. It manages an endowment of more than 3,000 private donors, 
including businesses, foundations, and individual persons. 
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the difficulty of measuring these economic effects, the concept retained its popularity through the late 

2010s (Hunger 2003:58; de Haas 2007:22; Docquier 2014:1; SVR 2020:67–75). 

Although Germany’s higher education sector had also seen the number of international students 

(and other non-German students)81 increase from 92,016 in 1990 to 165,994 in 1999 (DZHW and DAAD 

2004) – in part due to the ERASMUS student exchange program82 – many policy-makers and 

practitioners were concerned that Germany was falling behind other popular receiving countries in the 

fast-growing global market for international education, especially the United Kingdom and the United 

States who were seen as the primary destinations for top talent, including young German researchers 

(Rohde 2012:112; Hahn 2005:37).  

 The competition-oriented expectations behind these concerns were also evident in the various 

funding and support programs which Germany’s Federal Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF), 

DAAD, and other organizations had begun to put in place since the late 1990s, aiming to spur the 

international student recruitment activities of individual universities and UAS (Teichler 2007:294; 

Rohde 2012:112–115). The most visible of these early endeavors was the GATE marketing initiative,83 

which sought to make German higher education institutions more visible and competitive 

internationally. Through professional development workshops, webinars, handbooks, conferences, and 

other services, GATE sought to train higher education professionals to promote their study programs 

and attract more international students. Unlike many other destination countries, in Germany, the vast 

majority of higher education institutions did not (and do not) rely on the services of fee-based student 

recruiting agents to help them with attracting international students. Instead, HEIs have primarily 

advertised their study programs via thousands of partner universities and German schools abroad, 

German language schools, especially the Goethe-Instituts, as well as through the wide-ranging activities 

of DAAD, including its numerous scholarships which have been awarded to students from around the 

world and especially from developing countries every year (Hahn and Teichler 2005:56; German 

Council of Science and Humanities 2018:45).84 This duality has led to some confusion among 

international office personnel whose portfolio of managing HEI partnerships and student and faculty 

exchanges (among other tasks) was now extended to include international marketing and student 

 
81 Up until 1997, Germany’s Federal Statistical Office did not distinguish between international students, who 
entered Germany for study purposes, and other non-German citizens who had grown up and completed secondary 
school in Germany. 
82 The ERASMUS program (EuRopean Community Action Scheme for the Mobility of University Students) is an 
EU student exchange program which was established in 1987 and has since enabled millions of European students 
to study abroad. 
83 The Guide to Academic Training and Education (GATE) initiative started in 2001 and was administered by 
DAAD and the German Rectors’ Conference. Funding came primarily from the Federal Ministry of Education and 
Research. 
84 In 2018, Germany’s federal government reported to have invested millions of Euros in the education of students 
from developing countries enrolled at German higher education institutions in the year 2014 alone (German 
Bundestag 2018). However, Germany’s motivation behind her comparatively generous scholarship schemes and 
her continuation of zero tuition fees was not entirely altruistic or humanitarian. Next to these objectives, 
international trade, cultural diplomacy, and other foreign policy interests have played a crucial role (Grothus and 
Maschke 2013:13).  
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recruitment activities (cp. Helemann 2010:51f.). Others too, felt unsure about the new duality, as 

Jennifer Olson (2012) observes: 

“German university actors and higher education stakeholders vacillate between the two 
rationales of partnership and competition. Their reactions to the change processes appear 
ambivalent as they question whether to reject certain initiatives as too indicative of a 
commodified higher education system or to embrace reforms such as in pursuit of funding for 
international student scholarships. The ambivalence does not only exist in universities. Many of 
the funding organizations find it difficult to identify mechanisms to measure the success of their 
programs: should they count the number of international students in universities? Or the number 
of international students who remain after graduation? In essence, organizations, governments, 
and universities are unsure of how they want to define the ‘outcomes’ of their initiatives.” 
[emphasis in the original] (ibid:5f.) 

 

 If the outcomes of Germany’s international student recruitment efforts were to be measured in 

terms of enrolments – which they often are – the picture looks as follows: Between the late 1990s and 

the year 2006, the number of international students85 in Germany almost doubled from 100,033 to 

189,450. Following a six-year period of stagnation and moderate decline, in 2012, the country’s 

international enrolments returned to steep growth. At the end of the 2010s, the higher education sector 

recorded a total of 302,058 international students, the majority of whom at universities (73%). However, 

the trend data in Fig. 7 illustrate that the universities of applied sciences have steadily increased their 

share. In 1997, 14% of all international students in Germany were studying at a UAS. By 2019, 27% 

were heading for the Fachhochschulen (Fig.7; DZHW and DAAD 2020:2).  

Fig. 7 International Student Enrolment at German Universities and UAS, 1997–2019 

 
Sources: DZHW and DAAD 2018, 2019, 2020 

 
85 Data denote Bildungsausländer/innen, i.e., foreign citizens who, before entering Germany for the purpose of 
study, had completed their secondary education at a non-German institution (Federal Statistical Office 2019c:404). 
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Throughout the 2000s and 2010s, Germany maintained its place among the top five destination 

countries for international students worldwide, which during this period included the United States, the 

United Kingdom, Australia, and France (OECD 2019b:228; DAAD and DZHW 2019:18f.). In 

comparison to other popular study destinations in which the vast majority international students hailed 

from China, India, and other Asian countries, Germany’s higher education institutions recorded a more 

diversified student intake. Apart from a sizable share of visa-exempt students from the European Union 

(26%), in 2018, German HEIs also educated high numbers of students from other parts of Europe (13%) 

as well as Asia (42%), Africa (11%) and the Americas (8%) (Federal Statistical Office 2019c).86 One in 

two international students in Germany were enrolled in STEM programs (50%), thus confirming the 

country’s reputation as a primary destination for the study of technical subjects (cp. Apolinarski and 

Brandt 2018:61). Another 25% were studying law, economics or the social sciences and around 25% 

were enrolled in the humanities and other study fields such as medicine and the fine arts (DZHW and 

DAAD 2020:7). A considerable number of international students were studying for a master’s degree 

(38%) or a PhD (9%). The share of those in bachelor’s programs stood at 38%.87 Many international 

students had already obtained a university degree abroad and were therefore very likely to be found in 

graduate programs.88 For them, accessing German higher education did not always mean that they had 

to learn the German language beforehand – or at all. By the mid-to-late 2010s, approximately one quarter 

of master’s programs in economics, the natural sciences and engineering were already being taught in 

English and 71% of international master’s students studied exclusively or at least partly in English. 

Among international bachelor’s students, this share was significantly lower (33%) (Stifterverband 

2015a:27; Apolinarski and Brandt 2018:28). Many HEIs sought to further increase their English-taught 

course offerings, not least in order to attract more international students (ibid). This practice was often 

supported by Länder governments, especially in places where the number of German students was in 

decline or projected to shrink. By 2017, one in six public universities and UAS had (significantly) fewer 

German students enrolled than five years prior (SVR Research Unit 2019:7). This loss in local students 

was most pronounced in the Eastern Länder of Brandenburg, Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania, 

Saxony, Saxony-Anhalt, and Thuringia, where the demographic decline had begun earlier than in other 

parts of Germany. As the result, between 2013 and 2018, the share of international students increased 

notably, not only in the East, but across the entire country (Table 6). In the context of Germany’s 

projected population decline in non-metropolitan areas (BBSR 2017:75f.), a growing number of higher 

education policy-makers and practitioners began to include international students in their strategic plans 

to mitigate the effects cased by the predicted drop in German students (SVR Research Unit 2019:20). 

 
86 In 2019, the top five source countries were China (13% of all international students), India (7%), Syria (4%), 
Austria (4%), and Russia (4%) (DZHW and DAAD 2020:5). 
87 The remaining 15% were pursuing other graduate degrees or were enrolled in non-degree (exchange) programs 
(DZHW and DAAD 2020:6). 
88 In 2016, 63% of international students reported that they had already completed an academic program before 
moving to Germany. For students from East Asia, the share was even higher at 85% (Apolinarski and Brandt 
2018:16). 
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Overall, attracting international students was a top priority for Germany’s higher education 

sector. It was also a foundational building block for a far-reaching internationalization 

(Internationalisierung) of the structures and practices of Germany’s universities and UAS. In the 

process, international activities, such as student recruitment, research collaboration, and diversity-

sensitive programming, were becoming better coordinated and more aligned with the core strategic 

decisions and functions of HEIs across Germany (Hahn 2005:36; Bloch et al. 2016:736; Hamann and 

Zimmer 2017; Grothus and Maschke 2013:9f.; Stifterverband 2015a:21f.; German Council of Science 

and Humanities 2018:44). At many universities and UAS, this process of “internationalization 

mainstreaming” (Hahn and Teichler 2005:41) was being initiated and driven by the international offices, 

which were no longer solely in charge of all things international, but increasingly tasked with assisting 

other units in serving the more and more international clientele (Helemann 2010:56f.). The 

mainstreaming approach was not only embraced at many HEIs but also by numerous policy-makers, not 

least because “being international” was widely seen as desirable and prestigious, while at the same time 

vague enough to allow for a range of interpretations (Waldow 2017b). The appeal of internationalization 

could be witnessed during the 2000s when the goal of “being international” was often (rhetorically) 

connected to other more controversial change processes in higher education, such as the introduction of 

the bachelor’s-master’s-degree structure, which was promoted as being beneficial for attracting more 

international students. 

Table 6 Student Enrolment in Germany’s Higher Education Sector by Federal State, 2013 v. 
2018 

Federal states (Länder) 
German students  International students 

2013 
Total 

2018 
Total 

Change 
[%] 

2013  
Total (%) 

2018  
Total (%) 

Change 
[%] 

Baden-Wuerttemberg 292,908 311,764 +6% 29,802 (9%) 37,409 (11%) +26% 
Bavaria 300,219 338,746 +13% 23,512 (7%) 38,650 (10%) +64% 
Berlin 133,987 150,660 +12% 21,004 (14%) 31,176 (17%) +48% 
Brandenburg 45,353 41,452 -9% 5,387 (11%) 6,628 (14%) +23% 
Bremen 29,843 31,842 +7% 3,695 (11%) 4,498 (12%) +22% 
Hamburg 80,665 95,259 +18% 7,047 (8%) 9,311 (9%) +32% 
Hesse 186,346 223,630 +20% 18,488 (9%) 23,504 (10%) +27% 
Lower Saxony 154,111 186,799 +21% 11,955 (7%) 17,717 (9%) +48% 
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania 37,575 35,650 -5% 1,924 (5%) 3,155 (8%) +64% 
North Rhine-Westphalia 572,895 678,916 +19% 47,011 (8%)  64,307 (9%) +37% 
Rhineland-Palatinate 109186 109,055 0% 8,273 (7%) 10,194 (9%) +23% 
Saarland 24,164 26,998 +12% 3,369 (12%) 3,631 (12%) +8% 
Saxony 100,379 92,589 -8% 11,052 (10%) 15,199 (14%) +38% 
Saxony-Anhalt 50,176 47,218 -6% 4,981 (9%) 6,475 (12%) +30% 
Schleswig-Holstein 50,958 56,984 +12% 3,062 (6%) 3,799 (6%) +24% 
Thuringia 48,443 42,833 -12% 4,082 (8%) 6,349 (13%) +56% 
Germany 2,217,208 2,470,395 +11% 204,644 (8%) 282,002 (10%) +38% 
Notes: Changes in the German and international student populations were calculated based on total enrolment numbers. 
Source: Federal Statistical Office 2019c, author’s calculation 
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By using internationalization and international competitiveness as proxy arguments, higher 

education policy-makers tried to make reforms and new expectations more palatable to universities and 

UAS, who were often eager to raise their profiles in an increasingly ranking-conscious and competitive 

global environment (Hahn 2005:32–34; Bloch et al. 2016:736f.; Olson 2012:13). In addition, new 

national, subnational, and non-governmental funding sources were made available for 

internationalization. From the early 2000s, German universities and UAS were invited to apply for 

temporary grants to help them expand their international marketing activities and international student 

support. Many grants came from DAAD, which in 2009 alone received 45 million euros from the 

Foreign Office and BMBF to invest in selected international marketing and student services projects at 

individual HEIs, especially at their international offices (Klabunde 2014:128). Other higher education 

sector stakeholders also received government funding to advance internationalization. For example, 

between 2009 and 2016, the German Rectors’ Conference (HRK) received BMBF funds to develop and 

implement its HRK International Audit which encouraged participating higher education institutions to 

mainstream their internationalization processes and strategic plans. From 2017, HEIs were asked to pay 

for the external evaluation. Up to that point, about one fifth of the sector had participated in the Audit. 

The Audit’s mission was to assess HEI strategies as well as to review and recommend selected 

internationalization measures (HRK 2014; 2017; 2021). These and many other earmarked temporary 

funding programs have been described as indicative of a “scripted” approach (Olson 2012:175) to 

fostering higher education internationalization in Germany (ibid; Klabunde 2014:130).  

 

Making the Connection: International Students Increasingly Seen as a Pool of Highly-Skilled 

Professionals 

The literature suggests that during the 2000s and especially the 2010s, Germany’s shifts towards 

a more competition-oriented model of educating international students also featured an economic 

migration component: Policy makers, employers, economic development agencies, and numerous 

higher education sector organizations increasingly saw international students as more than just 

‘educational nomads’ who after obtaining their degree would return to their home countries. Instead, 

they came to be regarded as a source of highly-skilled labour for the German economy (Stifterverband 

and McKinsey 2013:73; Hanganu and Heß 2014:20–22; German Council of Science and Humanities 

2016:145; SVR 2011:40–42). In 2001, the much-regarded report of the Independent Commission on 

Migration to Germany89 shed light on the up to then underexplored study-migration pathway and 

provided a somewhat detailed sketch of a post-study work scheme for international graduates, who were 

 
89 The Commission (Unabhängige Kommission Zuwanderung) was installed by Germany’s former Minister of the 
Interior Otto Schily and featured high-ranking politicians and bureaucrats from the federal and Länder levels as 
well as experts from industry, academia, and civil society.  
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still legally obliged to leave Germany after their studies.90 The report recommended that international 

graduates should be allowed to stay and work in Germany for up to two years. In order to find adequate 

employment, graduates should be given one year to look for a job. During their search, graduates should 

enjoy the same rights as their German (or EU) counterparts, i.e., they should be allowed to work in any 

job – skilled or unskilled. Employers willing to hire international graduates for full-time work should 

be exempt from a labour market test (Vorrangprüfung), i.e., proving that the open position could not be 

filled with a German (or EU) candidate. In addition, the Commission stressed that gainfully-employed 

graduates should have a legal and predictable path to permanent residence (ibid:112f.). These and other 

recommendations provided the groundwork for Germany’s Residence Act in 2005, which featured a 

post-study job search permit for international graduates. Graduates were now permitted to extend their 

stay for up to 12 months in order to look for skilled employment. During their search, they were allowed 

to support themselves financially by working for up to 90 days over the course of the year. At first, 

international graduates were not exempt from labour market tests, but the requirement was lifted in 2007 

(Tremblay 2005:2015; Hanganu and Heß 2014:36; BAMF 2007:61). 

Soon after the 2005 Residence Act went into effect, it was already deemed insufficient for 

attracting significant levels of economic migrants. By 2008, for the first time in decades, Germany was 

losing residents to other countries: More migrants left than moved to the Federal Republic, which also 

recorded an annual net loss of around 100,000 German citizens, many of whom were assumed to be 

highly qualified (SVR 2010:101–107). International students, too, were declining in numbers (Fig. 7). 

The literature shows that most stakeholders remained sceptical about Germany’s ability to attract 

economic migrants. This scepticism also extended to international graduate retention. Observers cited 

the discrepancy between students’ widespread intention to stay and work in Germany, which large-scale 

surveys numbered at around 70 to 80%.91 The actual stay rates were found to hover between 23% and 

77% (OECD 2011:67; Stifterverband and McKinsey 2013:74; Alichniewicz and Geis 2013:1; Mayer et 

al. 2012:57–60; Hanganu and Heß 2014:49; Hanganu 2015:3; Schomburg and Kooij 2014:8). This broad 

range of stay rates can be attributed to differences in methodology and data use. Arguably the most 

robust and reliable stay rates at the time were the ones calculated based on data from the Central Register 

of Foreigners (Ausländerzentralregister), Germany’s official source of migration statistics (used in 

Mayer et al. 2012; Hanganu and Heß 2014; Hanganu 2015). These calculations showed that by October 

2014, 54% of former international students from non-European countries92 were still living in Germany 

and had changed to a different residence permit, including work permits, family-based residence 

 
90 Between 2000 and 2004, exceptions were made for international graduates from information technology 
programs who were given the opportunity to apply for the so-called “green card” temporary work permit. In total, 
2,864 succeeded in doing so, making up 16% of all permits issued during that period (BAMF 2007:61).  
91 See DAAD 2014a:110; SVR Research Unit 2017:16; SVR Research Unit and MPG 2012:37; Übelmesser and 
Henn 2019:14 
92 In the study, former international students include all non-European citizens who had resided in Germany on a 
study permit at some point between January 2005 and October 2013. Europe was defined as all member states of 
the European Union as well as Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway, and Switzerland. 
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permits, and permanent residency (Hanganu 2015:3). While there were some limitations to Elisa 

Hanganu’s (2015) calculations, e.g., EU students were not included, Germany’s stay rate of over 50% 

could be regarded as quite high by international comparison (see for example OECD 2011:67; Nuffic 

2018; Ruiz 2014:26; CIMO 2014:5; UK Home Office 2014; Berquist et al. 2019:25–27). Nevertheless, 

the literature shows that several stakeholders were questioning Germany’s ability to integrate 

international graduates into its labour market as a growing number of research reports showed that this 

transition was considerably more difficult for international graduates than for their German counterparts 

due to language barriers, low student exposure to German companies during studies, a lack of 

professional networks, and hesitant or even discriminatory employers, among others (Arajärvi and 

Drubig 2014:8; Hanganu and Heß 2014:150; Dömling 2014:9; SVR Research Unit 2015:17–20; 

2017:29f.; Meschter, Meyer zu Schwabedissen, and Pott 2015:6–8). In addition, Germany’s consistently 

high dropout rates of 45% for international bachelor’s students and 29% for international master’s 

students93 were a cause for concern (see for example Stemmer 2014; Ebert and Heublein 2017; 

Leonhardt et al. 2015; SVR Research Unit 2017). Overall, the literature shows that in Germany, 

environmental expectations for more study success have primarily addressed higher education 

institutions as being in charge of future improvements.94 In contrast, their (expected) role in the desired 

post-study retention of international students has remained rather unclear and will be investigated further 

in Chapter 4.  

 

2.2.3 Summary 

When it comes to international student mobility and its nexus to economic migration, the higher 

education and migration research literature on Canada and Germany outlines policy developments 

which in recent years can be interpreted as convergent: Higher education institutions have been expected 

and actively encouraged to recruit more international students as the Canadian and German governments 

have gradually embraced two-step migration policies, not just for international students, but for all 

economic migrants: By the 2010s, most potential economic (im)migrants in Canada and Germany were 

expected to first gain host country work experience in order to qualify for permanent residency, 

especially in Germany with its traditional no-work-contract-no-migration-dogma.95 But in Canada, too, 

the government has added multiple two-step migration pathways to its traditional nation building 

 
93 For German students, the respective rates stood at 28% and 19% (Heublein and Schmelzer 2018:5–20). 
94 To support the sector in doing so, the government’s Teaching Quality Pact has allocated close to 2 billion euros 
to 460 teaching-related projects at HEIs in order improve learning conditions and, eventually, student success 
(BMBF 2020b). 
95 Germany’s shift towards a more human-capital-oriented form of managing economic migration has not been 
all-encompassing as elements of employer-based migrant selection and intergovernmental labour recruitment 
agreements have been partially retained or even re-introduced, e.g., as part of the 2016 West Balkan Immigration 
Regulation which allowed citizens of Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro, 
and Serbia to work in Germany based on their citizenship and irrespective of their qualifications. However, despite 
these and other rules and regulations, Germany’s general tendency to recruit economic migrants based on their 
education and work experiences has remained (Kolb and Schneider 2021). 
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practice of admitting highly-skilled candidates as permanent residents rights away, based on to their age, 

education, language skills, and other human capital characteristics (cp. Kolb 2014:66f.; Sweetman and 

Warman 2014:391; Lowe 2010:26; Simmons 2010:84; Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:745–759; 

Hailbronner and Koslowski 2008:7). 

The literature further indicates that by the early 21st century, international students in both 

Canada and Germany were increasingly seen as a pool of future economic migrants (see for example 

Simmons 2010:84; Scott et al. 2015:3–5; Trilokekar, Thomson, and El-Masri 2016:10; Hanganu and 

Heß 2014:20–22; German Council of Science and Humanities 2016:145; SVR 2011:40–42). In order to 

retain more of them post-graduation, the governments in both countries introduced new and liberalized 

existing study-migration pathways, which meant that by the mid-to-late-2010s, international students 

had more legal options to stay, work, and become permanent residents in Canada or Germany than in 

most other leading study destinations (Berquist et al. 2019; Morris-Lange 2019:5–10; Sá and Sabzalieva 

2018; Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:33f.). Beyond these rules and regulations, however, concrete 

expectations, especially pertaining to the role of higher education institutions, seem to have been rather 

vague.  

The literature also emphasizes some notable historical differences. When it comes to attracting, 

selecting, and integrating economic migrants (including former international students), Canada and 

Germany look back at different systems and even more different norms and traditions. For Canada, 

immigration has long been taken for granted as “a normative part of Canadian life” (Jones 2016:3). 

Canada’s self-image – although subject to Indigenous and non-Indigenous contestation and criticism – 

has largely been one of a settler society and a welcoming, multicultural, and competitive country of 

immigration (Bauder 2014:10–18; Brosseau and Dewing 2018:5; Flynn 2011:261; Adam 1994:60; 

Kelley and Trebilcock 2010:17–20). By comparison, Germany has long perceived itself as an ethnic 

nation and has only reluctantly accepted her multifaceted migration reality. Unlike Canada, which since 

the 1970s has institutionalized multiculturalism as a key building block of her social fabric, Germany’s 

pragmatic shift towards seeing itself as a country of immigration has been lengthy, gradual, and was still 

ongoing during this research endeavor (Klein 2018:169; SVR 2010:19; Heckmann 2016:16; Bauder 

2014:15–18; Brosseau and Dewing 2018:2f.). These differences are to some extent echoed by Canadian 

and German public opinion on migration in general and economic migration in particular. By 

comparison, the German public has generally been more likely to emphasize and question the economic 

gains of large-scale migration, which if unmanaged has often been regarded as a public safety issue. At 

the same time, during the mid-to-late 2010s, a significant share of the public in both Canada (68%) and 

Germany (59%) reported to see great economic benefits in attracting (highly-skilled) migrants, including 

international students (Gonzalez-Barrea and Connor 2019:3–10; Bauder 2014:13–15; Bloemraad 

2012:3; Heckmann 2016:16).  
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2.3 Research Gap: International Graduate Retention as a New Expectation for HEIs? 

The review of the academic and professional literature indicates that Canadian and German 

higher education institutions have faced growing expectations to train larger numbers of work-ready 

graduates and (fee-paying) international students. By the 2010s, these expectations appear to have also 

become intertwined as indicated by the introduction and modification of post-study work schemes for 

international graduates. To date, the details of this shift and even more so, its ramifications for the higher 

education sector have only begun to be understood by researchers and policy-makers alike (SVR 

Research Unit 2015; Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019; El-Masri 2019; Sá and Sabzalieva 2018). Notably, 

it is not yet clear if and especially how higher education institutions are expected to support the desired 

economic migration of international students, and even less so, how the actions of higher education 

professionals are affected by said expectations, and vice versa.  

So far, most research at the intersection of international student mobility, economic migration, 

and workforce development has been concerned with determining stay rates (e.g., OECD 2011; 

Hanganu and Heß 2014; Esses et al. 2018), calculating potential economic gain for host countries 

(DAAD and Prognos 2013; Roslyn Kunin and Associates 2009; 2012; 2016; 2018), comparing post-

study visa policies (Suter and Jandl 2006; SVR Research Unit and MPG 2011; Sá and Sabzalieva 2018; 

El-Masri 2019), and documenting student experiences (e.g., SVR Research Unit 2017; Arthur and Flynn 

2013; Adamuti-Trache 2009). Apart from a few notable exceptions, higher education institutions 

themselves have largely played a side role in this growing body of literature. A handful of researchers 

have suggested that higher education institutions have taken over new tasks in fostering economic 

migration and long-term immigration by selecting future immigrants (Brunner 2017; Knight 2013; 

Flynn and Bauder 2015; Gates-Gasse 2012; McCartney and Metcalfe 2018; Thym 2010), providing 

settlement services (Flynn and Bauder 2015; Gates-Gasse 2012; Knutson 2011; Klabunde 2014), and 

educating employers about the benefits of hiring international students and graduates (Dömling 2013; 

Arthur and Nunes 2014; Trilokekar et al. 2016; Arajärvi and Drubig 2014). However, there has been a 

lack of empirical evidence to further substantiate these claims. Attempts to obtain statistical data on 

HEIs’ post-study retention practices have thus far been virtually absent in Canada and Germany, barring 

some workshop documentations (Böhm and Brandl 2014; Dömling and Tomancova 2013) and a few 

isolated questions in recent surveys (CACEE 2017; CSND 2015; 2018; DAAD 2014a). 

Here is where this investigation comes in. Building on the research literature, the empirical 

analysis compares how Canadian and German higher education professionals in career service 

departments and international offices perceive and act upon exogenous expectations pertaining to the 

post-study retention of international students. In doing so, this research seeks to contribute to our 

comparative understanding of HEI-environment interactions in a rapidly evolving policy area. The 

actions captured by this research are performed by less senior higher education professionals and 

promise to provide some new insights into the micro-level processes which underlie 
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(de)institutionalization phenomena, which are normally researched at a macro-level (Cai and Mehari 

2015:9; Powell and Colyvas 2008:277; Frølich et al. 2013; Pietilä 2014). 

Canada and Germany present two interesting settings in which to conduct this research. The two 

countries rank among the world’s top study destinations for international students and both have recently 

shown signs of convergence in how they manage economic migration (Kolb 2014). At the same time, 

Canadian and German higher education institutions have traditionally operated in the context of different 

rules, norms, and traditions when it comes to their relationships with the labour market and the role that 

economic migration has played in growing their respective economies and societies. Since single-

country studies often run the risk of overlooking these contingencies (Teichler 2003:19f.; 

Autorenkollektiv 2018:197f.), a comparative research design can help improve our understanding of 

how higher education institutions and the professionals therein interact with their expectation-filled 

environment.  
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3. Theory and Research Design 

This research seeks to compare (1) what Canadian and German higher education institutions are 

expected do to support the post-study retention of international students, (2) what they report to be doing, 

and (3) how their reported practices are associated with the expectations held in their environment. In 

order to adequately capture and compare the micro-macro interactions inherent to this inquiry, the 

empirical work is guided by recent conceptual advances at the microfoundations of institutional theory 

(Chapter 3.1) and employs a mix of qualitative and quantitative research methods (Chapter 3.2). 

 

3.1 Theoretical Framework 

While the term “environment” is commonly evoked when referring to HEIs’ technical 

dependencies and critical resources – including those coming from the state as the (still) biggest funder 

in most higher education systems – scholars by and large agree that the world ‘out there’ goes beyond 

the state and its legislative and financial reach (e.g., Musselin 2007; Meier 2009; Whitley 2008; Hüther 

and Krücken 2018; Henke et al. 2015; Jones 2014; Eckel and Kezar 2003; Wolter 2007; Hölscher 2016). 

Conceptually, the question of how higher education institutions interact with the world around them can 

be addressed from many different angles. Given the financial and regulatory importance of the state in 

most higher education systems, the early sociological research on HEI-environment interactions focused 

on the sector’s relationship with the state, which was often seen as its primary audience. Accordingly, 

HEI action was often conceptualized as the implementation of public policy and researched by applying 

top-down policy implementation frameworks, inspired by the seminal works of Jeffrey Pressman and 

Aaron Wildavsky (1973), Paul Sabatier and Daniel Mazmanian (1980), and Ladislav Cerych and Paul 

Sabatier (1986). However, neither the top-down perspective, nor the subsequent bottom-up emphasis on 

discretionary practices of academics and (less so) other higher education professionals have sufficiently 

captured the complexity of how HEIs interact with their surroundings (Kohoutek 2013:60–63; Gornitzka 

et al. 2005:17–20). So far, the same is true for research applying typologies and concepts from the 

sociology of professions (e.g., Elliot 1972; Mieg and Pfadenhauer 2003), which so far has also focused 

more on academic profession(s) and less on the ‘new’ higher education professionals who are tasked 

with international student recruitment and support, the provision of career services, and other practices 

relevant to the inquiry at hand (Kehm, et al. 2010; Blümel, Kloke and Krücken 2010; Pekkola et al. 

2018).   

Since arguably, the environment faced by these professionals is to a varying degree shaped by 

the capitalist ideals of an increasingly globalized economy, salient interactions and interdependencies 

between their higher education institutions and (national) economic systems have been investigated by 

employing economic theories such as the human capital theory (Becker 1975; Mincer 1974) and several 

other approaches from the conceptual toolbox of comparative capitalism (Deeg and Jackson 2007; 
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Jackson and Deeg 2008; Hölscher 2016:15f.). One of the most prominent among them is the Varieties 

of Capitalism approach which was developed by David Soskice and Peter Hall (2001) and postulates 

that the behavior of private firms and other organizations, as well as the professionals inside of them, is 

significantly shaped by their embeddedness in institutional “spheres” (ibid:6) such as financial and 

corporate governance systems. According to Soskice and Hall, micro-level behavior in organizations 

largely revolves around the need to maximize profits and in order to do so, their employees need to play 

by the written and unwritten rules of the (national) economic system they find themselves in either a 

liberal market economy such as in Canada or the United Kingdom or a coordinated market economy 

such as in Germany or Sweden. While liberal market economies are characterized by deregulation and 

competition, coordinated market economies are home to more cooperative practices among firms and 

other societal actors. In recent years, higher education researchers have begun to explore the 

applicability of the Varieties of Capitalism approach in areas relevant to this research such as higher 

education internationalization (Graf 2009) and the labour market entry of higher education graduates 

(Leuze 2010; Hölscher 2016:262f.). While their findings make a compelling case for a more widespread 

use of (new) institutional economics in higher education research, so far, the bulk of institutional 

research within the field has been conducted in the tradition of sociological institutionalism. Over the 

past decades, this strand has been hailed for its commitment to looking beyond economic technicalities 

and more towards less tangible elements affecting HEIs and its professionals, such as professional norms 

and taken-for-granted beliefs. Overall, its conceptual openness has been regarded as better suited to 

understand the behavior of higher education institutions whose decision processes are imbued with 

academic norms, traditions, and rituals (Cai and Mehari 2015; Kohoutek 2013; Gornitzka et al. 2005; 

Gornitzka 2000; Maassen and Gornitzka 1999). Given the exploratory nature of this research’s interest 

in not only how higher education institutions interact with the labour market, but also with the 

transnational dynamics of international student mobility and global migration, the sociological strand 

institutional theory is utilized as a conceptual point of departure for the following analyses. The theory 

will be used in combination with the sensemaking perspective, which in the past decades has proven to 

be a productive addition to organization studies and, more recently, higher education research (Maitlis 

and Christianson 2014; Frølich et al. 2013; Martins 2005; Ditzel 2017; Kaplan 2008). 

 

Point of Departure: Institutional Theory 

Institutional theory has become a popular tool for investigating the behavior of individual and 

collective actors and “perhaps the dominant approach to understanding organizations” (Greenwood et 

al. 2008:2). Its popularity among organizational scholars is largely based on its ability to explain the 

behavior of organizations by looking beyond their oft-assumed drive to maximize profits, efficiency, 

and other technical requirements. In addition to these forces, organizational structures and practices are 

also seen as being affected by institutionalized expectations in and outside of their formal boundaries, 

such as laws, widespread norms, and taken-for-granted beliefs (Meyer and Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and 
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Powell 1983; Oliver 1991; Powell and Colyvas 2008; Wooten and Hoffman 2008; Scott 1995; 

Walgenbach and Meyer 2008). Public higher education institutions, which are often referred to as 

“specific organizations” (Musselin 2007), given their assumed adherence to academic norms, traditions, 

and rituals, have been prominently featured in the institutional literature (Cohen and March 1988; Weick 

1976; Meyer 1977; Meyer and Rowan 1977). Conversely, institutional theory has proven to be a popular 

perspective among higher education researchers (Rhoades and Sporn 2002; Maassen and Gornitzka 

1999; Gumport and Sporn 1999; Kohoutek 2013; Cai and Mehari 2015; Frølich et al. 2013).  

Broadly speaking, institutional theory’s initial contributions distinguished between institutional 

forces in and outside of organizations. These early works placed primary emphasis on the inside of 

organizations and conceptualized them as social systems that are permeated by intra-organizational 

norms which at times supersede the drive towards technical efficiency (see Selznick (1957) and March 

and Simon (1958) among others). Organizations are seen as capable of actively preserving these norms 

in the face of environmental pressures towards complying with technical and market requirements (Scott 

1995:17f.; Greenwood et al. 2008:3). In the late 1970s, this inward-looking perspective was amended 

by a more outward-looking approach, which is often referred to as neo-institutional theory. A series of 

influential papers by John Meyer and Brian Rowan (1977), Paul DiMaggio and Walter Powell (1983), 

and other neo-institutional scholars described organizations as open systems that are susceptible to 

pressures originating from outside of their formal boundaries. In order to be perceived as legitimate by 

the state and others in their environment and thus ensure their survival, organizations are compelled to 

respond to these exogenous pressures – also referred to as institutionalized expectations (Meyer and 

Rowan 1977; DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Oliver 1991; Powell and Colyvas 2008; Wooten and Hoffman 

2008; Scott 1995; Walgenbach and Meyer 2008).  

From the point of view of the higher education professionals in this investigation, environmental 

expectations can be entertained by national and subnational governments, selected non-governmental 

organizations, and other influential audiences in and outside of their HEI. Environmental expectations 

consist of different elements: Regulatory structures and activities such as laws and government policy, 

widely-shared normative principles, for example of how members of a given professional group ought 

to act in certain situations, and cultural-cognitive scripts and routines which are taken for granted as “the 

way we do things here” and are usually not questioned (Scott 1995:33f.). In practice, these institutional 

elements are often intertwined, although the cultural-cognitive element has been singled out by theorists 

as the foundation “on which not only beliefs, but norms and rules rest” (Scott 2004:5; Greenwood et al. 

2008:15; Powell and DiMaggio 1991:8–15; Walgenbach and Meyer 2008:60–64). Given the taken-for-

grantedness of certain cultural scripts, organizations of the same type are hypothesized to become more 

similar over time, or at least, appear to be doing so since structural adjustments can be implemented 

“ceremonially” and “loosely coupled” from what organizations are actually doing (Meyer and Rowan 

1977:353). This (overt) isomorphism has been referred to as the “master hypothesis” of neo-institutional 

theory (Hoffman and Ventresca 2002:10) and is not limited to organizations of the same type, but also 
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other organizations which operate in the same organizational field – another key concept of neo-

institutional theory (DiMaggio and Powell 1983, Wooten and Hoffman 2008). Broadly speaking, an 

organizational field can be conceived of as all organizations which operate in the same domain, e.g., all 

public universities in a country plus all other organizations which directly influence the performance of 

public universities. 

In theory, institutional environments can be distinguished from technical environments. The 

former compels organizations to seek legitimacy whereas the latter rewards organizations for efficient 

and profit-oriented conduct. Under this logic, for-profit businesses would be more inclined to respond 

to technical environments while education institutions would be more likely to seek compliance with 

institutional environments. In practice, however, this oversimplification does not hold true. Even in trade 

and commerce, institutionalized norms and beliefs can have a pivotal effect on the behavior of business 

partners and conversely, in higher education systems, rectors, administrators, and other professionals 

are expected to make efficient use of taxpayer money. Furthermore, compliance with regulatory 

institutions can have a positive effect, e.g., increase the financial gains of an organization whereas non-

compliance can lead to sanctions (Walgenbach and Meyer 2008:68f.; Scott 1995:35–39). Therefore, the 

work ahead does not make a clear-cut distinction between institutional and technical stimuli.  

Over the last two decades, (neo-)institutional scholars have begun to gradually expand upon 

their traditional focus on organizational fields, entire nation states, and other macro-level structures, 

which are often investigated in order to capture institutionalized environmental expectations. In an effort 

to develop the microfoundations of institutional theory and to better understand the micro-level 

processes that underlie the observed macro-level phenomena, recent work has placed more emphasis on 

the role that individuals in organizations play in perceiving, maintaining, and changing institutions 

(Powell and Colyvas 2008; Weber and Glynn 2006; Maitlis and Christianson 2014; Brown et al. 2015). 

Here, earlier attempts to introduce institutional entrepreneurs marked an important step as the concept 

described influential individual and collective actors as capable of deliberately pushing for institutional 

change (DiMaggio 1988). However, while the agenda-setting capabilities of lawmakers and other actors 

have been hailed as a fertile ground for scholarly work, the concept has also been met with criticism as 

it is said to underestimate the latitude of less senior organizational personnel and to portray the 

institutional entrepreneurs as virtually ‘unleashed’ from their institutional surroundings. In their 2008 

review of the conceptual and empirical advances made at the microfoundations of institutional theory, 

Walter Powell and Jeanette Colyvas conclude that:  

“[…] the individuals that presently populate institutional analysis are portrayed as either 
‘cultural dopes’ (Garfinkel, 1967:68–75) or heroic ‘change agents’ (Strang and Sine, 2002:503–
507). The move to consider institutional entrepreneurs was motivated by a desire to replace the 
over-socialized individuals who seemed slavishly devoted to habit and fashion. But the 
celebration of entrepreneurship has perhaps gone to far, as not all change is led by entrepreneurs, 
[…]. Institutions are reproduced through the everyday activities of individuals. Members of 
organizations engage in daily practices, discover puzzles or anomalies in their work, 
problematize these questions and develop answers to them by theorizing them. In turn, 
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participants ascribe meaning to these theories and, in doing so, develop and reproduce taken-
for-granted understandings. […] We contend that institutional analysis needs more attention to 
everyday processes than momentous events, to less powerful members of organizations as 
opposed to only leaders or champions, and to cultural and cognitive aspects as well as political 
ones.” [emphasis in the original] (ibid:277) 

Their views have been echoed by numerous organizational scholars (e.g., Weber and Glynn 

2006; Maitlis and Christianson 2014) and, albeit to a lesser extent, higher education researchers (e.g., 

Cai and Mehari 2015; Frølich et al. 2013; Pietilä 2014). Given the complexity and oftentimes intangible 

nature of colleges and universities’ core mission of research, teaching, and third mission activities, less 

senior staff members are hypothesized to possess considerable agency and strategic capacities in 

perceiving, interpreting, and taking action to reproduce and simultaneously influence their institutional 

environment, both in and outside of their HEI (Elken and Røsdal 2017:386; Seeber et al. 2016; Whitley 

2008:31). Yet to date, the empirical work in this area still remains scarce (Cai and Mehari 2015:14; 

Frølich et al. 2013:81–84).  

Thus, in order contribute to our comparative understanding of these interactions, the 

investigation at hand seeks to build on the more recent conceptual and empirical deliberations in 

organizational institutionalism, which aim to bring individual agency ‘back in’ (e.g., Maitlis and 

Christianson 2014:89f.; Kaplan 2008; Rouleau 2005; Kezar 2013). For example, Patricia Thornton and 

William Ocasio (1999; 2008) stress that individuals in organizations possess the agency to push for 

institutional change whenever they are faced with contrasting institutional logics, such as that of state 

bureaucracy versus that of capitalist markets (ibid:110). Apart from the aforementioned institutional 

entrepreneurs, institutional theory has also incorporated several other analytical building blocks for 

connecting micro and macro levels (for an overview see Powell and Colyvas 2008), including the study 

of institutional work (Lawrence and Suddaby 2006). Here, individuals in organizations are seen as 

“competent actors with strong practical skills and sensibility who creatively navigate within their 

organizational field” (ibid) and are capable of creating, maintaining, and disrupting institutions from the 

bottom up. In principle, the institutional work perspective is an appealing angle from which to approach 

this research. However, its emphasis on bottom-up institutional change deviates from this research’s 

primary emphasis on the opposing direction, namely how widely institutionalized expectations are 

reproduced at the micro-level. Based on the literature (including Powell and Colyvas 2008; Cai and 

Mehari 2015; Maitlis and Christianson 2014; Brown et al. 2015; Frølich et al. 2013), a more promising 

approach is to combine institutional theory with the sensemaking perspective. 

 

Sensemaking: How Individuals Navigate their Institutional Environment  

Institutionalized expectations, especially cognitive-cultural scripts and routines, are generally 

perceived by individuals as objective and impersonal reality when in fact, they are socially constructed 

and maintained by the same individuals, who do not merely interpret their surroundings and modify 

their behavior accordingly; but also help create the very environment they find themselves in (Scott 
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1995:40–44; Senge 2011:11–20; Powell and Colyvas 2008:276; Maitlis and Christianson 2014:84f.). 

Learning more about this reciprocal influence is an important inquiry within recent institutional 

scholarship. It is also a hallmark of sensemaking. Sensemaking can be broadly described as a perspective 

or a process by which individuals interpret and help shape their environment. It has yet to be subsumed 

into a single theory (ibid:62). Research on individual and collective sensemaking in organizations dates 

back to the early 20th century and has become “a critically important topic in the study of organizations” 

(ibid:58). A little over decade after Karl Weick’s 1995 attempt to survey the field in his seminal book 

Sensemaking in Organizations, sensemaking has also caught the attention of higher education 

researchers (Brown et al. 2015; Frølich et al. 2013; Cai and Mehari 2015). Yet, despite this scholarly 

uptake, the empirical work in this area remains scarce (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obstfeld 2005:417; Frølich 

et al. 2013:89; Maitlis and Christianson 2014:97).  

The term “sensemaking” is commonly invoked as a general notion, often without being properly 

defined. Although most scholars agree that sensemaking helps individuals understand, act upon, and 

shape the environment in and outside of their organization, their definitional attempts reveal different 

ontological assumptions about what sensemaking entails, ranging from where it is taking place, i.e., 

within or between individuals, when it occurs, e.g., during crises or in everyday work, or its temporal 

orientation, i.e., looking back or looking towards the future (Maitlis and Christianson 2014:62–66). 

Despite these differences, most scholars agree that sensemaking is achieved through three main moves: 

extracting cues, creating explanations, and taking action. These sensemaking moves are performed by 

individuals or by groups of people who through their interactions seek a collective, or intersubjective, 

understanding of the world around them (Maitlis 2005:21; Weick et al. 2005:409; Hill and Levenhagen 

1995:1057; Balogun and Johnson 2004:524).96 They are integral to the empirical investigation ahead 

and can be described as follows: 

• Extracting cues: Broadly defined, perceptual cues are the things that people notice in their 

environment in and outside of their organization. Individuals and groups take cues in order to 

explain and take action to address something that surprises or confuses them. These cues zero 

in on things that are discrepant from the business-as-usual. They can come in the form of 

exogenous jolts and crises, threats to organizational or personal identity, or planned change 

interventions such as an organization’s new strategic plan (Maitlis 2005:21; Maitlis and 

Christianson 2014:66). Cues affect the other two sensemaking moves, as they are “focused on 

and by extracted cues” (Weick 1995:49). Cues can be both individual and collectively shared 

by several or all organization members (Balogun and Johnson 2004:524; Maitlis and 

Christianson 2014:95). 

 
96 Amidst the ongoing scholarly debates about who makes sense of what, when, where, and especially how (Maitlis 
and Christianson 2014:62–66), this research should not be misunderstood as the author’s definitive ontological 
stance on the topic of sensemaking. It is rather a starting point for further (comparative) empirical work which 
draws on both institutional theory and sensemaking, both of which are “ripe with intriguing connections” (Weber 
and Glynn 2006:1640). 
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• Creating explanations: Triggered by the cues taken, individuals seek to explain what is going 

on in their oftentimes equivocal environment, including their own role in it. When doing so, 

they draw on cognitive frames which help them to ‘sort through’ the many stimuli in their 

complex surroundings and allow them to decide on the appropriate interpretation and response 

(Kaplan 2008:729; Maitlis and Christianson 2014:62; Brown et al. 2015:266). In the social and 

managerial cognition literature these cognitive frames are also known as schemata of 

interpretation, interpretive schemes or mental maps, among others (Harris 1994; Fiss and Zajac 

2005; Kaplan 2008). They are the lenses through which individuals see the world and ascribe 

sense, or meaning, to their experiences and the environment around them. Cognitive frames can 

be reflective of regulative and normative pressures or taken-for-granted beliefs. For example, 

frames can shape a human resource professional’s ideas about what constitutes non-

discriminatory conduct during the hiring process (cp. Edelman 1990). Similar to perceptual 

cues, cognitive frames can be invoked by individuals or co-created and shared by groups of 

people in the same organization, the same country or even beyond (Lawrence and Suddaby 

2006; Balogun and Johnson 2004; Abolafia 2010; Gephart et al. 1993; Maitlis and Christianson 

2014:78–80). The cognitive frames which are widely or almost universally shared show a 

conceptual resemblance to institutional theory’s cultural-cognitive scripts, which are also 

referred to as the “frames through which meaning is made” (Scott 1995:40).  

• Taking action: Sensemaking goes beyond the mere interpretation of exogenous stimuli. In 

addition to extracting environmental cues and assigning meaning to them, individuals also 

actively co-construct the very environment they are trying to make sense of. This emphasis on 

individual and collective actions is a constitutive part of sensemaking analysis and a suitable 

angle from which to address the research at hand (Orton 2000:231; Fiss and Hirsch 2005:31; 

Weick 1988). Individuals and groups co-construct their environment by taking actions which 

they regard as effective and sensible based on their individual and/or collective cues and frames 

and, subsequently, pay attention to further cues generated by their actions. This way, individual 

and collective actions precede further sensemaking in organizations; it provides ‘raw material’ 

for it. Consequently, actions can also potentially affect the environment outside of 

organizations, including rules and regulations, professional norms, and widely shared, taken-

for-granted beliefs, i.e., the exact same institutionalized environmental expectations which have 

been studied by institutional scholars for decades (Scott 1995; Powell and Colyvas 2008; Weber 

and Glynn 2006). This reciprocal influence between the actions of individuals or groups and 

their institutional environment is referred to as enactment and is a key characteristic of the 

sensemaking process (Weick 1995:13; Maitlis and Christianson 2014:84–85; Brown et al. 

2015:266f.).  
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Sensemaking is instrumental for understanding how environmental expectations are perceived, 

interpreted, and acted upon by higher education institutions and the individual professionals therein, 

who through their actions can potentially affect further institutionalization processes that may or may 

not “bubble up” to the macro-level (Powell and Colyvas 2008:278). 

 

3.2 Research Design 

In principle, this research’s comparative and institutional angle and its interest in HEI-

environment interactions are already captured in the guiding research question: 

How do Canada and Germany’s higher education institutions differ or conform in helping 

international students stay and work in their host country after graduation? How are 

environmental expectations associated with these (dis)similarities? 

However, for analytical purposes, this research can benefit from a specification of the research 

question which uses the terminology and concepts of institutional theory and sensemaking more 

explicitly: 

How do Canada and Germany’s higher education institutions differ or conform in perceiving, 

interpreting, and acting upon institutionalized environmental expectations regarding the post-

study retention of international students? 

Rather than simply inquiring about how higher education institutions are “helping” and how their 

actions are “associated” with environmental expectations, the activities of higher education 

professionals are examined through their sensemaking moves, which include not only their reported 

support services (“acting”), but also their cues (“perceiving”) and cognitive frames (“interpreting”). The 

expectations in their environment are also put in more concrete, institutional terms and referred to as 

“institutionalized environmental expectations regarding the post-study retention of international 

students”. Since Canada and Germany’s higher education sectors spread across vast amounts of their 

(populated) national territories, the relevant environment is situated within the national border of each 

country. Using these specifications as a starting point, the following subchapters lay out the case 

selection (Chapter 3.2.1), the empirical data (Chapter 3.2.2), and a three-step analytical roadmap for the 

work ahead (Chapter 3.2.3). 

 

3.2.1 Case Selection 

While environmental expectations can be analyzed at the level of countries and subnational 

jurisdictions, their perception, interpretation, and related actions are better understood through a micro 

lens. Higher education institutions in both Canada and Germany are often addressed as monolithic 

organizational actors, yet their actions are often determined in decentralized ways at the level of 

individual subdivisions. Here is where staff members perceive, interpret, and act upon their 
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environment, both in and outside of their HEI (Musselin 2007, Meier 2009:144–152; Whitley 2008:31; 

2012:495). That is why apart from choosing Canada and Germany as environmental contexts, the 

primary focus of this research is on HEI subdivisions and the professionals therein. 

When it comes to the post-study retention of international students, two subdivisions play an 

important role: First, career service departments and the career development professional in them, whose 

primary mission is to help students plan their careers, gain work experience during their studies, and to 

find post-study employment. Second, albeit to a somewhat lesser degree, international offices are also 

an important unit to look at, given their extensive experience with international students, many of whom 

see the international education professionals at their HEI as their first point of contact. The selection of 

these two subdivisions could be confirmed beforehand by the research literature (Flynn and Bauder 

2015; Helemann 2010; Klabunde 2014; CACEE 2017; CSND 2015) and through initial, unstructured 

interviews with higher education practitioners, policy makers, and sector advocates in Canada and 

Germany. These experts almost unanimously pointed towards international offices and especially the 

career service departments as the two key subdivisions for helping international students stay and work 

in the host country. The initial expert interviews were conducted in early 2014 and were neither recorded 

nor transcribed. 

In this research, primary emphasis is placed on career service departments given their assigned 

role to improve the employability of students and their chances of finding (host country) employment. 

For international offices, helping international students find a job and/or obtain a residence permit after 

graduation can also be part of the service portfolio. At some HEIs, the goals and services of these 

formally distinctive units may even be interchangeable, potentially rendering them functional 

equivalents. However, as the literature and the initial interviews show, these are only a few of the many 

responsibilities for international offices, which range from recruiting international students to managing 

student exchange programs to advancing intra-organizational processes of strategic, structural, and 

curriculum internationalization (Shute 1996; Helemann 2010; Li 2020; von Luckwald 2010; Stemmer 

2014; Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019). These findings notwithstanding, the empirical analyses at the 

sector level are conducted for both subdivisions while the more in-depth analysis of individual 

sensemaking focuses more on personnel in career service departments.  

 

3.2.2 Data Sources and Sampling 

The empirical analysis is based on three sources of data: more than 180 policy documents, an 

online survey of over 200 higher education institutions, and 12 field interviews at one Ontario college 

and one university of applied sciences in the Federal State of Bavaria. 
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Policy Documents 

Salient expectations in the environment of Canadian and German higher education institutions 

are captured for a particular period, the second decade of the 21st century, and are documented through 

a macro lens, capturing policy statements at the national level and in two of Canada and Germany’s 

most populous jurisdictions: Ontario and Bavaria. In total, 189 policy documents were drawn upon as 

evidence of institutionalized expectations, which are not limited to state regulation, but are also 

manifested as normative expectations and taken-for-granted beliefs (Colyvas and Powell 2006; Maassen 

and Gornitzka 1999; Bryman 2012:551; Scott 1995). 

In addition to immigration laws and other public policies – the latter of which can traditionally 

include “anything a government chooses to do or not to do” (Dye 1972:2) – the analyzed documents 

also include publications by non-governmental organizations such as industry and employer 

associations, higher education sector organizations, settlement service providers, foundations, and think 

tanks. Over the past decades, many of these organizations have increased their efforts to influence higher 

education policies and practices, which nonetheless continue to be a prerogative of national and 

subnational government agencies and higher education institutions themselves (Hüther and Krücken 

2018:11; Henke et al. 2015:45–47; Jones 2014; Eckel and Kezar 2003; Wolter 2007). Their policy 

statements tend to be published as part of (research) reports, press releases, web pages, pilot initiatives, 

and funding programs. These policy statements are at the core of the policy analysis and were sampled 

in two steps: First, the most influential statement-issuing organizations were identified in each country. 

Second, publicly available policy documents were downloaded from the website of each organization, 

reviewed for the aforementioned policy statements, and selected for content analysis. 

During the first step, national-level governmental and non-governmental organizations were 

primarily identified based on their membership in two consortia: Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 

Canada’s advisory committee on international students and immigration and for Germany, the 

governmental and non-governmental organizations who participated in the development of a national 

framework for international higher education marketing, convened by the Federal and Länder 

Commission for Educational Planning and Research Promotion (for a complete list of organizations see 

Appendix 1). Since the mid-to-late-1990s, the organizations in both consortia have played an important 

strategic role in shaping higher education internationalization in Canada and Germany and, as such, 

have included some of the most influential national-level organizations (Klabunde 2014; El-Masri 

2019). Whenever applicable, corresponding provincial and Länder-level organizations were included to 

complete the Ontarian and Bavarian samples. Throughout the research, the list of organizations was 

amended based on interview and survey responses as well as relevant empirical studies such as Amira 

El-Masri’s (2019) analysis of the political and media discourses behind the development of study-

migration policies in Canada and Niels Klabunde’s (2014) multi-level investigation into international 

student integration policies and practices in Canada and Germany. Although the sample does not include 

every single Canadian and German organization which during the 2010s has impacted 
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internationalization policies and practices, it is no less comprehensive than the samples in previous 

studies and can be regarded as a meaningful selection of the most relevant stakeholders in each country.  

The second step of the sampling process pertained to the identification of policy documents 

published between January 1, 2010 and December 31, 2019.97 Documents were sampled by conducting 

two targeted searches of each organization’s official website between April 2018 and May 2020, using 

boolean search operators which scanned for the occurrence of the keywords “international student” and 

“international graduate” as well as their various synonyms in English and German.98 All documents 

which contained these key words and made implicit or explicit reference to international graduate 

retention were downloaded for further review and content analysis. The final document selection 

comprised 189 policy documents from Canada, Germany, Ontario, and Bavaria. 118 of which were 

issued by government agencies (strategic plans, regulations, performance agreements etc.), 43 by higher 

education interest groups, including student associations, 14 by think tanks and expert commissions, 11 

by industry and business representatives, and 3 by the settlement sector and civil society organizations. 

In addition, a handful of international documents from the OECD, the European Commission and other 

supra- and international organizations were included. For a detailed list of the analyzed policy 

documents see Appendix 4, 5, 6, and 7.  

In compliance with ethical standards of research, it should be noted that one of the analyzed 

policy documents, i.e., the SVR Research Unit’s 2015 study “Train and Retain. Career Support for 

International Students in Canada, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden”99 was co-produced by the 

author of this monograph. While the initial study was funded by the Mercator Foundation and 

Stifterverband, the monograph at hand was conceptualized and produced independently by the author. 

The author declares that he has no conflict of interest. 

 

Online Survey 

The ways in which higher education institutions (report to) support international graduate 

retention were documented through an online survey, which was administered among career 

development and international education professionals at more than 200 higher education institutions in 

Canada and Germany. The survey was conducted between September and December of 2014 in the 

context of the author’s work as the Deputy Head of Research at the Expert Council of German 

 
97 In a few cases, documents published before or slightly after the observation period were included to provide 
additional contextual information. 
98 The following synonyms were used as search terms: International student, foreign student, international 
graduate, foreign graduate, internationale Studierende, internationale Studenten, internationaler Student, 
internationale Studentin, ausländische Studierende, ausländische Studenten, ausländischer Student, ausländische 
Studentin, Bildungsausländer, Bildungsausländerin, internationale Absolventen, internationaler Absolvent, 
internationale Absolventin, ausländische Absolventen, ausländischer Absolvent, ausländische Absolventin. 
99 The study was published in English and German. The German study was titled “Zugangstor Hochschule. 
Internationale Studierende als Fachkräfte von morgen gewinnen” [Higher Education as an Immigration Gate. 
Attracting International Students as Future Professionals]. 
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Foundations on Integration and Migration (SVR). An initial selection of survey results was published in 

2015 (SVR Research Unit 2015).100 

In Germany, survey invitations were sent out in German with the help of two organizations: 

International office personnel were contacted through the German Academic Exchange Service 

(DAAD), while career development professionals received an invitation from their national professional 

association, the Career Service Network Germany (CSND). In Canada, both professional groups were 

contacted in English and French through the Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE). 

Invitations were followed by three reminders, two via email and one via phone. To guard against 

statistical bias, email and phone reminders targeted all potential participants who had not yet completed 

the survey. To guard against social-desirability bias, all email invitations and follow-up messages were 

composed by the author and his former colleagues at SVR, using neutral language and stressing the 

voluntary nature of survey participation. All written and oral communication with potential survey 

participants followed a pre-written script, which was created by the author. 

The survey sample was drawn from the population of all higher education institutions listed in 

the membership registries of DAAD, CSND, and CBIE, which include the vast majority of public higher 

education institutions in each country.101 Survey invitations were sent to the leadership of career service 

departments and international offices. In total, 246 career development and international education 

professionals participated in the online survey. The majority of whom served in a leading capacity in 

their respective subdivision and more than half had worked in that particular office for more than five 

years (Table 7). Participants received the same questionnaire with 27 closed-ended and two open-ended 

questions (see Appendix 2).  

The questionnaire was available in three languages: English, French, and German. Despite the 

fact that the student body data reported by survey participants show a strong resemblance to official 

statistics, no inferences about statistical representativeness are made. However, given the considerable 

response rate of 59% in Canada 42% in Germany,102 the survey results can be interpreted as indicative 

 
100 The 2015 analysis was conducted for a subsample of survey participants. For Canada, 66 survey responses were 
analyzed, compared to the 90 responses in the research at hand. For Germany, it was 116 compared to 156. The 
2015 analysis focused almost exclusively on describing the frequency distributions in the Canadian and German 
data as well as for two other countries, Sweden and the Netherlands. Selected data from this first analysis were 
also published in Morris-Lange (2019). For the purpose of the contribution at hand, survey data underwent a more 
comprehensive analysis which placed primary emphasis on detecting HEI-environment interactions through cross-
tables, goodness-of-fit tests, and a qualitative content analysis of open-ended survey questions. 
101 In Germany, the population included 219 higher education institutions. In Canada, the grand total was 123. 
102 The online survey was filled out by (leading) personnel in either the international office or the career service 
department. The total number of 90 Canadian and 156 German responses in Table 7 does not exactly match the 
number of participating HEIs since in 34 cases, both subdivisions replied; 17 Canada and 17 in Germany. When 
subtracting duplicates based on random selection, the total number of higher education institutions participating 
in the online survey amounted to 212; 73 in Canada and 139 in Germany. To calculate the response rates, these 
numbers were compared with the total population of higher education institutions whose staff members were 
invited to participate in the online survey, i.e.,123 in Canada and 329 in Germany. 
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of major trends within Canadian and German higher education and as a sign of a growing awareness of 

the study-migration pathway. 

The online survey allows for an aggregated assessment of reported practices and viewpoints and 

documents how the two countries’ higher education sectors supported the post-study retention of 

international students during the 2014/2015 academic year.  

Table 7 Survey Respondents in Canada and Germany 
 Canada Germany 
 

Total number of survey respondents 
 

90 
 

156  
 
of which: 
 

  

Respondents in career service departments (CS) 34 61  
 
Current position in CS 

  

Director / head 17 (50.0%) 42 (70.0%) 
Senior staff member 13 (38.2%) 9 (15.0%) 
Junior staff member 4 (11.8%) 9 (15.0%) 

   
Years of experience in CS   

>5 years 20 (62.5%) 33 (55.9%) 
2–5 years 7 (21.9%) 14 (23.7%) 
1–2 years 1 (3.1%) 9 (15.3%) 
<1 year 4 (12.5%) 3 (5.1%) 

   
 

Respondents in international offices (IO) 

 
56 

 
95 

 
Current position in IO 

  

Director / head 37 (67.3%) 62 (67.4%) 
Senior staff member 12 (21.8%) 10 (10.9%) 
Junior staff member 6 (10.9%) 20 (21.7%) 

   
Years of experience in IO   

>5 years 29 (52.7%) 59 (59.6%) 
2–5 years 19 (34.5%) 29 (30.9%) 
1–2 years 4 (7.3%) 6 (6.4%) 
<1 year 3 (5.5%) 3 (3.2%) 

   

Notes: Missing values for individual variables are not listed separately and not included in the calculation of percentage 
shares.  
Source: Online survey 2015 

 

Field Interviews 

The sensemaking of higher education professionals was analyzed through open-ended survey 

questions and 12 field interviews. The semi-structured interviews were conducted in person in April and 

May of 2018 at one Ontario college and one university of applied sciences in Bavaria. Eight of the 

interviewees were employed in their HEIs’ career service departments, the focal subdivision of the 

empirical analysis. Additional interviews with two international education professionals and two student 
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representatives were conducted for context and cross-validation purposes. Interview partners were 

selected via gatekeeper sampling, a snowball sampling technique through which a senior staff member 

in the career service department (i.e., the gatekeeper) was asked to help identify additional interview 

partners in and outside of his or her subdivision (Kruse 2014:255f.; Friebertshäuser and Langer 

2013:450). This way, the most suitable and knowledgeable interview partners could be found and 

contacted quickly. Since an overreliance on gatekeeper referrals can potentially result in a biased 

selection (Kruse 2014:255f.), the approach was supplemented by the author’s purposive sampling of 

additional interview partners who were identified based on their (assumed) role in helping international 

students and graduates stay in Canada and Germany. By selecting interviewees with different positions 

and responsibilities, including those outside of career service departments, the final sample sought to 

approximate a variety of perspectives (ibid:244f.).  

The interviews loosely followed a written interview guide which the author had developed a 

priori based on the findings from the research literature and the preliminary findings from the policy 

documents and the online survey. Interview questions about HEI practices and the rationales behind 

them were deliberately broad in order to prevent prompting interviewees to give answers that would 

invariably reflect national and regional expectations. The interview guide for career development 

professionals can be found in Appendix 3. The audio recordings from the interviews, which totaled 8 

hours and 42 minutes, were fully transcribed and analyzed qualitatively. Participation in the interviews 

was voluntary. Interviewees were informed about the research project upfront and were asked for their 

written consent to have the interview audio recorded, transcribed, and analyzed by the author.  

The added value of the field interviews does not lie in exploring causal relationships between 

environmental expectations and individual or subdivisional behavior. It also does not lie in testing or 

advancing theory. Instead, the interviews are meant to further deepen this research’s empirical insights 

into whether or not and how environmental expectations are reproduced through the interpretations and 

actions of individuals in HEI subdivisions. So far, this micro lens has rarely been applied to institutional 

studies within higher education research (Cai and Mehari 2015:13–16). 

It should be stressed that the two higher education institutions cannot be regarded as 

representative for the entire higher education systems of Ontario and Bavaria, let alone Canada and 

Germany. The same can be said about any other selection of two HEIs given the increasing 

differentiation within the two countries’ higher education sectors (Jones 2014:18; Shanahan et al. 

2015:37; Fisher et al. 2009:550; Wolter 2017:107; Deller 2020). The Ontario college and the Bavarian 

UAS were chosen based on their strong orientation towards (local) labour market needs as both have a 

history of fostering the employability and the employment of their students. For more details on the two 

higher education institutions see Chapter 4.3.1. 
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3.2.3 Empirical Analysis 

The empirical analysis was both quantitative and qualitative and was conducted in three steps. 

First, environmental expectations regarding the post-study retention of international students were 

analyzed at the macro-level, based on policy documents. Second, the actions and perceptual cues of 

career development and international education professionals in Canada and Germany were documented 

through the online survey, allowing for an analysis at the sector level. Third, the individual sensemaking 

of higher education professionals – and traces of micro-macro interactions therein – were analyzed 

through field interviews at two higher education institutions. 

 

Step 1: Contour and Compare Environmental Expectations at the National and Subnational Level 

 This part of the empirical analysis seeks to find out what Canadian and German higher education 

institutions were expected to do to help retain international students after graduation. To do so, the policy 

documents underwent a qualitative content analysis. Although their specific policy statements cannot 

paint an objective empirical picture of each and every conceivable expectation, this analysis should be 

regarded as a proxy for not only the relevant state regulations, but also for salient normative expectations 

and taken-for-granted beliefs about (a) whether or not international students should be retained after 

graduation and (b) what role higher education institutions should play in this process (cp. Colyvas and 

Powell 2006; Maassen and Gornitzka 1999; Scott 1995; Orton 2000; Fiss and Hirsch 2005).  

Inside the documents, specific policy statements were selected for analysis whenever they 

implicitly or explicitly referred to the post-study retention of international students, their employment 

during and after their studies or their migration pathways. The selected statements encompassed single 

paragraphs and at times entire (sub)chapters in order to provide sufficient context for subsequent coding. 

All coding and category development and revisions were conducted with MAXQDA, a software 

designed for computer-assisted qualitative data analysis. 

 Tentative categories, category definitions, and selection criteria were derived inductively, given 

the lack of research on HEI-specific expectations when it comes to post-study retention. During trial 

coding and subsequent rounds of coding, the first set of inductive categories were revised and new 

inductive categories were added. Coding and category development were performed solely by the author 

himself. Inter-coder reliability checks were not conducted. Categories were modified during three 

rounds of coding before being clustered and interpreted (cp. Mayring 2000; Schreier 2012; Steigleder 

2008:188). Appendix 4, 5, 6, and 7 feature a complete list of the analyzed documents, including 

information on whether or not their selected policy statements referenced the post-study retention of 

international students and the role(s) that colleges, universities, UAS, and other higher education 

institutions were expected to play throughout the process (most documents did not differentiate by HEI 

type). This referencing by itself does yet not convey how explicit or implicit or how prescriptive or non-
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prescriptive these expectations were. This information can be found in the full write-up of empirical 

findings. 

Table 8 Qualitative Content Analysis 
Component of 
analysis Procedural details 

Coding and 
category 
development 

• Coding strategy: Coding of (1) all subsection of policy documents that 
deal with international students and graduates and their post-study 
retention, (2) all typed-up responses to open-ended online survey 
questions, (3) complete transcripts from field interviews 

• Trial coding: Yes 
• Inter-coder reliability check: No 
• Category development strategy: Inductive for policy documents and 

online survey and a combination of deductive (based on initial 
empirical findings) and inductive for field interviews; in either case 
until theoretical saturation 

• Category modification: Three times after trial coding 
Subsequent 
comparative 
analysis 

• Policy documents: Comparing national and subnational patterns of 
how governmental and non-governmental stakeholders (a) regarded 
international graduate retention and (b) ascribed responsibilities to 
higher education institutions during this process 

• Online survey: Comparing salient HEI practices and the reported 
rationales behind it 

• Field interviews: Comparing the individual and collective 
sensemaking (cues, frames, actions) of higher education professionals 
at one Ontario college and one Bavarian university of applied sciences, 
and traces of micro-macro interactions therein 

Source: Schreier (2014); adopted by author 

While the literature on qualitative research methods puts forward an array of analytical 

techniques, many can be subsumed under the umbrella of Philip Mayring’s (2000) qualitative content 

analysis (inhaltlich-strukturierende Inhaltsanalyse), which is also instrumental in this research. 

Although Mayring (2000), Schreier (2012), Kuckartz (2012), Steigleder (2008), Bryman (2012), and 

others to some extent disagree on the methodological details of initial category development (i.e., 

deductive; inductive; both) or category modification (i.e., never; once; continuously), these and other 

differences are not fundamental as they overwhelmingly pertain to implementation strategies (Schreier 

2014).103 Therefore, the analysis of policy documents – as well as all other qualitative analyses in this 

endeavor – are guided by the pre-defined steps in Table 8, which were derived from Margrit Schreier’s 

(2014) toolbox for qualitative content analysis. Rather than discussing the pros and cons of different 

approaches to qualitative content analysis, Schreier proposes the concept of a toolbox which synthesizes 

salient approaches into a number of analytical steps and options and encourages researchers to pre-

structure their analysis. 

 
103 In her 2014 methodological review, Margrit Schreier mentions one exception. She describes Jochen Gläser and 
Grit Laudel’s (2010) text extraction technique as different from the coding and category development procedures 
proposed by Philipp Mayring (2000), Sandra Steigleder (2008), Udo Kuckarzt (2012), and others. By extracting 
the most relevant text passages, Gläser and Laudel create a new document which differs from the original text. 
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Step 2: Compare Actions and Explanations within the Higher Education Sectors of Canada and 

Germany 

This step of the empirical analysis draws upon data from the online survey of career 

development and international education professionals, which the author conducted in Canada and 

Germany during the 2014/2015 academic year. The final dataset allows for an analysis of (reported) 

HEI practices to help international students stay and work in each country. Against the background of 

the macro-level expectations captured in Step 1, the practices reported by survey participants were 

aggregated and analyzed at the level of both higher education sectors (cp. Weick 1995:13; 1988:307; 

Brown et al. 2015:266). Primary emphasis was placed on whether or not, and to what extent, the 

practices within each sector were aligned with the expectations in their institutional environments. 

Although alignment itself does not establish a causal link, this step of the empirical analysis provides a 

richer contextual perspective for subsequent analyses. 

As the selected survey questions in Table 9 illustrate, practices which support the post-study 

retention of international students were referred to in more neutral and descriptive terms, such as “study-

to-work support”. This was done to prevent survey respondents from intentionally or unintentionally 

aligning their responses with the dominant discourses in Canadian and German society. By using a less 

political and more technical language, the questionnaire sought to provide more semantic room for 

respondents’ individual answers and especially their open-ended explanations, which were captured 

through their typed-up responses to the following survey question: Why does your higher education 

institution (not) offer study-to-work support services that are specifically designed for international 

students? 

Table 9 Selected Questions from Online Survey  
At your higher education institution, are there any study-to-work support services that are specifically designed 
for international students? 
How often does your higher education institution offer the following study-to-work support services specifically 
designed to meet the needs of international students? 

• Workshops and trainings on how to apply for a job 
• Information on the Canadian labour market 

… 
Who is offering these support services? 

• Career centre 
• International office 
• Faculties/departments 

… 
How often does your career centre collaborate with the following regional actors in order to actively support 
the study-to-work transition of international students? 

• Businesses  
• Economic development agencies 
• Settlement agencies 

… 
Notes: Questions were taken from the English version of the questionnaire. For all questions see Appendix 2. 
Source: Online survey 2015 
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Despite the survey’s considerable response rate, the sample size remains rather small for 

statistical work. Hence, the quantitative analysis of ordinal and interval data collected through the close-

ended survey questions was almost exclusively descriptive. For the sake of transparency, percentage 

shares are presented with one decimal, albeit only in data tables. In all written texts, all decimals are 

omitted and shares are rounded to the nearest full number so as to not suggest a level of accuracy that 

the survey sample cannot fulfill. Basic statistical operations such as frequency distributions, cross-

tabulations, goodness-of-fit tests (especially chi-square) were employed with the statistical software 

package SPSS. Open-ended questions were analyzed qualitatively according to the procedural details in 

Table 8. The categories derived from the analysis are depicted in Table 19 and Table 21 in Chapter 4.2. 

Since the online survey cannot provide more than a first glimpse at the sensemaking of individuals, the 

interviews at one Ontario college and one Bavarian UAS were analyzed more in-depth in Step 3. 

 

Step 3: Compare the Sensemaking of Higher Education Professionals in an Ontario College and a 

Bavarian UAS 

The third and final step takes us to the micro-level. In order to improve our empirical 

understanding of how individual and collective sensemaking – in order words, perceptual cues, cognitive 

frames, and concrete actions – were informed by institutionalized environmental expectations, 

interviews were recorded, fully transcribed, and analyzed qualitatively following the procedural details 

in Table 8. The qualitative content analysis of the interview transcripts focused on identifying not only 

how the two HEIs’ career service departments supported the post-study retention of international 

students, but especially how staff members made sense of these support practices, both individually and 

collectively. Therefore, the coding and category development focused on detecting 

• Collective actions (i.e., the reported practices of the career service department) 

• Individual and collectively shared cues (taken to explain the reported actions) 

• Individual and collectively shared cognitive frames (invoked when explaining said actions) 

Since sensemaking is a continuous process which takes place within, but also between individuals, 

a single site visit does not allow for a full-fledged ethnographic observation of how individual and 

collective sensemaking progresses over time. Therefore, the interviews merely aimed to retrospectively 

reconstruct the most important jolts which according to the interviewees had led to the observed and 

reported practices. To detect these, the interview guide included phrases such as “Tell me about a time 

that you felt that you should tailor more services to the needs of international students”, which was 

posed later in the interview whenever interviewees had already confirmed that the career service 

department was indeed tailoring selected services. 

Coding and category development were both deductive and inductive. Deductive categories were 

initially derived from the preceding empirical findings, before being revised and complemented by new 

inductive categories. This combination of deductive and inductive coding cut both ways as it allowed 
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for an incorporation of previous knowledge while remaining sufficiently open to new aspects that had 

not yet come up during the research. After three rounds of coding, cues were clustered and interpreted. 

First, for each interviewee individually and then, in a second step, for all staff members by assessing 

which cues were shared by many or all interviewees (cp. Kruse 2014:249). During this process, the 

codings associated with these cues were re-assessed for cognitive frames which interviewees 

individually and collectively invoked to interpret their environment in and outside of the HEI. As a final 

step, the empirical analysis compared the extent to which the sensemaking of the interviewees was 

aligned with the previously documented institutionalized expectations in their environment. 

The following presentation of empirical findings features selected quotations and translations 

(German to English). The content of quotations and translations remains unchanged. However, for ease 

of reading, quotations have been lightly edited for grammar, brevity, and contextual information, the 

latter of which were added in square brackets. Correspondingly, deletions and editorial changes have 

been realized by using “[…]” as a placeholder. Translations were created by the author and subsequently 

proofread by an English native speaker with fluency in German. 
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4. Empirical Findings: International Graduate Retention 

Building on the findings from the research literature, this chapter begins by specifying the extent 

to which Canadian and German higher education institutions were expected to support the post-study 

retention of international students (Chapter 4.1). The chapter then turns to the higher education sector 

in each county. Based on survey data from more than 200 higher education institutions, the analysis 

sheds light on country-specific patterns of how career development and international education 

professionals reported to support the post-study retention of international students in different 

environmental settings (Chapter 4.2). Finally, in order to further explore the HEI-environment 

interactions which underlied the observed sector level practices, the third part of the empirical analysis 

applies a micro lens and compares how higher education professionals at one Ontario college and one 

Bavarian university of applied sciences made sense of their own actions and the expectations around 

them (Chapter 4.3). Findings from the research literature are referenced throughout to provide additional 

context and to identify connections between the broader societal expectations and the empirical results 

at hand. 

 

4.1 What are Canadian and German Higher Education Institutions Expected to Do? 

Unlike the preceding literature review, this chapter does not aim to capture how expectations 

have evolved over several decades. Instead, the analysis zeros in on the years 2010 to 2019 and contours 

how international graduate retention was regarded during this decade outside of the formal boundaries 

of higher education institutions.104 The (still) small but growing body of literature on the study-migration 

pathway points towards a growing political willingness on behalf of host societies to retain international 

students after graduation, not only in Canada and Germany, but also in other highly-industrialized 

countries (see for example Suter and Jandl 2006; SVR Research Unit and MPG 2011; Sá and Sabzalieva 

2018; Geddie 2018; Riaño et al. 2017; Hawthorne 2008). These national ambitions have also been 

promoted by international and supranational organizations such as the OECD and the European Union. 

While the OECD has continuously alerted its international audience to the potential economic gains of 

a more internationalized student body and workforce (OECD 2003; 2008; 2010; 2011; 2014), the 

European Union has used its regulatory and financial powers to encourage international graduate 

retention in member states. Apart from directing the latter to introduce and reform their own post-study 

 
104 By the time this investigation was finalized, a historical analysis of dominant political discourses around higher 
education internationalization and its nexus to economic migration was led by researchers at York University in 
Toronto. Their project “International Students are ‘Ideal’ Immigrants: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Study-
Migration Pathways” compared the origins of pro-retention policies in Australia, Canada, and Germany and was 
supported by researchers in the three countries, including the author of this monograph. The following empirical 
analysis does not feature any findings from the three-country comparison, which was still ongoing by the end of 
this research endeavor.  
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residence and work schemes for international graduates,105 the EU has funded a series of designated 

policy papers such as the ones published by the European Migration Network (2013; 2019), along with 

a number of labour market integration pilots, including but by no means limited to international 

graduates. Many of these pilot projects were co-financed through the European Social Fund (ESF). 

During its 2014–2020 funding period, the ESF (re)allocated around EUR 10 billion (around CAD 15 

billion) annually to EU member states in order to foster more inclusive local, regional, and national 

labour markets. A small share of these projects also benefitted international students and graduates (EC 

2021). While these and other efforts tangentially touched upon the research at hand, only a handful of 

international and supranational policies and practices were explicitly focused on post-study retention. 

That is why the following analysis will place primary emphasis on the national and subnational 

environmental contexts. For the purpose of this study, the subnational environment is approximated by 

an in-depth investigation into two jurisdictions which are often referred to as the economic powerhouses 

of Canada and Germany and as such, denote two popular destinations for higher education graduates, 

i.e., the Province of Ontario and the Federal State of Bavaria. 

Ontario is Canada’s most populated province at over 14 million (close to 40% of the total 

population) and by far the largest contributor to Canada’s gross domestic product (GDP). In the 2010s, 

the service-producing sector (retail trade, financial services etc.) employed four fifth of the Province’s 

workers as about half of Ontario’s GDP was generated by the export of goods and services, especially 

to the neighboring United States (Ontario Chamber of Commerce 2018:23). During this time, the 

Ontario labour market benefitted greatly from the inter-provincial mobility of skilled professionals 

(Saunders 2018:4; Gomme et al. 2019:6f.). Ontario was and is also a prime destination for temporary 

migrants and permanent immigrants. By the late 2010s, close to 30% of Ontarians were born abroad, 

compared to 22% nationally (Statistics Canada 2017). Among them were 166,989 international students 

(2019) whose number had almost doubled in five years. Close to one in two international students in all 

of Canada were enrolled at an Ontario college or university, most often in and around the Greater 

Toronto Area (Statistics Canada 2020b). Across the Atlantic in Germany, the Federal State of Bavaria 

enjoyed a similar degree of economic success during this decade. The export-oriented industries in 

Germany’s second most populous state (12.9 million in 2019) maintained close links to the European 

and global economy, especially in the automotive, electrical engineering, and food industries. Most jobs, 

however, were also recorded in the service sector, including trade and commerce and information and 

communication technology. By the mid-2010s, knowledge and research-intensive jobs were expected 

to experience further growth, necessitating an increase in higher education graduates to occupy these 

positions (Bavarian Industry Association 2015:79f.). At the time, the Bavarian labour market already 

ranked among the top destinations for graduates within Germany. Although their inter-state mobility is 

 
105 These regulatory changes were primarily achieved via the EC Council directives on students (2004/114/EC) 
and highly-skilled professionals (2009/50/EC) as well as the more recent directive on students and researchers (EU 
2016/801). 
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difficult to measure, student intentions indicate that during the first half of the 2010s, Bavaria welcomed 

an additional 17 to 23 graduates from other federal states for every 100 of its ‘homegrown’ higher 

education leavers (Studitemps 2015:50).106 Bavaria’s popularity among the highly-educated also 

extended to international students and graduates. By 2019, one in every seven international students in 

Germany was studying in Bavaria. At a total of 42,791, Bavaria recorded the second biggest five-year 

increase in international students among all federal states at +58% (DZHW and DAAD 2020:43). Their 

presence in and outside of higher education contributed to the growing diversity in Bavarian society. By 

2019, 26% of the population was either born abroad or had parents who previously migrated to Germany, 

about the same percentage as in Germany overall (Federal Statistical Office 2020b:36) 

The analysis of the relevant environment for HEIs encompasses influential audiences at the 

national level, such as government agencies, employer and industry associations, and student 

organizations, as well as their subnational equivalents in Ontario and Bavaria. Along with the 

expectations and intentions voiced by international students themselves, these organization and their 

official, published opinions were captured and compared as evidence of environment-spanning rules, 

norms, and beliefs around post-study retention. In total, the research identified and analyzed official 

policy statements in 189 policy documents (Table 10).  

Table 10 Analyzed Policy Documents in Canada and Germany 
Publisher  
(by sector) 

Canada 
(federal) 

Province of 
Ontario 

Germany 
(federal) 

Federal State 
of Bavaria 

Total 
 

Government 15 52 14 37 118 
Think tank and 
expert groups 

3 3 7 1 14 

Industry 3 4 1 3 11 
Higher 
education  

15 12 12 4 43 

Civil society 1 2 0 0 3 
Total 37 73 34 45 189 

Notes: Document counts for Ontario and Bavaria include 71 performance agreements between the provincial and Länder 
governments and public higher education institutions. International and supranational policy documents and regulations were 
not included in the counts. Documents issued by higher education sector organizations include those published by student 
associations. A complete list of documents is included in Appendix 4, 5, 6, and 7. 
Source: Document analysis 2020  

The policy documents comprised press releases, websites, information brochures, contractual 

agreements, and regulations among others and underwent a qualitative content analysis. In addition to 

identifying salient policy statements within these documents and coding them as pro or anti-retention, 

the policy documents were analyzed for whether or not, or rather how higher education institutions were 

expected to contribute to retention goals. The very mentioning of said expectations is documented by 

 
106 Data were sourced from a biannual survey conducted among the student customers of Studitemps, one of 
Germany’s largest staffing and talent recruiting companies. Between 2012 and 2015, more than 20,000 students 
participated in each of the surveys. 
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the check marks in Appendix 4, 5, 6, and 7.107 The results from the content analysis of the original text 

behind these check marks are documented in the following chapter. Since the research literature on post-

study retention and especially the corresponding expectations for HEIs continues to be rather scarce, the 

coding of policy documents was carried out inductively. For more information on the selection of policy 

documents, the identification of the policy statements therein, and the coding process see Chapter 3.2. 

Chapter 4.1.1 lays out the empirical findings for Canada and the Province of Ontario. Chapter 

4.1.2 presents the results for Germany and Federal State of Bavaria. Chapter 4.1.3 summarizes and 

preliminarily discusses the Canadian and German results against the background of the broader societal 

expectations identified by the preceding literature review.  

 

4.1.1 Canada  

 In the first two decades of the 21st century, federal policy-makers in Canada pushed for a 

considerable expansion of the work and residency rights of international students and graduates, a 

majority of whom were interested in staying in Canada long-term (Esses et al. 2018:4–6). The expansion 

was part of a larger paradigm shift in Canada’s management of economic migration, i.e., away from her 

former nation building practices of attracting foreign professionals as permanent settlers and more 

towards encouraging candidates to first gain Canadian work experience (cp. Chapter 2.2.1). But the 

policy changes were more evolutionary than revolutionary. At first, international students could only 

work off campus if they obtained an additional work or co-op permit after commencing their studies in 

Canada. From 2014, some study permits dropped this requirement, whereas others still asked for 

additional paperwork, which was often filed by colleges and universities on behalf of their international 

students (Government of Canada 2019).  

For international graduates, there had been some prior attempts to allow for extended periods of 

post-study work in Canada, but it was not until the 2008 introduction of a designated immigration 

pathway that international student policies began to noticeably align with Canada’s immigration 

policies. The Canadian Experience Class (CEC) immigration stream effectively provided those who 

completed a study program in Canada with a clear path to permanent residence (cp. Trilokekar and El-

Masri 2019:32–37). Canada’s national immigration laws of the 2010s gave international graduates up 

to 36 months to improve their English or French language skills (should they need to) and to obtain a 

job offer as well as one year of skilled work experience in Canada, all which were necessary in order to 

apply for the new expedited path to permanent residency through the CEC. In 2015, an additional layer 

of scrutiny was added in the shape of a new application management system, Express Entry. Now, 

international graduates were no longer being selected solely based on their individual qualifications, but 

also on how high they ranked against all other applicants for permanent residency. The rank-order was 

generated based on applicants’ human capital characteristics, including their age, education, language 

 
107 Policy documents are not double-listed in the bibliography. 
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skills, and work experience. In order to make the cut, international graduates had to have a Canadian 

educational credential, ideally a Bachelor’s degree or higher, and Canadian work experience, they also 

had to show a good command of English or French and in many cases an offer for continued skilled 

employment. By ranking international graduates against other candidates, Express Entry was meant to 

ensure that the selection of long-term immigrants would meet Canada’s labour market needs, again 

echoing Canadian policy-makers’ increasingly favorable view of two-step migration (cp. Chapter 2.2.1). 

For Canadian colleges and universities, these regulatory reforms presented an important change, 

albeit one that came with a set of vague expectations. Vague because neither the Canadian Experience 

Class immigration stream, nor the Express Entry system specified the roles that higher education 

institutions should (not) play in the post-study retention of international students. While the by and large 

immigration-friendly policies could be interpreted as a ‘green light’ for greater collegiate involvement 

in the transition from student to economic migrant and permanent resident, the 2011 passing of the 

federal immigration counselling Bill C-35 sent a more ambivalent message: On the one hand, the Bill’s 

changes to the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act acknowledged the reality that numerous 

colleges and universities were already advising international students and graduates on immigration 

matters. On the other hand, it ruled that higher education professionals were no longer permitted to give 

such advice unless they went through up to 500 hours of training to became certified by the Immigration 

Consultants of Canada Regulatory Council (ICCRC) (cp. Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:35; El-Masri 

2019:22). Beyond the Bill, HEIs were also required to take on some responsibilities in migration 

monitoring, i.e., informing federal authorities about the enrolment status of every international students 

at least twice per year in order to avoid immigration fraud through falsely obtained permits, e.g., by 

persons suspected of using their student visa to come to Canada without the intent of entering a study 

program.108 These ambivalent signals could also be found at the provincial level in Ontario, as the 

following findings illustrate.  

 

National level: International Graduate Retention Widely Supported, But Role of Colleges and 

Universities Largely Unclear  

Many of the analyzed policy documents issued by governmental and non-governmental 

organizations revolved around existing or proposed national legislation, such as the aforementioned 

Express Entry rules. Although prior to the year 2010, a number of higher education and business 

organizations and expert committees had already acknowledged international students as a pool of future 

 
108 Every spring and fall, Canada’s immigration authority IRCC sent a compliance report request to HEIs, giving 
them 60 days to verify and update international students’ enrolment statuses via a designated online portal. In 
addition, colleges and universities periodically received IRCC requests for ad-hoc verification which had to be 
completed within ten days (Government of Canada 2019). Some observers regard this kind of monitoring as a 
future role for HEIs in other countries, too (Li 2020:300f.). In Germany, however, this was not yet the case 
(Chapter 4.1.2).  
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economic immigrants (e.g., AUCC 2001; ACCC 2004; CBIE 2007; CFS 2008; Competition Review 

Panel 2008), the vast majority of policy statements were published thereafter. 

The qualitative content analysis of 37 policy documents at the national level confirms that during 

the 2010s, Canada’s federal government became a stronger advocate for keeping more international 

graduates in the country. Apart from the aforementioned legislative changes, several federal government 

agencies issued or commissioned reports which promoted the post-study retention of international 

students in Canada and published guides for employers on how to tap into the sizable talent pool (see 

for example Advisory Panel 2012; Advisory Council on Economic Growth 2016; CIC 2015; IRCC 

2016; 2017). In 2015, Citizenship and Immigration Canada109 went as far as stating that the long-term 

settlement of international graduates in Canada was the “ultimate outcome” of its involvement with 

higher education internationalization and a strategic contribution to strengthening the Canadian 

economy (CIC 2015:47). The federal government’s official international education strategy echoed this 

sentiment and emphasized Canada’s (economic) motivation to turn international students into long-term 

economic immigrants. The first installment of the strategy (2014–2019) was implemented under the 

leadership of the Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development (DFATD) and called for the 

number of international students to double by 2022 as well as for retaining more of them in the Canadian 

labour market. According to DFATD (2014), doing so would “help secure Canada’s long-term 

prosperity and economic success” (ibid:4). The government’s updated 2019–2024 strategy signalled an 

even greater interest in post-study retention as it was signed by the three federal ministers in charge of 

foreign affairs, labour, and immigration (GAC et al. 2019). The strategy explicitly reinforced the 

importance of retaining international students after graduation, as the following excerpts from two of 

the three ministers’ introductory messages illustrate: 

“International education is an essential pillar of Canada’s long-term competitiveness. Canadians 
who study abroad gain exposure to new cultures and ideas, stimulating innovation and 
developing important cross-cultural competencies. Students from abroad who study in Canada 
bring those same benefits to our shores. If they choose to immigrate to Canada, they contribute 
to Canada’s economic success. […] In 2018, international students in Canada contributed an 
estimated $21.6 billion to Canada’s GDP [Gross Domestic Product] and supported almost 
170,000 jobs for Canada’s middle class.”  

(Gordon Carr, Minister of International Trade Diversification) 
 
“As most international students are young, have Canadian educational qualifications and in-
demand labour skills, and are proficient in one of our official languages, they are often ideal 
candidates for permanent residency. In fact, nearly 54,000 former students became permanent 
residents in Canada in 2018.”  

(Ahmed Hussen, Minister of Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship) 

This emphasis on economic gains was evident in most of the policy statements by government 

agencies (e.g., DFATD 2014:12; CIC 2010; The Council of the Federation 2011:14), expert panels (e.g., 

 
109 Later in 2015, Citizenship and Immigration Canada changed was renamed Immigration, Refugees and 
Citizenship Canada (IRCC). 
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Advisory Council on Economic Growth 2016; Advisory Panel on Canada’s International Education 

Strategy 2012), and in reports commissioned by the federal government. However, it was hardly 

something that first occurred in the 2010s. For decades, Canada’s foreign policy had been guided by 

trade interests. Throughout the course of these developments, the education of international students had 

become a multi-billion-dollar industry (Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:30–33; Viczko and Tascón 

2016:3). As a case in point, the “Economic Impact of International Education in Canada” series by 

Roslyn Kunin and Associates (2009; 2012; 2016; 2018), which was commissioned by the federal 

government, proved to be very influential in Canada’s national and regional debates around higher 

education internationalization (cp. El-Masri 2019:128–130). With the popularity of post-study retention 

increasing further, a new element entered the Canadian political debate during the 2010s, as the two 

quotes above illustrate. Governmental stakeholders were gradually shifting their focus beyond the 

21.6 billion dollars in annual revenue (around EUR 15 billion) and more towards the economic and 

demographic benefits associated with retaining international graduates as permanent residents and 

contributors to the Canadian economy. In order to succeed against “traditional competitors (e.g., 

Australia, France, Germany, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, the United States) and emerging ones 

(e.g., China, Malaysia),” the federal strategy set out to “attract top talent” through the study-migration 

pathway (GAC et al. 2019). College and university representatives, some of whom were included in the 

drafting of the strategy, were at least implicitly encouraged to capitalize on the governments’ marketing 

efforts and the changes proposed for immigration policies (cp. El-Masri 2019; Viczko and Tascón 2016). 

As the policy documents show, this emphasis on economic gains was not only adopted by 

government officials in Ottawa, but also by a wide range of influential non-governmental organizations 

and expert groups across Canada. Higher education interest groups such as the former Association of 

Universities and Colleges of Canada (AUCC) and Association of Canadian Community Colleges 

(ACCC)110 – both of whom were among the early advocates for an international-student-specific, CEC-

like permanent residence program (AUCC 2001:3; ACCC 2004:2) – continued to urge the government 

to review and further liberalize immigration laws, not least in order to attract more fee-paying 

international students to come to Canada (Universities Canada 2016:6; Colleges and Institutes Canada 

2019:5). Similarly, the Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE) – historically a champion 

for Canada’s internationalization activities – also showed strong support for easing legal restrictions on 

international students’ post-study employment and immigration. CBIE’s research studies, its annual 

“A World of Learning” reports, and the policy statements that the Bureau submitted during 

governmental budget consultations and House of Commons hearings were exclusively in favor of 

retaining international students after graduation, calling them “ideal immigrants” and emphasizing that 

“Canada’s immigration policies are attractive to international students and are one of the key 

considerations when deciding where to pursue future education” (CBIE 2016:20; 2007:5; 2013:3). 

 
110 In 2015, AUCC was renamed as Universities Canada. One year earlier, ACCC re-branded itself as Colleges 
and Institutes Canada (CICan). 
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Although these organizations did not necessarily speak for the entirety of Canadian colleges and 

universities, their constant engagement of their member HEIs across the country serve as an indication 

of the widespread pro-retention views within the sector. Similar to the government statements above, 

the analyzed publications by the sector also stressed the economic gains associated with international 

students and were published at a time during which provincial per-student funding was in decline and 

the fee revenues generated from educating international students rose by more than 200%. By 

comparison, revenues from domestic students recorded a plus of around 30%, thus increasing the 

sector’s financial reliance on money from outside of Canada (Usher 2019a:11; Beach and Milne 

2019:10f.).  

The sector’s pro-retention stance could also be observed among career development 

professionals in and outside of higher education institutions who were represented by the Canadian 

Association of Career Educators and Employers (CACEE) and the Counselling Foundation of Canada, 

among others. Both organizations devoted conference sessions, webinars, and magazine articles to the 

benefits and obstacles associated with the post-study employment of international students (e.g., 

CACEE 2014:11; 2016; CERIC 2017). For example, the Winter 2017 issue of “Careering” magazine, a 

resource for career development professionals across Canada, was entirely devoted to the topic of 

counselling international students and other newcomers. Articles such as “From Book Bags to Briefcase: 

International Student Transition to Employment in Canada” (Browne and Knutson 2017) and “How can 

Career Professionals Ensure International Students’ Career Success?” (Ciccocioppo and Gonzalez 2017) 

were distributed among the national readership of over 20,000 career development professionals. Given 

the highly decentralized and fragmented nature of career counselling and employment services in 

Canada, not all of the magazine recipients worked in the career service departments of colleges and 

universities, but also in provincial employment agencies, economic development agencies, and civil 

society organizations such as community and Indigenous organizations and settlement services 

agencies.111 

Students too were trying to make their voices heard. Canada’s major student organizations, 

the Canadian Federation of Students (CFS) and the Canadian Alliance of Student Associations (CASA), 

were also in favor of providing international students with more opportunities to stay and work in 

Canada after graduation. After welcoming the extension of their post-study work rights during the mid- 

to late-2000s (CFS 2008), both student organizations continued to advocate for allowing international 

students to gain even more work experience during and after their studies and for easing their path to 

 
111 For a good part of the 20th century, the federal government played a leading role in the design and delivery of 
career counselling services. Before devolving its operational responsibility to the provinces and territories between 
1996 and 2010, the federal government operated over 500 employment offices. Many provinces have since opted 
for a partnership or outsourcing model and have relied heavily on thousands of third-party providers. Some 
provinces such as Ontario and Saskatchewan provide additional funding to their colleges and other higher 
education institutions for offering labor market trainings, credential recognition, and other employment services, 
not only to enrolled students, but sometimes to members of their communities. This far-reaching decentralization, 
has been (at least in part) intended to better tailor employment services to local needs (Wood 2010; Powers 2017). 
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permanent residency, for example by “combining the Off-Campus Work Permit and Post-Graduation 

Work Permit into the Study Permit” (CFS 2013). These and other policy measures were being hailed 

for allowing Canada to remain “a country of choice” (ibid) since many international students “want[ed] 

to continue living and working in Canada” (CASA 2018:16). This notion was echoed by international 

students themselves: 51% of the 3,424 international students who in 2015 were surveyed about their 

plans after graduation said they intended to apply for permanent residency and 61% planned to work in 

Canada after graduation. Students from African and Asian countries were particularly interested in 

staying and working in Canada (Esses et al. 2018:4–6). This widespread intention was also reflected in 

the growing number of participants in Canada’s Post-Graduation Work Permit program, which started 

with just over 15,000 permit holders in 2008. Five years later, the number had quadrupled to 60,540 

(2013), before nearly doubling again four years later (2017: 113,695) (Statistics Canada 2019c). Despite 

this uptake, many international students and graduates experienced significant difficulties in finding 

adequate employment, not least due to the hesitation of Canadian employers, many of whom continued 

to cite insufficient English and/or French language skills, a lack of Canadian work experience, and 

burdensome paperwork as reasons for not hiring (Arthur and Flynn 2011; Ciccocioppo and Gonzales 

2017; Woodend and Arthur 2018). IRCC research confirms that international students’ transition to full-

time employment was often slow. However, in the end, 70% of PGWP holders were found to transition 

to permanent residency (IRCC 2018:7) and over time achieved a median income that was comparable 

to that of Canadian graduates (Frenette et al. 2019:18).112 

Despite many international graduates’ economic success, Canada’s business community 

remained rather cautious in its support for post-study retention. In principle, retaining international 

students as economic immigrants was seen a helpful contribution to fighting perceived, recorded, and 

projected labour shortages. However, retaining them in Canada was rarely regarded as an automatic win 

for the Canadian economy. During the 2010s, several research studies found that at the level of 

individual Canadian employers, concerns about the language skills of international graduates, their 

willingness to stay in Canada long-term, and the bureaucratic hurdles associated with employing them 

curved employers’ enthusiasm for hiring (Trilokekar et al. 2016:21–32; Arthur and Flynn 2013:33f.; 

Scott et al. 2015:9–14). These concerns at the micro level were also reflected in the analyzed policy 

statements, which generally echoed support for international graduate retention, albeit with a more 

indirect, cautious, and at times warning tone:  

 
112 A big data analysis of 2011–2016 income tax returns of the members of the 2010 graduating class from 
Canada’s publicly-funded colleges and universities showed that by 2016, international graduates were earning an 
average of CAD 59,890, compared to CAD 58,704 among Canadian graduates (around EUR 39,000 respectively). 
However, much of this result was driven by the fact that former international students were more likely to have 
completed a graduate program in a more high-paying area of study, such as business or STEM. When taking this 
into account, Canadian graduates were earning slightly higher salaries (Frenette et al. 2019:17f.). These results 
were confirmed by a second Statistics Canada analysis which linked international graduates’ lower earnings to 
their lack of Canadian work experience prior to and during their studies (Choi et al. 2021). 
 



112 
 

“A key issue is that international students do not tend to stay in Canada after their studies and 
hence do not employ their Canadian-acquired skills in Canada. To some extent, this is a result 
of the kinds of students who are attracted through the high-tuition/residential-learning model 
favoured by PSEs [post-secondary education institutions]. Still, there remains a significant gap 
between the number of international students saying they want to stay in Canada and the number 
who gain permanent residence status.” (Conference Board of Canada 2016:53) 

Despite the quotation’s criticism of colleges and universities for attracting the “kinds of 

students” that were seen as unwilling or incapable of working in Canada post-graduation, the author did 

not specify what the ‘right’ kinds of students would look like and how many of them should stay. 

Although noteworthy in its open criticism, the above quote’s general vagueness was not unique to the 

Conference Board as it was also found in other private sector commentary on international graduate 

retention (Canadian Chamber of Commerce 2016:21; Canadian Council of Chief Executives 2015:24). 

Next to the public and private sector and higher education interest groups, support for 

international graduate retention also came from a number of civil society organizations, especially those 

within Canada’s sizable settlement sector, which traditionally had only assisted permanent residents 

with immigration, employment, and adjustment to life in Canada. In the early to mid-2010s however, 

the sector began to discover international students and other temporary residents as an important target 

group for its immigration assistance and labour market services (cp. CISSA-ACSEI 2015:21; Pathways 

to Prosperity 2020:2; Ontario’s Expert Roundtable on Immigration 2012:36f.). By partnering with 

colleges and universities and reaching out to international students directly, a number of settlement 

service providers felt encouraged to explore new ways in which to support this target group, especially 

given their perceived status as “immigrants in waiting” (ibid). 

Summing up the expectations held at the national level, the policy analysis – in agreement with 

the research literature – points towards a Canada-wide cross-sectoral support for retaining international 

students as permanent residents in order to benefit the Canadian labour market and society at large. In 

the policy documents, these economic and societal gains were mentioned with reference to Canada’s 

“immigration imperative” (Advisory Council on Economic Growth 2016:4) and the country’s tradition 

as a settler society which had historically relied on newcomers to contribute to economic and population 

growth. This belief in immigration going hand in hand with economic prosperity and demographic 

stability has been widely held since Canada’s confederation in 1867 (see Chapter 2.2.1). It is also 

reflected in the following quotations, which describe international students as a source of skilled workers 

and as future citizens and as members of their communities – some of which were already facing a 

demographic decline: 

“The economic benefits of recruiting foreign students to study in Canada go beyond their 
immediate impact in terms of spending and jobs. Like others in the global landscape, Canada is 
facing acute demographic pressures as its population ages and baby boomers retire. The 
demands on the country’s social infrastructure that these changes imply will put pressure on 
government bottom lines. In addition to improving access and outcomes for domestic students, 
part of the solution lies in increasing the number of foreign students studying in Canada, 
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encouraging some of them to stay, and facilitating their immigration.” (The Council of the 
Federation 2011:14) 
 
“The benefits to Canada from increasing immigration are many. In addition to the demographic 
impact of making elderly benefits more sustainable by sharing elderly benefit and healthcare 
costs across a larger base of working-age residents, an increased immigrant population has 
positive implications for business and job creation for Canadians through entrepreneurship and 
innovation, international trade, and if done right, can raise living standards for all Canadians.” 
(Advisory Council on Economic Growth 2016:4) 
 
“The current federal government’s platform during the 2015 election promised to ‘make it easier 
for international students and other temporary residents to become Canadian citizens…’ 
Following the election, the Liberal government’s then Minister of Immigration, Refugees and 
Citizenship, John McCallum, described international students as ‘the cream of the crop, in terms 
of potential future Canadians.’” [emphasis in the original] (CASA 2018:4) 
 
“Even where they align, different aspects of internationalization [of higher education] are 
emphasized. Underpinning the variations are different motivations and rationales. In Canada, 
they include: […] To attract students who will then stay in Canada as new skilled, intelligent, 
and hard-working immigrants, and who will adapt and acclimatize quickly because part of their 
education is here. Hence, to enhance the talent pool and help to fill the labour force gap caused 
by the declining domestic youth population.” (CBIE 2011:3) 

The demographic and economic gains for Canada were at the forefront of these and other policy 

statements. Contrastingly, the societal ramifications for the countries from which the sought-after 

students originated were by and large omitted. In that way, the analyzed policy statements can be 

described as echoing the “‘nationalistic’ or ‘parochial’ thinking” [emphasis in the original] (Trilokekar 

and El-Masri 2019:31) which had informed the Canadian government’s previous shift towards a more 

trade-driven foreign policy; a shift which has also been described as involving international education 

(ibid). 

 While the document analysis reveals an almost universal environmental support for international 

graduate retention at the national level, policy statements were much less clear when it came to whether 

or not and especially how higher education institutions should support this shared objective. Federal 

government documents, in particular, proved to be noticeably vague and in that way, reflective of the 

historical lack of federal responsibility for higher education113 (Shanahan et al. 2015:17–18; Tudiver 

1999:13–14). One exception was the aforementioned change to Section 91 of Canada’s Immigration and 

Refugee Protection Act, which imposed restrictions on the kind of immigration advice that college and 

university staff were permitted to give to their international students (see below quotes for details). 

Although affected by the regulation, higher education institutions were not the prime target of this 

broader reform which sought to weed out fraudulent practices by immigration counsellors and agencies 

 
113 This is despite the fact that since the late 2000s, Canada’s federal government has increased its say on matters 
of international education marketing on the basis of its responsibility for foreign and international trade policies 
(Trilokekar and El-Masri 2019:36). 
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more widely, and mostly outside of higher education (Quan 2016). Canada’s national debate around 

these restrictions continued throughout the 2010s, both within the higher education sector (often led by 

HEIs themselves) and in the private and settlement sectors. A number of policy statements from this 

time reveal an expectation for colleges and universities to play a more active role in the transition of 

international students to economic immigrants: 

“[…] post-secondary education employees are all required to attain certification from the 
Immigration Consultants of Canada Regulatory Council (ICCRC) before advising or assisting 
international students on immigration matters. ‘students come in every day to ask for advice for 
their Post-graduate Work Permits, but staff members cannot help them if they are not certified,’ 
says Ness, who would favour an easier step for his staff to be regulated than the new system.” 
[emphasis in the original] (Canadian Chamber of Commerce 2016:21–22) 
 
“In 2013, International Student Advisers (ISAs) at educational institutions across Canada 
experienced significant changes to their ability to provide immigration advising to international 
students at their institutions in light of Section 91 of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act 
(IRPA) which restricted the provision of immigration advice for consideration to a regulated 
immigration consultant, lawyer or member of a limited number of other professions. Citizenship 
and Immigration Canada (CIC), now Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC), 
designated the Immigration Consultants of Canada Regulatory Council (ICCRC) as the body 
responsible for regulating immigration consultants in Canada. The work of immigration 
consultants and ISAs differs significantly in the scope of advising performed. Unlike immigration 
consultants, ISAs provide a number of support services for international students in an 
intercultural context. However, immigration advising is a key component of ISAs’ advising 
portfolio enabling them to support students to integrate successfully to Canadian academic and 
social culture. From November 2013 to June 2014, CBIE and the Canadian Consortium for 
International Education (CCIE) urged IRCC to review the matter of immigration advising by ISAs 
in view of the critical impact of this work on the services provided by educational institutions to 
international students. As a result, in the fall of 2014, ICCRC announced that it would develop a 
new designation, later entitled Regulated International Student Immigration Adviser (RISIA). 
Over several months following, CBIE and CCIE members provided substantial input to ICCRC 
in the design of the RISIA designation. Following discussions with ICCRC, CBIE agreed to 
develop a RISIA education program, accredited by ICCRC in March 2016, which will prepare 
ISAs for the RISIA entry-to-practice exam of ICCRC.” (CBIE 2019:3–4) 

The second quote serves as an example for the Canadian higher education sector’s involvement 

in the policy process. In this instance, by creating a new sector-specific credential for the immigration 

counselling activities of higher education professionals. In these and other advocacy efforts, the 

Canadian Bureau for International Education stressed that many of its member HEIs had been providing 

immigration help for several years (see also CBIE 2007; 2015). This notion was also echoed by the 

Bureau’s standing Immigration Advisory Committee which consists of ten to 15 international education 

professionals from around the country who volunteer their time to contribute to national policy debates 

around international education and immigration, including the immigration counselling credentials 

mentioned in the quote above. In 2019, the Committee argued that credential holders should be 

authorized to also advise international students on work permits, both during and after their studies, and 

asserted that a failure to do so “could result in potential challenges to recruiting and retaining 

international students in Canada” (CBIE IAC 2019:2). These and other policy statements by the 
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Committee were indicative of a pro-retention stance within parts of Canada’s higher education sector. 

If and to what extent these and other lobbying efforts were part of a larger professionalization trend 

among international education professionals, and correspondingly, career development professionals via 

their CACEE-facilitated efforts, requires a designated investigation since these and other networks are 

but one aspect of the multifaceted professionalization processes among higher education personnel 

(Kehm et al. 2010; Blümel et al. 2010). 

Overall, though, when it came to HEIs’ role in the immigration process, most policy statements 

proved to be omissive. Influential audiences at the national level, especially the state, did not explicitly 

expect, let alone prescribe, what Canada’s colleges and universities should or should not do. This degree 

of silence is noteworthy given the almost universal support for post-study retention and the considerable 

body of knowledge about the hurdles that made it harder for international students to enter the Canadian 

labour market during and after their studies, especially those hardships that went beyond having the 

necessary permits. These included a lack of experience with Canadian institutions and processes, 

insufficient English and/or French language skills, a lack of work experience in Canada, problems with 

the recognition of previous educational credentials as well as hesitant employers (Arthur and Flynn 

2011; Ciccocioppo and Martha 2017; Woodend and Arthur 2018; Choi et al. 2021). These and other 

research studies notwithstanding, the analyzed policy documents did not go beyond stating the work 

that was already happening in HEIs’ international offices and career service departments, such as 

additional help with writing a Canadian-style application (CBIE 2007:28), findings a co-op position at 

a local company (BHER 2015:43f.), and other specialized services for international students (CACEE 

2017:11). Only the issue of during- and post-study work permits was mentioned as an area in which the 

sector ought to do more in order to increase international graduate retention, albeit the most explicit 

policy statements in this respect came from leading international education professionals themselves 

(CBIE IAC 2019:2; CBIE 2019:3f.).  

 

Province of Ontario: Additional Incentives for Colleges and Universities to Facilitate the Regional 

Retention of International Graduates 

In Ontario, governmental and non-governmental stakeholders mirrored the expectations found 

at the federal level: From 2009, the Ontario government utilized its legislative powers to issue a series 

of immigration rules in support of international graduate retention,114 including the Ontario Immigrant 

Nominee Program OINP, the province’s own economic immigration program. Just like in other 

provinces that reached similar agreements with the federal government, the OINP authorized Ontario to 

nominate and fast-track international graduates and other candidates for permanent residency based on 

 
114 Following Québec’s example, around the turn of the century, provinces began to enter into immigration 
agreements with the federal government, allowing them to nominate individual candidates for permanent residency 
through the newly established Provincial Nominee Programs (Kelley and Trebilcok 2010; Paquet 2020). 



116 
 

their presumed ability to contribute to the regional economy. In 2010, the OINP was further amended 

to provide international graduates from Canadian master’s and PhD programs with an even more direct 

pathway. Going forward, these graduates were eligible for permanent residency without an employment 

offer. Aside from introducing and reforming the OINP, the Premier’s Office, the Ministry of Training, 

Colleges and Universities and the former Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration promoted the 

economic benefits of a more targeted immigration policy. By convening expert panels and 

commissioning research reports, these and other parts of the Ontario government sought to position 

international graduates as suitable candidates for addressing looming labour shortages, including 

“opportunities to sustain rural and northern areas and contribute to Ontario’s goal of 5 per cent 

francophone immigration” (MTCU 2016:6). Invoking Ontario’s nominal status as Canada’s “top 

destination for foreign students and skilled temporary foreign workers” the panels and reports portrayed 

the province as “well-positioned to retain these individuals and leverage their Ontario experience”, also 

vis-à-vis other Canadian provinces (Ontario’s Expert Roundtable on Immigration 2012:26). This 

competitive approach to “immigration federalism” (Paquet 2020:65) could also be observed in other 

provinces and has been described as reflective of Canada’s economic discourses around immigration, 

which have given rise to subnational strategies to attract and retain foreign talent (ibid p. 5–7; 

Dauvergne, 2016:180). During the 2010s in Ontario, these strategies have also included international 

students and graduates as evidenced by the following quotations from the Province’s immigration 

strategy (2012) and its international education strategies for K-12115 (2015) and post-secondary 

education (2018), all of which sought to first and foremost strengthen the provincial economy: 

“Ontario’s Immigration Strategy sets a new direction for how we select, welcome and help 
immigrants to our province. This vision will help build a highly skilled workforce and support 
the development of strong communities where all Ontarians can thrive. Out target: […] 
Maximize the potential of temporary foreign workers and international students.” (Ontario 
Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration 2012:1) 
 
“Social, cultural and economic benefits to Ontario: [...] Creating and enhancing pathways for 
all students. New and expanded choices will be available to both Ontario and international 
students, from elementary/secondary schooling to postsecondary education and training and 
beyond. Postsecondary options could include potential immigration to Ontario and Canadian 
citizenship for some of the world’s most talented young people.” (Ontario Ministry of Education 
2015:15–17) 
 
“Goal: Support the retention of international talent. Ontario’s economy is strengthened when 
highly skilled international students settle here after graduating.” (Ontario Ministry of Advanced 
Education and Skills Development 2018:15) 

In addition to these regionalized pro-retention statements, in 2015, the Ontario government 

through the Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services began to fund the province’s 

International Student Connect program (ISC), which introduced international students to local 

settlement agencies and community networks in order to improve their integration and settlement during 

 
115 The term K-12 refers to kindergarten to twelfth grade. 
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and after their studies in Ontario. The program was implemented by the settlement sector in partnership 

with Ontario colleges and universities and encouraged joint action between these partners. The 

program’s goal of turning its close to 18,000 participating international students and graduates (2015–

2019) into economic immigrants and permanent residents was reflected in many of the publicly-

available program materials. The following quote from the program’s “Handbook for International 

Students in Ontario” serves as a case in point:  

“After completing your studies at a Canadian institution, you can apply to become a permanent 
resident and, if you wish, pursue Canadian citizenship. There are several pathways to 
immigration for international students who complete college or university programs in Ontario. 
However, these pathways have requirements that require advanced planning. Depending on the 
pathway to immigration that you choose, you may need to begin the application process a few 
years in advance, or you may need to have a confirmed job offer in place.” (COSTI 2016:15) 

Against the background of the government strategies above whose comparatively vague 

intentions of leveraging “potential immigration” and “expanded choices” and “maximiz[ing] the 

potential of […] international students”, the government-funded ISC was much more explicit about the 

desired trajectory for international graduates, i.e., they should become permanent residents and 

eventually, Canadian citizens. ISC was coordinated by COSTI Immigrant Services, a settlement service 

agency with 18 locations in and around the Greater Toronto Area. For COSTI and other settlement 

agencies, ISC provided an opportunity to (re)develop new and existing services for international 

students who were not part of the agencies’ traditional clientele of permanent settlers (CISSA-ACSEI 

2015:21; Pathways to Prosperity 2020:2). Nevertheless, the traditional agency goals of facilitating a 

permanent and economically viable life in Canada were being pursued and openly communicated to ISC 

participants.  

Outside of the provincial government and the settlement sector, Ontario’s higher education 

sector also sought to make its voice heard. Since education was and is a provincial responsibility, 

Ontario’s higher education associations and student associations were more vocal about the study-

migration nexus than their federal counterparts. In particular, Ontarian university advocates openly 

communicated the need to do more to retain international graduate students in order to expand the 

province’s research and development capacities and to succeed in the international competition for top 

research talent, referencing Ontario’s dependence “on the international recruitment of graduate talent in 

order to sustain the pipeline that contributes to the economic and social wellbeing of the province.” 

(Council of Ontario Universities 2016a:5–6). Although the “university research enterprise is a magnet 

for talent from around the world” university representatives warned against complacency given that “the 

market for international graduate students is highly competitive” (Council of Ontario Universities 

2015:8). Especially in the STEM disciplines, the notion that “Canada helps train the world’s tech talent” 

and “now it has to keep it here” (Kramer 2017) was especially shared by representatives from Ontario’s 
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six research-intensive universities,116 which by the end of the decade enrolled almost two thirds of all 

graduate students in the Province (Universities Canada 2021). As Amira El-Masri’s (2019) discourse 

analysis confirms, these universities along with a couple of comprehensive universities such as York 

University and the University of Guelph were particularly vocal in Ontario’s political debate around 

innovation and international graduate retention (ibid:123–128). 

Ontario’s business community adopted a more indirect and cautious tone, similar to its federal 

counterpart. While many industry representatives proved to be generally supportive, the 

recommendations issued by the Ontario Chamber of Commerce in 2016 and 2017 hardly went beyond 

calling on the government and the higher education sector to “do a better job of attracting [and] retaining 

international students” (Ontario Chamber of Commerce 2016:10) given that “it is imperative that recent 

immigrants can integrate into Ontario’s labour force” (The Premier’s Highly Skilled Workforce Expert 

Panel 2016:39). The analyzed policy documents revealed a stronger, more detailed-oriented business 

interest in other policies and practices, such as the measurement and development of specific, sought-

after skills in HEI graduates as well as ways to increase cooperative education and other forms of 

experiential learning. 

Overall, the analysis of policy documents for Ontario shows that by the time of observation, 

international graduate retention had become institutionalized as a desirable policy outcome among 

governmental and non-governmental stakeholders in the environment of colleges and universities, thus 

confirming previous research in this area (Scott et al. 2015; Trilokekar et al. 2016; El-Masri 2019). 

Similar to the federal level, primary emphasis was placed on economic gains, albeit with a view towards 

how the Province itself can benefit. Any criticism such as the possible exacerbation of a brain drain from 

certain developing countries was hard to come by. On those rare occasions when criticism was voiced, 

it was not done to advocate against retention, but rather to warn against becoming too narrowly focused 

on the immediate economic benefits for Ontario, as this quote from within the higher education sector 

illustrates: 

“If we consider international students or international campuses only as sources of revenue for 
university budgets, then the resulting strategy will not put proper emphasis on ensuring a quality 
experience for international students. If, however, we look at internationalization as a means to 
enrich the educational journey of all students – international and domestic students alike – then 
we are better positioned to design a strategy that achieves beneficial outcomes for all.” (Ontario 
Confederation of University Faculty Associations 2016:1) 

In the context of a rising financial reliance on international student fees, especially for colleges 

and universities in the Greater Toronto Area (Deller 2020), the above quote can be read as a warning 

against sacrificing academic quality in the interest of accommodating large numbers of first year 

international students who, as some scholars have stressed, at times do not yet possess the necessary 

 
116 Although there were other research-heavy institutions among the Province’s 21 universities, enrolment data 
were analyzed for Ontario’s six member institutions in the U15 Group of Canadian Research Universities: 
McMaster University, Queen’s University, University of Ottawa, University of Toronto, University of Waterloo, 
and Western University.  
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English or French language skills to excel in intellectually demanding programs (Beach and Milne 

2019:7f.; Birrell and Betts 2018). While these concerns were not universally shared, they did pop up in 

a few of the analyzed documents. 

The results from Ontario echo much of the findings from the national level: Rarely did 

governmental and non-governmental stakeholders explicitly suggest, let alone mandate, a specific 

response from higher education institutions. Ontario regulations, be they procedural like the Minister’s 

Binding Policy Directive on Tuition and Ancillary Fees (MTCU 2019) or outcome-oriented like the 

Strategic Mandate Agreements (SMA),117 did not prescribe any (additional) measures and services for 

international students.118 At the same time, the 2014–2017 SMAs between the Ontario government and 

the 45 public colleges and universities (Table 11) did hold HEIs accountable for the labour market 

outcomes of some of their international graduates, i.e., by including them in the calculation of graduate 

employment rates:119 In Ontario, these college and university-specific rates have served as an important 

performance indicator for the government and the marketing efforts of colleges and universities. 

Therefore, by including international graduates, the provincial government formalized its expectation 

for HEIs to ensure a successful transition to employment without specifying how this goal should be 

achieved. A separate, more targeted rate just for international students was not part of the Agreements. 

In addition, some university SMAs stressed the importance of leveraging the talent of highly-qualified 

international students for (university) research, a measure which was also supported by the Council of 

Ontario Universities (2015:8; 2016:5–6), but here too, no specific targets were put in place. The few 

instances in which international students were mentioned explicitly, they came up in the context of 

competitive recruitment and, in some cases, academic success (Table 11). Although by the late 2010s, 

Ontario and Alberta were Canada’s only two provinces which experimented with performance 

agreements, their introduction and the way they sought to promote higher levels of (international) 

graduate employment was indicative of a general tendency to govern higher education institutions from 

a distance and to let them interact more freely with the global education market (Eastmann et al. 2018; 

Jones 2014; Jones et al. 2004).  

 
117 The three-year performance agreements were concluded between Ontario’s 45 public colleges and universities 
and the province’s Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities and were designed to hold each HEI 
accountable for the academic success and labour market outcomes of its students and graduates. The first two 
Agreements (2014 to 2017 and 2017 to 2020) had next to no effects on higher education funding. The third 
Agreement (2020 to 2025) was set to allocate a gradually increasing share of operational funds based on individual 
HEI performance, especially with regards to promoting the labour market success of recent graduates. 
118 The SMAs in Ontario and the corresponding performance agreements in the Federal State of Bavaria were 
searched for whether they implicitly or explicitly referred to international student recruitment and the fostering of 
student success, both academically and in terms of post-study employment (see corresponding columns in 
Tables 11 and 14). 
119 Along with their domestic counterparts, international graduates who were living in Canada six months after 
graduation and were either working or looking for a job were included in the calculation of graduate employment 
rates. Information on the calculation of the graduate employment rate was made available upon request by the 
Ontario Ministry of Colleges and Universities in May of 2020. 
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Table 11 Strategic Mandate Agreements 2014–2017 between the Ontario Ministry of Training, 
Colleges and Universities and Ontario’s Public Colleges and Universities 

Higher education 
institution 

 

(C = College) 
(U = University) 

Performance targets 

International 
student 

recruitment  

Student success  
(academic) 

Student success  
(post-study employment) 

All students 

International 
students 

(mentioned 
specifically) 

All students 

International 
students 

(mentioned 
specifically) 

C 1 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
C 2 ✓ ✓  ✓  
C 3  .✓  ✓  
C 4  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
C 5  ✓  ✓  
C 6  ✓  ✓  
C 7 ✓ ✓  ✓  
C 8 ✓ ✓  ✓  
C 9 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
C 10  ✓  ✓  
C 11  ✓  ✓  
C 12 ✓ ✓  ✓  
C 13  ✓ ✓ ✓  
C 14  ✓  ✓  
C 15  ✓  ✓  
C 16  ✓  ✓  
C 17  ✓  ✓  
C 18  ✓  ✓  
C 19  ✓  ✓  
C 20  ✓  ✓  
C 21  ✓ ✓ ✓  
C 22 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
C 23  ✓ ✓ ✓  
C 24  ✓  ✓  
U 1 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 2 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
U 3  ✓ ✓ ✓  
U 4 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 5 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 6  ✓  ✓  
U 7  ✓  ✓  
U 8  ✓  ✓  
U 9  ✓ ✓ ✓  
U 10  ✓  ✓  
U 11 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 12 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 13  ✓ ✓ ✓  
U 14  ✓  ✓  
U 15 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 16 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
U 17 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 18  ✓ ✓ ✓  
U 19  ✓  ✓  
U 20  ✓ ✓ ✓  
U 21 ✓ ✓  ✓  
Source: Document analysis 2020 
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Ontario’s international education strategy for post-secondary education (2018) echoed the 

policy priorities outlined by the federal government’s international education strategy, albeit with a 

regional focus. Legal support with visa, work permit, and permanent residence applications was at least 

implicitly promoted as a promising practice:  

“Goal: Support the retention of international talent: Ontario’s economy is strengthened when 
highly skilled international students settle here after graduating. This can be encouraged by 
making the permanent residency process as straightforward as possible and by enhancing 
settlement services with more funding and better information delivery. 
Key actions: Facilitate the retention of international students after graduation: By supporting 
Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration negotiations to add an International Student Annex to 
the Canada-Ontario Immigration Agreement; this annex would facilitate cooperation with the 
Government of Canada and address issues related to international student entry into Ontario and 
transitions to post-graduation employment and permanent residency. 
Enhance Ontario’s settlement services: Through collaboration between the Ministry of 
Advanced Education and Skills Development and the Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration 
to expand the International Student Connect program pilot across more campuses and 
municipalities, connecting international students to settlement organizations.” [emphasis in the 
original] (Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges, and Universities 2018:15) 
 

Although the provincially-funded ISC program sought to expand HEI capacities in this area, the 

Province’s international education strategy refrained from specifying any sort of mandate for colleges 

and universities (see quotation above). Despite this omission, between 2015 and 2019, a total of 21 

colleges and universities were included as partners in the ISC program (Table 12). By involving them 

in program design and implementation, the provincial government and the settlement sector at least 

implicitly expressed their expectation for HEIs to actively contribute to post-study retention (Ontario’s 

Expert Roundtable on Immigration 2012:26; College Student Alliance 2013:18). Expectations were not 

limited to the expansion of on-campus assistance with work permit and permanent residence 

applications. They also encouraged colleges and universities to partner with the 15 participating 

settlement service agencies located off-campus, which were still being promoted as the primary 

providers of these services (COSTI 2016:16). These expectations were to some degree echoed by the 

business community, parts of which saw a role for HEIs in promoting experiential learning and 

immigration pathways to their international students (Ontario Chamber of Commerce 2016:17; 

2017:18). 

Overall, only a few policy statements elaborated on what HEIs’ post-study retention services 

could – or should – entail beyond immigration help. In these instances, stakeholders advocated for 

international students to “also benefit from [HEIs’] career programming that ensures they not only have 

the skills to compete for jobs, but are also well informed and aware of the specific hurdles they face” 

(Ontario Undergraduate Student Alliance 2013:20). In addition, colleges and universities were called 

upon to “identify and scale best practices to engaging international students in experiential learning 

opportunities” (Ontario Chamber of Commerce 2017:18). However, the rarity with which these 

particular aspects were mentioned was remarkable given the formal importance of Canadian work 

experience in the national and provincial immigration pathways and the documented difficulties 
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experienced by many international students who sought a co-op position or other forms of work 

experience during their studies (cp. Trilokekar et al. 2016; Arthur and Flynn 2013; Scott et al. 2015; 

Choi et al. 2021). 

Table 12 Partner Organizations in Ontario’s International Student Connect Program 
Settlement service providers Higher education institutions 

1. Catholic Centre for Immigrants 
2. Catholic Crosscultural Services 
3. Centre for Immigrant and Community Services 
4. Conseil Économique et Social d’Ottawa-Carleton   
5. Centre Francophone de Toronto  
6. HMC Connections  
7. New Canadian Center of Excellence 
8. Niagara Folk-Arts Multicultural Council  
9. North York Community House  
10. Peel Multicultural Council  
11. Thorncliffe Neighbourhood Office 
12. Thunder Bay Multicultural Association 
13. University Settlement  
14. YMCA of Hamilton/Burlington/Brantford  
15. YMCA of Sarnia  
16. YMCA of Simcoe/Muskoka 

1. Algoma University  
2. Centennial College  
3. Confederation College  
4. Durham College  
5. George Brown College  
6. Georgian College  
7. Glendon College  
8. Humber College  
9. Lambton College  
10. Lakehead University  
11. Mohawk College  
12. Niagara College  
13. Sault College  
14. St. Claire College  
15. Seneca College  
16. Sheridan College  
17. University of Ottawa  
18. University of Toronto  
19. University of Windsor  
20. Wilfrid Laurier  
21. York University 

Source: COSTI 2020 

 

Compared to the national level, the policy analysis for Ontario shows that regional economic 

interests superseded national interests on several occasions. Furthermore, the associated expectations 

for colleges and universities were found to be somewhat more concrete than those observed at the 

national level: By including international graduates in the calculation of graduate employment rates and 

by incentivizing colleges and universities to partner with the settlement sector through the ISC program, 

the provincial government conveyed an expectation and a willingness to increase collegiate 

involvement. At the same time, expectations remained vague enough to allow HEIs and their student 

service subdivisions to decide if and how much extra help they would like to provide. Although 

Ontario’s International Student Connect pilot can be regarded as indicative of a wider permeation of the 

expectation that colleges and universities should assist with post-study retention, the program’s 

emphasis on off-campus immigration help by designated settlement providers left considerable room 

for HEI agency. The Ontario government proved to be slightly more active than the federal government, 

yet it did not use its constitutional responsibility for higher education to micromanage public higher 

education institutions (especially not universities), but to further contour an environment which was 

conducive to an increased retention of international graduates.  
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4.1.2 Germany 

At the end of the 20th century, Germany’s political and economic elites were reckoning the 

country’s (projected) demographic decline and the resulting shortages on the labour market. For the first 

time since the 1973 recruitment ban on foreign labour, German policy-makers and industry leaders were 

actively pushing for a liberalization of the then restrictive policies for attracting economic migrants from 

abroad. During this time, the tens of thousands of international students who were already in the country 

became gradually viewed as a promising talent pool of future researchers and highly-skilled 

professionals (Fachkräfte) for Germany’s ageing workforce. This utilitarian and pragmatic view was in 

line with how Germany was approaching its own migration reality at the time. It also informed many of 

the policies and debates around post-study retention, which would follow during the second decade of 

the 21st century (Independent Commission on Migration to Germany 2001:112f.; Tremblay 2005:216; 

Rohde 2012:117; Hahn 2005:32–34; Klabunde 2014:44–46; Bloch et al. 2016:733).  

By the early 2010s, Germany’s Residence Act (Aufenthaltsgesetz) had been reformed to permit 

all international students to engage in any type of work for up to 120 full days or 240 half days per year. 

An additional permit was required only from those who chose to be self-employed or to exceed the 

maximum amount of work days. Unlike in Canada, higher education institutions in Germany were less 

involved with permit applications as they were not required to inform the authorities about the enrolment 

status of their international students.120 It was rather the students themselves that had to obtain and 

update their study or work permits with the state-run foreigners’ registration offices 

(Ausländerbehörden), which existed in most counties across the country. But not all international 

students needed a permit in order to work in Germany. Students from the European Union, Iceland, 

Liechtenstein, Norway, and Switzerland enjoyed unrestricted access to the labour market, also after 

graduation. All other international graduates needed to file a formal application. Initially, permits were 

only issued on family and humanitarian grounds or to those who had found a company sponsor. All 

others were expected to leave Germany shortly after finishing their studies. This changed with the 2005 

introduction of a designated post-study residence permit (at the time officially referred to as Section 16, 

Subsection 4 of the Residence Act). The legislation allowed non-European graduates to stay and look 

for skilled employment for up to twelve months. In 2012, this search period and the open work permit 

that came with it were extended to 18 months. The new rules also opened a path to long-term 

immigration: After completing two years of skilled work,121 international graduates could become 

permanent residents – well before the five-year requirement proposed by the corresponding EU 

 
120 Germany’s Residence Act and the corresponding ordinance (Aufenthaltsverordnung) did not (and do not) 
include higher education institutions among those public institutions that were required to report information on 
non-German citizens to the authorities. 
121 Germany’s authorities understood skilled work as employment that was commensurate with a graduate’s level 
of education, typically understood as jobs that required a Bachelor’s degree or higher. 
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directive. However, the word “immigration” (Einwanderung) was hardly used in Germany’s official 

policy documents until the end of the 2010s. 

 While these regulations can be interpreted as indicative of a pro-retention stance within large 

sections of the German government, the following findings illustrate what kinds of expectations were 

entertained by governmental and non-government stakeholders at the national level and in Bavaria. 

 

National Level: Pro-Retention Stance Communicated Carefully as Federal Funding Programs 

Encouraged Stronger Collegiate Involvement 

 Although the federal government had already issued several policy statements pertaining to 

international graduate retention during the 2000s (Federal Government of Germany 2007:184–186; 

BMBF 2008:18), it was not until (after) the transposition of the 2009 EU Blue Card directive into 

German law that governmental and non-governmental stakeholders became more vocal about the issue. 

During the transposition process, which took three years to complete, Germany’s federal ministries of 

labour (BMAS), economic affairs (BMWi) and the interior (BMI) expressed their support for expanding 

the post-study work rights of international graduates: 

“We have to do more to address the situation of foreign students at German higher education 
institutions in order to improve their opportunities to work [in Germany] after graduation.”122 
(BMAS 2011:34) 
 
“In order to improve the labour market access and employment opportunities for foreign 
students at German higher education institutions, legal adjustments in the Residence Act and 
employment regulations are necessary.”123 (BMI 2011:2) 
 
“An additional possibility to recruit qualified international professionals is to target international 
students or graduates at German higher education institutions.”124 (BMWi 2012:10) 

 In these and other policy statements, international students and graduates were not centre-front, 

but rather seen as “an additional possibility” to increase the desired intake of foreign professionals in 

the German labour market. Nonetheless, their post-study retention was promoted by a growing number 

of non-state actors, including think tanks such as the then philanthropy-funded Expert Council of 

German Foundations on Integration and Migration (SVR),125 the German Economic Institute, and 

 
122 Personal translation from German: “Die Situation der ausländischen Studierenden an deutschen Hochschulen 
muss verstärkt in den Blick genommen und die Möglichkeiten einer Beschäftigungsaufnahme [in Deutschland] 
nach dem Studienabschluss müssen verbessert werden.” 
123 Personal translation from German: “Um ausländischen Studierenden an deutschen Hochschulen einen 
hindernisfreien Zugang zum deutschen Arbeitsmarkt zu gewährleisten und die Möglichkeiten einer 
Beschäftigungsaufnahme nach dem Studienabschluss zu verbessern, sind Anpassungen in § 16 des AufenthG 
[Aufenthaltsgesetz], der BeschV [Beschäftigungsverordnung] und der BeschVerfV 
[Beschäftigungsverfahrensverordnung] notwendig.” 
124 Personal translation from German: “Eine weitere Möglichkeit, qualifizierte internationale Fachkräfte zu 
rekrutieren, ist die gezielte Ansprache ausländischer Studierender oder Absolventinnen und Absolventen an 
deutschen Hochschulen.” 
125 Since 2021, SVR has received its core funding from Germany’s federal budget and has been renamed the Expert 
Council on Integration and Migration (Sachverständigenrat für Integration und Migration).  
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Stifterverband (SVR Research Unit and Migration Policy Group 2011; 2012; Alichniewicz and Geis 

2013). Despite the considerable changes made to the Residence Act in 2012, the vast majority of non-

governmental policy statements and initiatives came about after the new, more graduate-friendly post-

study work and residence rights had gone into effect. Although the legal changes were welcomed by 

most representatives of the higher education sector and German industry, the initial retention 

outcomes were criticized for being insufficient: Stifterverband and McKinsey & Company (2013) 

estimated that just under 30% of international students from outside of the European Union ended up 

staying in Germany after graduation (ibid; p.73), marginally higher than the 26% found by the OECD 

(2011) a couple of years earlier. These stay rates led to the conclusion that “the German labour market 

does not yet benefit enough from the investments made in the training of international students”126 

(Stifterverband and McKinsey & Company 2013:73), which at the time can be estimated at around 

EUR 1.5 billion per year (CAD 2.3 billion).127 This notion was also echoed by the federal government’s 

first internationalization strategy for education, science, and research, albeit with a noticeably cautious 

tone: “More international students and scientists should come to Germany. They should be integrated in 

academia as well as contribute their international know-how to innovative German companies”128 

(BMBF 2017:30). Although a 2013 study commissioned by the German Academic Exchange Service 

(DAAD) found that a stay rate of 30% could be enough to fully pay off Germany’s public investment 

in the mostly tuition-free education of international students (DAAD and Prognos 2013:88), numerous 

stakeholders would remain critical in the years to come. Part of their critique was rooted in concerns 

about language barriers which were believed to hamper a successful integration into the German labour 

market. To some degree, this belief was supported by research studies which found that although some 

German employers had moved towards conducting their internal and external business in English, in 

most industries, a good command of the German language was still a prerequisite (Geis-Thöne 2019; 

Pfeffer-Hoffmann 2016:87f.). Thus, to some observers, the proliferation of the widely popular “English-

only [study] programs”129 was potentially hampering international students’ chances of finding adequate 

 
126 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Insgesamt profitiert der deutsche Arbeitsmarkt noch zu wenig 
von der Investition in die Ausbildung ausländischer Studierender, da in der Vergangenheit nur jeder fünfte 
Absolvent aus Ländern außerhalb der Europäischen Wirtschaftszone nach seinem Studium in Deutschland 
geblieben ist. 2011 ist die Verbleibquote allerdings um fast zehn Prozentpunkte auf knapp 30 Prozent gestiegen.” 
127 The estimate is based on a calculation for the year 2015 in which the total number of international students 
stood at 235,858 and the state’s operational per-student funding amounted to EUR 6,600 (just under CAD 10,000) 
(DZHW and DAAD 2016; German Bundestag 2019:3). Although a considerable share of international students 
was enrolled in more costly study programs, such as the technical subjects, the estimate can provide a broad 
orientation of how much Germany’s federal and state governments invested in the education of international 
students at the time. 
128 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Es sollen mehr qualifizierte ausländische Studierende und 
Wissenschaftlerinnen und Wissenschaftler nach Deutschland kommen. Diese sollen sowohl in den 
Wissenschaftsbetrieb integriert werden als auch ihr internationales Know-how in innovative deutsche 
Unternehmen einbringen.” 
129 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Mit Billigung der Länder dürfen sich die Hochschulen auf 
„English only” beschränken, statt fachspezifische Konzepte für mehrsprachige Lehre und die Kontrolle von 
Deutsch-Lernerfolgen zu entwickeln. Negative Folgen dieser Praxis für die Qualität der Lehre und deren Rezeption 
sowie die Integration ausländischer Absolventen in den deutschen Arbeitsmarkt scheinen aus Sicht der Länder 
nicht zu existieren.” 
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employment in Germany (ADAWIS 2017:1). However, similar to the legislative reforms outlined 

above, post-study retention was arguably not a primary concern for critics as it presented a minor aspect 

within the higher education sector’s larger and at times heated debates around preserving the use of 

German in the academic domain, which had been seeing the dominance of English as a lingua franca 

grow further (see for example Oberreuter et al. 2012; Giessen et al. 2018). 
 

 Unlike in Canada, several of the policy statements made by German stakeholders stressed that 

retention was only one of many ways for taxpayers to attain a return on their investment since “even 

upon return to their home countries, these graduates assume an important role as friends and 

ambassadors of Germany and as a primary contact for German science and industry”130 (BDA, HRK, 

BDI 2014:3). This partnership-oriented stance was often mentioned together with the aforementioned 

post-study retention goals as numerous German stakeholders were found to vacillate between 

competitiveness and partnership rationales131 (cp. Olson 2012:5). Both rationales were reflected in the 

German Council of Science and Humanities’ official recommendations for international recruitment, 

integration, and training: 

“International graduates who work in Germany help address the shortages of highly-qualified 
and innovative professionals in the labour market and are therefore an essential building block 
for keeping Germany productive and economically competitive. But even those international 
graduates who leave Germany after graduation are a valuable asset for the economy […]. Apart 
from yielding economic benefits, higher education institutions’ efforts to integrate and qualify 
these migrants also generate benefits for society as a whole. These benefits are hard to quantify 
in terms of money, but are just as important. International students contribute to the cultural 
enrichment of [German] society while at the same time strengthening its openness and its ability 
to change.”132 (German Council of Science and Humanities 2016:150) 

In the context of Germany’s (re)discovery of migrants as a “useful” (“nützlich”) means to 

combatting looming labour shortages (Carstensen et al. 2018:241f.), international students were, as the 

above quotes stresses, a “valuable asset”. They were increasingly seen as “ideal migrants”133 (BAMF 

 
130 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Leider verlassen von den internationalen Absolventen mehr als 
die Hälfte Deutschland unmittelbar nach ihrem Abschluss […]. Sie übernehmen jedoch auch als Rückkehrer in 
ihren Heimatländern eine wichtige Aufgabe als Freunde und Botschafter Deutschlands und erste Ansprechpartner 
für die deutsche Wissenschaft und Wirtschaft. Zudem kann eine Tätigkeit in einem deutschen Unternehmen im 
jeweiligen Heimatland für diese Rückkehrer eine attraktive Option sein.” 
131 Unlike their HEI counterparts in many other popular destination countries, German universities and universities 
of applied sciences had achieved much of their international student recruitment success by leveraging old and 
new partnerships with HEIs and German organizations abroad, including the Goethe-Instituts (cp. Chapter 2.2.2). 
132 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Internationale Absolventinnen und Absolventen, die in 
Deutschland erwerbstätig werden, tragen dazu bei, den Bedarf des Arbeitsmarktes an hochqualifizierten und 
innovationsfähigen Fachkräften zu decken, und stellen somit einen unverzichtbaren Baustein für den Erhalt der 
Produktivität und wirtschaftlichen Leistungsstärke Deutschlands dar. Auch internationale Absolventinnen und 
Absolventen deutscher Hochschulen, die das Land nach dem Abschluss wieder verlassen, sind für die 
Volkswirtschaft von Wert […]. Neben diesem volkswirtschaftlichen Gewinn erbringen die Hochschulen mit der 
Integration und Qualifizierung von Migrantinnen und Migranten auch einen gesellschaftlichen Nutzen, der zwar 
nicht monetär messbar, aber dennoch mindestens ebenso bedeutsam ist. Internationale Studierende stellen für die 
Gesellschaft eine kulturelle Bereicherung dar, zugleich stärken sie ihre Offenheit und Wandlungsfähigkeit.” 
133 Personal translation from German: “Gerade internationale Studierende gelten vielfach als „ideale Zuwanderer”, 
[…].” 
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2014:5) whose post-study retention became perceived as an “urgent necessity”134 (German Council of 

Science and Humanities 2016:145). By the 2010s, only a handful of organizations continued to regard 

international graduate retention as a form of brain drain – a concern which had been a more widespread 

in the mid to late 20th century (cp. Bockhorni et al. 1987:67f.; Hunger 2003). Now, very few of these 

critics remained, for example, the Catholic Academic Exchange Service which questioned the view that 

international graduates should help address the talent needs of Germany instead of in their home 

countries.135 Most stakeholders, however, including those in the higher education sector, adopted a pro-

retention stance which they sought to balance with Germany’s traditionally more partnership-oriented 

view of educating international students. The above quotations and especially the following policy 

statement from the German Academic Exchange Service illustrate this dual approach: 

“The possibility of working in the host country after graduation is already taken into 
consideration [by prospective international students] when deciding on where to study abroad: 
Even those prospective students who do not plan to migrate permanently value the ability to 
decide for themselves whether or not they want to stay in the host country, move back to their 
home country or to a third country. We communicate all of these possibilities in our information 
materials and our counselling. […] Many [internationally] mobile students and researchers will 
decide to continue their career in Germany (or in the case of German students, abroad). We 
respect the decisions of responsible individuals. There are severe limits to how much 
bureaucratic rules and regulations can guide the career choices of highly-educated people.”136 
[emphasis in the original] (DAAD 2014b:3f.) 

In order to support these “responsible individuals” in their study and career choices, DAAD did 

not only continue to offer its tried and tested opportunities for international alumni who returned home, 

e.g., research grants, but it also experimented with pilot funding for diversity-sensitive labour market 

integration services137 for those students who sought to stay in Germany. For example, between 2009 

 
134 Personal translation from German: “Der Wissenschaftsrat sieht jedoch die dringende Notwendigkeit, den 
Bildungsausländerinnen und -ausländern, die nach ihrem Abschluss im Land bleiben und eine Erwerbstätigkeit 
aufnehmen wollen, diese Möglichkeit zu eröffnen.” 
135 At the end of 2018, the Catholic Academic Exchange Service (KAAD), a scholarship organization of 
Germany’s Catholic Church which awards more than 400 scholarships every year, warned against “a tendency to 
support international students from the Global South and Eastern Europe (especially in the so-called STEM 
subjects) with the intention of addressing the skilled labour shortages in our own country.” (Personal translation 
from German: “Gleichzeitig warnte er [der Leiter des Bereichs Weltkirche und Migration der Deutschen 
Bischofskonferenz, Ulrich Pöner] vor einer Tendenz, internationale Studierende aus dem Globalen Süden und aus 
Osteuropa (besonders der sog. MINT-Fächer) vor allem auf dem Hintergrund des Fachkräftemangels im eigenen 
Land zu fördern.” (KAAD 2018) 
136 Personal translation from German: “Die Möglichkeit einer Arbeitsaufnahme nach dem Studium spielt schon bei 
der Entscheidung für ein Auslandsstudium in einem bestimmten Land eine Rolle: Auch Studieninteressenten, die 
gar keine dauerhafte Migration planen, legen Wert darauf, später selbst entscheiden zu können, ob sie im 
Studienland bleiben, ins Heimatland zurückkehren oder auch in ein Drittland weiterwandern wollen. Dass 
ausländischen Absolventen deutscher Hochschulen alle diese Möglichkeiten offen stehen, machen wir auch in 
unserer Informations- und Beratungsarbeit deutlich. […] Viele [international] mobile Studierende und 
Wissenschaftler werden entscheiden, ihre berufliche Laufbahn in Deutschland (oder im Falle mobiler Deutscher: 
im Ausland) zu beginnen oder fortzusetzen. Wir respektieren die Entscheidungen verantwortlicher Individuen. 
Ohnehin können die beruflichen und wissenschaftlichen Pläne hoch gebildeter Menschen letztlich nur sehr 
begrenzt durch administrative oder ausländerrechtliche Reglementierung gesteuert werden.” [emphasis in the 
original] 
137 The portfolio of these integration services strongly resembles that of Canada’s settlement service providers and 
includes job search and intercultural communication training. However, since historically, Germany has not 
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and 2012, DAAD’s program PROFIN138 allocated federal funds to HEIs in order to pilot and improve a 

variety of support services for international students, including those who were seeking work experience 

during and after their studies in Germany. Similarly, other (sub)national initiatives received temporary 

funding from the federal government and other public and private sources (Table 13). The programs 

aimed to support the (local and regional) development of good practices and to build further rapport for 

the labour market integration of international students and graduates. The funds were provided on a 

competitive basis and even though only a fraction of Germany’s HEIs won the bid, most programs were 

designed to document and disseminate good practices across the higher education and employment 

services sectors, for example through workshops, conference presentations, and handbooks (HoF 2014; 

Federal Commissioner for the East German States and Stifterverband 2017). For many HEI student 

service divisions, these and other programs presented an opportunity to at least temporarily improve 

their staff-to-student ratio, especially in the career service departments where an average of one staff 

member was financed through HEI operational funds and the rest through competitive grants like the 

ones in the table below (CSND 2018:24). 

Table 13 Selected Funding Programs Supporting International Graduate Retention in Germany 
Funding program Funding source Recipients Funding period 
HiTh  
(Hochqualifiziert. 
International.Thüringen) 

Federal State of Thuringia, 
European Social Fund 

Selected higher education 
institutions and economic 
development organizations in 
the federal state of Thuringia 

2016–2019 

Study and Work Federal Ministry for 
Economic Affairs and 
Energy (Federal 
Commissioner for the East 
German States); 
Stifterverband 

Selected higher education 
institutions across Germany, 
special focus on East German 
Länder 

2015–2017 

BiReg 
(Bildungsmigranten 
in der Region) 

Federal Ministry for 
Employment and Social 
Affairs; Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research; 
Federal Agency for 
Employment 

Selected higher education 
institutions in the Federal 
State of Lower Saxony 

2013–2015 

Pilot project: 
Counselling and 
placement of 
international graduates  

Federal Agency for 
Employment (BA); 
International Placement 
Service (Zentrale Auslands- 
und Fachvermittlung) 

Selected local BA offices in 
collaboration with higher 
education institutions in the 
federal states of Bavaria, 
Hesse, North Rhine-
Westphalia, and Saxony  

2012–2013 

Sources: SVR Research Unit 2017:8; 2019:26; Meschter et al. 2015:6–8; Morris-Lange 2019:21 

Given the far reach of the pro-retention stance among governmental and non-governmental 

stakeholders at the national level, these programs can be seen as attempts to encourage Germany’s 

universities and universities of applied sciences to contribute more actively to said retention. Unlike in 

 
considered itself a settler society, the term “settlement services” is not used in the German context (cp. Bauder 
2014:10).  
138 PROFIN = Programm zur Integration ausländischer Studierender [Program for the integration of international 
students] 
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Canada, expectations for HEIs in Germany did not revolve much around legal support with visa, work 

permits, and permanent residence applications as these were handled by the state and its close to 600 

foreigners’ registration offices. These offices’ primary task was (and is) to grant and extend or to reject 

and withdraw these and other residence permits. Immigration counselling, however, is not part of their 

traditional set of responsibilities (BAMF 2016). Studies found that many international students and 

graduates felt insecure when interacting with the foreigners’ registration office and some turned to their 

HEIs for assistance even though there is some indication that many institutions did not offer specialized 

counselling and support services in this area (Barié-Wimmer and Müller-Jacquier 2013:4; Stemmer 

2014:73f.).  

Rather than helping with matters of migration, universities and UAS faced more expectations 

to smoothen students’ transition to the German labour market, also coming from international students 

themselves. According to three large-scale surveys conducted in 2011, 2014, and 2017, between 54 and 

80 percent of international students reported to be willing to work in Germany after graduation. While 

in 2011, about one in eight students planned to remain in German for longer than five years, by 2017 

their share had risen to 41% (SVR Research Unit and MPG 2012:38; SVR Research Unit 2017:16). 

Apart from the widespread intention to stay, the surveys documented international students’ need for 

more information about their post-study work rights and even more so, their willingness to access career 

counselling services at their HEI.139 In this way, student expectations showed some signs of alignment 

with the foreign talent acquisition interests of governmental and non-governmental stakeholders. And 

vice versa since numerous policy statements referred to students’ intentions to work in Germany (DAAD 

2014b:4; 2014b:110; German Council of Science and Humanities 2016:133f.; Federal Commissioner 

for the East German States and Stifterverband 2017:4; SVR Research Unit and MPG 2012:37; SVR 

Research Unit 2017:16). By the mid-2010s, a notable 50 percent of international students were found to 

stay in the Federal Republic after their graduation in order to search for employment (Hanganu and Heß 

2014:49; Hanganu 2015:3). Yet, a significant portion of them encountered several barriers. As a result, 

more than one year after obtaining their degree, close to one third was still searching for employment – 

way more when compared to their German counterparts (SVR Research Unit 2015:18; 2017). The 

obstacles they faced included sub-par German language skills, low exposure to and insufficient 

knowledge about the German labour market, and a lack of professional networks in Germany, among 

 
139 A 2011 study by the SVR Research Unit and the Migration Policy Group (2012) found that out of 2,607 
surveyed international graduate students, 80% of master’s students and 67% of PhD students were planning to 
work in Germany after graduation. At that time, roughly one quarter reported to be well-informed about their post-
study work rights and about one fifth deemed legal opportunities to be “good” or “very good” (ibid:37f.). In 2014, 
one third of the 11,468 international undergraduate and graduate students in a DAAD-commissioned study echoed 
these sentiments and shared that they would like to see their HEI offer more immigration counselling. Close to 
50% also wanted more help with job placement and career counselling. In total, 54% were planning to stay in 
Germany while another 31% were still undecided (DAAD 2014a:108–110). In 2017, the second wave of a 
longitudinal survey featuring 5,167 international students found that 70% were planning to stay in Germany, 41% 
of whom for five years or longer (SVR Research Unit 2017:16). This was significantly higher than the 13% 
recorded in 2011, prior to the extension of Germany’s post-study job search scheme for international graduates 
(SVR Research Unit and MPG 2012:38). 
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others (SVR Research Unit 2017:29f.; Arajärvi and Drubig 2014:8; Hanganu and Heß 2014:150; 

Dömling 2014:9). On occasion, student associations also emphasized the importance of addressing 

these obstacles in order to give international students a better opportunity to gain work experience during 

and after their studies.140 Overall though, the topic of post-study retention was hardly a core issue for 

the associations. As a case in point, the thousands of international students who participated in the 2009, 

2012, and 2016 Social Survey of the German National Association for Student Affairs were never asked 

about their intentions to stay in Germany after graduation (Isserstedt and Kandulla 2010; Apolinarski 

and Poskowsky 2013; Apolinarski and Brandt 2018). Other national stakeholders were more vocal in 

their calls for a more targeted job entry support for international students. But instead of asking HEIs to 

unliterally help students and graduates overcome the aforementioned obstacles, national audiences 

explicitly encouraged and incentivized HEIs to partner with local employers, employment agencies, 

foreigners’ registration offices, and other local organizations: 

“[German] higher education institutions and their industry partners should cooperate more in 
order to support the labour market integration of international graduates and German graduates 
with a migration background. Support services (e.g., mentoring programs, job and internship 
boards) should be developed in close cooperation and be promoted at the early stages of study 
programs. To help international students and German students with a migration background gain 
access to local employers, higher education institutions and industry partners should run joint 
events (e.g., ‘graduates and employers’, ‘pathways to employment’).”141 [emphasis in the 
original] (BAMF 2014:23) 

 

“In order to support their international – and domestic – graduates during their transition to the 
labour market, [German] higher education institutions rely on a close cooperation with other 
actors. These include businesses, [industry] associations, employment agencies and foreigners’ 
registration offices. By coordinating their respective support services, international students can 
be better assisted on their way to the [German] labour market. In many cases, it can be beneficial 
to organize these partnerships regionally in order to take into account regional needs and 
structures. The German Council of Science and Humanities sides with the Expert Council of 
German Foundations on Integration and Migration in calling for a better coordination of job 
entry support at the local level.”142 (German Council of Science and Humanities 2016:149) 

 
140 During the transposition process for the 2016 EU research directive (EU 2016/801) into German law, the 
German National Association for Student Affairs (DSW) advocated for more flexible rules regarding the self-
employment and maximum work days for non-EU/EEA/Swiss students who “would then have the same labour 
rights as students from the EU and Germany.” (Personal translation from German: “Mit einer solchen Angleichung 
würden Studierende aus Drittstaaten gegenüber Studierenden aus der EU bzw. aus Deutschland arbeitsrechtlich 
gleichgestellt.”) (DSW 2016:5). However, compared to Canada, student associations in Germany were less vocal 
about post-study retention. 
141 Personal translation from German: “Hochschulen und Wirtschaftspartner sollten hinsichtlich Maßnahmen zur 
Förderung der arbeitsmarktlichen Integration von Absolventen mit Migrationshintergrund und internationalen 
Absolventen verstärkt kooperieren. Die Maßnahmen (z.B. Mentoren-Programme, Praktikumsbörse) sollten von 
den Partnern gemeinsam entwickelt werden und bereits frühzeitig im Rahmen des Studiums zur Anwendung 
kommen. Damit Studierende mit Migrationshintergrund und internationale Studierende den Kontakt zu 
Unternehmen am Standort leichter aufbauen können, sollten von Hochschulen und Wirtschaftspartnern während 
des Semesters gemeinsame Informationsveranstaltungen (z.B. „Absolvent und Unternehmen“, „Erfolgswege in 
Unternehmen“) angeboten werden.” 
142 Personal translation from German: “Für die Unterstützung ihrer internationalen – wie auch der einheimischen 
– Absolventinnen und Absolventen beim Übergang auf den Arbeitsmarkt sind die Hochschulen auf eine enge 
Kooperation mit anderen Akteuren angewiesen. Hierzu zählen insbesondere Unternehmen, Verbände, 
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 These expectations of more (local-level) cooperation also informed the temporary funding 

programs in Table 13, which supported the piloting and strengthening of partnerships between higher 

education institutions and their local economies (cp. SVR Research Unit 2019:26; Morris-Lange 

2019:21). While some programs pursued a broader set of objectives, including but not limited to 

international graduate retention, others were exclusively focused on retention, such as the “Study and 

Work” initiative, which was launched by the Federal Commissioner for the East German States (then 

part of the Federal Ministry for Economic Affairs and Energy) and Stifterverband in 2015. The 

initiative’s earmarked funding was explicitly aimed at greater HEI involvement in the post-study 

retention of international students, as its final report emphasized: 

“Starting in 2015, the Commissioner for the East German States and Stifterverband supported 
ten regional networks for the duration of two years. The goal was to support international 
students during their transition to the labour market. So far, [Germany’s] higher education 
institutions have primarily focused on national and international matters. Local labour market 
needs are a relatively new concern. However, the projected talent shortages in different regions 
require new approaches to ensure that future labour market needs are being met. During the 
Study and Work initiative, the ten participating higher education institutions have managed to 
educate relevant local actors about the [economic] potential of international students. Because 
of their direct access to international students, the participating higher education institutions 
were able to establish themselves as key workforce development actors within their respective 
regions. […] Together with regional actors such as the chambers of commerce, employment 
agencies, and companies, the ten higher education institutions have built partnerships and 
installed suitable formats to support the labour market orientation and social integration [of 
international students]. This way, for the first time, international students were the focus of 
regional networks and their coordinated support efforts. Within these networks, the higher 
education institutions […] have proven to be capable coordinators.”143 (Federal Commissioner 
for the East German States and Stifterverband 2017:4) 

 The program pursued a regionalization of international graduate retention by means of 

encouraging local and regional partnerships across the federal states in the East as well as a few other 

 
Arbeitsagenturen und Ausländerbehörden. Über eine Verzahnung der jeweiligen Unterstützungsaktivitäten sind 
Bildungsausländerinnen und -ausländer auf ihrem Weg in den Arbeitsmarkt zu begleiten. Vielfach bietet es sich 
an, diese Zusammenarbeit – auf der Basis gemeinsam gesetzter Ziele und fester Strukturen – regional zu 
organisieren, um den jeweiligen Rahmenbedingungen Rechnung tragen zu können. Der Wissenschaftsrat schließt 
sich daher der Forderung des Sachverständigenrates deutscher Stiftungen für Integration und Migration nach 
einem koordinierten regionalen Übergangsmanagement an.” 
143 Personal translation from German: “Mit der Initiative „Study & Work“ wurden im Jahr 2015 für die Dauer von 
zwei Jahren zehn regionale Netzwerke durch die Ostbeauftragte der Bundesregierung und den Stifterverband 
gefördert. Ziel der regionalen Vernetzung ist es, internationale Studierende bei einem erfolgreichen 
Studienabschluss und Absolventen beim Übergang von der Hochschule in den Arbeitsmarkt zu unterstützen. 
Hochschulen sind bislang vorrangig national und international ausgerichtet, der Fokus auf lokale und regionale 
Arbeitsmarktbedarfe ist vergleichsweise neu. Der prognostizierte Fachkräftebedarf in den Regionen jedoch bedarf 
neuer Ansätze, um auch in Zukunft ausreichend Potenziale für den deutschen Arbeitsmarkt zu erschließen. Im 
Rahmen der Initiative „Study & Work“ ist es den zehn geförderten Hochschulen gelungen, das Potenzial 
internationaler Studierender sichtbar zu machen und relevante Akteure für diese Zielgruppe zu sensibilisieren. Die 
Projekthochschulen konnten sich, nicht zuletzt aufgrund ihres direkten Zugangs zu internationalen Studierenden, 
als Schlüsselakteure im Handlungsfeld der regionalen Fachkräftesicherung etablieren. [...] Gemeinsam mit 
regionalen Akteuren des Arbeitsmarkts, wie IHKs, Arbeitsagenturen und Unternehmen, haben die zehn 
geförderten Hochschulen im Netzwerk Partnerschaften aufgebaut und sich auf geeignete Formate und Maßnahmen 
zur Arbeitsmarktorientierung und sozialen Integration verständigt. Damit stand die Zielgruppe der internationalen 
Studierenden erstmalig im Fokus des koordinierten Handelns regionaler Netzwerke.” 
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regions. In order to increase universities and UAS’ ability to contribute to these partnerships, a number 

of policy statements supported the expansion of student service structures, especially in international 

offices and the then relatively new HEI career service departments. Both subdivisions were repeatedly 

singled out to not only partner with the local economy, but to also provide more (tailored) support 

services to international students, including “information events on the labour market, field trips to 

companies, internship placements, and support with CVs and cover letters.”144 (HiTh 2019:17; HRK 

2009:4; 2011:3; 2014:166f.; German Council of Science and Humanities 2016:149–152). The 

professional bodies that represented and convened HEI career development and international education 

professionals at the national level echoed this notion to some degree: Between 2010 and 2019, the Career 

Service Network Germany discussed international students’ career counselling needs in several 

workshops, published articles as well as a number of best-practice examples on its official website 

(CSND 2020). Likewise, international education professionals were encouraged to learn about the 

labour market entry of international students and graduates at their annual meeting, the DAAD-

Leitertagung (e.g., Maubach 2014; Wopat 2015).  

Overall, the policy analysis showed that during the 2010s, national-level audiences in Germany were in 

support of international graduate retention, albeit oftentimes in a comparatively cautious fashion. Within 

the analyzed policy statements – especially those issued by higher education and industry advocates – 

universities and UAS were encouraged to “live up to their shared responsibility for successful graduate 

employment by supporting them during their job search and application processes” (German Council of 

Science and Humanities 2016:148). But instead to doing it alone, higher education institutions were 

called upon to “collaborate closely with key employment services”145 (ibid; HRK 2014:166f.). The 

federal government echoed this approach. Although policy statement remained rather vague about what 

HEIs should and should not do, federally-funded pilot programs were often earmarked in ways that 

required participating institutions to tailor career support services and partner with local industry. 

Despite these efforts to incentivize more HEI activities in this area, it would be too much to state that 

the post-study retention of international students was indeed the mandate of German universities, UAS 

or any other public HEI. 

As a short but important side note, the documents’ omission of refugees indicated that the 

controversially-discussed influx of more than one million asylum seekers into Germany in the years 

2015 and 2016 did not fundamentally change stakeholder’s stance on international students and 

 
144 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Die Internationalen Büros oder verwandte Einrichtungen an 
den Thüringer Hochschulen spielen eine wichtige Rolle bei der Integration der internationalen Studierenden. Im 
Zusammenhang mit dem HITH-PROJEKT haben sich vor allem die Unterstützungsangebote als bedeutsam 
herausgestellt, die den internationalen Studierendenden Einstieg in den lokalen bzw. regionalen Arbeitsmarkt 
erleichtern. Diese umfassen z.B. Beratungsveranstaltungen mit Schwerpunkt Arbeitsmarkt, Firmenbesuch oder 
die Vermittlung von Praktika, aber auch Unterstützung bei der Erstellung von Bewerbungsunterlagen.” 
145 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Die Hochschulen können ihre Mitverantwortung für den 
erfolgreichen Übergang der Absolventinnen und Absolventen in Erwerbstätigkeiten auch über eine Unterstützung 
der Arbeitsplatzsuche und der Bewerbungsprozesse wahrnehmen. Dabei sollten sie eine enge Zusammenarbeit mit 
anderen für den Berufseinstieg zentralen Akteuren suchen.” 
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graduates. On the contrary, the fact that up to 50,000 refugees were estimated to be eligible and willing 

to enter the German higher education system led the federal government to invest a considerable EUR 

100 million (around CAD 150) in expanding student pathways and support services (DAAD 2019). By 

the end of the decade, around 25,000 refugees had entered into regular degree programs (DAAD 

2020:6). The expansion of support services was primarily realized through DAAD’s Integra program, 

which provided temporary funding to the higher education sector between 2016 and 2019. In 2019, a 

second round of Integra was announced. Similar to the pilots in Table 13, this time, the official call for 

project proposals encouraged universities and UAS to also address the challenges that refugees and other 

international students faced when entering the labour market upon graduation, thus echoing Germany’s 

growing expectations for HEIs to get more involved in post-study retention (DAAD 2019).  

 

Federal State of Bavaria: Assertive Rhetoric and Additional Funding in Support of Regional 

Retention 

Unlike Canada’s provinces and territories, Germany’s federal states do not have their own 

economic immigration pathways.146 This is also true for Bavaria whose political and economic elites 

have also come to regard the internationalization of higher education as a way to gain foreign talent for 

Bavaria’s aging workforce. Compared to the oftentimes indirect and cautious retention advocacy at the 

national level, the analyzed policy documents from Bavaria were somewhat more explicit. As the state’s 

former science minister Wolfgang Heubisch put it, “internationalization [of higher education] also 

means recruiting talented and motivated young people from abroad,” adding that, “the 

internationalization of Bavaria’s higher education institutions is one of my most important political 

goals. Here, the higher education institutions are the most important actors” 147 (Heubisch 2012:12). 

Similar to his counterparts in Ontario, the minister asserted his government’s intention to retain 

international graduates regionally, as reflected in the analyzed policy documents below. 

After the 2012 transposition of the EU Blue Card directive into German national law, the 

Bavarian government, or more precisely, the State Ministry of Science, Research and the Arts and the 

Ministry of Economic Affairs, launched a one-year campaign to inform international students about 

their options to stay and work in Bavaria. In accordance with the initiative’s anglophone title Study and 

Stay in Bavaria, the campaign website and campus events were implemented in both English and 

German (Bavarian State Parliament 2019). The initiative was accompanied by a state-funded research 

study on how to facilitate international graduate retention in the region, carried out by the University of 

Bamberg in Northern Bavaria.148 After the end of the initiative in late 2013, the campaign website was 

 
146 The 2016–2019 pilot program PUMA (Punktebasiertes Modell für ausländische Fachkräfte) in the federal state 
of Baden-Württemberg is an exception to this rule, even though experts have dubbed it more of a “marketing tool” 
rather than an actual immigration pathway (Kolb 2016:137). 
147 Personal translation from German: “Internationalisierung bedeutet aber auch, talentierte und motivierte junge 
Menschen aus dem Ausland für uns zu gewinnen. […] Die Internationalisierung der bayerischen Hochschulen ist 
eines der Hauptanliegen meiner Wissenschaftspolitik. Die Hochschulen selbst sind dabei die wichtigsten Akteure.” 
148 http://www.efms.uni-bamberg.de/prinstue.htm, retrieved on 3 August 2020 
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integrated into Bavaria’s official web portal for foreign professionals, Work in Bavaria, which when 

accessed in August of 2020, provided the following English language summary of the major goal of the 

Study and Stay initiative: 

“Many of the international students who come here [to Bavaria] would also like to work and 
live here. However, only a fraction of them actually do. We aim to change that!” (Bavarian 
Ministry of Economic Affairs 2020) 
 

During the 2010s, the two ministries behind Study and Stay were not the only state entities that 

sought to retain more international students post-graduation. In 2018, Bavaria’s Ministry of Interior – 

the ministry supervising the work of all foreigners’ registration offices across the Federal State – 

doubled down on the government’s expectation to retain regionally. Together with the Federal 

Employment Agency’s regional office in Bavaria the ministry issued a brochure on career opportunities 

for international students and graduates, unequivocally titled “We want you in Bavaria”. The brochure 

was published in English and openly wooed international graduates to stay in Bavaria, as the 

introductory remarks and their unmistakably regional emphasis show: 

“Dear foreign students at Bavarian universities! Welcome to Bavaria! […] We are delighted 
that you are studying in Bavaria and would be delighted for you to work here upon successful 
completion of your degree.” (STMI and BA Bavaria 2018:2) 
 

These and other governmental efforts were not embedded in an all-government strategy for 

higher education internationalization, because unlike in Ontario, the Bavarian government did not have 

such a strategy. The fact that the above information materials addressed international students in English 

can be considered a pragmatic solution to the language barriers that many international students and 

graduates have reported when trying to enter the labour market in Germany (Arajärvi and Drubig 

2014:8; SVR Research Unit 2017). Although over the years, many have shown to possess a good or 

very good command of the German language, by the late 2010s, more than half of all international 

students in Germany were enrolled in study programs that were solely or at least in part taught in English 

(Apolinarski and Brandt 2018:28). Since the early 2000s, higher education institutions in Bavaria and 

virtually all other federal states have regarded English-taught programs as an important marketing tool, 

especially for promoting graduate-level study programs, which became a core element in their 

internationalization strategies (cp. Blossfeld et al. 2012:58f.). The Bavarian government, too, 

acknowledged the importance of English-taught programs for recruiting international students. 

However, throughout the 2010s, Bavarian HEIs were only permitted to offer such programs at the 

graduate level. For bachelor’s programs, fully English-taught curricula were allowed, but needed to be 

accompanied by an identical, German-taught ‘twin program’. In 2019, this requirement was lifted – a 

decision which has since been subject to political debates around the economic viability of offering 

English-taught programs free of charge (see quote below). Given the Bavarian government’s 

aforementioned expectation to retain work-ready graduates, there have been some concerns around the 
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employability of the internationals among them given that in the Bavarian labour market, fluency in 

German has been and often still is considered a prerequisite (cp. Geis-Thöne 2019; Pfeffer-Hoffmann 

2016:87f.). The following quote from a legislative motion in the Bavarian State Parliament, which was 

submitted by members of the then incumbent Christian Social Union and its coalition partner, the Free 

Voters of Bavaria, echoed these concerns as parliamentarians called for mandatory German courses for 

international students: 

“The scheduled reform of the higher education law is meant to give universities and universities 
of applied sciences the option to teach entire undergraduate programs in a foreign language 
without having to offer a German-taught ‘twin program’. The Bavarian Parliament welcomes 
the reform goal of improving multilingualism [among students]. […] At the same time, it is 
imperative to guard against undesirable developments. The Parliament would like to avoid that 
international students isolate amongst themselves and, as a result, do not lean or even unlearn 
the German language. Ultimately, these graduates would have little chances on the Bavarian 
labour market, which continues to be dominated by small and medium-sized companies in 
which German is still the primary language. According to the Parliament, this could be avoided 
if students were obliged to improve their general and academic German language skills parallel 
to their coursework. […] It is not in the interest of the Bavarian taxpayer to educate international 
students free of charge and in English if these students cannot be employed in the Bavarian 
economy later on, but instead, in a worst-case scenario, choose to leave Germany right after 
graduation.”149 [emphasis in the original] (Bavarian State Parliament 2020:1f.) 

The authors of the motion went beyond the analyzed policy statements at the national level and 

insisted on a causal link between the employment prospects of international graduates and the language 

of instruction in their study programs. While this causality is not backed by empirical research, the 

authors’ invoking of “the interests of the Bavarian taxpayer” and their proclaimed “worst-case scenario” 

of international graduates not working in Bavaria leave little doubt as to their expectations: International 

graduates were to help Bavaria achieve a return the on investment made in their education. 

A more toned-down position was taken by Bavaria’s higher education sector. The Bavarian 

University Conference (2013) stressed that for Bavaria to remain an “internationally competitive 

destination for education and business, higher education policies must be adjusted to offset the long-

term demographic decline and to support all of the available domestic talent and to attract international 

 
149 Personal translation from German: “Bei der bevorstehenden Reform des Hochschulgesetzes soll den 
Universitäten und Hochschulen für angewandte Wissenschaften künftig die Möglichkeit eingeräumt werden, 
fremdsprachige Studiengänge im grundständigen Studium auch ohne das Erfordernis eines zulassungsfreien 
deutschsprachigen „Zwillingsstudiengangs“ anzubieten. Der Landtag begrüßt generell, dass mit der Reform die 
Mehrsprachigkeit verbessert werden soll. […] Gleichzeitig gilt es aber, möglichen Fehlentwicklungen 
vorzubeugen. So möchte der Landtag vermeiden, dass sich ausländische Studierende in Gruppen isolieren und im 
Laufe des Studiums nur wenig Deutsch lernen oder gar vorhandene Deutschkenntnisse wieder verlernen. Denn die 
Folge wäre, dass solche Absolventen auch nur geringe Beschäftigungschancen auf dem bayerischen Arbeitsmarkt 
hätten, der nach wie vor stark von mittelständischen Unternehmen geprägt ist, in denen vornehmlich Deutsch 
gesprochen wird. Dem wäre nach Ansicht des Landtags am besten entgegenzusteuern, wenn die Studierenden 
verpflichtet würden, parallel zu ihrem Fachstudium gleichzeitig ihre Deutschkenntnisse in allgemeiner 
Konversation sowie in der Fachsprache systematisch auszubauen. […] Es liegt nicht im Interesse des bayerischen 
Steuerzahlers, ausländische Studierende ohne Erhebung von Studiengebühren auf Englisch auszubilden, wenn 
diese dann der bayerischen Wirtschaft später nicht als Fachkräfte zur Verfügung stehen können, sondern im 
schlechtesten Fall Deutschland sofort nach Erwerb ihres Abschlusses wieder verlassen.” 
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talent”150 (ibid:2). Complementing this policy statement, the Association of Bavarian Universities of 

Applied Sciences (2012) specifically emphasized the importance of “the cooperation with companies 

and the applied and practice-oriented training of domestic and international professionals, who are 

urgently needed in the [Bavarian] labour market”151 (ibid). Compared to their national counterparts, the 

policy statements made by the two Bavarian associations showed a higher orientation towards the talent 

needs of the labour market, which in Bavaria experienced more shortages than in most other federal 

states (German Economic Institute 2017; KOFA 2019; Federal Employment Agency 2018:10f.). 

The quotes’ emphasis on Bavaria’s projected demographic decline and the economic benefits 

of attracting and retaining international students after graduation was shared by the Bavarian business 

community. Especially the Bavarian Industry Association which together with the state government 

launched and supported three state-wide pilot programs during the 2010s, all including the goal of 

benefitting regional economic development: 

• hochschule dual international sought to internationalize co-operative, i.e., “dual”, study 

programs at Bavaria’s universities of applied sciences by coordinating UAS and employer 

activities and by advertising dual study options to prospective international students, who were 

to be turned into skilled workers. The initiative was sponsored by the Bavarian Industry 

Association and implemented by hochschule dual, Bavaria’s umbrella organization for co-

operative education152 (hochschule dual 2016).  

• Study and Work International aimed at connecting domestic and international students to 

Bavarian companies with branches outside of Germany, e.g., through internships abroad, career 

fairs, and a job matching platform. This way, international graduates could benefit the Bavarian 

economy even if they chose to leave Germany after graduation. Since the program’s inception 

in 2012, Study and Work International has been funded by the Bavarian Industry Association 

and implemented by hochschule dual. 

• SAVE (Studienerfolg ausländischer Vollstudierender erhöhen153) assisted all Bavarian higher 

education institutions in expanding their support services for international students so that more 

of them could finish their degree programs and enter the Bavarian labour market. Program 

 
150 Personal translation from German: “Die Bayerische Wirtschaft kann auf hochqualifizierte Absolventinnen und 
Absolventen nicht verzichten. Bayern muss in der Hochschulpolitik jetzt die Weichen richtig stellen, um 
angesichts der langfristigen demografischen Verknappung als Bildungs- und Wissenschaftsstandort international 
wettbewerbsfähig zu bleiben, indem alle verfügbaren Talente gefördert und begabte Nachwuchsköpfe ins Land 
geholt werden.” 
151 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Während universitäre Internationalisierungsstrategien sich 
typischerweise auf die Ausbildung des wissenschaftlichen Nachwuchs und den Ausbau internationaler Forschung 
durch die Förderung der Mobilität von Wissenschaftlern konzentrieren, setzen die HAW [Hochschulen für 
angewandte Wissenschaften] den Schwerpunkt auf die Kooperation mit Unternehmen und die anwendungs- und 
praxisorientierte Bildung zukünftiger in- und ausländischer Fachkräfte, die auf dem Arbeitsmarkt dringend 
gebraucht werden.” 
152 hochschule dual is funded and run by the Association of the Bavarian Universities of Applied Sciences and 
Bavaria’s State Ministry of Sciences, Research and the Arts. 
153 English translation: Increase success among international degree-seeking students. 
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implementation was realized through a public-private partnership between the Bavarian 

Industry Association and the Bavarian State Ministry of Sciences, Research and the Arts 

(StMWK 2017). During the program’s five-year funding period (2015–2019), the Bavarian 

Industry Association invested a total of EUR 1.1 million (around CAD 1.7 million) (Bavarian 

Industry Association 2019:5). 

 The shared motives and goals behind the three public-private partnerships are best summed up 

by the 2015 inaugural press release of the SAVE program, which includes the following quotes from 

Bavaria’s former science minister Ludwig Spaenle and Bertram Brossardt, the former managing director 

of the Bavarian Industry Association. Both quotes defined student success in terms of academic success, 

i.e., not dropping out, and in terms of entering the German labour market, preferably in Bavaria: 

Ludwig Spaenle: “More and more students from all over the world enrol at our Bavarian higher 
education institutions. They are a valuable asset! Their interest speaks to the attractiveness of 
Bavaria as a destination for science and business. The SAVE program helps international 
students complete their studies successfully and transition to the world of work without a 
problem.”154 
 
Bertram Brossardt: “The number of international students has been growing for years. But many 
students do not finish their studies and are thus unavailable for the German labour market. That 
is why higher education institutions must improve study conditions and build better pathways 
to the labour market. We would like to support higher education institutions with this new 
project.”155  

(StMWK 2015) 

Just like similar funding programs at the federal level (see Table 13 above), Bavaria’s three 

public-private initiatives were designed to cover HEIs’ start-up costs and costs for program expansion. 

Despite their short-term nature, the initiatives can be regarded as indicative of a growing expectation to 

retain international graduates while at the same time encouraging higher education institutions to play a 

more active role throughout the process. This expectation is apparent in the programs’ earmarked 

funding and especially in the above quotes. 

Other parts of the Bavarian government, too, expressed their expectations for universities and 

UAS – and especially the career service departments within them – to adjust their service portfolios to 

the needs of international students and to partner with the local offices of the Federal Employment 

Agency, stating that “across Bavaria, international graduates (just like domestic graduates) can access 

 
154 Personal translation from German: “Mehr und mehr Studentinnen und Studenten aus aller Welt schreiben sich 
an unseren bayerischen Hochschulen ein. Sie sind eine wertvolle Bereicherung! Ihr Interesse zeigt die hohe 
Attraktivität des Wissenschafts- und Wirtschaftsstandortes Bayern. Die Förderlinie „SAVE” unterstützt die 
ausländischen Studentinnen und Studenten dabei, ihr Studium erfolgreich abzuschließen und den Übergang ins 
Berufsleben problemlos zu meistern.” 
155 Personal translation from German: “Die Zahl internationaler Studierender nimmt seit Jahren kontinuierlich zu. 
Aber viele Studenten bringen ihr Studium nicht zum Abschluss und stehen damit auch dem deutschen 
Arbeitsmarkt nicht zur Verfügung. Deshalb müssen die Hochschulen die Studienbedingungen verbessern und die 
Übergänge in den Arbeitsmarkt vorteilhafter gestalten. Mit dem neuen Projekt wollen wir die Hochschulen dabei 
unterstützen.” 
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the comprehensive services of the local office of the Federal Employment Agency. Is this regard, 

services already exist throughout the entire state.”156 (Bavarian State Parliament 2015:3) The written 

statement was given in response to a parliamentary inquiry by a member of the opposition. 

Despite the Bavarian government’s pro-retention stance and its interest in greater HEI 

involvement during students’ transition to the labour market, Bavarian universities and universities of 

applied sciences did not face any regulatory pressure to do more in this area. Although Bavaria’s higher 

education law (Bayerisches Hochschulgesetz) required HEIs to provide certain services to international 

students, such as pre-arrival support, academic preparation, and enabling them to participate in student 

government, the law did not explicitly mention career counselling and other forms of study-to-work 

support (cp. Schöck 2017:351–353). The same is by and large true for the performance agreements 

(Innovationsbündnisse) between the Bavarian government and the state’s 26 public universities and 

UAS. The agreements, which have been concluded every three to five years since 2005, allocate 

additional personnel and earmarked funds to HEIs based on a set of sector-wide objectives, which are 

laid out beforehand by a framework agreement. The 2014–2018 framework agreement spelled out the 

sector-wide objectives of lowering the number of student dropouts and increasing efforts to 

internationalize student bodies and other parts of the HEIs. For this, the government pledged to provide 

a “considerable amount of financial resources”157 (SMTWK 2013:5). Employment metrics and 

objectives were only indirectly included in the system-wide performance indicators, i.e., HEI were 

required to support student entrepreneurs.158 As the content analysis of the individual agreements with 

the state’s nine universities and 17 UAS shows, internationalization goals, or more precisely, 

international student recruitment targets were included in all agreements (Table 14). Oftentimes, HEIs 

agreed to increase the number of international students to a certain headcount or percentage share of 

their student body. Similarly, student success was also included, usually in the form of reducing 

dropouts. However, these targets were generally not quantified beyond references to staying below or 

at par with Bavarian averages, which in reality were not levied systematically (Gensch and Kliegl 

2011:8). When it came to student success, international students were rarely mentioned explicitly. The 

same was true for post-study employment. Here, three of the nine universities signaled their willingness 

to identify and hire promising researchers among their international students whereas around half of the 

UAS pledged to increase the number of international students in their dual study programs. As for the 

latter, the aspired numbers were quite low given the small size of these programs. Although the 

universities’ focus on research and the UAS’ emphasis on dual training were reflective of their distinct 

 
156 Personal translation from German: “Ausländischen Studienabsolventen steht dabei (ebenso wie deutschen 
Absolventen) das umfangreiche, flächendeckende Beratungsangebot der Bundesagentur für Arbeit zur Verfügung. 
Vor diesem Hintergrund besteht bereits ein flächendeckendes Angebot.” 
157 Personal translation from German: “Für den Aktionsplan Demografischer Wandel sowie für das 
Energieforschungsprogramm und die Internationalisierungsmaßnahmen werden in erheblichem Umfang 
finanzielle Ressourcen im Nachtragshaushalt 2012 sowie im Doppelhaushalt 2013/2014 bereitgestellt.” 
158 In Table 14, performance goals relating to student entrepreneurship and spinoff companies were counted as 
graduate employment goals. 
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missions, these differences should not be overstated as neither institution faced pro-retention 

performance targets that were particularly specific to their HEI type.  

Table 14 Performance Agreements 2014–2018 between the Bavarian State Ministry of Sciences, 
Research and the Arts and Public Universities and Universities of Applied Sciences 

Higher education 
institution 

Performance targets 

International 
student 

recruitment  

Student success  
(academic) 

Student success  
(post-study employment) 

All students 
International students 

(mentioned 
specifically) 

All students 
International students 

(mentioned 
specifically) 

U 1 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 2 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 3 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 4 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
U 5 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
U 6 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 7 ✓ ✓  ✓  
U 8 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
U 9 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 1 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 2 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
UAS 3 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 4 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 5 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
UAS 7 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
UAS 8 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
UAS 9 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 10 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 11 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
UAS 12 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 13 ✓ ✓  ✓  
UAS 14 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
UAS 15 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
UAS 16 ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ 
UAS 17 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Source: Document analysis 2020 

 

Compared to the national-level analysis for Germany, the Bavarian policy analysis points 

towards similar, yet somewhat more assertive and decidedly regional expectations: During the 2010s, 

powerful audiences in Bavaria stressed the demographic and economic importance of retaining 

international graduates and encouraged HEIs to do more to achieve this political and economic goal, 

especially through the aforementioned public-private programs whose funding was more widely 

available than for nationally and EU-funded programs (Table 13). At the same time, these initiatives 

promoted post-study employment as one of many goals that HEIs could choose to pursue, for example 

next to teaching the international classroom (with the help of hochschule dual international), sending 
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German students abroad (through Study and Work International) or fostering academic success (via 

SAVE). At the regulatory level, too, Bavaria’s system architects chose to rather ‘nudge’ public higher 

education institution into doing more to keep their international talents in the labour market, instead of 

prescribing an expansion of certain student services. So, here too, no clear retention mandate could be 

discerned. 

 

4.1.3 Pro-Retention Expectations, But No Clear Mandate for Higher Education Institutions 

During the 2010s, Canadian and German higher education institutions operated in an 

environment in which the idea of retaining international graduates as economic (im)migrants was almost 

universally supported by influential stakeholders at the national level and at the level of individual 

provinces and federal states, as exemplified by Ontario and Bavaria. With very few exceptions, all of 

the analyzed policy documents issued by government agencies and other macro-level organizations 

representing industry, higher education, and civil society revealed a decisive willingness to keep 

international graduates in the host country labour market and, in the case of high-performing graduate 

students, in the laboratories and research institutes of universities and other research-intensive 

organizations. The majority of international students in both countries shared this expectation. Their 

intention to stay was explicitly and repeatedly referenced in the analyzed policy statements. The 

observed permeation of this pro-retention stance across sectors, national, and subnational boundaries 

can be interpreted as an indication of institutional isomorphism, at least within Canada and Germany, 

although the research literature indicates similar tendencies in other highly-industrialized countries such 

as France, Sweden, Switzerland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and the United States as well as 

at the international and supranational level (see for example EMN 2013; 2019; Suter and Jandl 2006; 

SVR Research Unit and MPG 2011; Sá and Sabzalieva 2018; Tremblay 2005). Nevertheless, neither 

Canada and Ontario nor Germany and Bavaria were the site of an unequivocal mandate for higher 

education institutions to realize the desired retention. 
 

There were, however, a few attempts to encourage Canada and Germany’s HEIs to do more to 

in this area. In Canada, colleges and universities were called upon to place additional emphasis on 

immigration counselling. Helping international students and graduates navigate work permits, 

permanent residence applications, and other immigration needs was not only believed to increase post-

study retention, but also the future marketing success of Canada’s multi-billion-dollar international 

education industry. The need for HEIs to further facilitate the labour market entry itself was hardly 

mentioned. Conversely, Germany’s (mostly) tuition-free universities and universities of applied 

sciences were repeatedly encouraged and openly incentivized to live up of their relatively new workforce 

development mandate and do more to bridge the gap between study and work. Although this request 

was hardly new for UAS, but more so for universities, most policy statements addressed both HEI types 
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as needing to do more in this area. Immigration counselling, however, was not explicitly promoted in 

this context.  
 

Rather than pointing towards a new, clear-cut expectation for higher education institutions, let 

alone a mandate, the policy analysis rather points towards a continuation and specification of Canada 

and Germany’s historically-grown societal expectations around workforce development, higher 

education internationalization, and economic migration (see the following referencing of selected 

subsections of Chapter 2). 

 

Continuation and Specification of Canada and Germany’s Societal Expectations Around Workforce 

Development 
 

The analyzed policy statements unveil notable differences in how Canadian and German higher 

education institutions were expected to facilitate international students’ transition from study to work. 

The observed differences were reflective of Canada and Germany’s workforce development traditions, 

particularly the more recent efforts to induce a closer relationship between the higher education sector 

and the world of work (see Chapter 2.1.3). 
 

In Canada and Ontario, colleges and universities have long been the primary vehicles for the 

development of a skilled workforce. Recent reforms have encouraged a stronger curricular and student 

service focus on the career and commerce-oriented expectations of fee-paying students and employers 

(see Chapter 2.1.1). This market orientation was found to be continued in the policy statements in this 

chapter which explicitly and repeatedly evoked the potential economic gains from educating 

international students. Overall, governmental stakeholders showed wide support, but instead of actively 

interfering, the government chose to stay in the background and manage by objectives, most notably 

Ontario’s sector-wide and HEI-specific employment outcomes which left it up to the colleges and 

universities to decide on how to get there. In addition, Ontario’s performance measures sought to hold 

colleges and universities accountable for the employment outcomes of their graduates, albeit 

international graduates were hardly mentioned. 
 

In contrast to Canada’s more hands-off and market-oriented approach, German and Bavarian 

stakeholders chose a slightly more direct and at times prescriptive tone when specifying universities and 

UAS’ partially new workforce development responsibilities. The policy documents confirmed a 

continuation of Germany’s arms-length approach to promoting the workforce development efforts of 

HEIs, also for international students, who were seen as a promising pool of highly-skilled professionals. 

A number of times, higher education institutions were promoted as an important vehicle for facilitating 

their transition to the German labour market, often in conjunction with their ascribed responsibility for 

reducing the number of student dropouts (which was a less-discussed issue in Canada). This view was 

shared by a number of stakeholders, including government agencies, industry and higher education 

associations, and philanthropic organizations. These stakeholders called upon higher education 
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institutions to custom-build pathways to employment in partnership with local employers, employment 

services, governments offices, and civil society organizations. Universities and UAS – and especially 

the newly-introduced career service departments within – were repeatedly encouraged and financially 

supported to tailor parts of their employment and career counselling, for example by offering services 

in English. Although these pilot programs benefited only a fraction of the country’s higher education 

sector, their prescriptive nature, and the handbooks and events that followed sought a broader audience 

and were reflective of Germany’s more scripted approach towards higher education reform in general, 

and workforce development in particular (see Chapter 2.1.2). They nonetheless did not specify a clear 

mandate for higher education institutions at the transition from study to work. 

 

Continuation and Specification of Canada and Germany’s Societal Expectations Around Economic 

Migration 
 

In Canada and Ontario, the analyzed policy statements positioned post-study migration, or rather 

immigration, as long-term and international students, once graduated and equipped with Canadian work 

experience, as potential future citizens. Retaining them was repeatedly implied as being “imperative” 

(Advisory Council on Economic Growth 2016:4) for economic prosperity and demographic stability – 

not unlike the rhetoric that had been used to describe previous generations of sought-after immigrants 

that have shaped Canada’s identity as a settler society (see Chapter 2.2.1). The possibility of benefitting 

from those graduates who would end up leaving Canada was hardly mentioned. Several of the Canadian 

and Ontarian policy documents highlighted visa support and other settlement services as the crucial 

measures for increasing international graduate retention. However, although some federal and provincial 

government agencies hinted at the importance of a stronger collegiate role in this area – i.e., beyond 

their biannual reporting duties to IRCC – their equivocal policy statements gave HEIs considerable 

leeway in defining their own role. On the one hand, Canada’s immigration policies and her for-profit 

international education model were incentivizing international graduates and HEIs to seek and support 

post-study work and immigration. On the other hand, the regulatory changes to Canada’s IRPA required 

colleges and universities to invest in additional certifications for their staff if they wanted to (continue 

to) advice and assist international students with immigration matters, as CBIE and its Immigration 

Advisory Committee recommended. Likewise, Ontario’s International Student Connect program 

encouraged colleges and universities to do more to encourage immigration by partnering with the 

settlement sector, however, it was the settlement sector and not the higher education sector that was 

repeatedly promoted as the province’s primary provider of immigration help. Given these ambivalences, 

especially on the part of federal and provincial governments, Canadian colleges and universities did not 

have a clear, externally-ascribed mandate to support the post-study retention of international students, 

neither in the frequently mentioned area of immigration counselling nor in other settlement services. 

The policy advocacy of international education professionals through CBIE and its Immigration 
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Advisory Committee could be regarded as a sign of a self-ascribed mandate. However, this interpretation 

will be further examined by the empirical field work ahead.  
 

Compared to Canada, policy statements in Germany and Bavaria were much more implicit about 

the possibility and desirability of long-term immigration, as indicated by the fact that the words 

“immigration” (Einwanderung) or “immigrant” (Einwanderer/Einwanderin) did not appear a single 

time in any of the analyzed statements. This does not surprise since these terms only became more 

frequently used in Germany towards the very end of the 2010s, before the passing of Germany’s Skilled 

Workers Immigration Law in 2019. Rather than being described as future immigrants, international 

students and graduates were referred to as a desirable pool of highly-skilled professionals (Fachkräfte) 

and occasionally as “ideal migrants” (ideale Zuwanderer/Zuwanderinnen) (BDA et al. 2014:1) who 

were hailed for their assumed ability to rejuvenate and internationalize the aging and shrinking 

workforce in Bavaria and the rest of Germany. This comparatively cautious approach and its 

contingency upon short to medium-term labour market needs can be regarded as a sign of continuation 

of Germany’s pragmatic 21st century shift towards accepting and actively shaping its own migration 

reality (see Chapter 2.2.2). It was also reflected in the ascribed immigration counselling responsibilities 

of higher education institutions, or the lack thereof since environmental expectations did not revolve 

much around legal and procedural support with study permits, work permits, and permanent residence 

applications, all of which were to be handled by the students themselves. Although legal changes were 

occasionally proposed and a collaboration between HEIs and the responsible local authorities 

encouraged, none of the policy statements suggested that Germany’s universities and UAS should 

increase their efforts to actively help international students with their administrative migration needs. 

So, here too, no clear, externally-ascribed mandate could be discerned. 

 

Continuation and Specification of Canada and Germany’s Societal Expectations around Higher 

Education Internationalization 
 

In Canada and Ontario, the analyzed policy documents depicted international education as a 

global multi-billion-dollar industry and, in the words of the country’s second international education 

strategy, “an essential pillar of Canada’s long-term competitiveness” (GAC et al. 2019). Economic gains 

through short-term tuition income and long-term tax revenues and productivity increases were at the 

forefront of governmental and non-governmental calls to attract and retain more international students. 

In order to succeed against other “competitor countries” such as Australia, the United Kingdom, and the 

United States, Canada’s colleges and universities were encouraged to adjust their study programs, 

student services, and tuition fees in order to capitalize on the marketing efforts and policy changes made 

at federal and provincial levels (Council of the Federation 2011:14–17). By invoking these images of 

market competition, the policy documents mirrored and further specified the market-friendly 

expectations entertained by many Canadian stakeholders. However, both the policy analysis and the 

preceding literature review show that the increasing privatization of international education has also 
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been criticized by parts of Canada’s higher education community, citing quality issues in particular. At 

the same time, the policy statements of faculty associations, student organizations, and other sector 

organizations illustrate that the economic benefits incurred through international graduate retention were 

almost unquestioned. 
 

In Germany and Bavaria, economic gains were also cited as an important motivator, albeit more 

so in the long run. Some stakeholders acknowledged the short-term economic effects of discretionary 

student expenditures, yet most environmental expectations revolved around the monetary and non-

monetary gains reaped through international graduate employment in Germany or their prospects of 

working for a German company abroad or serving as cultural and economic ambassadors of Germany. 

The analyzed policy statement in Germany and Bavaria did not mirror the Canadian imagery of a 

competitive globalized education market. Although international graduates were acknowledged as a key 

potential contributor to the German economy, they were also seen as “responsible individuals” (DAAD 

2014b:4) who were trusted to make autonomous decisions about their professional future, be it in or 

outside of Germany. This duality was reflective of Germany’s hybrid model of higher education 

internationalization and its ongoing efforts to balance partnership and competition rationales (see 

Chapter 2.2.2). Another parallel could be observed in how international graduate retention was promoted 

in the broader context of improving the success of international students more generally. In the policy 

statements, student success – both academically and in terms of host country employment – was 

repeatedly invoked as an important indicator for the viability of German taxpayer investments in the 

tuition-free and increasingly English-taught education of international students. Higher education 

institutions were thus encouraged to contribute to this success, often through temporary pilot programs 

whose earmarked funding was designed to foster the labour market integration of international students, 

while also giving grant-receiving HEIs the freedom to promote other forms of student success (see 

Chapter 2.2.2). 
 

This preliminary discussion of the first set of empirical results should not be misunderstood as 

an attempt to establish a causal link between the broader country-specific traditions and trends in 

Chapter 2 and the more HEI-specific expectations identified in this part of the analysis. Rather, by 

stressing the noteworthy parallels between the two, this preliminary conclusion sought to contextualize 

Canada and Germany’s pro-retention stance and provide a richer perspective for the empirical work 

ahead. The extent to which these expectations – both broad and specific – have penetrated not only the 

environment outside of higher education institution, but also HEIs themselves is at the core of the 

following two empirical chapters. 
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4.2 How Do Canada and Germany’s Higher Education Institutions Support Post-Study 

Retention? 

 The second part of the empirical analysis provides a comparative sector-level perspective on 

what Canadian and German higher education institutions reported to do to help international students 

stay and work in their host country after graduation. Data were sourced from an online survey of career 

development and international education professionals at Canadian and German HEIs, which was 

conducted between September and December of 2014. The survey targeted universities, colleges, and 

universities of applied sciences alike. 

 In total, 90 Canadian and 156 German career development and international education 

professionals completed the survey, hailing from more than half of all publicly-funded colleges, 

universities, and UAS.159 In Canada, 97% of respondents worked at colleges and universities, whereas 

in Germany, 88% represented universities and UAS (Table 15).160 Other types of institutions such as 

business schools or colleges of art and music were included in the sample, but not analyzed separately 

given their small sample size (N = 21) and their heterogeneous structures and missions. The same was 

true for private higher education institutions (N = 26), not least because in Canada, the question of public 

versus private invites a significant degree of ambiguity given provincial differences in colleges and 

universities’ legal status, control, finance, and reporting duties (Eastman et al. 2018). The online survey 

comprised 29 questions and was and filled out in English (N = 79), French (N = 11), and German 

(N = 156). For more information on the online survey see Chapter 3.2.2. A separate analysis for the 

Province of Ontario and the Federal State of Bavaria was not conducted since their respective survey 

populations were too small for statistical analysis.  

 This chapter compares how Canada and Germany’s higher education sectors, or more precisely, 

the sum of their surveyed professionals, reported to support the post-study retention of international 

students (Chapter 4.2.1). Primary emphasis was placed career service departments, international offices, 

and the professionals therein, whose practices and rationales were compared for different environmental 

settings in and outside of their HEIs (Chapter 4.2.2). The chapter concludes with a preliminary 

discussion of the survey results against the background of the preceding findings from the policy 

analysis (Chapter 4.2.3).  

 

  

 
159 While in Germany, higher education is still funded primarily from public coffers, Canada’s publicly-funded 
colleges and universities have gradually moved towards a funding model in which non-governmental sources make 
up more than 50% of the sector’s income (Usher 2019a:9). However, since provincial and federal governments 
are still the largest financial contributors, this research continues to use the label “public” or “publicly-funded”. 
160 For the sake of transparency, percentage shares are presented with one decimal, albeit only in data tables. In 
the written text, all decimals are omitted and shares are rounded to the nearest full number so as to not suggest a 
level of accuracy that the survey sample cannot fulfill. 
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Table 15 Survey Sample 
Survey responses by HEI characteristics Canada Germany 
 
Responses (total) 

 
90 

 
156 

   
Type of HEI   

University / Universität 47 (52.2%) 65 (41.6%) 
College / Fachhochschule (univ. of applied sciences) 40 (44.4%) 72 (46.2%) 
Other (e.g., Germany’s colleges of art and music) 3 (3.3%) 18 (11.5%) 

   
Size of HEI   

<1,000 students 5 (5.6%) 20 (12.8%) 
1,000–4,999 34 (37.8%) 43 (27.6%) 
5,000–9,999 10 (11.1%) 29 (18.6%) 
10,000–14,999 13 (14.4%) 23 (14.7%) 
15,000–25,000 14 (15.6%) 19 (12.2%) 
>25,000 14 (15.6%) 22 (14.1%) 

   
International students at HEI (%)   

<5% 15 (16.7%) 27 (17.3%) 
5%–9%  25 (27.8%) 48 (30.8%) 
10%–15% 27 (30.0%) 42 (26.9%) 
16%–20% 12 (13.3%) 19 (12.2%) 
21%–30% 5 (5.6%) 6 (3.8%) 
>30% 6 (6.7%) 12 (7.7%) 

 
HEI = Higher education institution 
Notes: Universities in Germany include technical universities (Technische Universitäten). Missing values were not included 
in the calculation of percentage shares. 
Source: Online survey 2015 

 

 

4.2.1 Different Structures, Statistically Similar Practices 

When aggregating higher education professionals’ individual survey responses, the numerical 

occurrence of post-study retention practices was notably similar, despite Canadian and German 

respondents’ embeddedness in different institutional environments. 

 

Different Structures for Career Service Work and International Student Support 

In both countries, the more practice-oriented colleges and UAS made up around 45% of the 

sector sample respectively, as universities showed a slightly stronger presence in Canada than in 

Germany (Table 15). In Canada, these percentages were reflective of the populations under study, 

whereas in Germany, universities were slightly overrepresented in the survey sample.161 In terms of 

 
161 In Canada, the survey population comprised all 123 higher education institutions in CBIE’s membership 
database, 51% of which were universities, 42% were colleges, and 7% other types of institutions. In Germany, the 
survey population was determined based on the institutional membership registries of DAAD and CSND, which 
included 329 higher education institutions. Since the author was not given full access to said registries, a 
breakdown of the survey population by institutional type could not be calculated. However, official data from 
Germany’s Federal Statistical Office (2020a) can provide some indication of the relative distribution of HEIs by 
their institutional type. In 2017, the Office counted a total of 429 higher education institutions in Germany, 25% 
of which were universities, 51% were universities of applied sciences and 24% could be categorized as “other”. 
About a quarter of the 429 HEIs were private.  
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student enrolment, too, some initial similarities were found, especially with regards to international 

students. According to official statistical data presented in Chapter 2.2, international student numbers 

have seen a rapid surge in both countries in the last two decades. By the end of the 2010s, international 

students had a somewhat similar presence in the student population of each higher education sector, 

16% in Canada and 11% in Germany (Statistics Canada 2020b; Federal Statistical Office 2019c). These 

statistical similarities found some correspondence in the online survey and its documented percentage 

shares of international students (Table 15). However, since the frequency distribution for the survey 

population is not available, any inferences with regards to the statistical representativeness of these 

sector-level data should be resisted. 

These first-glance similarities were outnumbered by several structural differences that were 

found for the two focal subdivisions, career service departments and international offices.162 In Canada, 

career counselling and other career services have historically been an integral part of student affairs and 

services at many colleges and universities, whereas in Germany, they were neither part of student 

services (at least in most cases) nor had they been around for many years (CSND 2015; Shea and Clarke 

2020; CFC 2002; CACEE 2017). The online survey confirms this: Over 75% of career service 

departments in the German sample had started their operations in the mid-to-late 2000s or the early 

2010s.163 In the Canadian sample, almost half of the career service departments had been around for 

more than 20 years (Table 16). Cross-country differences were also detected in the departments’ 

structural integration within their higher education institutions. In Canada, career service departments 

were by and large part of student services (74%), whereas in Germany, their affiliation was much more 

fragmented between student services164 (20%), central administration (28%), senior leadership (16%), 

and other entities. Compared to their Canadian counterparts, career service departments in Germany 

usually had smaller teams (2.5 v. 6.5 full-time equivalents) and more than half of them relied heavily on 

the temporary funding which their HEI, the state, philanthropic organizations or the private sector 

provided for pilot programs and other earmarked initiatives (cp. CSND 2015; CACEE 2017). In Canada, 

this type of project-based funding existed as well, albeit at a much lower level. Personnel and 

programming in Canadian career service departments were mostly funded through ancillary student fees 

which at many HEIs were levied to pay for certain services, materials, and other expenses not covered 

by the general tuition fees (cp. van Norman 2016:21). Finally, performance budgeting was fairly 

 
162 As explained in Chapter 3, the empirical work is better served by not investigating higher education institutions 
as monolithic entities, but by looking at HEI subdivisions and the professionals therein, given their assumed touch 
points with those international students who would like to stay and work, as indicated by the research literature 
(see Flynn and Bauder 2015; Klabunde 2014; CACEE 2017; CSND 2015; Reichert 2020). 
163 This finding was also confirmed by a 2014 survey of 123 career service departments across Germany, 72% of 
which had been established after the year 2005 (CSND 2015:7). 
164 In Germany, student affairs and services are primary handled by the Studentenwerke (see Chapter 2.1.2), which 
are formally not part of higher education institutions. In Table 16, student services also refer to German HEI’s 
student advice offices (zentrale Studienberatung), whose portfolio includes helping (prospective) students choose 
the right program. 
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uncommon in either country: 6% of the surveyed career service departments in Canada and 19% in 

Germany received at least part of their annual budget based on performance. 

Table 16 HEI Subdivisions in Survey Sample 
Subdivision of higher education institution Canada Germany 
 
Career service department (CS)  
 

Age of CS  
<5 years 
5–10 years 
11–20 years 
>20 years 

 
Affiliation of CS within HEI 

Senior leadership 
Central administration 
Faculties / departments 
Student services 
Independent  
Other 

 
% of CS budget sourced from temporary grants 

0% 
<25% 
25%–49% 
50%–75% 
>75% 

 
CS staff members (FTE, national average) 

 
International office (IO)  
 

Age of IO 
<10 years 
10–20 years 
21–30 years 
>30 years 

 
Affiliation of IO within HEI 

Senior leadership 
Central administration 
Faculties / departments 
Student services 
Independent  
Other 
 
 

% of IO budget sourced from temporary grants 
0% 
<25% 
25%–49% 
50%–75% 
>75% 

 
IO staff members (FTE, national average) 

 
34  

 
 

7 (20.6%) 
3 (8.8%) 

8 (23.5%) 
20 (47.1%) 

 
 

1 (2.9%) 
1 (2.9%) 
3 (8.8%) 

25 (73.5%) 
2 (5.9%) 
2 (5.9%) 

 
 

20 (60.6%) 
10 (30.3%) 

2 (6.1%) 
1 (3.0%) 
0 (0.0%) 

 
6.5 FTE 

 
56 

 
 

16 (28.6%) 
23 (41.1%) 
10 (17.9%) 
7 (12.5%) 

 
 
 

8 (14.3%) 
8 (14.3%) 
2 (3.6%) 

21 (37.5%) 
10 (17.9%) 
7 (12.5%) 

 
 
 

22 (40.0%) 
27 (49.1%) 

5 (9.1%) 
1 (1.8%) 
0 (0.0%) 

 
9.6 FTE 

 
61 

 
 

15 (24.6%) 
32 (52.5%) 
14 (23.0%) 
0 (0.0%) 

 
 

10 (16.4%) 
17 (27.9%) 
3 (4.9%) 

12 (19.7%) 
13 (21.3%) 
6 (9.8%) 

 
 

10 (16.9%) 
7 (11.9%) 

10 (16.9%) 
12 (20.3%) 
20 (33.9%) 

 
2.5 FTE 

 
95 

 
 

13 (13.8%) 
29 (30.9%) 
32 (34.0%) 
20 (21.3%) 

 
 
 

36 (38.3%) 
44 (46.8%) 
1 (1.1%) 
1 (1.1%) 

12 (12.8%) 
0 (0.0%) 

 
 
 

5 (5.6%) 
18 (20.2%) 
29 (32.6%) 
23 (25.8%) 
14 (15.7%) 

 
5.8 FTE 

HEI = Higher education institution; CS = career service department; IO = international office, FTE = full-time equivalent 

Notes: Universities in Germany include technical universities (Technische Universitäten). Missing values for individual 
variables (HEI type, size etc.) were not listed separately or included in the calculation of percentage shares. 
Source: Online survey 2015 
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For international offices, the survey data showed a somewhat inverse pattern. In the German 

sample, the majority of international offices had been around for more than 20 years, much longer than 

their Canadian counterparts whose number appeared to have increased in synch with Canada’s shift 

towards a fee-paying model for international education, which took up speed in the early 2000s (see 

Chapter 2.2 for details). While almost all of the surveyed international offices in Germany were solidly 

embedded in the core structures of their higher education institution, either as part of the central 

administration (47%) or senior leadership (38%), their Canadian counterparts showed a variety of 

structural affiliations, although here too, many entertained strong ties to student services (38%). In terms 

of funding and staffing, international offices in Canada were better resourced with close to 10 FTEs and 

almost no financial reliance on temporary funding. International offices in the German sample reported 

to have about half as many employees (5.8 FTEs) and over 40% of the surveyed subdivisions sourced 

most of their budget from earmarked short-term grants. Performance budgeting was somewhat common 

for international offices in Canada (36%) and less so in Germany (20%). 

 

Statistical Similarities in HEI Efforts to Retain International Students after Graduation 

 The 246 surveyed higher education professionals were asked to share details on whether or not, 

how, and how frequent their higher education institution helped international students and graduates 

overcome group-specific obstacles to staying and working in their host country – a goal which a majority 

reported to pursue (Esses et al. 2018:4–6; DAAD 2014a:110; SVR Research Unit 2017:16). As the 

research literature for Canada and Germany shows, these obstacles include insufficient English, French 

or German language skills, a lack of host country work experience and networks, issues with work and 

residence permits, and hesitation on behalf of employers when it comes to hiring international students 

and graduates. As a result, many international students have been found to rely on their higher education 

institution to actively support them during their transition from study to host country work. Although 

fairly little is known about the extent to which HEIs support this form of economic migration, the 

literature does indicate a broader tendency within the two countries’ higher education sectors to perform 

some core functions of (im)migrant integration, such as assisting students in dealing with host country 

bureaucracy, and providing them with a variety of employment services, which according to the 

International Labour Organization (2015) include job search and job placement services and the sharing 

of labour market information (see for example, Flynn and Bauder 2014; Arthur and Flynn 2011; Arajärvi 

and Drubig 2014; Ciccocioppo and Martha 2017; Dömling 2014; Hanganu and Heß 2014; SVR 

Research Unit 2015; 2017; Woodend and Arthur 2018). Based on the professional and research literature 

and initial expert interviews, HEI efforts to facilitate the post-study retention of international students 

were operationalized as the following tailored services,165 which the online survey inquired about 

individually: 

 
165 Relevant HEI career service functions were identified based on the contributions of Dey and Cruzvergara 
(2014), CSND (2015), and other professional and academic resources. A preliminary list of relevant practices was 
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• Workshops for international students on how to apply for a job in their host country 

• Information sessions on the host country labour market 

• Administrative assistance (including help with questions around student visa and work permits) 

• Individualized career counselling 

• Career mentoring programs for international students  

• Professional networking events and workshops on how to network in host country 

• Additional efforts to place international students in internships 

• Additional efforts to place international students in student jobs, cooperative work opportunities 

at companies or full-time employment 

• Language-sensitive programming (e.g., services in English at German HEIs) 

• Additional host country language courses 

• Career-focused field trips for international students (e.g., tour of local businesses) 

• Other (open-ended question) 

Survey participant were asked to weigh in on the existence of these tailored services within their 

own subdivision as well as other units. In other words, career development professionals were asked to 

provide information on the service portfolio of the career service department as well as the international 

office, and vice versa.166 This way, the online survey captured a more complete picture. While in theory, 

this combination of self-reported and externally-ascribed practices runs the risk of over- or 

underreporting, data were not found to be skewed in either direction. A separate re-analysis for 34 higher 

education institutions in which staff from both the international office and the career service department 

filled out the survey did not show any noteworthy differences between self and externally reported 

practices. 

Table 17 provides a top line summary of how prevalent the above practices were in both 

countries’ higher education sectors. When assessing this numerical aggregation of micro-level practices, 

similarities between Canada and Germany were striking: Respondents at more than one in two higher 

education institutions reported that their HEI customized its service portfolio in a way so that 

international students and graduates had a better chance of entering the host country labour market. 

These extra efforts were usually made by career service departments and international offices – around 

40% of whom were reported to tailor selected workshops and other services. Here too, the statistical 

differences between Canada and Germany were found to be minor and – as the results from Pearson’s 

chi-square test of homogeneity of variance showed – below the critical chi-square value of 

 
subsequently reviewed by Canadian and German experts who were interviewed in early 2014, prior to developing 
the questionnaire for the online survey.  
166 Career development and international education professionals were also asked about other subdivisions such 
as academic departments or faculties, which they reported as also showing some occasional activity, albeit at a 
much lower level. These subdivisions were not included in the analysis. 
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χ2 (1) = 3.84.167 In other words, the minor cross-country differences that were found in Table 17 are not 

statistically significant. This result could surprise some readers given that higher fee study programs 

such as in Canada are often associated with a more extensive provision of student services, compared to 

lower or zero fee programs such as in Germany (cp. MTCU Ontario 2018; MWFK Baden-Württemberg 

2016; CHE 2003). 

Table 17 Efforts by Canada and Germany’s Higher Education Sector to Retain International 
Students as Economic Migrants 

Student services tailored to 
foster post-study retention Canada Germany 

Chi square tests 
of homogeneity of 

variance 
 
Yes, services offered by one or 
more HEI subdivisions 
 

including: 
 

Career service department 
 
 
International office 
 
 

 

 
39 of 72 HEIs (54.2%) 

 
 
 
 

33 of 72 HEIs (45.8%) 
 
 

30 of 72 HEIs (41.7%) 
 
 

 

 
72 of 139 HEIs (51.8%) 

 
 
 
 

61 of 139 HEIs (43.9%) 
 
 

61 of 139 HEIs (43.9%) 
 

 

χ2 (1) = .11 
p = .744 
N = 211 

 
 

χ2 (1) = .07 
p = .787 
N = 211 
 

χ2 (1) = .10 
p = .758 
N = 211 

HEI = Higher education institution 
Source: Online survey 2015 

Beyond the reported practices, the open-ended survey questions which are analyzed later in this 

chapter, indicate an even broader support for post-study retention. Even among higher education 

professionals whose subdivision did not actively help retain international graduates, there was a 

somewhat favorable view of the inquired-about services, e.g., several respondents expressed their 

willingness to include them in their service portfolio once the necessary resources would became 

available. This view was found among higher education professionals in both countries. Cross-country 

similarities were also found for the frequency with which HEI career service departments and 

international offices were reported to partner with organizations outside of the higher education sector 

in order to smoothen international students’ transition from study to work. To be counted as a 

partnership, the reported forms of collaboration (e.g., roundtables, jointly-run programs) did not only 

have to benefit the post-study retention of international students and graduates, they also had to occur 

regularly, at least once per academic year. Although the percentage shares in Fig. 8’s upper chart indicate 

that career service departments in Germany were slightly more likely to partner with local businesses,168 

employment services,169 economic development agencies,170 and state authorities171 than their Canadian 

 
167 For chi-square tests with one degree of freedom, such as this one, statistically significant differences are found 
at χ2 (1) ≥ 3.84 and p ≤ .005 (Franke, Ho and Christie 2012). 
168 χ2 (1) = 3.46, p = .063, N = 88 
169 χ2 (1) = 3.36, p = .067, N = 90 
170 χ2 (1) = 0.58, p = .448, N = 88 
171 χ2 (1) = .44, p = .505, N = 87 
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counterparts, none of these cross-country differences were statistically significant either (see chi-square 

test results in footnotes). The same was true for international offices, whose retention-focused 

collaboration with local organizations was by and large infrequent or non-existent. When comparing the 

partnership activities in the lower chart in Fig. 8, the observed differences also did not reach a level of 

statistical significance.  

In sum, when it came to the existence of student services and partnerships in support of post-

study retention, the top line survey data suggest that Canadian and German HEIs were not significantly 

different. At the same time, the observed numerical similarities should not be misunderstood as 

similarities in how, how often and in which context these services were designed and offered to 

international students. Here is where the survey points towards some notable cross-country differences. 

First, in the area of service availability: Whenever a Canadian higher education institution decided to 

offer the above services, international students were by and large able to access them long after 

graduation, in most cases more than one year later. In Germany, this was true for 44 of the 72 higher 

education institutions which offered the extra support. As the results from Pearson’s chi-square test 

confirmed, this cross-country difference was not a random statistical event. The test generated a chi-

square value of χ2 (1) = 4.11 and a p-value of p = .043 and thus a level of statistical significance, 

meaning that the two countries’ higher education sectors did indeed differ in term of how long their 

HEIs granted access to international graduates.  

Second, another slight, yet statistically significant difference between Canada and Germany was 

found in HEIs’ decision to include post-study retention in their institutional strategies, for example, their 

strategic plans for internationalization. As higher education researchers Nicoline Frølich, Jeroen 

Huisman and their colleagues (2013) emphasize, strategic plans can be regarded as relicts of and 

catalysts for micro-level practices within higher education institutions. They are also part of the intra-

HEI environment in which career development and international education professionals operate. The 

online survey indicates that by the mid-2010s, most strategic plans did not include any explicit measures 

or goals for the employment of international students and graduates. Although German higher education 

institutions were almost twice as likely as their Canadian counterparts to include this aspect, their 

number was also fairly low. Less than one third of German respondents (29%) confirmed that the labor 

market entry of international students and graduates was part of their HEI’s internationalization strategy 

or other strategic plans. In Canada, this share was as low as 15%. The chi-square value of χ2 (1) = 4.84 

and the p-value of p = .028 confirm that these country-specific proportions were indeed different and 

not simply a result of chance. Remarkably for Canada, the share of survey respondents who were unsure 

about their HEIs’ strategic plans (21%) was even higher than those who answered “yes”, echoing recent 

studies which found a disconnect between institutional strategies and the career support practices at 

Canadian higher education institutions (Reichert 2020:107–109). The fact in Germany, respondents 

were somewhat more knowledgeable about their HEI’s internationalization strategy, i.e., less than one 

in six said they were unaware, could be a reflection of the much-discussed proliferation of 
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internationalization strategies within the sector during the 2000s and beyond (Hahn and Teichler 2005; 

Hahn 2005; Brandenburg 2008; Stifterverband 2015b), including efforts by the German Rectors’ 

Conference to support HEIs in developing, revising, and implementing their strategies (HRK 2014; 

2017). 

Fig. 8 Share of Canadian and German Higher Education Institutions Partnering with Local 
Organizations to Facilitate the Labour Market Entry of International Students and Graduates 
% of career service departments partnering with… 

 

% of international offices partnering with… 

 
Notes: To be counted as a partnership, a collaboration had to be reported as occurring regularly, i.e., at least once per academic 
year, and be focused on the post-study retention of international students.  
Source: Online survey 2015 
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Third, differences could also be discerned for the statistical occurrence of very specific support 

practices. For HEI career service departments, whose top services are plotted in the upper chart in Fig. 9, 

Canadian survey respondents included help with work permits and other forms of administrative 

assistance among the top 6 tailored services (25% were reported to be active).172 In Germany, almost no 

career service department was reported to be active in this area (2%).173 Their Canadian counterparts 

were also more likely to educate international students about the host country labor market (41% v. 

27%)174 and they made more efforts to place international students in student jobs and trainee positions. 

These included Canada’s co-operative learning programs in which classroom instruction was alternated 

with months-long work placements related to a student’s field of study (31% v. 16% in Germany).175 In 

Germany, language-sensitive service provision, usually in the form of English-taught workshops 

(instead of in German), were more common than in Canada (24% v. 4%).176 Slight differences could 

also be observed for field trips during which career service staff brought international students together 

with local employers (16% v. 7% in Canada)177 as well as for assisting students with finding employment 

outside of their host country (33% v. 15% in Canada).178 These cross-country differences echoed many 

of the national and regional policy conversations around post-study retention: In Canada, prominent 

conversation points were more about visa issues and co-operative learning whereas in Germany, topics 

such as language barriers and cooperation between HEIs, local employers, and other local actors were 

more pertinent (see preceding policy analysis). 

  

 
172 Only those HEIs who reported to help international students during their transition to host country work were 
asked to specify the extent to which this assistance included support with work permits and other bureaucratic 
questions. This filtering denotes a more conservative measure than any unfiltered inquiry. 
173 χ2 (1) = 29.99, p = .000, N = 208 
174 χ2 (1) = 4.00, p = .046, N = 207 
175 χ2 (1) = 6.28, p = .012, N = 206 
176 χ2 (1) = 12.18, p = .000, N = 203 
177 χ2 (1) = 3.31, p = .069, N = 206 
178 Data denote assistance with finding employment in the European labour market (Germany) versus the North 
American labour market (Canada). The observed differences were statistically significant (χ2 (1) = 3.68, p = .055, 
N = 95). An additional analysis of job entry support outside of Europe and North America – i.e., where the vast 
majority of international students originated from – did not reach a level of statistical significance (χ2 (1) = 9.28, 
p = .335, N = 95). 
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Top Services offered by International Offices 

Fig. 9 Specific Services to Help Retain International Students in Canada and Germany after 
Graduation 

N (Canada) = 72 higher education institutions, N (Germany) = 139 higher education institutions 
Source: Online survey 2015 
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Similar findings were recorded for international offices, whose activity levels are included in 

the lower chart in Fig. 9. Here too, German respondents were more likely to point towards language-

sensitive programming (25% v. 12% in Canada)179 and career-focused field trips (19% v. 11%).180 

Overall, international offices at German higher education institutions seemed slightly more active than 

in Canada.181 This was also true for administrative assistance, where one in three international offices 

in Germany helped students deal with local authorities, insurance companies, banks etc., compared to 

just over one in four in Canada. Some of these administrative services can be presumed to include 

support with (student) visa, however, the survey data do not allow for a more granular differentiation. 

Although the research literature confirms that many international students tend to approach their HEI’s 

international office with questions about their residence permit, the extent to which this kind of support 

is granted, especially with regards to post-study work and residence permits, remains unknown (cp. 

Flynn and Bauder 2015; Gates-Gasse 2012; Brunner 2017; Kelo, Rogers, and Rumbley 2010:96f.; 

Apolinarski and Poskowsky 2013:51; Stemmer 2014:52). Here is where survey respondents’ answers to 

the open-ended questions also provide some preliminary indication that HEI support with visa and 

immigration was more prevalent in Canada than in Germany (see the following chapter).  
 

4.2.2 Higher Education Institution Practices in Different Environmental Contexts  

This part of the analysis looks at the extent to which the survey’s numerical similarities can still 

be observed in different environmental settings, e.g., at small colleges or in labour markets with high 

unemployment, as these can potentially affect HEI interactions with their environment (cp. Lounsbury 

2001; Frølich et al. 2013; Pietilä 2014). The quantitative analysis is complemented by a qualitative 

analysis of higher education professionals’ reported rationales behind (not) supporting the post-study 

retention of international students, as captured in their typed-up explanations. The results from both 

analyses are presented in the following, first for career service departments, then for international 

offices. 

 

Career Service Departments 

In each country, over 40% of career service departments were reported to tailor their services to 

the needs of international students and graduates. However, when re-assessing the extent to which these 

practices occurred in different HEIs and local labour markets, the survey data point towards a number 

of country specifics, which are summarized in Table 18. Unlike their Canadian counterparts whose 

activity levels remained relatively constant, Germany’s career service departments showed different 

activity levels in different intra-HEI environments: Those at German universities (61%), especially at 

 
179 χ2 (1) = 5.27, p = .022, N = 203 
180 χ2 (1) = 1.98, p = .159, N = 206 
181 At the same time, students who sought employment outside of Canada and Germany were hard pressed to find 
international office support in either country. 
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larger ones (80%), were offering tailored career support more often than those at universities of applied 

sciences (40%) and smaller HEIs (29%). Departments at HEIs which had made the labour market entry 

of international students a strategic priority were also more likely to opt for customizing their services 

(60% v. 37%). When considering the environment outside of HEIs’ formal boundaries, career service 

departments at German HEIs that were located in regions with high unemployment (51%) or with 

proactive local employment services (58%) were also more active. The hiring practices of local 

employers, however, did not seem to co-occur with more or less tailoring (Table 18).  

In Canada, the activity levels of HEI career service departments were much more stable and 

tended to not deviate too much from the national average of 46%. Irrespective of HEI type, the share of 

international students or other environmental elements in and also outside of the HEI, the findings 

indicate that when it came to the very occurrence of tailored support, career service departments were 

largely ‘unimpressed’ by the surroundings factors that were documented by the online survey. Whenever 

variances were observed, they occurred almost without exception due to chance (see chi-square test 

results for Canada in Table 18). The only environmental element for which the reported practices could 

be classified as significantly different was employers’ openness to hiring international students and 

graduates. Two thirds of survey respondents who saw local employers as active or very active reported 

that their career service department offered some tailored support to international students. 28% of those 

who deemed employers less active or inactive said the same. 
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Table 18 Retention Efforts by Career Service Departments, by HEI and Labour Market 
Characteristics  

Environmental elements 
% of CS which actively 

support post-study retention 
Chi square tests 

of homogeneity of variance 
Canada Germany Canada Germany 

All HEIs 45.8% 43.9%  
    

HEI Characteristics     
     

Type of HEI     
University / Universität 46.2% 60.7% χ2 (1) = .00 

p = .966 
N = 69 

χ2 (1) = 5.10 
p = .023 
N = 121 

College / Fachhochschule  
Other  

46.7% 
 

40.0% 
 

  
Size of HEI     

<5,000 students 56.7% 29.3% χ2 (2) = 3.03 
p = .220 
N = 72 

χ2 (2) = 25.09 
p = .000 
N = 139 

5,000–15,000 31.6% 34.8% 
>15,000 43.5% 80.0% 

     
International students at HEIs (%)     

<10% 48.4% 37.7% χ2 (2) = .54 
p = .765 
N = 72 

 
 
 
χ2 (1) = .397 

p = .529 
N = 72 

 
 

χ2 (1) = .05 
p = .824 
N = 34 

χ2 (2) = 2.60 
p = .273 
N = 138 

 
 
 

χ2 (1) = 6.26 
p = .012 
N = 138 

 
 

χ2 (1) = 2.20 
p = .138 
N = 61 

10%–15% 40.0% 44.7% 
>15% 

 
Post-study retention of IS part of  
HEI’s strategic plans 

Yes 
No / Don’t know 
 
 

Age of HEI career service department 
≤10 years 
>10 years 

50.0% 
 
 
 

54.5% 
44.3% 

 
 
 

50.0% 
45.8% 

54.8% 
 
 
 

60.0% 
36.7% 

 
 
 

48.9% 
71.4% 

Local Labour Market 
 

Local unemployment rate 

    

<national average  39.3% 34.0% χ2 (1) = .79 
p = .374 
N = 72 

χ2 (1) = 3.53 
p = .060 
N = 137 

≥national average 50.0% 
 

50.6% 
 

  
Hiring of international graduates by 
local employers 

    

Active / very active 65.7% 43.7% χ2 (1) = 10.27 
p = .001 
N = 71 

χ2 (1) = .09 
p = .769 
N = 127 

Not very active / not active 27.8% 41.1% 
 
 

  

Support for international graduates by 
local employment services 

    

Active / very active 
Not very active / not active 

 
 

52.8% 
39.4% 

57.7% 
32.0% 

χ2 (1) = 1.24 
p = .265 
N = 69 

 

χ2 (1) = 8.30 
p = .004 
N = 127 

 
HEI = higher education institution; CS = career service department; IS = international students 
Notes: Local unemployment rates were obtained at the county (Landkreis) level from official statistical databases. All other 
data were based on the information shared by survey participants. 
Source: Online survey 2015 

Given the cross-sectional nature of the survey data at hand, it is not possible to determine if HEI 

characteristics, the (local) labour market, and other environmental elements had a causal influence on 
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the individual and collective practices of career services staff. Nevertheless, the above cross-tabulation 

and especially the qualitative analysis of the open-ended survey question: “Why do you (not) offer study-

to-work support services that are specifically designed for international students?” provide an initial 

perspective on HEI-environment interactions.  

The open-ended question was posed to 95 career development professionals after they had 

shared information about their department’s practices. Their typed-up answers were first separated into 

two groups: (1) Answers given by participants from HEIs with tailored services and (2) answers given 

by those from HEIs without. The responses from both groups underwent a qualitative content analysis 

aiming to document the perceptual cues which respondents took when retrospectively explaining their 

actions. The analysis was inductive and, through the coding and clustering of individual cues, sought to 

detect country-specific patterns. These cues were documented in the “Canada” and “Germany” columns 

of Table 19. Cues that were mentioned frequently were written in italics.182 After three rounds of coding, 

cues were clustered further into three categories: Student cues, HEI cues, and Outside of HEI cues. Since 

during the analysis in MAXQA, all three categories and the cues therein had been identified by using 

codes of the same name, Table 19 depicts the entire category tree for this part of the empirical analysis.183  

During the interpretation of findings, the prevalence of Student cues, HEI cues, and Outside of 

HEI cues was assessed separately for Canada and Germany once again by looking at how often the 

shared cues therein had been mentioned. Based on this in-country comparison, each of the three 

categories was classified as having high, medium or low prevalence in respondents’ explanations. The 

categories proved to be applicable to both groups of survey respondents in each country, i.e., those from 

HEIs with tailored support and those from HEIs without such services. For more information on 

perceptual cues and the coding and category development see the preceding theory chapter. Given the 

methodological limitations imposed by the brevity of the written survey responses, which had an average 

length of 189 characters and ranged from 1 to 1,858 characters, the following results must not be 

misinterpreted as a full-fledged analysis into the sensemaking or the agency of higher education 

professionals. They rather provide a first glimpse at the cues that professional took when asked to 

explain their actions.  

The comparison of country-specific patterns shows that, first of all, student cues such as 

international student demand for tailored services (or the lack thereof) and their ascribed cultural barriers 

were very prevalent in both countries – just like in other empirical studies that sampled higher education 

professionals (see for example Stemmer 2014). Students served as the primary, but not the only 

explanation for or against tailoring career services, especially in Canada, where the vast majority of cues 

centred around international students and their support needs. Canadian respondents did not omit other 

 
182 While the assessment of frequencies is only one of several ways to analyze qualitative data, the brevity of the 
written survey responses was less suitable for other analyses, e.g., those pertaining to potential connections and 
contingencies within the empirical material (cp. Schreier 2012). 
183 The same is true for Table 21. 
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environmental elements such as their higher education institutions’ strategic plans or the more general 

labour market situation, but rather than referring to those and other elements separately, many chose to 

identify them in conjunction with or through the eyes of their international students, as the following 

written survey responses show. The quotes denote entire, unabridged survey responses.  

Survey question: Why do you offer study-to-work support services that are specifically designed 

for international students? 

“They [i.e., international students] come from 38 countries where protocols and processes vary 
greatly from Canadian customs. We try to integrate them into the Canadian employment culture 
and increase their local work experience through jobs and practica/internships when 
appropriate. Many students hope to stay in Canada, so the more help we can give now, the better 
prepared they will be to become citizens.” 

(Career development professional at a Canadian college) 
 

“We consider it our mandate to help these students [i.e., international students] succeed in the 
transition to their careers as they seek out opportunities to engage with the Canadian labour 
market through co-operative education and our career services (for those not enrolled in co-
op).” 

(Career development professional at a Canadian university) 
 

“[We tailor our services because of the] Number of international students at our college and the 
importance of supporting this group, who want to work in Canada post-graduation. Very 
important given commitment to internationalization, equity, and diversity mandates.” 

(Career development professional at a Canadian college) 
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Table 19 Explaining Post-Study Retention, Cues Taken by Career Development Professionals Frequently-mentioned cues displayed in italics 

Reported 
practices Categories  

Shared cues among career development professionals from  
Canada Germany 

Yes, we 
provide 
tailored 
support 

Student cues Prevalence: high 
• Help with immigration  
• Cultural barriers (including employment culture) 
• Student demand  
• Student fees fund HEI student services 
• Language barriers 

Prevalence: high 
• Student demand  
• Cultural barriers (including employment culture) 
• Language barriers 
• Support return migration 

HEI cues Prevalence: low 
Execute HEI’s strategic plans 

Prevalence: high 
• Execute HEI’s strategic plans (esp. internationalization strategy) 
• Sharpen HEI’s international profile 
• Increase HEI’s international competitiveness 

Outside of HEI 
cues 

Prevalence: low 
• Demographic need for economic immigrants  

Prevalence: medium 
• Regional shortage of skilled workers 
• Political will to retain international graduates 
• Earmarked funding  

No, we 
do not 
provide 
tailored 
support 

Student cues Prevalence: high 
• Services are open to all students 
• Services are individualized 
• Not enough demand from students 
 

Prevalence: high 
• Not enough demand from students  
• Services are open to all students 
• Services are individualized 
• Mostly exchange students who go back home 

HEI cues Prevalence: medium 
• Not enough resources 
• Currently under review 
 

Prevalence: high 
• Not enough resources 
• HEI structures: decentralized career service provision 
• Currently under review 
• Not a priority 

Outside of HEI 
cues 

Prevalence: low 
*no cues taken 

Prevalence: low 
*no cues taken 

Source: Online survey 2015 
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“These students have additional challenges (language, cultural) when it comes to finding 
suitable employment opportunities in Canada and within our province. Many of them express 
their desire to stay in Canada after they graduate, and can benefit from tailored support services. 
The recent [name of province] report identifies the need for our province to attract and retain 
immigrants and international students are in a perfect position to help our province do this. It is 
a win-win situation that can be created when we work together to meet these mutually beneficial 
goals.” 

(Career development professional at a Canadian university) 

 In the first quote, the respondent focused on the topic of migration, or more precisely, 

immigration, given her or his explicitly verbalized expectation for international students to become 

Canadian citizens. The respondent chose to lead with the student perspective and the observation that 

many international students “hope to stay in Canada” and implied that the college was offering tailored 

support in order to have students be “better prepared” for immigration. Here, the previously identified 

national and regional political goal of retaining international students as economic immigrants was 

echoed, but not with an explicit reference to exogenous expectations from political or industry actors. 

Rather, the answer centred around what international students were perceived to desire. A similar 

explanation was given in the second and third quote. Both respondents signaled their agreement with 

Canada’s pro-retention stance as they chose to emphasize tailoring services to meet student demands 

and needs – a practice which they regarded as “very important” and their “mandate”, thereby mirroring 

CBIE’s advocacy efforts in favor of greater collegiate involvement in immigration counselling (cp. 

Chapter 4.1.1). Furthermore, environmental expectations in the form of HEIs’ institutional strategies 

were also mentioned as an additional reason towards the end of the third quote. The fourth quote marked 

a rare example of the surveyed Canadian career development professionals making an explicit reference 

to the environment outside of their higher education institution. Here too though, student needs were 

mentioned first, before elaborating on the compatibility between international students’ “desire to stay 

in Canada” and the economic immigration goals of the Atlantic province in which the HEI was located, 

thus mirroring the kinds of regional retention aspirations that have already been identified for the 

Province of Ontario in Chapter 4.1.1. In the German survey sample, explanations like these which 

combined student demand with explicit standalone references to HEI strategy, employer needs, and 

political goals were more common, as the following examples illustrate. 

“[We] react to the needs of international students, based on the observed demand and discuss 
‘skilled labour shortages’ with regional employers; [we see a] growing awareness of this target 
group within the academic departments (e.g., in their performance agreements), and the 
internationalization strategy of the higher education institution.”184 [emphasis in the original] 

(Career development professional at a German university) 
 

 
184 Personal translation from German (full quote): “Hoher Anteil an internationalen Studierenden; Reaktion auf 
festgestellten Bedarf durch Nachfragen internationaler Studierender; Diskussionen mit regionalen Arbeitgebern 
zum Thema „Fachkräftemangel”; wachsende Aufmerksamkeit hinsichtlich der Zielgruppe in den Fachbereichen 
(z. B. in den Zielvereinbarungen); Internationalisierungsstrategie der Hochschule.” 
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“[International students are a] big subgroup within the study body and they demand tailored 
services because of language barriers.”185 

(Career development professional at a German university) 
 
“[There is a] political will, an identified need, and a necessity to prepare international students 
to meet the demands of the (German) labour market.”186 

(Career development professional at a German UAS) 
 
 

“Our higher education institution has a broad international profile. Additionally, the need for 
skilled professionals here in [name of federal state] is on the rise so that more of the 
students/graduates should be retained here.”187 

(Career development professional at a German UAS) 

 Although Student cues were frequently found among Germany’s career development 

professionals (Table 19), they were mentioned less often than in Canada and with a slightly different 

angle. German respondents appeared more likely to take a pragmatic stance on student services in that 

they were rather “react[ing]” to the observed increase in student demand, as the first two quotes indicate. 

For many, students were not the only reason for tailoring their services. Unlike in Canada, where HEI 

cues and Outside of HEI cues had low prevalence, German respondents repeatedly pointed towards both 

by making standalone references to how their tailored services were aligned with the strategic plans of 

their HEI or the workforce development needs in their region (see first and fourth quote above). The 

German government’s pro-retention stance, which has been detailed in Chapter 4.1.2, was also 

mentioned occasionally, see third quote. The International Audit of the German Rectors’ Conference 

was not mentioned explicitly. 

 The same general patterns and cross-country differences were detected for respondents whose 

higher education institutions did not tailor the inquired-about services (Table 19). Here too, Student cues 

were most prevalent as many Canadian respondents explained their service approach as a way to 

increase international student exposure to local students, and vice versa. Several German respondents 

concurred, but were more often found to justify their programming decisions in pragmatic terms and 

based on a lack of student demand. The following examples from the survey responses illustrate this 

point: 

Survey question: Why do you not offer study-to-work support services that are specifically 

designed for international students? 

 
 

185 Personal translation from German: “[Internationale Studierende sind eine] große Untergruppe der 
Studierendenschaft. Nachfrage nach speziellen Angeboten aufgrund von Sprachschwierigkeiten.” 
186 Personal translation from German: “Politischer Wille, identifizierter Bedarf und Notwendigkeit, internationale 
Studierende auf die Anforderungen des (deutschen) Arbeitsmarktes vorzubereiten.” 
187 Personal translation from German: “Die Hochschule hat ein breitgefächertes internationales Profil – zusätzlich 
steigt der Fachkräftebedarf in [Name des Bundeslandes], so dass die Studierenden/Absolventen auch vermehrt 
hier im Land gehalten werden sollen.” 
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Selected survey responses:  
 
“With a large percentage of international students (22.5%), our philosophy is to help 
international students integrate and build their networks. This also ensures Canadian students 
have more exposure to diverse students.” 

(Career development professional at a Canadian university) 
 

“[International students are a] relatively small target group, hence very low demand. There is 
not enough staff to even serve all of our German students, that is why at this moment, offering 
additional services to specific target groups is not feasible.”188  

(Career development professional at a German UAS) 

 
However, a “No” to tailoring did not always equate a categorical rejection thereof. In many 

cases, the decision against tailoring support services did not appear to be one of inner conviction, but 

rather one that was driven by resource constraints, structural limitations, and, in a few instances, a 

divergent understanding of the questions posed by the online survey. The latter is supported by numerous 

survey respondents who after indicating that their HEI did not offer said services went on to use the 

open-ended question to explain that their department did indeed assist international students with work 

permit questions and other relevant requests. Others implied that they would be interested in supporting 

post-study retention more actively, once the necessary resources became available: 
 

“Student services are only prepared to deliver differentiated programming for internationals for 
a premium to current student services fees, and, most international students are already 
concerned by the amount of non-instructional fees that they already pay.” 

(Career development professional at a Canadian university) 
 
“That said [i.e., referring to the previously-given statement of not offering tailored services], we 
do offer a handful of workshops/presentations specifically for international students and 
newcomers to Canada (i.e., new immigrants who are permanent residents or citizens).” 

(Career development professional at a Canadian university) 
 

“We are aware of this problem and are talking about [the introduction of] low-threshold services, 
but we don’t have the resources for extensive programming.”189 

(Career development professional at a German university) 

 
“International students generally do not wish to be offered extra support, except for workshops 
on matters of residence permits etc.”190 

(Career development professional at a German university) 
 

 
188 Personal translation from German: “[Internationale Studierende sind eine] relativ kleine Zielgruppe, daher sehr 
geringe Nachfrage. Fehlende personelle Ressourcen bereits für Angebote an deutsche Studierende, daher sind 
weitere Angebote für spezielle Zielgruppen derzeit nicht umsetzbar.” 
189 Personal translation from German: “Problem ist bekannt, niedrigschwellige Angebote sind in der Diskussion, 
aber die Ressourcen sind für ein größeres Angebot nicht vorhanden.” 
190 Personal translation from German: “Internationale Studierende wünschen sich in der Regel keine „Extra-
Angebote“; Ausnahme Informationsveranstaltungen zum Aufenthaltstitel etc.” [Emphasis in the original] 
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These and other quotes illustrate that the activities of career service departments and the attitudes 

of their staff members might indeed have been more in favor of post-study retention than the 44 to 46% 

recorded in Table 17 above. This notion is also supported by other empirical studies published in recent 

years: For Canada, CACEE (2017) showed that by the end of 2016, 60% of career service departments 

at colleges and universities reported to offer some level of tailored career support to international 

students and other minority groups, including indigenous students (ibid:10). For Germany, a 2017 

survey among 122 career development professionals found that 76% of departments had a service 

portfolio which featured one or more services that were specifically designed to meet the needs of 

international students, up from 33% three years prior (CSND 2015:12; 2018:18). Therefore, both the 

literature and the open-ended questions allow for the preliminary interpretation that even within several 

of the supposedly inactive career services departments, there was considerable support for post-study 

retention and a willingness to do more in this area. 

 

International Offices 

 Similar to career service departments, close to one in two international offices in Canada and 

Germany’s higher education sectors were reported to offer their own tailored services to help 

international students stay and find work after graduation (although here too, many of the No’s suggested 

wider support for post-study retention). With very few exceptions, for example, administrative services 

in Germany, their service portfolios were statistically similar to those of the career service departments, 

albeit narrower. When segmenting the survey data along the same HEI and labor market characteristics 

as above, the previously observed cross-country differences largely prevailed: The variance observed in 

the Canadian data again did not reach a level of statistical significance, except for HEIs located in areas 

with high employer openness and for HEIs with lower student numbers. By contrast, in Germany, it was 

the larger HEIs which saw the highest share of international office support, 74% offered tailored career 

support versus 31% of international offices at smaller HEIs. In addition, Germany’s international offices 

also demonstrated different activity levels when segmenting their responses along other environmental 

elements such as their HEIs’ strategic commitment to post-study retention and the programming of 

employment services, particularly those offered by the local offices of the Federal Employment Agency 

which, historically, had been the primary service provider for job-seeking students and graduates in 

Germany (Jörns 2002:83f., von Luckwald 2010:32f.). International offices’ affiliation with a university, 

a college or a university of applied sciences was not associated with different activity levels in either 

country (Table 20).  
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Table 20 Retention Efforts by International Offices, by HEI and Labour Market Characteristics 

Environmental elements 
% of IO which actively 

support post-study retention 
Chi square tests 
of independence 

Canada Germany Canada Germany 
All HEIs  
 

41.7% 43.9%  

HEI Characteristics     
     
Type of HEI     

University / Universität 38.5% 57.1% χ2 (1) = .92 
p = .338 
N = 69 

χ2 (1) = 2.38 
p = .123 
N = 121 

College / Fachhochschule  
Other  

50.0% 
 

43.1% 
 

  
Size of HEI     

<5,000 students 56.7% 31.0% χ2 (2) = 8.04 
p = .018 
N = 72 

χ2 (2) = 17.9 
p = .000 
N = 139 

5,000–15,000 15.8% 37.0% 
>15,000 43.5% 74.3% 

     
International students at HEIs (%)     

<10% 45.2% 42.0% χ2 (2) = 2.40 
p = .302 
N = 72 

 
 
 

χ2 (1) = 2.58 
p = .108 
N = 72 

 
 

χ2 (1) = .271 
p = .603 
N = 56 

χ2 (2) = .72 
p = .700 
N = 138 

 
 
 

χ2 (1) = 12.4 
p = .000 
N = 138 

 
 

χ2 (1) = 5.79 
p = .016 
N = 94 

 

10%–15% 48.0% 50.0% 
>15% 

 
Post-study retention of IS part of  
HEI’s strategic plans 

Yes 
No / Don’t know 
 
 

Age of international office 
≤20 years 
>20 years 

25.0% 
 
 
 

63.6% 
37.7% 

 
 
 

48.7% 
41.2% 

 

41.9% 
 
 
 

67.5% 
34.7% 

 
 
 

31.0% 
55.8% 

Local Labour Market     

     
Local unemployment rate     

<national average  39.3% 36.0% χ2 (1) = .11 
p = .744 
N = 72 

χ2 (1) = 2.32 
p = .128 
N = 137 

≥national average 43.2% 
 

49.4% 
 

  
Hiring of international graduates by 
local employers 

    

Active / very active 54.3% 47.9% χ2 (1) = 4.10 
p = .043 
N = 71 

χ2 (1) = 1.90 
p = .168 
N = 127 

Not very active / not active 30.6% 35.7% 
 
 

  

Support for international graduates by 
local employment services 

    

Active / very active 
Not very active / not active 

 

47.2% 
36.4% 

57.7% 
33.3% 

χ2 (1) = .83 
p = .361 
N = 69 

 

χ2 (1) = 7.42 
p = .006 
N = 127 

 
HEI = higher education institution; IO = international office; IS = international students 
Notes: Local unemployment rates were obtained at the county (Landkreis) level from official statistical databases. All other 
data were based on the information shared by survey participants. 
Source: Online survey 2015 
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Table 21 Explaining Post-Study Retention, Cues Taken by International Education Professionals Frequently mentioned cues displayed in italics 
Reported 
practices Categories  Shared cues among international education professionals from  

Canada Germany 

Yes, we 
provide 
tailored 
support 

Student cues Prevalence: high 
• Help with navigating employment culture 
• Help with immigration 
• Student demand 
• Canadian work experience advertised in international 

marketing 
• Language barriers 

Prevalence: high 
• Student demand  
• Help with navigating employment culture 
• Language barriers 
• Help with work and residence permits 
• Support return migration 

HEI cues Prevalence: low 
• Increase HEI’s competitiveness in global market for fee-

paying students 

Prevalence: medium 
• English-taught study programs 
• Increase HEI’s international competitiveness 
• Execute HEI’s strategic plans 

Outside of HEI 
cues 

Prevalence: medium 
• Political will to increase economic immigration 
• Hesitant employers 
• Demographic need for economic immigrants 
• Earmarked funding 
• Research findings 

Prevalence: high 
• Regional and national shortage of skilled workers 
• Employer demand 
• Political will to retain international graduates 
• Earmarked funding 
• Research findings  

No, we 
do not 
provide 
tailored 
support 

Student cues Prevalence: high 
• Services are open to all students 
• Services are individualized 
• Not enough demand from students 
• Currently under review 

Prevalence: high 
• Not enough demand from students  
• Services are individualized 
• Services are open to all students 
• Currently under review 
• Mostly exchange students who go back home 

HEI cues Prevalence: high 
• Not enough resources 
• HEI structures: HEI size, no extra fees for students etc. 
• Not a priority  

Prevalence: high 
• Not enough resources 
• HEI structures: HEI size, no career service department, etc. 
• Not a priority 

Outside of HEI 
cues 

Prevalence: low 
• Services offered by organization outside of HEI 
• Research findings 

Prevalence: low 
• Services offered by organization outside of HEI 

Source: Online survey 2015 
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 When asking international education professionals to explain their decision to (not) help 

international students stay and work, Table 21 shows that not only did respondents take cues from the 

same three categories, i.e., Student cues, HEI cues and Outside of HEI cues but they also placed primary 

emphasis on student-related explanations. Environmental cues pertaining to their higher education 

institutions and the world outside of it were also taken. But most Canadian respondents again identified 

these exogenous elements through the perceived needs of their international students,191 as the following 

two quotes highlight: 

“Specifically, we provide international students and other temporary residents of Canada with 
advice on the Citizenship and Immigration Canada regulations that permit or restrict their 
participation in the labour market. We have a trained immigration consultant on staff for this 
purpose.” 

(International education professional at a Canadian university) 
 

“We offer a program for graduating students that links them to mentors, provides them with 
personalized career counselling, personalized immigration counselling, and the CELPIP 
[Canadian English Language Proficiency Index Program] test (required for immigration). 
International students throughout their studies do require specific services to better understand 
the cultural aspects or work in Canada and to build their networks.” 

(International education professional at a Canadian university) 

 Both respondents explained their international offices’ practices based on the observed student 

need for career services and immigration counselling. It should be reiterated that these answers were 

given as a direct response to the question “Why do you offer study-to-work support services that are 

specifically designed for international students?” Concepts like immigration or immigration counselling 

were not explicitly mentioned in the survey’s questionnaire and were solely invoked by survey 

respondents. This was exclusively the case for respondents from Canada, who at times mentioned having 

a certified immigration consultant on staff, thus underlining the points made by CBIE at the national 

level.192 Among Germany’s international education professionals, the topic of migration did also arise, 

albeit less often and never with a view towards long-term immigration. Residence and work permit 

matters were seen as the primary responsibility of local authorities, particularly the foreigners’ 

registration offices. Thus, most international offices regarded their own role in this area as very limited: 

“The situation of international students is a specific one with regards to their residence permit, 
their finances, and their work permit. That is why once every semester we offer information 
sessions in cooperation with the local foreigners’ registration office, in which these questions 
are answered in detail.”193  (International education professional at a German university) 

 
191 Here too, the International Audit of the German Rectors’ Conference was not mentioned explicitly. 
192 Since the early 2010s, college and university staff have only been permitted to consult on immigration matters 
if they obtain an official certification from the Immigration Consultants of Canada Regulatory Council or an 
alternative designation. CBIE and its members-led Immigration Advisory Committee have advocated for HEI 
professionals to play a bigger role in the immigration process of international students (see Chapters 2.2.1 and 
4.1.1). 
193 Personal translation from German: “Die Situation internationaler Studierender ist spezifisch hinsichtlich 
aufenthaltsrechtlicher, finanzieller und arbeitsrechtlicher Fragen. Hierzu werden regelmäßig einmal im Semester 
Informationsveranstaltungen in Kooperation mit der Ausländerbehörde angeboten, in denen aufenthaltsrechtliche 
und finanzielle Fragen ausführlich erörtert werden.” 
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“We also support international students after they graduate, as needed, with administrative 
questions (residence permit, work permit, etc.), because we can help them solve various 
problems much easier. Keeping in touch with successful graduates is also an important and 
useful activity for our institution.”194 

(International education professional at a German UAS) 
 

“Better and faster integration into the domestic labour market. Attracting foreign professionals 
is expressly desired by the state government.”195 

(International education professional at a German university) 

 As the third quote illustrates, the environmental cues about the world outside of higher education 

echoed German respondents’ view of international students as foreign professionals and not as economic 

immigrants like in Canada. Language barriers were a prominent cue among German respondents, and 

an important reason for tailoring selected services, for example by offering them in English. 

Furthermore, in a handful of cases, Germany’s professionals implied that a return of international 

students to their countries of origin would be one of multiple conceivable and desirable employment 

outcomes after graduation:  

“[We experience a] High demand due to an increase in [international] full-time students. The 
introduction of solely English-taught study programs plays a big role, because students need to 
know early that the German language is still crucial for their labour market entry in Germany. 
Because the [local office of the] Federal Agency of Employment usually does not offer services 
in English (e.g., CV checks and interview training), we have felt obligated to take at least a few 
measures.”196 

(International education professional at a German university) 

 

“[We have a] collaboration with city marketing to strengthen the regional labour market, we 
support [international students’] return to their home countries, and we prepare them for the 
German labour market in general.”197 

(International education professional at a German university) 

 The quotes feature three themes which were more prevalent in Germany than in Canada: First, 

the language of instruction in study programs. In Germany, English-taught programs had been growing 

from a fairly low number in the 1990s to well over 1,000 by the mid-2010s, especially at the graduate 

 
194 Personal translation from German: “Wir unterstützen die internationalen Studierenden auch nach dem 
Abschluss des Studiums, soweit dies nötig wird, bei administrativen Fragen (Aufenthaltserlaubnis, 
Arbeitserlaubnis, etc.), weil wir ihnen so die Lösung verschiedener Probleme erleichtern können. Der Kontakt zu 
erfolgreichen Absolventen ist auch für die Hochschule wichtig und nützlich.” 
195 Personal translation from German: “Bessere und schnellere Integration in den hiesigen Arbeitsmarkt- 
Fachkräfteanwerbung von Landesregierung ausdrücklich gewünscht.” 
196 Personal translation from German: “Hohe Nachfrage aufgrund der gestiegenen Anzahl an [internationalen] 
Vollzeitstudierenden. Einführung der rein englischsprachigen Studiengänge spielt eine große Rolle, da die 
Studierenden frühzeitig wissen müssen, dass die deutsche Sprache für einen späteren Berufseinstieg in 
Deutschland weiterhin entscheidend ist. Da die Arbeitsagentur oftmals keine Angebote vor alem auf Englisch 
anbietet (u.a. Bewerbertrainings etc.), hat man sich in der Pflicht gesehen zumindest ein paar Maßnahmen zu 
ergreifen.” 
197 Personal translation from German: “Zusammenarbeit mit dem Marketing der Stadt für den regionalen 
Arbeitsmarkt, Rückkehr in Heimatländer fördern, fit machen für den deutschen Arbeitsmarkt allgemein.” 
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level and in the STEM disciplines (cp. Wolter 2017:108; Stifterverband 2015a:27; SVR Research Unit 

2019:16f.). As the first quote illustrates, offering programs in English instead of German was often 

thought to create additional challenges for international graduates who wanted to find work in Germany. 

Although some industries had been showing signs of opening up to English-speaking employees, the 

assumed disadvantages for non-German speakers were to some degree backed by the empirical realities 

on the ground as most positions still required a good command of the German language, even for 

university-trained employees (Geis-Thöne 2019; Pfeffer-Hoffmann 2016:87–90). In Canada, although 

mentioned occasionally, language was found to be less of an issue, possibly because English and French 

are more commonly taught and spoken around the world. Second, the role of public employment 

services was emphasized more often in Germany. Traditionally, these services had been centralized in 

the hands of Germany’s Federal Employment Agency. The Agency and its offices were featured in this 

and a couple of other quotes. Many of the Agency’s services were acknowledged as relevant yet less 

suitable for international students, because they were ineligible or because services were being offered 

in German. In Canada, public employment services were hardly mentioned, possibly due to the longer 

tradition of career counselling at colleges and universities. Furthermore, Canada’s fairly recent move to 

decentralize public employment services had increased the complexity of the service landscape as many 

provinces outsourced their services to thousands of third-party providers (Wood 2010; Powers 2017; 

Jörns 2002). Third, the issue of brain drain – although rarely touched upon in the survey and if so, always 

indirectly– was slightly more prevalent in Germany where a handful respondents mentioned the need to 

support international students’ plans to pursue a career in their countries of origin. The second quote 

above and other corresponding utterances occurred against the background of Germany’s historically 

more partnership-oriented approach to internationalization as well as the scholarship-granting practices 

of the German Academic Exchange Service and other sponsors in and outside of Germany, some of 

whom required students to return home after graduation (Olson 2012:104–107; Bönnemann 1987:14f.). 

In Canada, return migration, remittances, knowledge transfer or stronger business ties to students’ 

countries of origin were not mentioned by survey respondents. 

To the surveyed international education professionals, recruiting international students was and 

is a core tasks (cp. Shute 1996:41; Viczko and Tascón 2016:3; Helemann 2010; Li 2020). In this vein, 

study-to-work and immigration support were also positioned as marketing tools with which the surveyed 

professionals could increase their HEI’s international visibility, competitiveness, and ultimately its 

recruiting success. However, the codings revealed cross-country differences in the terminology and 

tonality used by Canadian and German respondents: 

“Because it is part of what we ‘sell’ to prospective international students: come study at [name 
of college] and have possible access to the Canadian job market.” [emphasis in the original] 

(International education professional at a Canadian college) 
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“International students have expressed the need for this type of support and also our institution 
wishes to remain competitive with other post-secondary institutions that offer this type of 
support.” 

(International education professional at a Canadian university) 
 
“By offering these services [we seek to] make studying at the university more attractive from 
the beginning until the end of the student life cycle.”198 

(International education professional at a German university) 
 

“[We seek] to improve the job opportunities for international students on the German labour 
market and by doing so become more attractive for prospective international students.”199 

(International education professional at a German UAS) 

The quotes’ dissimilar tone illustrates a more general cross-country difference in the conception 

of competition. While respondents in Canada were rather open about what they “sell” and their need to 

“remain competitive”, German respondents were much more indirect and suggested that helping 

international students find employment would make their HEI generally “more attractive”. In this way, 

the open-ended survey responses were reflective of the two countries’ divergent approaches to higher 

education internationalization during the first two decades of the 21st century, i.e., Canadian HEIs’ 

growing emphasis on international education as a private good that could be traded and German HEIs’ 

ongoing efforts to find a middle ground between their traditionally partnerships-oriented student 

recruitment model and a perceived pressure to market themselves globally (Cudmore 2005; Shute 1996; 

Viczko and Tascón 2016; Olson 2012; Hahn and Teichler 2005).  

At international offices which chose to not provide extra help for study-to-work and migration, 

respondents took similar cues as their colleagues in the career service departments (Table 19 and Table 

21). Here too, the open-ended survey responses indicate that support for post-study retention went 

beyond the 42 to 44% of the reportedly active international offices: 

[After stating that the HEI did not offer tailored services:] “We do offer a few workshops (new 
one on Canadian workplace culture for example) but the VAST majority of workshops are for 
all students.” [emphasis in the original] 

(International education professional at a Canadian university) 
 
[After stating that the HEI did not offer tailored services:] “We have some services, but not 
enough for the growth we have experienced, the services have not kept up.” 

(International education professional at a Canadian college) 
 
“We don’t have a career service department, neither for domestic nor for international students. 
With its three employees, the international office is responsible for partnerships, placing 
outgoing students, admitting and supporting incoming students, summer schools, projects, and 

 
198 Personal translation from German: “Studium an der Universität durch Service von Beginn bis Ende des „student 
life cycle“ attraktiver machen.” 
199 Personal translation from German: “Um die Jobperspektiven für internationale Studierende auf dem deutschen 
Arbeitsmarkt zu verbessern und damit gleichzeitig attraktiver für internationale Studieninteressierte im Ausland 
zu sein.” 
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many more things and we cannot take over the tasks of a career service department, even though 
we see the necessity for it.”200 

(International education professional at a German university) 

These and other survey responses show that decisions against tailoring were overwhelmingly 

rooted in practical considerations. Other than the reported lack of student demand, HEI resources and 

structures were prominently mentioned as being unhelpful for a deeper involvement of the international 

office. However, resource shortages, hampering structures, and other more technical environmental 

aspects were not the same in the two countries: In Canada, several respondents reported to be willing to 

expand their service portfolios for an extra charge, touching upon Canada’s ancillary fee model through 

which numerous student service departments at Canadian HEIs sourced much of their income, including 

many international offices (cp. van Norman 2016:21). In Germany’s by and large tuition-free higher 

education sector in which many student services were offered by the Studentenwerke outside of HEIs, 

staffing decisions for those in-house service divisions like the international office (and the career service 

department) were subject to HEIs’ oftentimes slim operational budgets. Hence, as shown in Table 16 

earlier in this chapter, department finances were comparatively more dependent on the appropriation of 

temporary grants, which tended to leave many of the surveyed subdivisions with less personnel than in 

Canada. 

 

4.2.3 Higher Education Practices Show Signs of Alignment with Pro-Retention Environment 

 The online survey revealed that by the mid-2010s, over one in two higher education institutions 

in Canada and Germany offered additional, tailored services to help international students stay and work 

after graduation. The share of HEI career service departments and international offices offering these 

retention services amounted to around 40% respectively. Furthermore, the open-ended survey questions 

revealed an even broader support for post-study retention among higher education professionals, 

including those whose subdivisions did not offer tailored services. These similarities warrant further 

investigation.  

As the preceding policy analysis in Chapter 4.1 has shown, higher education institutions in both 

countries have been surrounded by widespread pro-retention expectations coming from government, 

industry, and international students themselves. The isomorphic nature of these expectations could be 

regarded as a force of conformity. At the same time, these exogenous calls for action showed little 

resemblance when it came to what HEIs were expected to do: In Canada, stakeholders remained rather 

vague in this regard despite their explicit interest in turning international students into long-term 

immigrants and, potentially, Canadian citizen. The few concrete expectations for higher education 

 
200 Personal translation from German: “Es gibt keinen Career Service, nicht für einheimische und nicht für 
internationale Studierende. Das International Office mit drei Mitarbeitern ist zuständig für Partnerschaften, 
Vermittlung von Outgoings, Zulassung Incomings, Betreuung Incomings, Sommerkurse, Projekte und vieles mehr 
und kann nicht noch die Aufgaben eines Career Service übernehmen, obwohl es die Notwendigkeit dafür sieht.” 
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institutions revolved around providing additional support with work permits, albeit less than a handful 

of HEI-specific expectations could be identified. Those expectations largely originated from within the 

sector itself. The recorded activities by professions associations such CBIE in Canada and DAAD in 

Germany were also indicative of a broader professional interest in post-study retention. Yet, an 

unequivocal mandate to retain could not be discerned, neither in Canada nor in Germany where policies 

were only slightly more prescriptive and more focused on the short to medium prospect of retaining 

international students as highly-skilled professionals.  
 

The online survey provides a first glimpse at country-specific patterns of how HEIs interacted 

with their pro-retention environment. In Canada, retention practices were found to be statistically related 

to the presence and behavior of two audiences, students and employers. In Germany, these two were 

also associated with the documented retention practices. However, students and employers were merely 

two actors in a multi-stakeholder environment in and outside of HEIs whose actions and structural 

characteristics were found to have a statistically significant relationships with the reported retention 

practices. These results were further supported by the open-ended responses of survey participants. 

When explaining the rationale behind their retention practices, or the lack thereof, Canadian higher 

education professionals were more likely to focus on the needs of international students, whereas their 

German counterparts were more likely to semantically combine notions of student need with other 

explanations such as regional shortages of skilled workers and their HEI’s strategic plans. Relaying 

these quantitative and the qualitative findings back to the literature review and the policy analysis in 

Chapter 4.1, the online survey results could be described as a reinforcement of broader national trends: 

Canadian HEIs’ strong focus on students and employers could be seen as indicative of the increasing 

corporatization of Canadian higher education, which has incentivized colleges and universities to cater 

their programming and services to the needs and logics of the labour market and the global international 

education industry. Conversely, Germany’s multi-stakeholder orientation could be described as a 

reflection of how in this country, the state in cooperation with industry associations and other non-

governmental actors has gradually pushed for a more employability-focused higher education sector that 

is more competitive, both at home and internationally.  
 

Indeed, a preliminary reading of the empirical results up to this point could lead to these 

conclusions. It could also imply that the pro-retention expectations in each country have triggered 

processes of mimetic enactment within their higher education sectors, leading to the observed statistical 

similarity with which retention practices occurred. The activities of professional associations could be 

interpreted as a normative force that has been conductive to such processes. While these assumptions 

could be correct, a mere juxtaposition of policy statements and sector-level practices is not empirically 

sufficient to make this call.201 The online survey’s goodness-of-fit-tests and its attempt to inquire about 

 
201 Mizruchi and Fein (1999) found that premature conclusions like these are not uncommon within the 
organizational literature. Their meta-study showed that a disproportionate amount of studies employed a selective 
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the rationales behind the reported practices have provided not more and not less than a first impression 

of how the documented HEI practices were associated with their environment. 
 

The alignments between the former and the latter are indeed noteworthy. However, drawing any 

further conclusions solely based on the ability to reject null hypotheses and the perceptual cues captured 

through short and sometimes very short written survey responses would be premature. Thus, in order to 

better understand the micro-level processes that underlie HEI retention practices, the empirical analysis 

concludes with an in-depth analysis of 12 field interviews at one Ontario college and one university of 

applied sciences in Bavaria.  

 

 

 

 

  

 
reading of DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) original conception of institutional isomorphism and its impact on 
organizational behavior. 
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4.3 How Are the Reported Actions Associated with Environmental Expectations?  

 In order to further explore HEI-environment-interactions and their connections with the reported 

retention practices, the final part of the empirical analysis applies a micro lens and compares how higher 

education professionals at one Ontario college and one Bavarian university of applied sciences 

perceived, interpreted, and acted upon their institutional environment. Their sensemaking was captured 

through a qualitative content analysis of field interviews conducted in the spring of 2018. 

 

4.3.1 Zooming in on Two Labour Market-Oriented Higher Education Institutions 

The empirical analysis concludes by comparing two higher education institution which can be 

defined as functional equivalents in that they fulfilled similar roles in the otherwise dissimilar Canadian 

and German higher education systems. Functional equivalence was assessed based on HEIs’ service 

focus on student employment. To do so, the online survey was first re-analyzed for a subsample of the 

34 higher education institutions at which staff from both the international office and the career service 

department had participated (17 in Canada and 17 in Germany), thus providing more data points for case 

selection. Second, out of these 34 institutions, the six with the highest labour market orientation were 

pre-selected based on the breadth of their reported career service portfolios and their career service 

departments’ staffing levels relative to the national average. Third, after an additional assessment of the 

six HEIs’ academic focus areas, geographic locations, and international and domestic student enrolment, 

one public college in Ontario and one public UAS in Bavaria were chosen for comparison. The selection 

must not be misunderstood as a representative sample of Canada and Germany’s respective higher 

education sector. However, the fact that both HEIs can be located among the more applied and 

employment-oriented institutions and had become increasingly popular among international students 

makes for a compelling setting in which to investigate post-study retention. 

In 2018, the Ontario college offered Bachelor’s programs (4 years), Diploma programs (2 to 3 

years) and Graduate Certificate programs (1 year) with oftentimes mandatory co-operative work 

placements or other forms of work-integrated learning to over 11,000 full-time students on seven 

campuses, all within a one to two-hour drive from the Greater Toronto Area. In the same year, its 

Bavarian counterpart enrolled over 6,700 full-time students on two campuses, both located within a one-

and-a-half-hour drive from the city of Munich. Both HEIs were located in counties that had experienced 

slight population growth and diversification. Around one in seven inhabitants of the Ontario county in 

which the college was headquartered was born abroad, almost the same share that had been recorded ten 

years prior. In Bavaria, where county-level data were only available by citizenship, around 9% were 

foreign citizens, almost twice as many as a decade before. Both the college and the UAS were committed 

to serving their local economy. In Ontario, the local labour market was characterized by small and 

medium-sized businesses, mostly in the construction, retail and trade, health care, social assistance, and 

manufacturing industries. In previous years, the county had been experiencing moderate population 
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growth and the local unemployment rate was close to Canada’s national average of around 5%. For the 

Bavarian UAS, the surroundings can be described as somewhat similar. The county (Landkreis) and the 

larger region in which the UAS was located had also recorded small but steady population growth and 

an unemployment rate of around 3%, lower than the national average of just under 6%. Much of the 

economic activity also occurred in construction, retail and trade, health care, and manufacturing. 

Leveraging its connections to local employers, the UAS also offered a co-operative study option (Duales 

Studium) in all its German-taught undergraduate programs, next to its regular Bachelor’s programs (3 

years) and Master’s programs (2 years), some of which were taught entirely in English. At both higher 

education institutions, prospective international students could be admitted to either institution without 

prior higher education, except to the Master’s programs in Bavaria and the Graduate Certificate 

programs in Ontario.  

In terms of course offerings, both higher education institutions openly promoted the academic 

credentials and skills that were most needed in their local and regional labour markets, especially in the 

areas of business, STEM, hospitality, and health. Throughout the 2010s, both HEIs had experienced a 

notable increase in their international enrolments. In 2018, their official student brochures stated that 

international students made up close to 15% of their total student bodies respectively. At the college, 

international students paid up to CAD 20,000 per year in tuition (around EUR 13,500) whereas in 

Bavaria, international students did not pay tuition fees.  

The HEIs’ strategic plans and the performance contracts with their provincial and state 

governments revealed a shared commitment to further increase the number of international students, 

albeit with different means: At the Ontario college, student recruitment was primarily realized with the 

help of overseas agencies that were overseen and coordinated by regional managers in the college’s 

international office. At the Bavarian UAS, recruitment primarily occurred via its 200 partner universities 

worldwide. Through student exchanges, dual degree programs, summer schools, and other activities, the 

UAS aimed to foster the short-term mobility to its two campuses, thereby increasing its international 

visibility, which in the medium run would help attract degree-seeking students, especially to its English-

taught programs. In addition, the UAS’ internationalization strategy sought to boost student recruitment 

by cooperating with industry partners in developing and advertising internships and co-operative 

learning opportunities that were suitable for international students, a goal which was also voluntarily 

included in its performance contract with the Bavarian State Ministry of Sciences, Research and the 

Arts. The UAS did not opt to have its internationalization strategy and measures evaluated by the 

International Audit of the German Rectors’ Conference.202 In the strategic plans of the Ontario college, 

the goal of integrating co-operative and work-integrated learning into every study program was not 

accompanied by an additional statement pertaining to the participation of international students. 

However, the college’s strategic goal of expanding support services for international students paired 

 
202 The HRK International Audit is a voluntary external evaluation of internationalization processes and strategic 
plans. For more information on the Audit see Chapter 2.2.2. 
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with an explicit guarantee to employers that all students would be work-ready by the time of graduation 

can be interpreted as a strategic commitment to helping international students gain work experience 

during and after their studies, not least because the Ontario Ministry of Colleges and Universities 

monitored the employment rates for all of the college’s graduates and used it as a performance measure 

(cp. Chapter 4.1.1). 

At both HEIs, the career service department was relatively well-staffed. The online survey 

documented 16 FTEs in Ontario and 6 FTEs in Bavaria, which was considerably higher than the national 

averages of just under 7 and 3. The HEIs’ strategic plans and student handbooks indicate that career 

development staff were centrally responsible for improving the work-readiness of students and for 

helping them find adequate employment after their studies. The international office was assigned a 

supporting role. This division of labour could also be confirmed through the online survey which found 

that with the exception of administrative support such as student visa, work permits, and the occasional 

field trip, international office staff were not focused on helping international students connect with the 

labour market. Therefore, during the field interviews, primary emphasis was placed on the work of the 

career service department. 

 

4.3.2 Higher Education Professionals Making Sense of their Own Practices 

Building on the preceding analysis, ten higher education professionals were interviewed at the 

Ontario college and the Bavarian UAS and asked about their retention practices and how they made 

sense of them. Individual and collective practices are a constitutive element of sensemaking. The two 

other sensemaking moves, i.e., perceptual cues and cognitive frames, are informed by said actions, and 

vice versa (for details see Chapter 3.1). All three moves were captured through in-person interviews 

which were conducted at the college and the UAS’ main campus in April and May of 2018. Most 

interviewees were employed in the career service department. Additional interviews with international 

education professionals and student representatives were conducted for context and cross-validation 

purposes (Table 22). For more information on the interview process and the selection of interview 

partners see Chapter 3.2.2. 

Table 22 Interviewees, Ontario College v. Bavarian UAS 
College, Ontario University of Applied Sciences, Bavaria 

 

• 5 career development professionals 
• 1 international education professional 
• 1 student government representative 

 

 

• 3 career development professionals 
• 1 international education professional 
• 1 student government representative 

Source: Field interviews 2018 

All interviews were conducted in a semi-structured fashion, based on the interview guide in 

Appendix 3. The interviews were fully transcribed and subjected to a qualitative content analysis. 

Tentative categories were initially derived deductively from the empirical observations in the preceding 



178 
 

chapter: Retention practices reported during the field interviews were first assigned codes based on the 

same twelve service categories that had been used in the online survey.203 When doing so, relevant 

practices were not inquired about one-by-one. Instead, they were captured via broad and open interview 

questions (see interview guide). Despite this open-ended approach, the twelve service categories proved 

to be a useful point of departure for further analyses. After three rounds of coding, the identified 

practices were clustered into three practice areas, which structured both the remainder of the 

sensemaking analysis and the presentation of the findings ahead: 

• tailored career development, 

• connecting international students to employers, and  

• (im)migration help.  

Within these three practice areas, perceptual cues were identified through a combination of 

deductive and inductive coding: Individual cues were detected inductively and simultaneously assigned 

to one of the three categories that had been developed in the preceding survey analysis: Student cues, 

HEI cues, and Outside of HEI cues (see Table 19 and 21). Cognitive frames were identified entirely 

through the inductive clustering and interpretation of findings.  

 

Tailored Career Development  

 Similar to the roughly 50% of participants in the previously-discussed online survey and other 

relevant studies,204 the interviewed college and UAS professionals reported that their career service 

department tailored some of its service portfolio to the needs of international students. They also 

volunteered insights into the design of their tailored services. For example, the college chose to employ 

a three-tier system of individual career support for international students, which was coded as 

Individualized career counselling while the UAS opted for a series of work readiness seminars for 

international students which was assigned to Tailored workshops on how to apply for a job.205 The 

results from this exercise are included in Table 23 which illustrates that although most service categories 

could be found at either HEI, the concrete services therein were designed differently. Generally 

 
203 The service categories comprised (1) workshops for international students on how to apply for a job in their 
host country, (2) information sessions on the host country labour market, (3) administrative assistance (including 
help with questions around student visa and work permits), (4) individualized career counselling, (5) career 
mentoring programs for international students, (6) professional networking events and workshops on how to 
network in host country, (7) additional efforts to place international students in internships, (8) additional efforts 
to place international students in student jobs, cooperative work opportunities at companies or full-time 
employment, (9) language-sensitive programming, (10) additional host country language courses, (11) career-
focused field trips for international students (e.g., tour of local businesses), and (12) other (see Fig. 9 and 10 in 
Chapter 4.2.2). 
204 Particularly the more recent national surveys of career development professionals in the higher education 
sectors of Canada and Germany (CSND 2015; 2018; CACEE 2017). 
205 Correspondingly, the reported practices in Tables 26 and 29 later in this chapter were also mapped to the service 
categories in Fig. 9 in Chapter 4.2.2. 
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speaking, at the Ontario college, staff members prioritized individual counselling over tailored 

workshops while in Bavaria, UAS professionals relied heavily on their workshops which were run in 

close collaboration with faculty members, employers, and other stakeholders. Going forward, these and 

other similarities and differences are being highlighted with the help of tables and direct quotes from 

the interviews.  

The Ontario college employed a three-tier system of individual support: International students 

were encouraged to first make use of a drop-in desk where they could receive initial support and 

guidance without having to set up an appointment. In order to make this service more accessible, the 

desk was placed inside of the international office – a place which virtually all international students on 

campus were already familiar with. The desk was staffed with one career development professional and 

one international students. Depending on the complexity of the inquiry, international students could 

book a follow-up appointment with a career counsellor or, for visa-related questions in particular, a 

specialized career counsellor who worked exclusively with international students. These and other 

individualized support services were continuously monitored for success through a variety of assessment 

tools, including student surveys, individual progress tracking, and face-to-face feedback solicited from 

students themselves as well as employers and higher education professionals. Although by the time of 

the interviews, some tailored workshops were still on offer, most of them had been opened to all students 

to encourage peer learning, as interviewees explained.  

Notably, the reported efforts to individualize career development support at the Ontario college 

played a constitutive role in the sensemaking of its professionals, as their cues and cognitive frames 

illustrate. The columns and check marks in Table 24 visualize the cues that the Ontario interviewees 

took when explaining their actions. Interviewees took cues to shed light on one or several of the tailored 

practices in Table 23 and the reasons behind choosing and designing them. For example, when 

discussing the service portfolio of the career service department, all of the interviewed professionals and 

the student representative noted that the vast majority of international students expected to gain work 

experience in Canada (see Int. student expect to work in Canada cue in Table 24). The interviewees then 

went on to invoke cognitive frames which helped them arrive at an explanation for why the college 

prioritized certain career services over others. For example, when making sense of the college’s 

emphasis on individualized services, virtually all interviewees painted broadly the same picture of a 

competitive and globalized education market in which the fee-paying international students were a 

customer whose needs the college had to proactively respond to in order to succeed (see International 

students as customers in a global market frame in Table 24).  
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Table 23 Tailored Career Counselling for International Students, Ontario College v. Bavarian 
UAS 
Tailored 
career 
counselling 

Reported service portfolio of career service department at  

Ontario college Bavarian university of applied sciences 

Individualized 
career 
counselling 

Three-tier response to individual needs:  
(1) central drop-in desk for immediate 
individual assistance (no appointment);  
(2) individual counselling with career 
counsellor (by appointment);  
(3) individual counselling with international 
career counsellor specialized to advise 
international students (by appointment) 

Individual counselling with career counsellor 
(by appointment) 

Tailored 
workshops on 
host country 
labour market 

Workshop series (interview training, CV 
checks, Canadian context etc.) initially 
tailored to the needs of international 
students, then opened to all students to 
encourage peer learning 

• Selected workshops tailored to the needs of 
international students and held in English; 
workshops often conducted in collaboration 
with employers and external experts 

• Pilot for international students in electrical 
engineering Master’s program: 
comprehensive career development, funded 
by external grant 

Tailored 
workshops on 
how to apply 
for a job 

Workshop series (interview training, CV 
checks, Canadian context etc.) initially 
tailored to the needs of international 
students, then opened to all students to 
encourage peer learning 

• Selected workshops (CV checks, interview 
training etc.) tailored to the needs of 
international students and held in English 

• Pilot for international students in electrical 
engineering Master’s program: 
Comprehensive study-to-work support, 
funded by external grant 

Career 
mentoring 
programs for 
international 
students 

International students hired as job search 
coaches at central drop-in desk 

• Peer mentoring: international tutors help 
their fellow international students with 
administrative questions; study buddies 
support with academics 

• Employer mentoring: Early attempts to 
encourage employers to mentor high-
performing international students 

Language-
sensitive 
programming 

Not reported; all services offered in English 
Outreach, individual counselling, and selected 
workshops and events in English; rest of 
service portfolio in German 

Host country 
language 
courses 

Not reported Not reported 

Source: Field interviews 2018 
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Table 24 Making Sense of Tailored Career Counselling, Ontario College 

Inter-
viewee 

Perceptual cues taken by interviewees 

Cognitive frames 
invoked by interviewees 

Students HEI Outside of HEI 
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1 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

2 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

3 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market  

4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓  • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

5 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓    • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

7 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓    • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

Source: Field interviews 2018 

Table 25 Making Sense of Tailored Career Counselling, Bavarian UAS 
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8 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
• International students as self-reliant 

learners 
• Employers as partners 

9 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ 
• International students as self-reliant 

learners 
• Employers as partners 

10 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ 
• International students as self-reliant 

learners 
• Employers as partners  

11 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓  • International students as self-reliant 
learners 

12 ✓ ✓ ✓        • International students as self-reliant 
learners 

KPI = Key performance indicator 
Source: Field interviews 2018 

Most of the cues taken by Ontario interviewees were Student cues and revolved around the 

perceived wants and needs of international students. Interviewees described international students as 
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“more needy”206 than their domestic counterparts and saw them as requiring additional and oftentimes 

significant individual assistance with job applications and other work-related issues in order to fulfill 

their own expectations of working in Canada during and after their studies. This student-customer 

orientation was also formalized in the income stream of the career service department: Interviewees 

emphasized the considerable financial contribution which international students were making to the 

college in general and the department in particular. The department was funded entirely by the ancillary 

fees paid every semester by international and domestic students, just like many other HEI departments 

across Canada (Van Norman 2016:21; Usher 2019a:9–12). Any increase in the college’s ancillary fees 

had to be approved by the student council. The interviewed student representative confirmed this direct 

link.207 During most of the interviews in Ontario, this technical formalization of student-centred 

programming came up as an important reason for tailoring. However, the findings show that resource 

dependencies were but one component of a much broader taken-for-granted conviction that international 

students were customers in a globalized education market (see cognitive frames in Table 24). The 

interviewees explained that in this competitive market, the college sought to differentiate itself through 

excellent service provision. The way in which the following two staff members reported to “do extra” 

to be “the best service provider” in order to “set us apart competitively” speaks to this market-oriented 

view: 

“You know, I think it’s part of our whole college culture that we want to go and do extra for all 
of our students, but also realizing that for international students they might face additional 
barriers, communication, how to get back and forth to work, how to get to interviews and we’re 
happy to do that so we have things in place where, you know, students can’t take a taxi to the 
interviews and we’re paying for that. If students need extra help with work permits, visa, 
insurance, we’ll help with that. Often, we’re the only reference they have. They might have an 
employer back home, but as far as a Canadian references, we might be a reference for them, as 
well. Yeah, so that’s just part of it. There’s definitely, you know, from the financial side, from 
the business side, international students are great because our domestic numbers are going down 
for every college or university. So, there’s a business side to that, as well, but I firmly believe 
that it’s done holistically as opposed to with an end goal of business in mind.” 

(Interviewee 4, Ontario college) 

 

“[…] the student is our stakeholder, the student is our guest, the student pays our salary, 
ultimately. […] we might not be the best college, or the biggest college. But we will be the best 
service provider and that’s what’s going to set us apart competitively for the students. So, it was 
indoctrinated almost into me to take a holistic approach to attracting international students. I 
wasn’t attracting them to a program, it wasn’t picking them up at the airport, dropping them off 
and making sure it was fine, it was everything. Pick you up at the airport, bring you to a pre-
established home stay where people are excited to receive you. […] When I started, I started in 
that department in 2004. There were less than 200 international students. It was a sustainable 

 
206 Full quote: “They [international students] are just more needy, right? So understanding Canadian employer 
expectations, Canadian interviews, Canadian-style resumes.” (Interviewee 2, Ontario college) 
207 Full quote: “I mean we [the student association] do have a huge budget. […] but we have the power to decide 
where we want to invest the student money that comes from us. […] We receive, I don't know the exact number 
right now, but I believe it’s between 150 and 200 dollars per semester per student [in ancillary fees]. […] So we 
invest a lot of money in the college and we still have like, for instance, more than five million dollars in our 
account.” (Interviewee 7, Ontario college) 
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model at that time. And then it grew and grew and grew. But I think we still do a very good job, 
comparatively […] It’s just, it’s harder to do now, with the same staffing compliment. Because 
we haven’t grown in staff to still maintain that services standard for 2,500 [international] 
students, you know?” 

(Interviewee 5, Ontario college) 

Although the cues and frames in Table 24, along with their corresponding codings, confirm that 

rising international student numbers and fees have had an impact on service provision, interviewees 

reported that the additional, individualized career services for international students were an expression 

of what some referred to as the college’s “services-first philosophy”, which was reported to date back 

to a time when international students made up only a fraction of the student body and did not have a 

significant impact on college finances. Here too, the above quotes serve as a case in point. To both 

interviewees, excellent service provision was an integral part of the “college culture” which they sought 

to maintain even in the face of less favorable student-to-staff ratios.  

Governmental performance targets and other formalized and non-formalized exogenous 

expectations, albeit brought up occasionally, were mostly mentioned in passing and as less instrumental. 

They were rather seen as amplifying the already strong market orientation. Most of these exogenous 

jolts were limited to the Ontario government and none were reported to prescribe whether or not and 

how the department should support international students. However, interviewees stated that they 

weighed regional employers’ general expectation of receiving work-ready students and graduates 

against the capabilities of international students and adjusted their services accordingly. Similarly, the 

college’s graduate employment rate, which was calculated for international and domestic graduates by 

Ontario’s Ministry of Colleges and Universities, served as an important performance indicator for the 

career service department. But rather than being understood as influential in their own right, these 

exogenous expectations were seen through the lens of student and market-oriented cognitive frames and 

thus merely as an additional incentive to tailor and individualize selected career development services. 

The following quote illustrates this point: 

“A college would do that [i.e., tailor its career counselling] because it looks really good so just 
in terms of bottom line for our key performance indicators, our KPIs. It’s based on the graduate 
employment rate. And our graduate employment rate, our KPIs, is publicly consumable 
information that other students will make decisions on. So, if our KPIs, and our graduate 
employment rate in particular, is very high and we're able to tailor our work term or work 
experience to an international student, the more likely they are to graduate, the more likely they 
are to be employed in their field of study, the better our KPIs will rate, the more competitive we 
are, nationally and also internationally when students are choosing post-secondary [education]. 
So, I think that our ability to uniquely serve the needs of individual students helps our bottom 
line to attract more students. Absolutely.” 

(Interviewee 5, Ontario college) 

In Bavaria at the UAS, international students and their perceived needs were also prevalent in 

the sensemaking of higher education professionals. As the Student cues in Table 25 show, all 

interviewees cited international students’ desire to gain work experience in Germany and their need for 

extra support, especially when it came to the oft-mentioned language barrier of the host country labour 
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market in which German was still is the dominant language. Unlike in Ontario, the career development 

professionals in Bavaria reported to prioritize their “70 to 80 workshops”208 over individual support and 

used their discretion to implement a combination of ‘regular’ career development workshops for all 

students and a selection of tailored workshops for international students, which were often held in 

English and designed to be sensitive to the cultural backgrounds of international students. Although all 

staff members in the career service department reported to also provide individual support to 

international students – usually by appointment – the UAS’ support system was first and foremost 

designed around workshops, which staff co-organized together with faculty members, employers, and 

external lecturers. Although higher education professionals in Bavaria also showed a strong commitment 

to student success, their reported actions and their underlying conception of international students 

differed notably from the customer-oriented views of their Ontario counterparts: In Bavaria, 

interviewees did not regard international students as customers, but they saw international students as 

self-reliant learners (see cognitive frames in Table 25), who they expected to make the best use of the 

many compulsory and non-compulsory workshops and to take ownership of their own career planning. 

While individual support was also available, there were limits to how often students could access it. 

Those who needed more individualized assistance were encouraged to approach their peers, some of 

whom had been recruited as so-called international tutors and study buddies, tasked with helping 

international students adjust to living, studying, and working in Germany (see Table 23). Although 

international students were expected to take initiative, they were also expected to limit themselves to 

the boundaries set by the service portfolio of the UAS, and ideally only that of the career service 

department, as the following two quotes indicate: 

“Well, the students quote-on-quote have to complete a certain number of our workshops, but 
they can choose from a broad variety, but here too, the initiative has to come from the students 
themselves. They have to recognize themselves, ‘which topics are important to me? Where do I 
need additional help? Maybe I already have the perfect CV or should I go for some additional 
counselling?’ So, this kind of individual initiative, I would say, it’s important that this always 
comes from the students themselves.”209 

(Interviewee 10, Bavarian UAS) 
 

“Another thing that is peculiar about the internationals is that they go to every single student 
service office we have. A German student understands, ‘okay, just go to the career service 

 
208 Full quote: “Every semester, we offer around 70 to 80 workshops around employment skills, academic and soft 
skills and by now, the career service department has succeeded in making participation mandatory in some study 
programs. So, they have become part of the curriculum. We are very proud of that.” (Interviewee 10, Bavarian 
UAS) (Personal translation from German: “Wir bieten pro Semester immer um die 70 bis 80 Seminare an aus den 
Bereichen Berufskompetenz, Studien- und Persönlichkeitskompetenz und da ist die Teilnahme, inzwischen hat der 
Career Service es geschafft, dass in einigen Studiengängen die Seminare verpflichtend sind. Also die sind ins 
Curriculum aufgenommen worden. Wo wir auch sehr stolz drauf sind.”) 
209 Personal translation from German: “Also die Studenten müssen in Anführungsstrichen eine bestimmte Anzahl 
an unseren Seminaren belegen, haben aber dafür ein großes Spektrum zur Auswahl, aber auch da muss die 
Initiative irgendwie selber kommen. Die müssen schon erkennen: „Welche Themen sind für mich wichtig? Wo 
brauche ich noch Unterstützung? Kann ich vielleicht schon einen perfekten Lebenslauf oder hole ich mir noch 
Beratung?” Also das bisschen Eigeninitiative, sage ich mal, ist wichtig, dass das immer noch von den Studenten 
kommt.” 
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department and that’s it.’ […] Yes, and then he [i.e., the international student] is not happy with 
the help he received. That means he goes to the next colleague in the career service department 
who is writing his job application for him. Then he goes to the faculty and asks the assistant 
manager to write his application, and then he goes to the professor and says, ‘nobody is taking 
care of me! I can’t find a job.’ The professor then comes to us and says, ‘you’re not taking care 
of our international students! That why we [in the faculty] will now hire someone who will.’ 
[…] Yes, we have actually started to make lists of students who have already received individual 
counselling in order to find out who is double dipping.”210 

(Interviewee 8, Bavarian UAS) 

 This contradiction between calling for self-reliance on the one hand and expressing frustration 

with students asking multiple subdivisions for help was reflective of a comparatively more organization-

centred mindset which became apparent in a number of interviews and stood in contrast to the more 

customer-oriented service philosophy which was repeatedly evoked at the Ontario college. Bavarian 

interviewees’ stronger emphasis on their own HEI can also be discerned in the many UAS-specific cues 

they took when making sense of their tailored career development services, most prominently the 

perceived necessity to offer certain services in English instead of in German, given the UAS’ previous 

decision to offer more study programs in English. Furthermore, the aspirations of its senior leadership 

to further grow the international student body were mentioned as affecting the department’s efforts to 

tailor more workshops. So was the input from faculty members, some of whom were directly involved 

in the workshops (see HEI cues in Table 25). Albeit the reported retention measures were recognized as 

occurring in the context of the UAS’ efforts to attract more international students, the notion of a 

competitive global market – as it was repeatedly invoked in Ontario – was virtually absent from the 

sensemaking of interviewees in Bavaria.  

 Apart from Student and HEI cues, higher education professionals in Bavaria also mentioned 

exogenous forces which they saw as affecting their tailoring of selecting practices. For three of the four 

interviewed professionals, the most consequential of these forces were the regional employers who they 

unequivocally saw as partners in the design of selected career development workshops (see cognitive 

frames in Table 25), given their regular involvement as guest speakers: 

“Yes, because [for us] it is always, […] the applied sciences are always central. And we always 
work on, every time we start something new, there’s always partners from the private sector 
joining in. No matter which study program, be it the dual study programs, we of course work 
together with companies. When there is a new study program, we of course look to include 
partners to cooperate with. After all, the workshops are run by [company] representatives. So, 

 
210 Personal translation from German: “Weil das fällt auch auf bei den Internationalen, die laufen praktisch alle 
Stellen ab, die es gibt. Also, ein deutscher Student weiß: „Okay, geh zum Career Service und dann passt es schon.” 
[…] Ja, genau und dann ist er [internationaler Student] mit der Antwort nicht zufrieden. Das heißt er geht zum 
nächsten Kollegen im Career Service, der ihm die Bewerbung schreibt. Dann geht er in die Fakultät zur 
Studiengangsassistentin, die ihm die Bewerbung schreiben soll, und dann geht er zum Professor und sagt: 
„Niemand kümmert sich um mich! Ich kriege keine Stelle.” Der Professor kommt zu mir und sagt: „Ihr kümmert 
euch ja nicht um die Internationalen! Wir stellen uns jetzt selber jemand ein.” […] Ja, wir haben tatsächlich 
angefangen, Listen zu machen mit Leuten, die schon beraten wurden, um zu gucken, wer so ist so Beratungs-
Hopper?” 
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in that sense, no matter how you look at it, […] we are aware that we also need the companies. 
Both from our region and beyond.”211  

(Interviewee 9, Bavarian UAS) 
 
“By now we have close to 200, yes, I think either just under 200 or even more, partner 
companies, who we cooperate with, locally and beyond. The [companies] always publish job 
postings for students, we have recruiting events, job fares, which always feature our partner 
companies.”212 

(Interviewee 10, Bavarian UAS) 

Other external audiences that were reported to affect the design and implementation of UAS 

workshops include the career service department’s multiple funders. Apart from the monetary 

appropriations from the State of Bavaria, which were internally distributed by UAS leadership in order 

to compensate for the lack of tuition income,213 the department also received direct contributions from 

regional employers and from two grants made by SAVE, Bavaria’s public-private-funded international 

student success program and the European Regional Development Fund. Both grants were temporary 

and earmarked to benefit the academic and employment success of international students (see Outside 

of HEI cues in Table 25). Compared to employers, however, these funders gave UAS professionals more 

leeway in deciding if and how to tailor their services. 

 

Connecting International Students to Employers 

In order to increase international students’ chances of finding host country employment, 

interviewees at both higher education institutions reported numerous activities that were specifically 

designed to connect international students to (local) employers, and vice versa (see reported practices in 

Table 26). At the Ontario college, most of this work was achieved through co-operative education which 

had become deeply embedded in its curricula. In 2018, around half of the college’s 11,000 students were 

enrolled in co-op programs that included work terms during which they engaged in paid employment. 

This level of participation was notably higher than at many other colleges across Canada. Between 1986 

and 2010, Canada had seen co-op participation in colleges rise from 7% of graduates to 22%. Ontario 

was one of the provinces with the highest participation at 31% (Rodriguez, Zhao and Ferguson 2016:2). 

 
211 Personal translation from German: “Ja, natürlich weil [für uns] immer auch, […] die angewandte Wissenschaft 
ja immer im Vordergrund steht. Und wir an der Hochschule allgemein schon immer daran arbeiten, dass wenn wir 
etwas Neues starten, gleich immer Partner aus der Wirtschaft mit dazubekommen. Also egal welches Programm 
das ist, sei es Hochschule Dual also die dualen Studiengänge, arbeiten wir natürlich mit Unternehmen zusammen. 
Wenn es neue Studiengänge gibt, schaut man natürlich, dass man gleich wieder Kooperationspartner mit 
reinkriegt. Die Seminare werden eben von Vertretern [von Unternehmen] gemacht. Also von daher, egal in welcher 
Hinsicht, […] ist einem das schon bewusst, dass man die Unternehmen auch braucht. Und das sind sowohl 
regionale als auch überregionale Unternehmen.” 
212 Personal translation from German: “Haben auch inzwischen knapp 200, ja, ich glaub, entweder wir sind knapp 
bei 200 oder sogar schon ein bisschen darüber, Partnerunternehmen, die mit uns kooperieren, regional und 
überregional. Die auch immer Stellenangebote für die Studenten publizieren bzw. wir haben Recruiting-
Veranstaltungen, Jobbörsen wo gerade unsere Kooperationspartner immer dabei sind.” 
213 In 2013, the Federal State of Bavaria had abolished tuition fees for domestic and international students. 
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At the Ontario college under study, co-op programs were historically targeting domestic 

students. But by the time of observation, co-operative learning and its promise of Canadian work 

experience had become an important value proposition for many international students. As a result, co-

op programs in hospitality, engineering, and other study fields had seen a stark increase in international 

students. For most of them, the ability to gain Canadian work experience during their studies was highly 

attractive because it allowed them to pay off part of their student debt and it also gave them a better 

chance to stay and work in Canada after graduation. The following quotes from a staff member in the 

career service department and a student representative capture this motivation. According to them and 

other interviewees, co-op was often utilized as a means to the end goal of economic immigration: 

“It’s not only, and we find this a lot, it’s not even the program that attracts them. It’s Canada 
that attracts them. And the ability to stay in Canada afterwards. We see that through co-op. This 
morning, for example, I had a student come to me who, and we have this a lot, who wanted to 
work in a gas station for his co-op. […] ‘Was that your dream when you applied for Canada?’ 
‘No, it wasn’t my dream but after I got here, I realized that is the quickest route to get permanent 
residency.’ So, the focus no longer is the schooling. For a lot [of international students], 
particularly our Northern Indian Punjabi community, [name of college] is a means to an end, 
right? And we struggle with that. […] And we find that a lot of the times they’re getting coaching 
on that from their [education] agents and from family members. So, it could be a distant relative 
who lives in Edmonton who runs a gas station. Okay, you go to [name of college], study 
hospitality, do your co-op out there and then they’re also going to keep you on and sponsor you 
for permanent residency afterwards. […] And we find that yeah, that is almost exclusively the 
reason why they’re here. It’s something.” 

(Interviewee 5, Ontario college) 

“I think the majority of the students that came to Canada, the international students, came with 
this idea already [i.e., the intention to stay after graduation]. There is a smaller percentage, let’s 
say 5 or 10 percent, are students that parents send just so that they can improve their English 
and have some international experience so that they can go back to their country and take over 
their parents’ company or something like that. This happens a lot and specifically with more 
European people. But Latinos, South American, East Asian, Southeast Asian countries like that 
they came more with the intention to stay. So, the first thing when they arrive here when I am 
at the orientation celebration with them, the first thing they come to me and ask, ‘can you help 
me get a job? How can I get a job?’ and, ‘how can I make everything right to stay in Canada? I 
want to build my life here.’ A lot of people, the majority come with this intention.” 

(Interviewee 7, Ontario college) 

College staff did not always agree and at times even reported to “struggle” with the overly 

immigration-focused co-op choices made by some international students. The first of the two quotes 

above illustrates this point. However, neither this staff member nor any of the interviewed colleagues 

questioned students’ widely reported intentions to use co-op as a more direct pathway to permanent 

residency in Canada. On the contrary, immigration was readily brought up as a legitimate motive and 

an integral part of the international student experience. When discussing their role in supporting it by 

helping international students connect with potential co-op employers, Ontario interviewees explained 

their own actions through the aforementioned students-as-customers lens (see cognitive frames in Table 

27). To them, helping their student-customers achieve their co-op, career, and also their immigration 
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goals was taken for granted as a primary task of the career service department. Although, the department 

had not been receiving any explicit instructions in this regard, the college’s general policy to require 

almost all co-op students to go on work terms further reinforced staff efforts to “do extra” to connect 

their international students to employers.  

But it was not exclusively the international students that were understood as customers. 

Employers, too, were seen and treated as such, at least by those interviewees who were in regular contact 

with companies (see Employers as customers in the cognitive frames column of Table 27). In order to 

sustain and expand the college’s co-operative learning opportunities, local companies needed to receive 

comprehensive support from the career service department. College professionals reported to assess 

employers’ skills and staffing needs on a regular basis and to feed those expectations back into program 

design. With their help, employers could not only access a pool of potential temporary workers and 

future employees, they were also given a say in what kinds of co-op students they would like to receive, 

as the following quotes indicate:   

“Then we’ll be honest with them [i.e., the employers] as far as how students are doing 
academically. Are they showing up for work? Are they showing up for school? Would we 
recommend them? Right, so, there’s good honest communication back and forth about all 
students not just international students but for all students. So, having those open honest 
communications and then also following up on what we promise, so if students aren’t working 
out, then we’re not going to make them a burden to the employer.” 

(Interviewee 4, Ontario college) 
 

“Our co-op process is that we run it as a competitive job search so we don’t place students, don’t 
take an employer and student and match them. We develop jobs and support students in applying 
for them. But ultimately the employer chooses the student and the student is paid for that work.” 

(Interviewee 1, Ontario college) 

Through “good honest communication” with employers, the two professionals and their 

colleagues sought to “develop jobs” for co-op and to “support students in applying for them”. This full-

service model was reported to help international students gain valuable work experience to advance their 

career and also their immigration goals while employers were given access to a customized pool of 

international talent. In addition, selected employers had the opportunity to directly influence college 

programming by serving on one or several of the over 70 program advisory committees. Apart from 

employers, the committees also featured constituents from professional associations, trade unions, 

government agencies, and the college’s student council and personnel.214 Committee decisions fed 

directly into college curricula and the work of the career service department, thus providing room for 

circular influence between the college and its environment. Overall, the sensemaking of college staff 

points towards a strong commitment to serving their two biggest customers, students and employers – a 

 
214 Staff members from from the career service department were also part of the committees, albeit in a non-voting 
capacity. 
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trend which could be witnessed more generally across Canada (Jones et al. 2004:62; Walker 2016:253–

258; Shanahan et al. 2015:37). 

Table 26 Extra Efforts to Connect International Students to Employers, Ontario College v. 
Bavarian UAS 
Connecting 
students to 
employers 

Reported service portfolio of career service department at  

Ontario college Bavarian university of applied sciences 

Placement in 
student jobs or 
co-op 

Next to no direct placements. Department 
staff develop co-op positions together with 
employers; then international and domestic 
students apply for openings listed in college 
database 

• Explicitly not offered (Co-operative study 
programs (Duales Studium) designed for 
domestic students) 

Internship 
placements 

Next to no direct placements. Department 
places more emphasis on developing co-op 
positions together with employers; then 
international and domestic students apply 
for openings listed in college database 

Explicitly not offered 

Professional 
networking 
events 

• Occasional career fairs and networking 
events with local employers, usually 
open to all students 

• Some additional networking 
opportunities at immigration-focused 
employer events 

• International career fair held in both English 
and German 

• Help international students navigate other 
career fairs via preparatory workshops, 
guided tour through exhibition hall, personal 
introduction to employers 

• Involve employer in career development 
workshops for international students 

• Employer mentoring: Initial attempts to 
encourage employers to mentor high-
performing international students 

Field trips to 
local 
businesses 

Not reported 

• Field trips to local businesses in order to 
introduce international students to 
employers; company tours and discussions 
held in English and co-organized with local 
economic development agency  

Other 
• Educate employers about immigration 

laws together with Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada 

• Educate employers about pool of talented 
international students and graduates via 
brochures, direct contact, events etc., 
supported by local government 

 
Source: Field interviews 2018 
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Table 27 Making Sense of Extra Connection Efforts, Ontario College 

Inter-
viewees 

Perceptual cues taken by interviewees 

Cognitive frames 
invoked by interviewees 
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1 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
• International students as customers in a globalized 

education market 
• Employers as customers 

2 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ 
• International students as customers in a globalized 

education market 
• Employers as customers 

3 ✓  ✓   ✓  • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

4 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓   
• International students as customers in a globalized 

education market 
• Employers as customers 

5 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓  ✓ • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

6 ✓ ✓      • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

7 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓   • International students as customers in a globalized 
education market 

Table 28 Making Sense of Extra Connection Efforts, Bavarian UAS 
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8 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

• International students as self-reliant 
learners 

• Employers as partners 
• Internationalization benefits the UAS 

and the region 

9 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓  ✓ ✓ 

• International students as self-reliant 
learners 

• Internationalization benefits the UAS 
and the region 

• Employers as partners 

10 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

• International students as self-reliant 
learners 

• Internationalization benefits the UAS 
and the region 

• Employers as partners  

11 ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓  ✓ ✓   

• International students as self-reliant 
learners 

• Internationalization benefits the UAS 
and the region 

12 ✓ ✓ ✓    ✓  ✓  

• International students as self-reliant 
learners 

• Internationalization benefits the UAS 
and the region 

Source (Table 27 and 28): Field interviews 2018 
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The Ontario interviewees also stressed that their willingness to connect international students 

with employers was not limited to those who participated in co-op. The other 50% of the student body 

were also encouraged to engage in different forms of work-integrated learning, including internships. 

Although this commitment was mostly mentioned when elaborating on the college’s services-first 

philosophy, staff members added that two particular policies of the Ontario government had served as 

additional incentives (see KPI and temporary state grants cue in Table 27). First, a temporary grant 

which the career service department had received from the Ministry of Colleges and Universities. The 

grant required the department to ensure that within the following year “100 percent of our students”215 

received a chance to gain practical experience during their studies. A goal which reportedly, the college 

was close to achieving. Second, some interviewees described the Ministry’s graduate employment rate 

as an incentive for them to increase their efforts to connect students and employers, especially through 

co-operative education, because “their co-op employers in turn will turn around and offer them a 

graduate position”216 and thereby boost the college’s employment rate, which interviewees saw as a sign 

of successful programming and service provision. However, both incentives were portrayed as having 

amplified rather than initiated the college’s retention practices.  

In Bavaria, the interviewed professionals were also incentivized to create cooperative education 

and other experiential learning opportunities for international students, i.e., through additional funds 

from the hochschule dual international program and the European Union. However, unlike their Ontario 

counterparts, Bavarian interviewees did not align their actions with these exogenous expectations as 

they did not see cooperative education, or dual study (Duales Studium), as a realistic option for the vast 

majority of international students – even though a number of them were reportedly interested. To the 

interviewed higher education professionals, dual study was still a niche option for a handful of high-

performing students with excellent German language skills. Unlike in Ontario, international students in 

Bavaria would have to first secure a work placement by themselves prior to commencing their studies 

in order for the UAS to admit them to a dual program. Here too, international students were not seen as 

customers, but rather as self-reliant learners who were trusted to navigate the entry requirements of the 

UAS and the application processes of potential employers (see cognitive frames in Table 28). The taken-

for-grantedness of this viewpoint is exemplified in the following quote: 

“[…] every week, we receive several emails from [prospective] students who are abroad and are 
interested in a dual study program here in [name of the town in which UAS is located]. But that 
is just very hard to do. I think that getting German companies to hire international students for 
dual programs while they’re still abroad is a problem. The market [for these programs] is limited 
to begin with and the companies only take the best they can get and oftentimes favor the German 
students. Because they pay a lot to host these students, they want to benefit as much as possible 

 
215 Full quote: “[…] in fact, the [Ontario] government has asked us by March 31st, 2019 to essentially prove that 
100 percent of our students get an experiential learning opportunity when they graduate, before they graduate. So, 
I am working on that.” (Interviewee 1, Ontario college) 
216 Full quote: “Because we get funding based on our KPIs [key performance indicators] which is our graduate 
employment rate and we find that a lot of our co-op students, their co-op employers in turn will turn around and 
offer them a graduate position.” (Interviewee 2, Ontario college) 
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and also, the language barriers are just too challenging. That is why, I think, they often choose 
the German students, I would say. […] We have 6,300 students at our higher education 
institution and around 10% of whom are dual students, which is a very good number.”217 

(Interviewee 10, Bavarian UAS) 

 

Unlike in Ontario, where interviewees reported to actively “develop” co-operative learning 

opportunities for international students, professionals at the UAS in Bavaria stressed that because of 

hesitant employers, language barriers, and the formal requirements for dual study, international students 

should rather opt for internships or other short forms of experiential learning. While there were some 

UAS measures to serve the few who actively tried to find a company for dual study, this support was 

reported to be contingent upon individual students and their efforts to initiate and lead the application 

process. In contrast, the interviewed student representative was cautiously optimistic about the 

suitability of dual programs for international students, but concurred when it came to the language 

barrier: 

“Of course, students who move to Germany from abroad also have the possibility [to enrol in a 
dual study program]. […] So, the language barriers are of course an important reason [for not 
entering a dual program]. They of course exist. But I think that they [international students] are 
so busy when they have to study next to learning the language, all while working full-time. That 
is pretty difficult at the beginning and that is something that is not yet understood around 
here.”218 

(Interviewee 12, Bavarian UAS) 

Although the interviewed UAS professionals saw dual study as nearly unattainable for 

international students, all of them praised and promoted other, more flexible forms of work experience, 

including internships which in Bachelor’s program were mandatory for all students. Thus, in order to 

ease employer hesitation, interviewees reported a variety of activities which brought company 

representatives face-to-face with international students, such as employer-led workshops, field trips to 

local companies, and an international career fair. Although employer hesitation was never explicitly 

described as being rooted in discriminatory attitudes towards international students, the interviewees 

 
217 Personal translation from German: “[…] wir bekommen wöchentlich einige E-Mail von Studenten, die aber 
noch im Ausland sind und sich für ein duales Studium bei uns in [Name des Hochschulorts] interessieren. Aber 
das gestaltet sich einfach schwierig. Ich glaube das Problem ist einfach auch, vom Ausland aus ein Unternehmen 
in Deutschland zu finden, das sich bereiterklärt, […] einen internationalen Studenten für ein duales Studium zu 
akzeptieren. Der Markt oder die Plätze sind sowieso begrenzt und die Unternehmen nehmen natürlich auch, oder 
wollen das Beste abgreifen, was sie bekommen können und bevorzugen noch oft die deutschen Schülerinnen und 
Schüler, die ein duales Studium machen möchten. Weil die natürlich sehr viel Geld für ein duales Studium in die 
Hand nehmen, den besten Erfolg draus ziehen möchten und eben auch oft diese sprachlichen Barrieren oder der 
sprachliche Hintergrund einfach oft noch schwierig ist. Deswegen denke ich, entscheiden sie sich doch oft für die 
deutschen Studenten, sage ich mal. […] Wir haben 6300 Studenten an der Hochschule und knapp 10% davon sind 
duale Studenten, was wirklich eine sehr gute Zahl ist.” 
218 Personal translation from German: “Selbstverständlich besteht auch die Möglichkeit [eines dualen Studiums], 
wenn Studierende nach Deutschland gezogen sind oder in Deutschland hier wohnen. […] Also Sprachbarrieren 
sind natürlich auch ein wichtiger Grund [dafür, dass es nicht klappt mit dem dualen Studium]. Die gibt‘s natürlich. 
Aber ich denke, dass die [internationalen Studierenden] so beschäftigt sind, dass sie so neben der Sprache noch 
studieren müssen obwohl sie eigentlich schon Vollzeit arbeiten. Das ist doch am Anfang schon ein bisschen 
schwierig und dass das zumindest jetzt noch nicht so wahrgenommen wird.” 
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felt that they should help the two get more acquainted with each other (Table 26). All of these tailored 

formats were at least in part held in English. Here too, employers were seen and approached as partners 

of the UAS and invited to promote their career opportunities (see Employers as partners cognitive frame 

in Table 28). These partnership-building efforts were seen as an attempt to encourage regional 

employers to consider international students as future employees, and vice versa. The activities were 

reinforced by the SAVE program of the Bavarian Industry Association and the Bavarian State Ministry 

of Sciences, Research and the Arts as well as various city and county initiatives to retain international 

graduates, including field trips to local companies which were co-organized together with the regional 

economic development agency (see Outside of HEI cues in Table 28). For the Bavarian interviewees, 

using their individual and collective agency to engage employers and prove that international students 

and graduates could help meet local workforce needs, was an integral part of higher education 

internationalization, which all of them took for granted as beneficial to their UAS, the employers, and 

the local community: 

“We don’t question it [i.e., internationalization] here. It’s clear that this is how it is. […] Well, 
if our goal is to be international then we can’t say we don’t care how they [i.e., international 
students] turn out. […] Supporting them is extremely laborious. So, we have decided, we want 
20% international students, that is our goal. At the moment, we have 16%, so you see, a lot. 
Four years ago, we opened a [second] campus in [name of city]. […] And over there all study 
programs are in English and the goal is to have 50 or more percent international students, which 
we actually managed to do. And it was clear that they have to serve their internships somewhere 
around here and if possible be integrated somehow in order to show the community and the 
politicians that it makes sense. Because the attitude is, ‘why should we educate them here and 
then they go back to their home countries? What does that do? And with our taxpayer money 
that’s being wasted here?’”219 

(Interviewee 8, Bavarian UAS) 

This emphasis on receiving a return on the public investments made in zero-tuition and English-

taught study programs was reflective of how national and regional stakeholders in Germany had come 

to view higher education internationalization as a vehicle for achieving a long-term “brain gain” (Olson 

2012:10) for the German labour market (cp. Chapter 4.1.2). One way to measure return-on-investment 

is to weigh public expenditures against national and regional tax income, as invoked by the above 

interviewee and echoed by a number of politicians in the Bavarian State Parliament (2020).220 But it can 

 
219 Personal translation from German: “Das ist, das [die Internationalisierung] stellt man hier nicht infrage. Das ist 
klar, dass es so ist. […] Na ja, wenn unser Ziel ist international zu sein, dann können wir doch nicht sagen, das 
interessiert uns nicht, was aus denen wird. [...] Der Betreuungsaufwand ist extrem hoch. Also wir haben ja 
beschlossen, wir wollen 20% internationale Studierende haben, das ist unser Ziel. Im Moment haben wir 16%, 
also sie sehen, unglaublich viel. Wir haben vor vier Jahren einen Campus in [Name des zweiten 
Hochschulstandorts] gegründet. […] Und dort sind alle Studiengänge auf English und das Ziel ist eben, 50 bzw. 
noch mehr Prozent internationale Studierende zu gewinnen, was uns ja tatsächlich gelungen ist. Und es war ganz 
klar, die müssen irgendwo hier ihr Praktikum machen und, wenn möglich integriert werden um auch den Leuten 
vor Ort, der Politik zu zeigen das macht Sinn. Weil der Tenor ist: „Warum sollen wir die hier ausbilden und dann 
gehen die in ihre Heimatländer zurück? Was bringt denn das? Und mit unseren Steuergeldern, die wir hier 
verprassen?”” 
220 Quote from legislative motion submitted by members of the then incumbent Christian Social Union and its 
coalition partner, the Free Voters of Bavaria, in February of 2020: “It is not in the interest of the Bavarian taxpayer 
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also be evaluated in terms of less tangible assets, which were repeatedly stressed by all interviewees at 

the UAS: 

“You want to internationalize [because] – I don’t have an answer right now. Of course, in order 
to further increase the number of students, that’s naturally a reason. I think also somehow in 
order to further increase the diversity within the study programs and to expand upon the English-
taught programs. Yes, I don’t really have a good answer right now.”221 

(Interviewee 10, Bavarian UAS) 
 

“Well, why? In order to receive more international attention. I mean, students are I think one of 
the biggest marketing tools, both German and international [students]. If a student likes it here 
in [name of city], then he of course tells others and I think that this is also good or important in 
order to maintain and to increase student numbers.”222 

(Interviewee 11, Bavarian UAS) 
 
“So, first of all, we want to improve connections to different cultures and religions. So that their 
cultures are accepted, but at the same time that they [the international students] perceive and 
understand, how we are doing things here and that we build strong connections. Of course, it 
doesn’t hurt to also connect with other countries and universities this way. And then, yes, I want 
to say, attain a level of awareness [for the UAS abroad] and, apart from that, build bridges, 
yes.”223 

(Interviewee 12, Bavarian UAS) 

As the quotes show, interviewees took for granted that internationalization benefits the UAS 

and the region (see cognitive frames in Table 28). However, unlike in Ontario, their sensemaking hardly 

revolved around global market competition. Instead, the UAS professionals and the student 

representative associated “being international” (Waldow 2017b) with a comparatively vague mix of 

prestige, UAS visibility, and a presumed ability to offset the projected decline in domestic enrolments. 

 
to educate international students free of charge and in English if these students cannot be employed in the Bavarian 
economy later on, but instead, in a worst-case scenario, choose to leave Germany right after graduation.” (Bavarian 
State Parliament 2020:1f.) (Personal translation from German: “Es liegt nicht im Interesse des bayerischen 
Steuerzahlers, ausländische Studierende ohne Erhebung von Studiengebühren auf Englisch auszubilden, wenn 
diese dann der bayerischen Wirtschaft später nicht als Fachkräfte zur Verfügung stehen können, sondern im 
schlechtesten Fall Deutschland sofort nach Erwerb ihres Abschlusses wieder verlassen.”) 
221 Personal translation from German: “Man will internationalisieren, [weil] – da ist jetzt gerade keine Antwort. 
Natürlich um die Studienzahlen weiter zu erhöhen, ist natürlicher Grund. Ich denke, auch vor allem irgendwie um 
die Vielfalt in den Studiengängen noch weiter zu erhöhen und gerade noch diese englischsprachigen Angebote 
weiter auszubauen. Ja, da habe ich jetzt gerade keine gute Antwort.” 
222 Personal translation from German: “Na ja, warum? Um international auf sich aufmerksam zu machen. Ich 
meine, Studenten sind denke ich mit einer der größten Werbeträger, also sowohl deutsche als auch internationale. 
Wenn es einem Studenten hier in [Name des Hochschulstandorts] gefällt, dann erzählt er das natürlich weiter und 
ich glaube, dass das auch gut oder wichtig ist, um die Studierendenzahl aufrecht zu erhalten und immer weiter 
anzukurbeln.” 
223 Personal translation from German: “Also in erster Linie, dass man einfach eine gute Vernetzung schaffen kann 
zu den einzelnen Kulturen, zu den einzelnen Religionen. Dass man wie gesagt auch, dass man die Kulturen von 
den internationalen Studierenden akzeptiert, aber dass diese auch im gleichen Moment verstehen und 
dementsprechend, ja, wahrnehmen, wie das bei uns abläuft und das hier einfach eine gute Vernetzung stattfindet 
dementsprechend. Natürlich schadet es nicht, wenn man dementsprechend auch zu anderen Ländern und zu 
anderen Universitäten Kontakt aufnimmt um eben dann, ja, einen, ja sage ich jetzt mal, auch einen guten 
Bekanntheitsgrad [der Hochschule im Ausland] zu erlangen und neben dem Bekanntheitsgrad auch, ja, Brücken 
baut, genau.” 
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In this way, their pro-internationalization stance was reflective of salient political views at the national 

and regional level (cp. Hahn 2005; Olson 2012). 

 

Immigration Help 

 Just like their colleagues in the nationwide online survey, interviewees in Ontario and Bavaria 

showed notable cross-country differences in how they helped international students obtain and renew 

their study permits, work permits, permanent residence applications, as well as with other administrative 

(im)migration needs (Table 29). In Ontario, the interviewed college staff were quick to bring up the 

topic of immigration, which although not mentioned explicitly in the interview guide (Appendix 3), was 

stressed as the “primary goal”224 of most international students. Interviewees assumed that between 80 

and 95% of their international students were planning to capitalize on Canada’s Post-Graduation Work 

Permit, the point systems, Express Entry, and other study-migration pathways in order to become 

economic immigrants and in many cases, Canadian citizens. They took for granted that international 

students are future immigrants (see cognitive frames in Table 30) and in accordance with the 

aforementioned market logics, used their agency to respond to the immigration needs of international 

students and Canadian employers. In doing so, they echoed the advocacy work of CBIE and its 

members-led Immigration Advisory Committee which advocated for a bigger role of colleges and 

universities in immigration counselling (see Chapter 4.1.1 for details). 

By continuously liaising with and between students, employers, and Canadian immigration 

authorities, career service staff sought to ensure that international students could work legally off-

campus during their co-op work terms. In doing so, staff sought to create an atmosphere that was more 

supportive of international student employment, both during and after their studies (see “Other” in Table 

29). Given the college’s prior institutionalization of co-operative education, work-integrated learning, 

and profit-oriented internationalization, Ontario interviewees considered these and other forms of 

immigration help as part of the career service department’s full-service model and an expression of its 

service-first philosophy. When it came to immigration, staff members in the department reported to 

work in close collaboration with the international office, particularly its two certified immigration 

consultants who reported to assist with during- and post-study work permits, most commonly Canada’s 

Post-Graduation Work Permit (Table 29): 

“So, we have two international student advisors, myself and [name of colleague], and we both 
have the ICCRC designation so – and so we will advise students. […] So, not before they come 
but once they arrive on campus. And we’re working with them all the way through graduation 
and getting them grad work permit [i.e., Post-Graduation Work Permit]. After that, then we’ll 
refer them to community resources because we don’t specialize in permanent residency and 
again it’s another whole field that’s not, you know, kind of our mandate. […] We do have a 
partnership with [name of settlement service provider] in Toronto. And the services are 

 
224 Full quote: “90-plus percent are interested [in staying in Canada after graduation]. Many times, their primary 
goal is to get permanent residency in Canada.” (Interviewee 4, Ontario college) 
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delivered through [name of local settlement service provider]. [...] So we did a pilot project for 
one year. It was extended for a second year and we just got approval for an additional three 
years now going forward.” 

(Interviewee 6, Canadian college) 

 Notably, college staff reported to help international students and graduates with their during- 

and post-study work permits. However, although the latter permit was designed to provide international 

graduates with a path towards long-term immigration, assistance with permanent residence applications 

was not considered part of the college’s standard service portfolio and was provided in collaboration 

with settlement service providers. This collaboration was undertaken in response to “a pilot project” 

within the International Student Connect (ISC) program of the Ontario Ministry of Advanced Education 

and Skills Development and the Ministry of Citizenship and Immigration (see Chapter 4.1.2 for details 

on ISC). As Interviewee 6 further explained, through the program the college received additional 

resources for collaborating with local and regional settlement service providers to help international 

students obtain permanent residency, preferably in the province of Ontario. The interviewed student 

representatives confirmed the colleges’ partnership approach in this area and shared his first-hand 

experience: 

“[Name of organization] is the settlement services. They are incredible with the international 
students, the immigrants, they give all the support. For instance, I have used them to apply for 
my PR [permanent residency] and they don’t charge me anything.” 

(Interviewee 7, Ontario college) 

Table 29 Immigration Help for International Students and Employers, Ontario College v. 
Bavarian UAS 
Immigration 
help 

Reported service portfolio of career service department at  
Ontario college Bavarian university of applied sciences 

Administrative 
assistance 
(with visa etc.) 

Assistance with visa and work permits, 
especially for co-op; liaise with two 
certified immigration consultants in 
international office 

No support with visa or work permits; referral 
to local authorities  

Other 

• Educate employers about work permits 
and immigration laws together with 
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship 
Canada 

• Post-study immigration support (online 
and offline) together with local 
settlement service providers through 
Ontario’s International Student Connect 
pilot 

• Educate employers about work permits 
through a brochure 

 

Source: Field interviews 2018 
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Table 30 Making Sense of Immigration Help, Ontario College 
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Cognitive frames 
invoked by interviewees 
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1 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓   

• International students are future immigrants 
• Employers as customers 
• International students as customers in a 

globalized education market 

2 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓    

• International students are future immigrants 
• Employers as customers 
• International students as customers in a 

globalized education market 

3 ✓        
• International students are future immigrants 
• International students as customers in a 

globalized education market 

4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓    

• International students are future immigrants 
• Employers as customers 
• International students as customers in a 

globalized education market 

5 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  
• International students are future immigrants 
• International students as customers in a 

globalized education market 

6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
• International students are future immigrants 
• International students as customers in a 

globalized education market 

7 ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓   
• International students are future immigrants 
• International students as customers in a 

globalized education market 
Source: Field interviews 2018 

Table 31 Making Sense of Immigration Help, Bavarian UAS 

Inter-
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Perceptual cues taken by interviewees 
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8 ✓ ✓ ✓ 
• Internationalization benefits the UAS and the region 
• International students as self-reliant learners 
• Employers as partners 

9 ✓ ✓  • Internationalization benefits the UAS and the region 
• International students as self-reliant learners 

10 ✓   • Internationalization benefits the UAS and the region 
 

11 ✓ ✓  • Internationalization benefits the UAS and the region 
• International students as self-reliant learners 

12 ✓   • Internationalization benefits the UAS and the region 
 

Source: Field interviews 2018 
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At the Bavarian UAS, neither the career service department nor any other subdivision provided 

the kinds of support services that were reported across the Atlantic Ocean. Instead, for all questions 

related to study permits and work permits – permanent residency was never mentioned – international 

students were being referred to the state-run foreigners’ registration office at the county level (Table 

29). Unlike in Ontario, where interviewees readily brought up the topic of immigration by their own 

accord, German interviewees remained comparatively vague about whether or not they saw international 

students as long-term residents, thus echoing regional and national policy preferences (see Chapter 

4.1.2). Although all interviewees at the UAS expected 50 to 80% of their international students to be 

willing to work in Germany after graduation, they neither specified the long-term prospects of such 

retention, nor did they explicitly identify international students as future immigrants. Nevertheless, all 

interviewees were in favor of keeping more international graduates in Germany. All of them explained 

how international graduates were an asset for the German and the especially the Bavarian labour market. 

When doing so, interviewees again invoked their aforementioned cognitive convictions about how the 

internationalization of their UAS could benefit their regional and national environment, both 

economically and culturally (see cognitive frames in Table 31). All of which they sought to actively 

support by helping build a more welcoming community. Despite their pro-retention stance, however, 

none of the interviewed professionals deemed themselves or their colleagues responsible for helping 

international students and graduates with their work permits and other immigration-related paperwork. 

Whenever students asked for help, professionals reported to “always refer to social insurance providers 

or the foreigners’ registration office”.225 When explaining their lack of a mandate, interviewees again 

invoked the cognitive frame of the self-reliant learner who this time was trusted to navigate the rules 

and customs of another system, i.e., German bureaucracy. International students were expected to do 

this alone or with the help of their peers, including the international tutors who were referenced as a 

potential source of support, even though the following answer by the student representative indicates 

that these and other students tended to refer their international peers back to the UAS. 

  

 
225 Full quote: “We can, well, not sure if support is the right word, we can in that sense only give advice [on 
residence and work permit issues], although never legally binding. We always refer to social insurance providers 
or the foreigners’ registration office. What they decide to do in the end I honestly don’t know. We always tell [the 
international students] how many hours they can work on their student visa. We of course provide this initial 
information. However, once they find a full-time job, we refer them because we don’t want to give false 
information. We refer them and that’s it.” (Interviewee 9, Bavarian UAS) (Personal translation from German: “Wir 
verweisen dann immer auf Sozialversicherungsträger oder auf die Ausländerbehörde. Wie es dann im Nachhinein 
geregelt ist, kann ich ehrlich gesagt nicht sagen. Wir sagen halt immer mit dem Visa, mit dem Visum, wie viel sie 
arbeiten dürfen. Wir geben natürlich so Erstauskunft. Wenn‘s dann aber tatsächlich zum Arbeiten geht dann 
verweisen wir dann weiter, weil wir da einfach nicht die Hände für ins Feuer legen. Wir leiten da weiter und das 
war‘s dann.”) 
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“There were situations, like I said, that [international] students had problems with their visa or 
passport or something like that. In these cases, we always refer them to the international office 
or take them directly to the international office and they then figure out a solution.”226 

(Interviewee 12, Bavarian UAS) 

One of the interviewed UAS staff members expressed a need to inform employers about work 

permits. In response to the hesitant hiring practices of regional companies, the interviewee reported to 

have put together a brochure for partnering employers which included basic information on work permits 

and other migration-related questions. In the same breath, however, the professional added that the 

career service department “d[id] not feel 100% responsible” for helping students with their migration-

related inquiries: 

“This [i.e., questions around residence and work permits] was indeed also something where we 
realized that we don’t really have a clue. And we thought that if we can make this easier for 
companies, maybe they’ll take an interest [in hiring international students]. We then created a 
brochure as part of a third-party funded project which, yes, ‘how much can [international] 
students work? Is this a voluntary internship? Or is it a mandatory part of the curriculum? What 
about insurance?’ These are the kinds of things that come up. […] But for the students, too. […] 
But we do not feel 100% responsible. It’s just that we don’t want to be completely clueless.”227 

(Interviewee 8, Bavarian UAS) 

In total, the immigration support offered by the Ontario college and the Bavarian UAS was as 

vastly different as the structural set-up in and outside of their formal boundaries: In Ontario, the college 

employed two certified immigration counselors and partnered with local settlement service providers 

and the regional IRCC representative. However, unlike in Bavaria, there were no state-run offices in the 

county, processing the work permit and permanent residence applications of international students, all 

of which were submitted to IRCC’s central online platform. In Bavaria, the presence of the local 

foreigners’ registration office was repeatedly mentioned when explaining the lack of UAS support, even 

though said office was mandated to process applications, not to provide individual immigration 

counseling. These structural differences notwithstanding, the cues, frames, and especially the reported 

actions of the interviewed higher education professionals by and large mirrored the different 

immigration histories and realities of Canada and Germany. 

 

 
226 Personal translation from German: “Also wir hatten auch schonmal den Fall, wie gesagt, dass eben auch 
[internationale] Studierende, ja auch Probleme mit ihrem Visum, Pass oder so hatten. Da verweisen wir aber immer 
ans International Office oder gehen dann mit denen dann ins International Office und die schauen dann, dass sie 
da Lösungen für finden.” 
227 Personal translation from German: “Das [aufenthaltsrechtliche Fragen] war tatsächlich auch ein Punkt, wo wir 
gemerkt haben, da haben wir keine Ahnung. Und wir haben überlegt, wenn wir das den Unternehmen einfacher 
machen, vielleicht springen die dann eher an. Wir haben da so eine Broschüre im Rahmen von einem Förderprojekt 
entworfen, welche, ja „wie viel darf ein [international] Student arbeiten? Ist es ein freiwilliges Praktikum? 
Pflichtpraktikum? Welche Versicherung?” Solche Dinge fallen an. […] Aber für die Studenten auch. […] Aber 
wir fühlen uns da nicht 100%ig verantwortlich. Das ist nur so, dass wir nicht ganz blank sein wollen.” 
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4.3.3 Higher Education Practices Are Focused by Environmental Expectations 

The case study of one Ontario college and one Bavarian university of applied sciences has 

exemplified that the actions of higher education professionals were affected by institutionalized 

expectations in their environment. Not only by those that come in the shape of laws and revenue streams, 

but also by less tangible expectations. Although the interviewed higher education professionals did 

possess considerable agency to decide on programming, the findings suggest that their ability to support 

the post-study retention of international students was constrained and focused by exogenous 

expectations, many of which they reported to share. A small number of these institutionalized 

expectations were regulatory, e.g., Section 91 of Canada’s Immigration and Refugee Protection Act 

which required the Ontario college and all other HEIs in Canada to employ one or more certified 

immigration counsellors in order to be legally permitted to help international students with matters of 

migration. The vast majority of expectations, however, was less formalized, for example, the notion that 

the Bavarian UAS should partner with local businesses, employment agencies, and others to bridge the 

gap between study and work so that eventually, more international graduates could be retained.  

These expectations did not only permeate the professionals’ surroundings in and outside of their 

HEI, but they were also found in many of their individual and collective beliefs and practices. Some of 

which transcended national borders, most notably, the taken-for-granted belief in the economic and 

cultural benefits associated with international graduate retention and, as a consequence, the need for the 

college and the UAS to help reap these benefits (see grey sections of Table 32). Other influential 

viewpoints were more specific to Canada and Germany, Ontario and Bavaria, and the two HEIs 

themselves, such as the conception of students as customers or self-reliant learners. These and other 

cognitive frames, and the accompanying (exogenous) expectations, were repeatedly invoked by the 

interviewed professionals and student representatives when singling out and interpreting the ways in 

which the career service department sought to help international students stay and work after graduation: 

At the explicitly customer-oriented Ontario college, the career service department took a full-service 

approach to supporting international students and employers with their career, employment, and 

immigration needs. The interviewed staff members reported to prioritize individual support over group 

support, a decision which they justified by repeatedly invoking notions of employers and especially 

students being their primary customers – a powerful expectation within Canada’s increasingly 

corporatized higher education sector (cp. Chapters 2.1.1 and 4.1.3). The importance of managing this 

customer relationship was formally institutionalized in the environment of the career service department, 

especially its reliance on student fees and the college-wide integration of co-operative and work-

integrated learning options. These and other measures were presented as integral parts of the college’s 

full-service approach to educating and retaining international students post-graduation (Table 32). The 

interviewed professionals confirmed that they and their colleagues in the career service department 

possessed considerable agency to make programming decisions. Input from the college’s senior 

leadership, faculty, and government agencies was described as either minimal or very broad, e.g., the 
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employment outcome data collected by the Ontario Ministry of Colleges and Universities as part of an 

effort to incentivize colleges and universities to do more for the employment of (international) graduates 

(cp. Chapter 4.1.1). Ultimately though, the professionals paid far more attention to the expectations of 

employers and especially students, both of whom were depicted as carriers of more widely held 

environmental expectations, such as the economic necessity of attracting and retaining more immigrants. 

Responding to the needs of students and employers was considered a priority, not only because both 

were essential for financially sustaining the career service department and the college’s co-operative 

learning model, but also because of the service ethos of the interviewed professionals. The extent to 

which their ethos and retention practices were affected by professional norms and best practices 

promoted by professional associations such as CBIE and CACEE could not be sufficiently determined 

by the preceding sensemaking analysis. 

Table 32 Reported Retention Practices and Explanations at Ontario College and Bavarian UAS 
 HEI’s approach to  

post-study retention of 
international students 

Cognitive frames invoked during sensemaking 

 a
nd

 w
or

k 
in

 h
os

t c
ou

nt
ry

 International students as… Employers as… 

Ontario college 
Full-service provider 
(including immigration) 

• customers in a globalized 
education market 

• future immigrants 

customers 

Bavarian 
university of 
applied sciences 

Bridge builder to labour 
market (excluding 
immigration) 

• self-reliant learners 
• future professionals for 

German labour market 

partners 

 

International students should receive additional help to stay 
 

Source: Field interviews 2018 

At the Bavarian UAS, interviewees also invoked institutionalized environmental expectations 

when reporting and making sense of the actions of their career service department. The interviewed 

career development and international education professionals showed a strong commitment to student 

success, albeit neither their international students nor the regional employers were regarded as 

customers, but rather as self-reliant learners and as partners, two conceptions which had also been 

promoted by macro-level stakeholders, including DAAD (2014:3f.) whose scholarships and programs 

were targeting “responsible individuals” (cp. Chapter 4.1.2). The interviewees did not see the UAS’ 

career service department as a full-service provider, but more as a proverbial bridge builder that 

connected students to the labour market (Table 32). In order to fulfill this role, career service staff 

prioritized a broad portfolio of 70 to 80 student success and career readiness workshops, some of which 

were offered in English and tailored to international students. Many were conducted in collaboration 

with industry partners. Although the interviewed professionals were by and large free to decide which 

workshops to run, they emphasized the need to respond to their multi-stakeholder environment. 

Programming decisions were first and foremost influenced by students and employers. Their needs were 

being balanced with the professional input from the UAS’ senior leadership and faculty members (often 

those in English-taught study programs) as well as the earmarked pilot funding from government 
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agencies and industry associations, and also the external bridge building efforts by the city and county. 

The career service department did not directly profit from international student fees, given Bavaria’s 

zero-tuition model. Nonetheless, educating higher numbers of international students was taken for 

granted as beneficial for the UAS and the region as a whole, especially if international graduates could 

be retained to help rejuvenate and upskill Bavaria’s aging workforce. This internationalization-friendly 

view was also mirrored by the interviewed student representative. In their explanations and actions, the 

student representative and the interviewed professionals echoed Germany’s wider debate around higher 

education internationalization, whose economic, educational, and societal benefits remained largely 

unquestioned. At the national level, professional associations like DAAD and CSND were also found 

concur with many of these views, as the preceding analysis has shown. However, their concrete impact 

on the cues, frames, and actions of the interviewed UAS professionals and other HEI personnel in 

Germany requires a separate investigation. Unlike the Ontario college, where long-term immigration 

was invariably seen as something desirable, the Bavarian interviewees remained notably silent about the 

migratory prospects of their international graduates, other than their immediate employment. In doing 

so, the interviewees echoed Germany’s larger, comparatively vague position on long-term immigration. 

Although the Ontario college and the Bavarian UAS cannot be regarded as representative for 

the entire higher education systems of Canada and Germany – in fact, no two institutions can – their 

experiences are likely to be illustrative for a number of employment-oriented and increasingly 

international HEIs and their interactions with their environment. As the literature review showed, this 

orientation towards student employability and student body internationalization has become an 

increasingly institutionalized expectation among higher education policy-makers and other powerful 

audiences in Canadian and German society. Thus, it can be argued that the documented dynamics at the 

Ontario college and the Bavarian UAS serve as a preview for many other colleges, UAS and (albeit to 

a varying degree) universities across Canada and Germany. At the same time, the situation at a single 

medium-sized college and UAS may have limited validity for larger, more research-heavy universities 

or other more specialized HEIs. To what extent these empirical findings are applicable to larger portions 

of the Canadian and German higher education sectors, let alone other contexts, is beyond the scope of 

this analysis and remains a compelling question for future research (see Chapter 5).    
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5. Concluding Discussion of Findings and Implications for Future Research 

The analysis of policy documents, survey data, and field interviews has shown that even in the 

absence of a clear, externally-ascribed mandate, a majority of the surveyed Canadian and German higher 

education institutions chose to actively facilitate international students’ transition to host country work 

and immigration, thereby reinforcing the broader pro-retention rules, norms, and scripts in their 

institutional environment. Statistically speaking, HEIs in both countries were similar in their general 

tendency to support post-study retention. However, their concrete actions and especially the recorded 

rationales of the career development and international education professionals who performed these 

practices were marked by cross-country differences. As for the guiding research question and its inquiry 

into how these similarities and differences were associated with environmental expectations, two distinct 

institutional forces were found to permeate the actions, cues, and explanations of Canadian higher 

education professionals and their German counterparts: 

• In Canada, individual perceptions, interpretations, and actions were indicative of a shared 

tendency to increase HEI competitiveness in a globalized education market. To that effect, 

professionals were strongly orienting themselves towards the education, employment, and also 

the immigration needs of international students as their paying customers, most of whom sought 

to stay and work in Canada long-term. 

• In Germany, higher education professionals showed less of an orientation towards market 

competition. Their sensemaking was more reflective of a collective tendency to balance the 

education and employment needs of (largely non-fee-paying) international students with the 

expectations of national and subnational government agencies and labour market organizations, 

along with the strategic and programmatic directions taken by their respective HEIs, e.g., the 

proliferation of English-taught study programs. An overwhelming majority of these 

stakeholders were in favor of international graduate retention. 

Much of what higher education professionals reported to do and believe was less affected by 

retention-specific rules and income streams (of which there weren’t many), but more so by 

institutionalized norms and cognitive convictions surrounding broader societal expectations for higher 

education, especially the roles that HEIs should play in workforce development and higher education 

internationalization more generally: When it came to workforce development, in Canada, the higher 

education sector had been subjected to far-reaching fiscal reforms which since the 1980s had oriented 

colleges and universities more towards fee-paying students and employers. In this vein, HEIs have been 

compelled to compete in education markets and do more to build Canada’s workforce by providing 

domestic and international students with the ‘right’ skills and educational credentials to excel in an 

increasingly knowledge-intensive and globalized Canadian labour market. By contrast, in Germany, 

reforms have been less market-driven and more so guided by national, subnational, and European reform 

scripts, expecting the higher education sector to become more efficient and competitive and also more 
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active in contributing to a well-educated workforce – international graduates included. These 

expectations have also been echoed by multiple non-governmental stakeholders in and outside of the 

higher education sector, including professional associations such as CBIE and DAAD. However, the 

available data did not allow for a full assessment of the extent and reciprocity of their influence on HEI 

professionals. 

As for higher education internationalization, similar forces have been at play. In Canada, higher 

education institutions have been encouraged to deemphasize their traditional, small-scale mission of 

international development assistance and focus more on expanding their for-profit international 

education opportunities. In Germany, higher education institutions have been expected to pursue a 

hybrid model of internationalization that balances partnership and competition rationales. For example, 

instead of encouraging universities and UAS to pay for the student recruitment services of education 

agencies abroad (as was commonly done in Canada), multiple governmental and non-governmental 

stakeholders have supported HEIs in leveraging their oftentimes hundreds of partnerships with HEIs 

and German organizations abroad, such as the Goethe-Instituts, in order to attract more international 

students.  

While Canada’s market-driven approach and Germany’s multi-stakeholder orientation can be 

regarded as two important forces of conformity, they alone do not allow for a solid understanding of all 

the observed cross-country differences in fostering international graduate retention, particularly those 

pertaining to immigration. Here is where Canadian higher education institutions were found to be much 

more active in helping international students obtain off-campus work permits, post-graduate work 

permits, and even permanent residency. In Germany, these services were by and large delivered outside 

of the higher education sector. Based on the sensemaking of the interviewed and surveyed higher 

education professionals, these divergent practices can be associated not only with structural differences, 

but also with the two countries’ distinct immigration histories and realities: In Canada, state 

representatives, industry leaders, and senior higher education sector representatives have widely 

regarded international students as “immigrants in waiting” (Ontario’s Expert Roundtable on 

Immigration 2012:36f.) and future Canadian citizens, while in Germany, policy-makers and other 

stakeholders have largely refrained from using the immigrant label and instead, referred to international 

students as a pool of highly-skilled professionals. These diverging views were also echoed at the micro-

level. Canadian survey respondents and interviewees readily brought up long-term immigration as an 

economically desirable outcome for international students and Canadian society as a whole, and 

something that a number of international offices and career service departments were actively 

supporting, e.g., by employing certified immigration consultants. In Germany, the surveyed and 

interviewed professionals also favored post-study retention, which many saw as conducive to and 

contingent upon a strong German labour market. Matters of migration, however, were neither discussed 

nor were they seen as the responsibility of the higher education sector. Echoing Germany’s 
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comparatively vague position on long-term immigration, higher education professionals focused on 

helping students obtain host country employment, but not the necessary work and residence permits. 

In sum, the findings provide an empirical basis for linking higher education institutions’ micro-

level behavior to their institutional environment and the oftentimes country-specific rules, norms, and 

scripts therein. Although the surveyed and interviewed higher education professionals’ perceptions, 

interpretations, and actions cannot be read as causal reactions to their environment, they were 

nonetheless found to be focused by institutionalized expectations, many of which were promoted by 

national and regional stakeholders, including some leading voices within the two higher education 

sectors (see for example, HRK 2014; German Council of Science and Humanities 2016; BHER 2015; 

CBIE IAC 2019). At the same time, these expectations were not found to just ‘hover’ at the macro-level 

of nation states and subnational jurisdictions, waiting to the ‘pulled down’ and enacted by autonomous 

higher education professionals. Instead, as the cues, frames, and actions of the interviewed and surveyed 

professionals have shown, institutionalized expectations permeate their surroundings in and outside of 

their HEIs and, ultimately, also their individual and collective views and practices. And while higher 

education professionals do possess agency to make sense of and respond to their institutional 

environments, their interpretations and actions do not occur in an institutional vacuum that is limited to 

the nation state. Some of these expectations transcend national boundaries, most notably, the favorable 

view of international graduate retention, which was found among Canadian and German policy makers, 

industry representatives, and higher education professionals alike.  

By shedding some empirical light onto these micro-macro dynamics in Canada and Germany, 

this contribution sought to enhance our comparative understanding of how higher education institutions 

interact with their institutional environment. The results from both countries have highlighted a number 

of notable similarities and differences at the micro level and the macro level, and in between, they have 

also raised old and new questions for discussion and future research, particularly with regards to the 

origins of the observed cross-country differences, the reciprocal nature of HEI-environment interactions, 

and the role(s) that higher education institutions have come to play in economic migration processes.  

 

Understanding Cross-Country Differences in How HEIs Interact with their Environment 

The strength of the sociological lens applied to the institutional analysis at hand lies in its 

conceptual and empirical openness: Institutions are neither limited to the formal boundaries of higher 

education institutions, nor to government rules or economic dependencies. They also consist of less 

tangible elements, especially the shared cognitive convictions of higher education professionals, i.e., 

what a critical mass of them regards as appropriate HEI behavior in the context of powerful exogenous 

expectations. One of these expectations was found to transcend national borders, i.e., the notion that 

international students should be assisted when trying to stay and work in their host country beyond 

graduation. Other expectations, however, were found to differ notably between Canada and Germany, 
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for example, their diverging national approaches to competition in higher education internationalization, 

and were echoed by individual professionals across the two countries whose reported practices were 

found to be focused by their national environments.  

These findings make a compelling case for further institutional research into HEI-environment 

interaction. Here is where studies in (new) institutional economics could potentially provide a 

complementary perspective to this and other sociological contributions, especially when it comes 

understanding the work of career development professionals and other HEI staff who are increasingly 

expected to engage in strategic conduct in order to maximize HEI efficiency, not unlike professionals 

in private companies (Whitley and Gläser 2014:20; Meier 2009:85; Hölscher 2016:38f.). Previous 

research using Peter Hall and David Soskice’s (2001) Varieties of Capitalism approach to study the 

behavior of higher education institutions points towards national economic systems as a force of 

conformity (Hölscher 2016:38f.). Lukas Graf’s (2009) noteworthy comparison of higher education 

internationalization in Germany and the United Kingdom serves as a case in point. Graf found that even 

though HEIs in both countries were participating in the same globalized education market, British and 

German universities have pursued divergent internationalization strategies, which have been 

significantly shaped by their national higher education systems and, by association, their national 

variations of capitalism. Graf proposes that in countries with a coordinated market economy, like 

Germany, and in countries with a liberal market economy like the United Kingdom, higher education 

institutions gravitate towards practices228 which reinforce their respective national modes of economic 

and political coordination, particularly with regards to the role of the state, market forces, and 

intermediary bodies. 

Applied to the empirical research at hand, a preliminary conclusion could read as follows: In 

Canada’s liberal market economy, the reported international student retention practices and rationales 

were comparatively more responsive to competitive market forces. Canada’s provincial and federal 

governments chose to be rather hands-off by establishing market-friendly framework conditions and 

reinforcing HEIs’ pro-retention activities from a distance, e.g., through performance metrics like 

Ontario’s graduate employment rate. Fueled by this retreat of the state (also financially), colleges and 

universities were found to orient themselves more towards the needs and demands of their fee-paying 

student-customers. Conversely, in Germany’s coordinated market economy, non-market forms of 

coordination were more prevalent in and outside of the higher education sector: Federal and state 

governments were found to play a more activating role, both in the overall funding of higher education 

and in paying for pilot programs that facilitated collaboration between the higher education sector and 

the many public and private organizations outside of it. Germany’s comparatively more scripted 

approach was amplified by the policies and programs of intermediary bodies like the German Academic 

 
228 The drafting of strategic plans can also be seen as a form of higher education practice (cp. Frølich et al. 2013). 
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Exchange Service, the Stifterverband, and the Bavarian Industry Association, all of which coordinated 

their efforts with different state ministries at federal and state levels. 

At first glimpse, the Varieties of Capitalism approach appears to have some heuristic appeal for 

future studies in higher education in general, and the study-migration pathway in particular. But there 

are also words of caution. The approach has been criticized for being too functionalist, too quiet about 

the role of the state, and too static to accommodate for institutional change (Hölscher 2016:68f.). In 

addition, when it comes to the migratory nature of the post-study trajectories of international students, 

the environmental elements, or “spheres”, proposed by Soskie and Hall (2001)229 and later modified by 

Graf (2009)230 and other authors could arguably gain further explanatory power from including an 

additional element which details countries’ oftentimes distinct approaches to economic (im)migration. 

As the preceding analysis has shown, Canada’s longstanding self image as a welcoming and 

multicultural settler society was echoed by many higher education professionals and their largely 

unquestioned support for the long-term immigration of international students. Correspondingly, in 

Germany, the country’s rather pragmatic approach to recruiting skilled foreign professionals 

(ausländische Fachkräfte) was mirrored in the efforts of higher education professionals to achieve a 

short-to-medium-term labour market integration of their international students, albeit without a clearly 

articulated vision of their long-term residency prospects. Although these micro-macro interactions were 

heavily informed by economic considerations, future research on the study-migration pathway should 

also consider the many non-economic push and pull factors affecting global migration and host societies’ 

changing views around it (see for example Mej’ia et al. 1979; Dorigo and Tobler 1983; Yaro 2008). 

Here is where sociological institutionalism continues of offer a broader perspective (e.g., Powell and 

Colyvas 2008; Thornton and Ocasio 1999; Wooten and Hoffmann 2008; Lawrence and Suddaby 2006; 

Weber and Glynn 2006).  

 

Understanding the Reciprocal Nature of HEI-Environment Interactions 

Despite this research’s primary interest in how HEI practices are affected by their environment, 

HEI-environment interactions must not be misunderstood as unidirectional. Theorists maintain that 

higher education institutions and the professionals therein are no passive recipients of institutionalized 

expectations, but active co-constructors thereof. So is the state and even students themselves (see for 

example Scott 1995:40–44; Senge 2011:11–20; Powell and Colyvas 2008:276). Yet, empirical research 

on their involvement in co-construction remains scarce.  

 
229 In their seminal paper, the two political economists distinguish between four spheres: corporate governance, 
industrial relations, inter-firm relations, and vocational education and training. 
230 Graf contours the national environment of higher education institutions along six institutional spheres: (1) the 
relations between HEIs and the state, (2) HEIs’ corporate governance arrangements, (3) HEIs’ relations with their 
students, (4) wages and work conditions within the higher education sector, (5) HEIs’ relations with private sector 
companies, and (6) HEIs’ relations with other HEIs. 
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Higher education professionals’ involvement beyond their own HEI, for example in political 

advocacy work through professional associations like CBIE or DAAD, are an obvious example which 

this research tangentially touched upon. Other, more subtle bottom-up co-construction processes tend 

to occur within higher education institutions themselves, the relicts of which are captured by this 

research’s retrospective inquiry in Chapters 4.2 and 4.3. But open questions remain. Although the 

retrospective analysis of perceptual cues and cognitive frames at one Ontario college and one Bavarian 

UAS confirmed that many views and interpretations were not only held by individual interviewees, but 

shared by all of the interviewed staff members, additional research into the procedural details of how 

these and other shared notions became institutionalized in the first place promises a deeper 

understanding of the micro processes which underlie the cross-country similarities and differences 

observed by this research study. On the one hand, the reported practices and explanations make a 

compelling empirical case for the individual and collective agency that higher education professionals 

possess when translating institutionalized expectations into concrete support services for international 

students. In doing so, these professionals could be seen as giving new sense to their actions and 

surroundings (cp. Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991). On the other hand, their ability to perceive, interpret, 

and act appears to be focused, or as some institutional scholars would put it, “constrained” by 

institutionalized expectations, often in the shape of national systems and traditions (Barley and Tolbert 

1997:94).  

Both notions are to some degree plausible. But here too, the conceptual work exceeds the few 

empirical contributions. To learn more, an investigation into the concrete mechanisms behind 

institutional co-construction processes promises some valuable insights. Here is where Klaus Weber and 

Mary Ann Glynn (2006) have proposed a compelling avenue: Rather than solely searching for cognitive 

constraints in the sensemaking of individuals and groups, Weber and Glynn propose a closer 

examination of how co-construction processes themselves are affected by shared norms and taken-for-

granted beliefs (ibid:1648f.). Since co-construction does not only take place within individuals but 

between members of a given group and their environment, the process of co-construction itself can be 

assumed to also follow certain institutionalized scripts. At the same time, Weber and Glynn argue that 

individuals possess the agency to actively adopt, change or resist these conforming forces (cp. Weick et 

al. 2005:409; Maitlis 2005:21; Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Kaplan 2008; Rouleau 2005). This interplay 

provides ample room for future empirical investigations and especially comparative designs, given the 

demonstrated role that national policies can play (cp. Kogan et al. 2006:163; Gornitzka et al. 2005:9).  

The preceding policy analysis indicates that government agencies can indeed serve as initiators 

and reinforcers in co-construction processes. In Canada and Germany, state representatives and 

government agencies were among the first and arguably the most vocal supporters of international 

graduate retention. Apart from passing graduate-friendly legislation, federal and provincial/Länder 

governments were found to include international graduates in their strategic planning while at the same 

time commissioning designated research reports, sponsoring retention-focused events and expert 
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committees, and creating financial incentives through earmarked pilot programs. However, neither the 

Canadian nor the German government issued any blueprints of whether or not or how higher education 

institutions should act. At the same time, their notable activity levels raise the question of their roles in 

the diffusion of pro-retention stimuli and more broadly, the creation of an institutional environment in 

which higher education professionals felt compelled to comply with otherwise non-binding state 

policies. Here, the research literature cautions against portraying the state as an institutional entrepreneur 

that is overly rational or disembedded from its institutional surroundings (Meyer et al. 2006:732; Powell 

and Colyvas 2008:277). As a case in point, not only the recorded practices of HEIs, but also the 

documented state measures echoed and reinforced the broader national trends and traditions around 

workforce development, higher education internationalization, and economic migration (see Chapter 

4.1.3). At the same time, the constraining and enabling capabilities ascribed to the state by higher 

education researchers speak to its role as a powerful environmental force (Whitley 2008; Meier 2009; 

Graf 2009). Its ability to regulate and fund considerable components of the higher education sector, 

issue reports, and convene influential non-governmental stakeholders affords the state a degree of 

agency that warrants further investigation, especially when it comes to co-construction processes. Here 

is where Julie Battilana, Bernard Leca, and Eva Boxenbaum’s (2009) emphasis on the process of 

institutional entrepreneurship can serve as a promising research angle. Rather than regarding the state 

as independent from its institutional environment, the three scholars propose a more procedural 

investigation into the ‘entrepreneurial toolbox’ of the state, including its ability to create visions for 

change, mobilize resources, and motivate non-governmental stakeholders to achieve and sustain said 

visions (ibid:79–87). This way, a more nuanced picture of state participation in the co-construction of 

institutional environments can be derived. Here too, comparative research designs are preferable to 

single-country/jurisdiction studies.  

Likewise, the impact of (international) students on co-construction processes requires a more 

targeted investigation. As the empirical analysis has shown, higher education professionals and their 

stakeholders in and outside of the higher education sector pay close attention to the needs of 

(prospective) international students. Not only did their heterogeneous needs top all other cues taken by 

the surveyed and interviewed professionals, they also informed many of the analyzed governmental and 

non-governmental policy documents, many of which cited the results of student and graduate surveys 

in order to underpin their (proposed) policies. Conversely, the research literature indicates that 

international students and graduates adjust their attitudes and actions to HEIs’ marketing messages, 

service portfolios, and government policies, including immigration (Jayadeva 2020; Esses et al. 2018; 

Deller 2020). For example, in Germany, international students reported to be more satisfied with their 

HEIs’ legal counselling after their post-study work rights had been extended by the German government 

in 2012, irrespective of the fact that – as this research has shown – most higher education institutions 

did not offer comprehensive immigration support and there was no indication that HEIs had increased 
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their service capacities during that time.231 Similarly, many international students chose to study in 

Canada because of its predictable pathways to permanent residency and citizenship (Esses et al. 2018; 

Deller 2020). While these and other decision factors and student needs have been documented in depth 

by numerous studies, there has been very little research on the role that students play in co-constructing 

the institutional environment faced by higher education institutions, as Yuzhuo Cai and Yohannes 

Mehari’s (2015) meta-analysis of nine leading higher education research journals confirms. 

Due to the lack of longitudinal data, this research has been limited in its ability to observe co-

construction processes, which promise to be a compelling area for future research. Here is where studies 

with an ethnographic design could be particularly insightful. However, instead of rushing into the field 

to observe the day-to-day interactions of higher education professionals and others, researchers should 

first weigh in critically on how their chosen observation and research practices impact the potential 

knowledge gains from such investigations, since the former can potentially affect the latter, and vice 

versa (Ploder and Hamann 2021).  

 

Understanding the Role of Higher Education Institutions in Economic Migration 

Finally, future research on higher education internationalization and especially the study-

migration nexus should pay closer attention to the role(s) that higher education institutions play in 

initiating and facilitating economic migration. As for the latter, the research and professional literature 

continues to be particularly scarce, not only in higher education studies but also in the sizable scholarship 

on economic migration. Traditionally, it is the state that serves as the instrumental actor in the screening 

and selection of economic migrants, especially in countries like Canada who admit highly-skilled 

temporary migrants and permanent residents based on a point system.232 In other national systems, like 

Germany’s, private sector employers play a much more active role (Brunner 2017:35; Cerna 2014:4; 

Guiraudon and Lahav 2000:190). So far, higher education institutions – although evidently impactful in 

the attraction, preparation, and conversion of international students into economic migrants – are hardly 

mentioned in the literature (Heimann and Wieczorek 2018:80; Brunner 2017:35; Cerna 2014:4). Lisa 

Brunner (2017) has departed from this silence and proposes that, in the case of Canada, colleges and 

universities have already begun to assume the role of “immigrant selection actors” (ibid:22) or in the 

more drastic terminology of Jane Knight (2013), “visa factories” (ibid:84) which choose future 

economic migrants based on their own criteria such as language skills and certain study prerequisites. 

Additional signs for an increasing HEI involvement are the ongoing bottom-up advocacy by CBIE’s 

members-led Immigration Advisory Committee as well as the federal top-down requirements for 

Canadian HEIs’ to regularly report to IRCC.  

 
231 In 2009, 17% of international students reported to be “satisfied” or “very satisfied”. Their post-reform 
satisfactions rates were recorded at 59% in 2012 and 2016 respectively (Apolinarski and Brandt 2018:69). 
232 Point systems such as the Canadian one assess an applicant’s general ‘fit’ for the host country labor market and 
might include her or his language skills, educational achievements, and work experiences. 
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Selection and permit renewals, however, are necessary but insufficient components of the 

economic migration process. Improving the work readiness of potential economic migrants, supporting 

them in claiming their work and residency rights, and matching them with employers are further 

necessary components when it comes to creating “the right circumstances for labour migration” 

(Heimann and Wieczorek 2018:80) – all of which were found to be offered by a number of Canadian 

colleges and universities and, to a lesser degree, at several German universities and UAS.  
 

The sensemaking of higher education professionals in both countries confirms HEIs’ more active 

and in many cases pivotal involvement along thousands of individual migration journeys, albeit with the 

aforementioned country-specific objectives, i.e., permanent immigration in Canada and short-to-

medium-term employment in Germany. Hence, if one were to use the empirical evidence at hand to 

draw a conclusion about the role of higher education institutions alongside other economic migration 

actors such as the state and employers, Canadian colleges and universities could be seen as emerging 

economic migration actors due to their increasingly active role in supporting both the study-to-work 

transition and the permanent settlement of international students and graduates, including help with 

work and residence permits, the monitoring of students’ immigration status, and political advocacy. 

Since numerous HEIs were found to have lower levels of activity and since monitoring and advocacy 

were only touched upon tangentially, the prefix “emerging” should be retained until further empirical 

clarification. Correspondingly, Germany’s universities and UAS could be labelled as unaware economic 

migration actors. “Unaware” because although German higher education professionals were found to 

actively facilitate the labour market entry of international students and graduates, the absence of a long-

term immigration perspective in their actions and explanations was reflective of their general 

disconnectedness from the migration realities on the ground. These realities showed that a sizable share 

of international graduates did indeed stay in Germany long term (Hanganu and Heß 2014:49; Hanganu 

2015:3).  
 

Given this research’s focus on administrative HEI subdivisions and personnel, but not the sizable 

and arguably no less pivotal role of faculties and their academic staff members, it would be premature 

to assign either label. Here is where a more comprehensive and longitudinal investigation could provide 

of more definitive answer, also with regards to HEIs’ (presumably) varying degrees of organizational 

actorhood (Whitley 2008:31; Meier 2009; Baltaru and Soysal 2018:213). So far, despite the private 

sector-like operation of some career service departments, a number of higher education scholars 

maintain that HEIs in virtually every country are still limited in their ability to control and co-ordinate 

tasks and strategic decisions and are thus constrained in their strategic actorhood233 (Whitley and Gläser 

 
233 According to Georg Krücken and Frank Meier (2006) organizational actorhood can be assessed along four 
dimensions. First, the way that HEIs respond to the increasing accountability demands in their environment; 
second, the extent to which HEIs reform their internal structures; third, the introduction and development of HEI 
leadership arrangements and control mechanisms that allow for the definition and pursuit of whole-HEI goals, and 
fourth, the degree of professionalization within HEI administration. So far across the OECD, North American 
HEIs are generally considered to possess more of these organization-specific competences than their Continental 
European counterparts (Whitley 2008:31; Krücken 2011:5; Baltaru and Soysal 2018:213).  
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2014:31–33; Meier 2009:151f.; Rhoades and Sporn 2002; Elken and Røsdal 2017:386). This is 

especially true for scientific research and teaching activities which are marked by a high degree of 

uncertainty and are more influenced by scientific communities than by HEI leadership and senior 

administrators who often lack the disciplinary expertise and the authority to control them in a way that 

managers in private companies do (Musselin 2007, Meier 2009:144–152; Gumport 2012:26f; Hamann 

2019:936f.). Given the multifaceted nature of the economic migration process, it is reasonable to assume 

that a number of relevant retention practices, such as work-integrated learning programs and joint 

research projects with private companies are often initiated and facilitated by the harder-to-coordinate 

academic staff members, many of whom have connections to the private sector through their research 

and development practices or previous work experience. Therefore, the extent of their involvement 

requires more research in order to establish the role of that higher education institutions play in economic 

migration today. 
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7. Appendix 

Appendix 1 National-Level Organizations Involved in Higher Education Internationalization in 
Canada and Germany 

Canada: Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada’s Advisory Committee on International 
Students and Immigration 

• Association of Registrars of Universities and Colleges (ARUCC) 
• Canadian Association for Graduate Studies (CAGS) 
• Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE) 
• Canadian Federation of Students (CFS) 
• Canadian Information Centre for International Credentials (CICIC) 
• Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) 
• Colleges and Institutes Canada (CICan) 
• Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC) 
• Department of Foreign Affairs, Trade and Development (DFATD) 
• Department of Industry Canada 
• Employment and Social Development Canada (ESDC) 
• Statistics Canada 
• Universities Canada 

 

Germany: Federal and Länder Commission for Educational Planning and Research Promotion (BLK), 
governmental and non-governmental organizations which participated in the development of a national 
framework for international higher education marketing (BLK 2000) 

• Alexander von Humboldt Foundation (Alexander von Humboldt-Stiftung, AvH) 
• Association of German Chambers of Industry and Commerce (Deutscher Industrie- und 

Handelskammertag, DIHK) 
• Association of German Cities (Deutscher Städtetag) 
• Association of German Engineers (Verein Deutscher Ingenieure, VDI) 
• Confederation of German Employers’ Associations (Bundesvereinigung der Deutschen 

Arbeitgeberverbände, BDA) 
• Federal Association of German Industry (Bundesverband der Deutschen Industrie, BDI) 
• Fraunhofer Society (Fraunhofer-Gesellschaft) 
• German Academic Exchange Service (Deutscher Akademischer Austauschdienst, DAAD) 
• German Council of Science and Humanities (Wissenschaftsrat, WR) 
• German Education Union (Gewerkschaft Erziehung und Wissenschaft, GEW) 
• German National Association for Student Affairs (Deutsches Studentenwerk, DSW) 
• German Rectors’ Conference (Hochschulrektorenkonferenz, HRK) 
• German Research Foundation (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft, DFG) 
• German Trade Union Confederation (Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, DGB) 
• Helmholtz Association (Helmholtz-Gemeinschaft) 
• Leibniz Association (Leibniz-Gemeinschaft) 
• Max Planck Society (Max-Planck-Gesellschaft, MPG) 
• Stifterverband  

 

Sources: IRCC 2014; BLK 2000 
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Appendix 2 Online Survey Administered Among Career Development Professionals at Canadian 
and German Higher Education Institutions 

0 Welcome 
 
Welcome to the survey! 
 
We appreciate you taking the time to help us find out more about how your institution and your region 
support international students in making the transition from study to work.  
 
Survey invitations were sent to (senior) staff members of career centres at Canadian universities, 
colleges and other postsecondary institutions. In this survey, the term “career centre” is used 
synonymously with “career services”, “career office” and other organizational units in higher education 
institutions whose main job is to provide support services for the transition of students to the labour 
market. If you have received a survey invitation in error, i.e., your organizational unit does not help 
students with their transition to the labour market, please let us know (see contact information below). 
 
This survey contains up to 27 close-ended questions which ask you to choose from a list of answers. In 
addition, there are two open-ended questions which ask you to provide a written answer. The estimated 
time to complete the survey is 15 to 25 minutes. 
 
We want to assure you that your name and contact information are not captured at any time unless 
you voluntarily offer personal or contact information in any of your answers. Additionally, your responses 
to the close-ended questions are combined with those of many others and summarized in a report to 
further protect your anonymity. 
 
If you experience any technical problems or have any questions about the survey please contact Simon 
Morris-Lange at […] 
 
 

1 Your Higher Education Institution 
 
1 Name of higher education institution. 

Please provide full name. This question serves merely administrative purposes. Your answer will 
be rendered anonymous and not be published at any time.  
 

 
2 Number of students enrolled at your higher education institution (full time)? 

Please choose only one of the following answers. 
@ less than 1,000 
@ between 1,000 and 4,999 
@ between 5,000 and 9,999 
@ between 10,000 and 14,999 
@ between 15,000 and 25,000  
@ more than 25,000 
  



255 
 

3 How many students at your higher education institution are international students? 
 Please provide the percentage share of international students. Please estimate, if necessary. 

@ 0 percent  
@ less than 5 percent 
@ between 5 and 9 percent 
@ between 10 and 15 percent 
@ between 16 and 20 percent 
@ between 21 and 30 percent 
@ more than 30 percent 

 
In this survey international students are defined as all foreign citizens in Canada who are 
currently holding a student visa. 

 
 
4 Do the strategic plans of your higher education institution (e.g., internationalization 

strategy) explicitly mention the labour market entry of international students? 
Please choose only one of the following answers. 
@ yes 
@ no 
@ don’t know 

 
 

2 Your Career Centre  
 
5 For how long has your higher education institution had a career centre? 

Please choose one of the following answers. 
@ less than 5 years   
@ between 5 and 10 years 
@ between 11 and 20 years 
@ more than 20 years 

 
In this survey, the term “career centre” is used synonymously with “career services”, “career 
office” and other names for organizational units in higher education institutions whose main job 
is to provide support services for the transition of students to the labour market. 

 
 
6  Which part of your higher education institution is your career centre affiliated with? 

Please choose one of the following answers. 
@ institutional leadership (e.g., office of the president)  
@ central administration 
@ faculties / departments / schools 
@ career centre is an independent service unit 
@ student services / student counselling 
@ other 

 
 
7 Number of staff members in your career centre (full-time equivalents) in the 2013/14 

academic year? 
Please enter a numeric value. 
 
____staff members 
 
 
 

  



256 
 

8 In the 2013/14 academic year, how much of your career centre’s total budget (staff 
and projects) was sourced from temporary project grants?  
Please estimate if necessary.  
@ 0 percent  
@ less than 25 percent 
@ between 25 and 49 percent 
@ between 50 and 75 percent 
@ more than 75 percent 

 
 
9 How often does your career centre offer study-to-work support to the following 

groups? 
Please choose one answer for each group. 

never    multiple times per semester  
prospective students (before beginning their studies) ................ @ @ @ @ @ 
students at the beginning of their studies ................................... @ @ @ @ @ 
students in the middle of their studies ........................................ @ @ @ @ @ 
students at the end of their studies ............................................ @ @ @ @ @ 
alumni .......................................................................................... @ @ @ @ @  

 
This survey focuses on support services for the study-to-work transition of students. Meant are 
services which are designed to help students enter the labour market successfully. These 
services can range from short information sessions to internship placements to career 
mentoring programs. 

 
 
10 What is the geographic focus of these study-to-work support services? 
 Please choose all answers that apply. 

@ no specified focus 
@ regional labour market (i.e., within a 100 km radius or a one hour drive) 
@ national labour market (within Canada) 
@ outside of Canada but within North America 
@ outside of Canada and outside of North America 

 
 
11 How often does your career centre evaluate its support services? 
 Please choose only one of the following answers. 

@ never 
@ irregularly 
@ once per academic year 
@ once per semester 
@ multiple times per semester 
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3 International Students and Alumni 
 
The rest of this survey focuses on international students (and alumni). In this survey international 
students are defined as all foreign citizens in Canada who are currently holding a student visa. 
 
 
12 Does your career centre have access to contact information (name, e-mail etc.) of the 

international students at your higher education institution? If so, for how many of 
them? 
Please choose one of the following answers. Please estimate if necessary. 
@ no access 
@ less than 25 percent 
@ between 25 and 49 percent 
@ between 50 and 75 percent 
@ more than 75 percent 
 
Please do not include any contact information which is only available upon request from the 
international office or any other unit within your higher education institution. Instead, please 
limit your answer to contact information that your career centre has immediate access to. 

 
 
13 Can international alumni of your higher education institution still access your career 

centre’s support services? 
Please choose one of the following answers, even if alumni can only access some of your services. 
@ no, alumni cannot make use of our services 
@ yes, up to six months after finishing their studies 
@ yes, up to one year after finishing their studies 
@ yes, up to two years after finishing their studies 
@ yes, anytime 
@ no official time limit defined  

 
 
14 Does your career centre use contact information of international alumni (e.g., name, 

e-mail)? If so, for what purpose? 
 Please choose all that apply. 

@ no access to contact information of international alumni 
@ no use of alumni contact information 
@ internship placements in Canada 
@ internship placements abroad 
@ mentoring programs in Canada 
@ mentoring programs abroad  
@ networking with employers in Canada 
@ networking with employers abroad 
@ guest lectures 
@ fundraising 
@ other: __________________________________[please share if applicable] 
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4 Study-to-Work Support at your Higher Education Institution 
 
At most higher education institutions’ study-to-work support services are provided by a variety of actors. 
Apart from career centres, these services can be offered by individual departments, student counselling 
services or other units within the institution. To learn more about existing study-to-work support at your 
institution – especially those services which are tailored to the needs of international students – the 
following questions ask you to think about your higher education institution as a whole. 
 
 
15 At your higher education institution, are there any study-to-work support services 

that are specifically designed for international students? 
Please choose only one of the following answers 

 
 @yes, there are support services that are specifically designed for international students 
 @no, all support services target all students in equal measures  
 @no, support services are only/primarily designed for domestic students 
 

→ If no, the online survey automatically continues with question 20B 
 
 
16 How often does your higher education institution offer the following study-to-work 

support services specifically designed to meet the needs of international students? 
Please choose one answer for each service. Services can be offered by various units such as 
individual faculties, student counselling, etc. 
 

never    multiple times per semester 
 
workshops and trainings on how to apply for a job ............................ @ @ @ @ @ 
career counselling ........................................................................... @ @ @ @ @ 
information on the Canadian labour market (business etiquette etc.) ... @ @ @ @ @ 
field trips (e.g., tour of regional businesses) ...................................... @ @ @ @ @ 
administrative assistance (e.g., help with visa and work permits) ........ @ @ @ @ @ 
career mentoring programs (with alumni, professionals etc.) .............. @ @ @ @ @  
professional networking events / workshops on how to network ......... @ @ @ @ @  
internship placement / support during internship ............................... @ @ @ @ @  
placement in student jobs, co-op, trainee positions etc. ..................... @ @ @ @ @  
study-to-work support provided in a foreign language ........................ @ @ @ @ @  
English/French language courses to prepare for the labour market. ..... @ @ @ @ @  
other ............................................................................................. @ @ @ @ @  

 
 
 
 
17 Who is offering these support services? 

Please choose all services offered by the following actors within your 
higher education institution. 
 
 
 
 
 
import selection from 16  (field auto-populated in online survey) ...... @ @ @ @ @ @ @ … 
import selection from 16  (field auto-populated in online survey) ...... @ @ @ @ @ @ @ … 
import selection from 16  (field auto-populated in online survey) ...... @ @ @ @ @ @ @ … 
etc. 
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Now back to your career centre. The following questions inquire about your career centre’s role in the 
planning and implementation of study-to-work support services for international students. 
 
 
18 How often does your career centre collaborate with the following actors in order to 

actively support the study-to-work transition of international students? 
Please choose only one answer for each actor. 

never   multiple times per semester 
faculties / departments / schools ................................................ @ @ @ @ @  
individual study programs ........................................................... @ @ @ @ @  
international office ....................................................................... @ @ @ @ @  
student/alumni initiatives ............................................................ @ @ @ @ @  
student organizations / associations ........................................... @ @ @ @ @  
student counselling / student services ........................................ @ @ @ @ @  
alumni relations ........................................................................... @ @ @ @ @  
other ............................................................................................ @ @ @ @ @  

 
 
19 How does your career centre collaborate with the following actors? 

Please choose all the appropriate answers for each actor  
 
import selection from 18  (field auto-populated in online survey) .....  
@  exchange of information  @  joint planning and implementation  
@  exchange of staff members  @  other forms of collaboration   
 
import selection from 18  (field auto-populated in online survey) .....  
@  exchange of information  @  joint planning and implementation  
@  exchange of staff members   @  other forms of collaboration   
 
import selection from 18  (field auto-populated in online survey) .....  
@  exchange of information  @  joint planning and implementation  
@  exchange of staff members   @  other forms of collaboration   
 
etc. 

 
 
20A Why does your higher education institution offer study-to-work support services that 

are specifically designed for international students? 
 Open-ended question 
 
 

→ 20A is displayed if respondents answer “Yes” in 15. 
 
 
20B Why does your higher education institution not offer study-to-work support services 

that are specifically designed for international students? 
 Open-ended question 
 
 

→ 20B is displayed if respondents answer “No” in 15. 
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5 Study-to-Work Support Within Your Region 
 
 
21 According to your knowledge: how active are the following regional actors outside of 

your higher education institution when it comes to supporting the study-to-work 
transition of international students?  

 Please choose one answer for each actor. “Regional” is defined as within a 100 km radius or a 
one-hour drive. 

 
don’t 
know   
/DNA 

 inactive   very active  
large businesses (> 250 employees) ................................................ @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 

medium-sized businesses (50-250 employees) .................................. @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 

small businesses (10-49 employees) ................................................. @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
very small businesses (<10 employees) ............................................ @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
research institutes .......................................................................... @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 

economic development agencies (e.g., chamber of commerce) ........... @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
private training providers ................................................................ @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
employment services ...................................................................... @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
local/regional politics and administration ........................................... @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
immigrant entrepreneurs ................................................................. @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
settlement agencies ........................................................................ @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
other ............................................................................................. @ @ @ @ @○ ○ 
 
 

→ If no actor selected in 21 or all actors “inactive”, survey automatically continues with 24 
 
 
22 How often does your career centre collaborate with the following regional actors in 

order to actively support the study-to-work transition of international students? 
Please choose only one answer for each regional actor. 
 

never  multiple times per semester 
import selection from 21 (field auto-populated in online survey) ..... @ @ @ @ @  
import selection from 21 ............................................................. @ @ @ @ @  
import selection from 21 ............................................................. @ @ @ @ @  
etc. 

 
 
23 How do you collaborate with the following regional actors? 

Please choose all the appropriate answers for each regional actor.  
import selection from 22 (field auto-populated in online survey) ......  
@  exchange of information  @  joint planning and implementation  
@  other forms of collaboration   
 
import selection from 22  ........................................................  
@  exchange of information  @  joint planning and implementation  
@  other forms of collaboration   
 
etc. 
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6 Final Questions 
 
As is the case with all questions in this survey, your individual answers to the following questions will 
be rendered anonymous and not be published at any time. 
 
24 What is your position at your career centre? 

Please choose one of the following answers. If none of the answers accurately describe your 
position, please choose the best matching answer. 
@ director / head 
@ senior staff member 
@ junior staff member 
@ student assistant 

 
25 For how long have you been working at your career centre? 

Please choose one of the following answers. 
@ less than a year  
@ between one year and two years 
@ between two years and five years 
@ more than five years  

 
26 How satisfied are you with your career centre’s financial resources and staffing? 

Please choose one of the following answers. 
@ very dissatisfied  
@ dissatisfied 
@ neither satisfied nor dissatisfied 
@ satisfied 
@ very satisfied 

 
27 Please rate the following statement: The work done by my career centre is 

appreciated within my higher education institution.  
Please choose one of the following answers. 
@ strongly disagree 
@ disagree 
@ neutral 
@ agree  
@ strongly agree 
 

28 Is part of your career centre’s total budget allocated based on performance? 
Please choose only one of the following answers. 
@ yes, and our study-to-work support for international students is a performance criterion 
@ yes, but our study-to-work support for international students is not a performance criterion 
@ no 
 

29 What are the major obstacles international students are facing to enter the labour 
market in your region? What is needed (both within and outside of your higher 
education institution) to overcome these obstacles? 
 
Open-ended question 

 

Thank you for your participation. 
 

 
Notes: The online survey was administered in English, French, and German. International education professionals received a 
slightly modified questionnaire. All questionnaires are available upon request. 
Source: Online survey 2015; SVR Research Unit 2015  
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Appendix 3 Interview Guide for Semi-Structured Interviews with Career Development 
Professionals at Ontario College and Bavarian UAS 

No. Interview questions 
 Introductory remarks: 

 

Thank you again for taking the time for this interview. 
 

Before we get started, I would like to tell you a little bit about this research project which 
builds on a nation-wide survey of higher education professionals in Canada and Germany. 
The survey provided me with lots of data which answered many questions as to the services 
that international students can access at HEIs in Canada and Germany, but it also raised a 
number of new questions I would like to investigate further. And that is why I’m here. 
 

I should reiterate that your participation in this interview is voluntary, confidential, and 
everything you say will remain completely anonymous. The interview will take around 30 to 
45 minutes. 
 

In order to be able to analyze the content of this interview I am planning to record our 
conversation. Is this okay for you? If so, could you please read and sign this consent form?  
 

Do you have any other questions before we begin? 
 

1 

Tell me a little bit about the career service department. 
Follow-up questions [in case interviewee does not address them on her or his own] 

• What’s the job of our department? 
• What’s your role? 

2 

You mentioned students quite a bit. What’s a typical situation you run into when 
supporting international students? 
Follow-up question 

• How many of them are interested in working in Canada/Germany after they graduate? 

3 Your website suggests that you offer several services which are tailored to the needs of 
international students – why would a college/UAS do that? 

4 

How do you decide what to offer your international students?  
Follow-up questions 

• Input from students? Team members? Employers? Government agencies? Others? 
• What’s their motivation? 

5 [If interviewee confirms that the they indeed tailor certain services:] Tell me about a time that 
you felt that you should tailor more services to the needs of international students.  

6 

Optional: Talking about the senior leadership of your higher education institution, what 
is their take on helping international students find employment? 
Follow-up question 

• How do you translate that into practice? 

7 
Optional: What about the government? What’s their take? 
Follow-up question 

• How do you translate that into practice? 

8 Optional: Where do you get the funds for helping international students find 
employment? 

9 
Follow-up questions 

• How much comes from the college/UAS, how much from student fees, external grants? 
• Do funders have a say in programming? 

10 If you could change anything to make the labour market entry easier for international 
students, what would it be? 

11 We have covered quite a lot today. Is there anything you would like to add? 
Thank you for this interview. 

Notes: At the Bavarian UAS, all interviews were conducted in German. Interviews with international education professionals 
and student representatives at followed a modified interview guide. All interview guides are available upon request. 
Source: Field interviews 2018  
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Appendix 4 Analyzed Policy Documents for Canada (federal level) 

Sector Organization(s) Document Title Document 
Type 

Year Post-Study Retention 
Referenced Role of 

HEIs 
Civil  
society 

Canadian 
Immigrant 
Settlement 
Sector Alliance 
(CISSA-ACSEI) 

Reconfiguring Settlement and Integration: A Service 
Provider Strategy for Innovation and Results 

Report 2015 

✓  

Government Citizenship and 
Immigration 
Canada (CIC) 

Evaluation of the International Student Program 
(https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/corporate/reports-
statistics/evaluations/international-student-program-
2010/background.html, last visited on 11 February 
2021) 

Web page 2010 

✓  

Government CIC Evaluation of the International Student Program 
(https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/corporate/reports-
statistics/evaluations/international-student-
program.html, last visited on 11 February 2021) 

Web page 2015 

✓  

Government CIC The Path of International Students in Francophone 
Minority Communities (FMCs) 
(https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/corporate/reports-
statistics/research/path-international-students-
francophone-minority-communities-fmcs.html, last 
visited on 11 February 2021) 

Web page 2016 

✓  

Government CIC Express Entry Year-End Report 2016 Report 2016 ✓  
Government Department of 

Finance Canada 
The Next Phase of Canada’s Economic Action Plan Report 2011 ✓  

Government Department of 
Foreign Affairs, 
Trade and 
Development 
(DFATD) 

Canada’s International Education Strategy. 
Harnessing out Knowledge Advantage to Drive 
Innovation and Prosperity 

Report 2014 

✓  

Government Global Affairs 
Canada et al. 

Building on Success: International Education 
Strategy 2019–2024 

Report 2019 ✓  

Government Government of 
Canada 

Designated Learning Institution Portal: Compliance 
Reporting (https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-
refugees-citizenship/corporate/partners-service-
providers/dli-portal/compliance-reporting-
guide.html#dl-as, last visited on 17 March 2021) 

Web page 2019 

 ✓ 

Government Government of 
Canada 

Representation or Advice for Consideration, Section 
91 of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act 

Legal 
document 

2014  ✓ 

Government Immigration, 
Refugees and 
Citizenship 
Canada (IRCC) 

Profile of Canada’s International Student 
Movement: From Temporary to Permanent 
Residents, Presentation delivered at the Pathways 
to Prosperity Conference, 20 April 2018, 
Vancouver, British Columbia 

Presenta-
tion 

2018 

✓  

Government IRCC Immigrate through Express Entry 
(https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-
entry.html, last visited on 11 February 2021) 

Web page 2019 

✓  

Government IRCC Post-Graduation Work Permit Program (PGWPP) 
(https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/corporate/publications-
manuals/operational-bulletins-manuals/temporary-
residents/study-permits/post-graduation-work-
permit-program.html, last visited on 11 February 
2021) 

Web page 2019 

✓  

Government IRCC Eligibility to Apply for the Canadian Experience 
Class (Express Entry) 
(https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/services/immigrate-canada/express-
entry/eligibility/canadian-experience-class.html, last 
visited on 11 February 2021) 

Web page 2019 

✓  
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Government Library of 
Parliament 

Legislative Summary of Bill C-35: An Act to amend 
the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act 

Legal 
document 

2011  ✓ 

Government The Council of 
the Federation 

Bringing Education in Canada to the World, 
Bringing the World to Canada: An International 
Education Marketing Action Plan for Provinces and 
Territories. A Response to the Council of the 
Federation from Provincial and Territorial 
Ministers of Education and of Immigration 

Report 2011 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Canadian 
Alliance of 
Student 
Associations 
(CASA) 

Value Beyond the Dollars and Cents: International 
Students’ Contributions to Canada and Their Need 
for Supports 

Report 2018 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Canadian 
Association of 
Career Educators 
and Employers 
(CACEE) 

Detailed Agenda | 2014 CACEE National 
Conference 
(https://www.cacee.com/2014_CACEE_National_C
onference.html, last visited on 11 February 2021) 

Web page 2014 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

CACEE Webinar: Career Support for International Students 
(https://www.cacee.com/cgi/page.cgi/_evtcal.html?e
vt=792, last visited on 11 February 2021) 

Web page 2016 
✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

CACEE CACEE Research Brief. Career Centre Resources, 
Services and Metrics: A Pan-Canadian 
Benchmarking Survey 

Report 2017 
 ✓ 

Higher  
education 

Canadian Bureau 
for International 
Education 
(CBIE) 

Canada’s International Education Strategy: Focus 
on Scholarships 

Report 2011 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

CBIE A World of Learning. Canada’s Performance and 
Potential in International Education 

Report 2012 ✓  

Higher 
education 

CBIE CBIE Response to CIC: Proposed Changes to 
International Student Program, July 26, 2012 

Commen-
tary 

2012 ✓  

Higher 
education 

CBIE House of Commons Standing Commission on 
Finance, Pre-Budget Consultations 2013, 
Submission from, the Canadian Bureau for 
International Education, August 2, 2013 

Commen-
tary 

2013 

✓  

Higher 
education 

CBIE A World of Learning: Canada’s Performance and 
Potential in International Education 

Report 2016 ✓  

Higher 
education 

CBIE International Students and Immigration Education 
Program Handbook 

Report 2019 ✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

CBIE 
Immigration 
Advisory 
Committee 

Bill C-97 – Immigration and Citizenship 
Representation or Advice (The College of 
Immigration and Citizenship Consultants Act) 
Briefing Note May 2019 

Commen-
tary 

2019 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Canadian 
Education and 
Research 
Institute for 
Counselling. 
(CERIC) 

Winter 2017 issue of Careering magazine: Cultural 
Perspectives on Career and Work: Understanding 
International Students and New Canadians 

Magazine 2017 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Canadian 
Federation of 
Students 

International Student Program. Changes to Visa 
Requirements and Work Permits 

Commen-
tary 

2013 
✓  

Higher 
education 

Colleges and 
Institutes Canada 
(CICan) 

Emerging Markets for International Student 
Recruitment to Canadian Colleges and Institutes 

Report 2019 
✓  

Higher 
education 

Universities 
Canada 

Mobilizing People and Ideas for Canada’s 
Innovative Future. Universities Canada’s 
Submission to 
the Innovation Agenda Consultations 

Report 2016 

✓ ✓ 

Industry Business/Higher 
Education 
Roundtable 

Taking the Pulse of Work-Integrated Learning in 
Canada 

Report 2015 
 ✓ 

Industry Canadian 
Chamber of 
Commerce  

Immigration for a Competitive Canada: Why Highly 
Skilled International Talent Is at Risk 

Report 2016 
✓ ✓ 
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Industry The Canadian 
Council of Chief 
Executives 

Compete to Win. The Wilson Panel Report Six Years 
Later 

Report 2015 
✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Advisory 
Council on 
Economic 
Growth 

Attracting the Talent Canada Needs through 
Immigration 

Report 2016 

✓  

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Advisory Panel 
on Canada’s 
International 
Education 
Strategy 

International Education: A Key Driver of Canada’s 
Future Prosperity 

Report 2012 

✓  

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

The Conference 
Board of Canada 

Globalization and Canada’s PSEs. Opportunities 
and Challenges 

Report 2016 
✓ ✓ 

Source: Document analysis 2020 

 

Appendix 5 Analyzed Policy Documents for the Province of Ontario 

Sector Organization(s) Document Title Document 
Type 

Year Post-Study Retention 
Referenced Role of 

HEIs 
Civil society COSTI 

Immigrant 
Services; 
Ontario Ministry 
of Children, 
Community and 
Social Services 

International Student Connect (ISC). A Handbook 
for International Students in Ontario 

Report 2016 

✓ ✓ 

Civil society COSTI 
Immigrant 
Services; 
Ontario Ministry 
of Children, 
Community and 
Social Services 

Project Description and Funder. Learn more about 
ISC 
(http://www.internationalstudentconnect.org/project
-description-and-funder, last visited on 11 February 
2021) 

Web page 2019 

✓ ✓ 

Government Government of 
Ontario 

Ontario Immigrant Nominee Program (OINP) 
(https://www.ontario.ca/page/ontario-immigrant-
nominee-program-oinp, last visited on 11 February 
2021) 

Web page 2019 

✓  

Government Ontario Ministry 
of Citizenship 
and Immigration 

A New Direction Ontario’s Immigration Strategy Report 2012 
✓  

Government Ontario Ministry 
of Citizenship 
and Immigration 

A New Direction: Ontario’s Immigration Strategy 
2016 Progress Report. Update on the province’s 
success in attracting immigrants to help grow our 
economy 

Web page 2016 ✓ 
  

Government Ontario Ministry 
of Citizenship 
and 
Immigration; 
Ontario Ministry 
of Training, 
Colleges, and 
Universities 

Ontario Attracting International Students. 
McGuinty Government Acts to Protect and Retain 
Students 
(https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/11869/ontario-
attracting-international-students, 11 February 2021) 

Web page 2010 

✓  

Government Ontario Ministry 
of Education 

Ontario’s Strategy for K-12 International Education Report 2015 ✓  
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Government Ontario Ministry 
of Training, 
Colleges, and 
Universities 

24 Strategic Mandate Agreements 2014–2017 
between the Ministry and Ontario colleges 

Legal 
document 

2014 

see Table 11 

Government Ontario Ministry 
of Training, 
Colleges, and 
Universities 

21 Strategic Mandate Agreements 2014–2017 
between the Ministry and Ontario universities 

Legal 
document 

2014 

see Table 11 

Government Ontario Ministry 
of Training, 
Colleges, and 
Universities 

Developing Global Opportunities: Creating a 
Postsecondary International Education Strategy for 
Ontario. Discussion Paper 

Report 2016 

✓  

Government Ontario Ministry 
of Training, 
Colleges, and 
Universities  

Ontario’s International Postsecondary Education 
Strategy 2018: Educating Global Citizens 

Report 2018 

✓  

Higher 
education 

Canadian 
Federation of 
Students–
Ontario 

Bright Horizons: Bringing Meaningful Change to 
Ontario’s Post-Secondary Sector 

Report 2016 

✓  

Higher 
education 

Canadian 
Federation of 
Students–
Ontario 

Investment with Impact. Canadian Federation of 
Students–Ontario Student recommendations for the 
2017 Ontario Budget 

Commen-
tary  

2017 

✓  

Higher 
education 

Canadian 
Federation of 
Students–
Ontario 

Fairness for International Students: International 
Students in Ontario 

Commen-
tary 

2017 

✓  

Higher 
education 

Canadian 
Federation of 
Students–
Ontario 

Extending OHIP to All Students Commen-
tary 

2017 

✓  

Higher 
education 

College Student 
Alliance 

International Education and Ontario’s Colleges Report 2013 ✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Colleges Ontario Investing in a Stronger Workforce. The Ontario 
Colleges’ Submission for the 2014 Budget 

Report 2013 ✓  

Higher 
education 

Council of 
Ontario 
Universities 

Ontario Universities: Helping the Government to 
Build Ontario Up. 2015 Provincial Pre-Budget 
Submission 

Commen-
tary 

2015 
✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Council of 
Ontario 
Universities 

Crossing New Frontiers for the Benefit of Students 
and the Provincial Economy: A Submission to the 
Ontario Government on the Development of an 
Internationalization Strategy for Higher Education 

Report 2016 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Council of 
Ontario 
Universities 

Universities: Helping Ontarians Prosper 2016 
Provincial Pre-Budget Submission 

Commen-
tary 

2016 
✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Ontario 
Confederation of 
University 
Faculty 
Associations 

Letter to Deputy Minister of Training Colleges, and 
Universities in Response to the Discussion Paper on 
Creating an International Education Strategy for 
Ontario 

Commen-
tary 

2016 

✓  

Higher 
education 

Ontario 
Undergraduate 
Student Alliance 

Going Global: Supporting Ontario’s International 
Students 

Report 2011 
✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Ontario 
Undergraduate 
Student Alliance 

Policy Paper. International Students and 
International Education 

Report 2020 
✓ ✓ 

Industry Ontario 
Chamber of 
Commerce 

Passport to Prosperity: Ontario’s Priorities for 
Immigration Reform 

Report 2016 
✓ ✓ 

Industry Ontario 
Chamber of 
Commerce 

Talent in Transition: Addressing the Skills 
Mismatch in Ontario 

Report 2017 
✓ ✓ 

Industry Ontario 
Chamber of 
Commerce 

Ontario Economic Report 2017 Report 2017 
✓  
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Industry Ontario 
Chamber of 
Commerce et al. 

Emerging Stronger 2013 Report 2013 
✓  

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Commission on 
the Reform of 
Ontario’s Public 
Services 

Public Services for Ontarians: A Path to 
Sustainability and Excellence 

Report 2012 

✓  

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Ontario’s Expert 
Roundtable on 
Immigration 

Expanding our Routes to Success Report 2012 
✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

The Premier’s 
Highly Skilled 
Workforce 
Expert Panel 

Building the Workforce of Tomorrow. A Shared 
Responsibility 

Report 2016 

✓  

Source: Document analysis 2020 

 

Appendix 6 Analyzed Policy Documents for Germany (federal level) 

Sector Organization(s) Document Document 
Type 

Year Post-Study 
Retention 

Referenced Role of 
HEIs 

Government Commissioner for the East 
German States at the Federal 
Ministry for Economic 
Affairs and Energy 
(Beauftragte der 
Bundesregierung für die 
neuen Länder beim 
Bundesministerium für 
Wirtschaft und Energie, 
BMWi); Stifterverband  

„Study & Work“ – Regionale Netzwerke 
zur Bindung von internationalen 
Studierenden. Ergebnisse und 
Handlungsempfehlungen aus zehn 
Modellprojekten [Study and Work – 
Regional networks to retain 
international students. Results and 
recommendations from ten pilot 
projects] 

Report 2017 

✓ ✓ 

Government Federal Employment Agency 
(Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 
BA); Internal Placement 
Service (Zentrale Auslands- 
und Fachvermittlung, ZAV) 

Absolvent/innenprojekt der BA / ZAV 
unter Beteiligung der Hochschulen 
[Two slidedecks on the international 
graduate pilot project of the Federal 
Employment Agency / Internal 
Placement Service in collaboration with 
German higher education institutions] 

Presenta-
tion 

2014 

✓ ✓ 

Government Federal Ministry of 
Economic Affair and 
Technology 
(Bundesministerium für 
Wirtschaft und Technologie, 
BMWi) 

Fachkräfte sichern. Rekrutierung aus 
dem Ausland [Securing talent supply. 
Recruiting talent from abroad]  

Report 2012 

✓ ✓ 

Government Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research 
(Bundesministerium für 
Bildung und Forschung, 
BMBF) 

Internationalisierung von Bildung, 
Wissenschaft und Forschung. Strategie 
der Bundesregierung 
[Internationalization of education, 
science and research. Strategy of the 
federal government] 

Report 2017 

✓  

Government Federal Ministry of Justice 
and Consumer Protection 
(Bundesministerium der 
Justiz und für 
Verbraucherschutz, BMJV) 

Skilled Immigration Act 
(Fachkräfteeinwanderungsgesetz)  

Legal 
document 

2019 

✓  

Government BMJV Part 3 Residence Act 
(Aufenthaltsgesetz) 
Residence for educational purposes 

Legal 
document 

2019 
✓  

Government BMJV Section 18b Residence Act 
(Aufenthaltsgesetz) 
Skilled workers holding a university 
degree 

Legal 
document 

2019 

✓  

Government BMJV Ordinance on Residence 
(Aufenthaltsverordnung) 

Legal 
document 

2019 ✓  
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Government Federal Ministry of Labour 
and Social Affairs 
(Bundesministerium für 
Arbeit und Soziales, BMAS) 

Fachkräftesicherung. Ziele und 
Maßnahmen der Bundesregierung 
[Securing talent supply. Goals and 
measures of the federal government] 

Report 2011 

✓ ✓ 

Government Federal Ministry of the 
Interior 
(Bundesinnenministerium, 
BMI) 

Entwurf eines Gesetzes zur Umsetzung 
der Hochqualifizierten-Richtlinie der 
Europäischen Union [Draft law for 
transposing the EU Blue Card directive 
into German law] 

Legal 
document 

2011 

✓  

Government BMI Jedes Alter zählt. Demografiestrategie 
der Bundesregierung [Every age counts. 
Demographic strategy of the federal 
government] 

Report 2012 

✓ ✓ 

Government BMI Jedes Alter zählt. „Für mehr Wohlstand 
und Lebensqualität aller Generationen“ 
– Weiterentwicklung der 
Demografiestrategie der 
Bundesregierung [Every age counts. 
“For more prosperity and a higher 
quality of life for all generations” – 
Further development of the 
demographic strategy of the federal 
government] 

Report 2015 

✓  

Government Federal Office for Migration 
and Refugees (Bundesamt für 
Migration und Flüchtlinge, 
BAMF) 

Interkulturelle Öffnung von 
Hochschulen. Vielfalt als Chance 
[Intercultural opening of higher 
education institutions. Diversity as 
opportunity] 

Report 2014 

✓ ✓ 

Government HighlyQualified.International
. 
Thuringia 
(Hochqualifiziert.Internation
al. 
Thüringen, HiTh) 

HiTh. 
Hochqualifiziert.International.Thüringe
n. Abschlussbericht [HiTh. 
HighlyQualified.International. 
Thuringia. Final report] 

Report 2019 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Association for Maintaining 
of the German Language in 
Academia (Arbeitskreis 
Deutsch als 
Wissenschaftssprache, 
ADAWIS) 

Praxis der Internationalisierung an den 
Öffentlichen Hochschulen – da läuft 
etwas falsch! [Internationalization 
practices at public higher education 
institutions –something is going wrong!] 

Commen-
tary 

2017 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Career Service Network 
Germany (Career Service 
Netzwerk Deutschland, 
CSND) 

Welche Rolle spielen internationale 
Studierende als zukünftige Fachkräfte 
auf dem deutschen Arbeitsmarkt? 
(pp.48–65, in: career service papers 12–
2014) [What role do international 
students play as future professionals in 
the German labour market?] 

Magazine 
article 

2014 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

CSND Positionspapier zur Arbeit von Career 
Services an Hochschulen [Position 
paper on the work of career service 
departments at German higher education 
institutions] 

Commen-
tary 

2018 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

CSND Ausgangslage der Career Services in 
Deutschland 2017 [On the situation of 
career service departments in Germany 
2017] 

Report 2018 

 ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Catholic Academic Exchange 
Service (Katholischer 
Akademischer 
Ausländerdienst, KAAD) 

Katholischer Akademischer 
Ausländerdienst ist „Erfolgsmodell“ 
[The Catholic Academic Exchange 
Service as a “successful model”] 

Commen-
tary 

2018 

✓  

Higher 
education 

German Academic Exchange 
Service (Deutscher 
Akademischer 
Austauschdienst, DAAD) 

Akademische Mobilität und Fachkräfte-
Migration. Die Position des DAAD 
[Academic mobility and skilled 
migration. The position of DAAD] 

Report 2014 

✓  

Higher 
education 

DAAD PROFIN: Programm zur Integration 
ausländischer Studierender [PROFIN: 
Program for the integration of 
international students] 

Presentatio
n 

2009 
to 

2012 ✓ ✓ 
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Higher 
education 

German National Association 
for Student Affairs 
(Deutsches Studentenwerk, 
DSW) 

Stellungnahme des Deutschen 
Studentenwerks (DSW) zum 
Referentenentwurf des 
Bundesministeriums des Innern eines 
Gesetzes und einer Verordnung zur 
Umsetzung aufenthaltsrechtlicher 
Richtlinien [DSW position paper on the 
draft law of the Federal Ministry of the 
Interior regarding a law and a regulation 
to transpose EU immigration directives] 

Commen-
tary 

2016 

✓  

Higher 
education 

German Rectors’ Conference 
(Hochschulrektorenkonferenz
, HRK) 

National Code of Conduct for German 
Universities Regarding International 
Students  

Commen-
tary 

2009 
 ✓ 

Higher 
education 

HRK Empfehlung der 11. 
Mitgliederversammlung der HRK am 
22.11.2011. Career Services 
[Recommendations of the 11th general 
meeting of the German Rectors’ 
Conference on 22 November 2011. 
Career Services] 

Commen-
tary 

2011 

 ✓ 

Higher 
education 

HRK Auf internationale Erfolge aufbauen. 
Beispiele guter 
Internationalisierungspraxis an 
deutschen Hochschulen [Building on 
international successes. Good practice 
examples for internationalization at 
German higher education institutions] 

Report 2014 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

German Council of Science 
and Humanities 
(Wissenschaftsrat) 

Empfehlungen zur Gewinnung, 
Integration und Qualifizierung 
internationaler Studierender 
[Recommendations for recruiting, 
integrating, and educating international 
students] 

Report 2016 

✓ ✓ 

Industry Confederation of German 
Employers’ Associations; 
German Rectors’ 
Conference; Federation of 
German Industries 
(Bundesvereinigung der 
Deutschen 
Arbeitgeberverbände, BDA; 
Hochschulrektorenkonferenz, 
HRK; Bundesverband der 
Deutschen Industrie, BDI) 

Internationales Potenzial für 
Deutschlands Zukunft nutzen 
[Leveraging international opportunities 
for Germany’s future] 

Report 2014 

✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Bertelsmann Foundation 
(Bertelsmann Stiftung) 

Herzlich willkommen im Studium, Stadt 
und Job! [Welcome to your study 
program, city, and job!] 

Report 2017 
✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Institute for Migration 
Research and Intercultural 
Studies (Institut für 
Migrationsforschung und 
Interkulturelle Studien, IMIS) 

Bildungsmigranten in der Region. 
Instrumente und 
Handlungsempfehlungen zur 
Unterstützung des Berufseinstiegs von 
internationalen Studierenden mit 
deutschem Hochschulabschluss 
[Educational migrants in the region. 
Tools and recommendations for 
supporting the labour market entry of 
international graduates] 

Report 2015 

✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Research Unit at The Expert 
Council of German 
Foundations on Integration 
and Migration 
(Forschungsbereich beim 
Sachverständigenrat 
deutscher Stiftungen für 
Integration und Migration, 
SVR); Migration Policy 
Group 

Mobile Talente? Ein Vergleich der 
Bleibeabsichten internationaler 
Studierender in fünf Staaten der 
Europäischen Union [Mobile Talent? 
The Staying Intentions of International 
Students in Five EU Countries] 

Report 2012 

✓ ✓ 
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Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Research Unit at The Expert 
Council of German 
Foundations on Integration 
and Migration 
(Forschungsbereich beim 
Sachverständigenrat 
deutscher Stiftungen für 
Integration und Migration, 
SVR) 

Zugangstor Hochschule. Internationale 
Studierende als Fachkräfte von morgen 
gewinnen [Higher Education as an 
Immigration Gate. Attracting 
International Students as Future 
Professionals] 

Report 2015 

✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Stifterverband Internationale Hochschule: Anspruch 
und Wirklichkeit. Lage und 
Entwicklungen der Hochschulen aus 
Sicht ihrer Leitungen [International 
higher education: Expectations and 
reality. The situation and developments 
at higher education institutions as seen 
by senior leadership] 

Report 2015 

✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Stifterverband; McKinsey & 
Company 

Hochschulbildungsreport 2020 [Higher 
education report 2020] 

Report 2013 
✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

The Wittenberg Institute for 
Higher Education Research 
(Institut für 
Hochschulforschung Halle-
Wittenberg, HoF); 
Commissioner for the East 
German States at the Federal 
Ministry of the Interior 
(Beauftragte der 
Bundesregierung für die 
neuen Länder beim 
Bundesinnenministerium, 
BMI) 

Study and Work. Ausländische 
Studierende in Ostdeutschland halten, 
Willkommenssignale setzen. Eine 
Handreichung mit Praxisbeispielen 
[Study and Work. Retaining 
international students in East Germany, 
establish welcoming communities. A 
handbook with real-world examples] 

Report 2014 

✓ ✓ 

Source: Document analysis 2020 

 

Appendix 7: Analyzed Policy Documents for the Federal State of Bavaria 

Sector Organization(s) Document Document 
Type Year 

Post-Study Retention 
Referenced Role of 

HEIs 
Government Bavarian State 

Government 
(Bayerische 
Staatsregierung) 

Aufbruch Bayern. Aktionsplan 
demografischer Wandel [Takeoff 
Bavaria. Action plan for demographic 
change] 

Report 2011 

✓  

Government Joint Science 
Conference 
(Gemeinsame 
Wissenschaftskonferenz
) 

Strategie der 
Wissenschaftsminister/innen von Bund 
und Ländern für die 
Internationalisierung der 
Hochschulen in Deutschland. 
Beschluss der 18. Sitzung 
der Gemeinsamen 
Wissenschaftskonferenz 
am 12. April 2013 in Berlin 
[Internationalization strategy of the 
science ministers of the federal 
government and the federal states. 
Resolution of the 18th meeting of the 
Joint Science Conference on 12 April 
2013 in Berlin) 

Report 2013 

✓ ✓ 
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Government Bavarian State 
Parliament 
(Bayerischer Landtag) 

Antrag der Abgeordneten Gudrun 
Brendel-Fischer, Oliver Jörg, CSU. 
Zusammenarbeit zwischen 
Universitäten und Ausländerbehörden 
[Motion by representative Gudrun 
Brendel-Fischer, Oliver Jörg, 
Christian Social Union (CSU). 
Collaboration between universities 
and foreigners’ registration offices] 

Parliame
ntary 
proceedin
gs 

2014 

✓  

Government Bavarian State 
Parliament 
(Bayerischer Landtag) 

Schriftliche Anfrage der 
Abgeordneten Angelika Weikert SPD 
vom 12.08.2014. Ausländische 
Studierende in Bayern [Parliamentary 
inquiry by representative Angelika 
Weikert, Social Democratic Party 
(SPD) on 12 August 2021. 
International students in Bavaria] 

Parlia-
mentary 
procee-
dings 

2015 

✓ ✓ 

Government Free State of Bavaria 
(Freistaat Bayern) 

Baverisches Hochschulgesetz 
[Bavarian Higher Education Law] 

Legal 
document 

2016   

Government Bavarian State Ministry 
of Sciences, Research 
and the Arts 
(Bayerisches 
Staatsministerium für 
Wissenschaft, 
Forschung und Kunst); 
Bavarian Ministry of 
Economic Affairs, 
Infrastructure, 
Transport and 
Technology 
(Bayerisches 
Ministerium für 
Wirtschaft, 
Infrastruktur, Verkehr 
und Technologie) 

Press releases and web pages 
published in the context of the 
Ministries’ “Study and Stay in 
Bavaria” initiative 
(https://www.work-in-
bavaria.de/en/employees/work/study/s
tudy-and-stay/, last visited on 12 
February 2021) 

Web 
page 

2012 
to 

2013 

✓  

Government Bavarian State Ministry 
of Sciences, Research 
and the Arts 
(Bayerisches 
Staatsministerium für 
Wissenschaft, 
Forschung und Kunst, 
StMWK) 

Internationalisierung! 
(Heraus)Forderung und Chance 
[Internationalization! Challenges and 
Opportunities] 
 
Speech by science minister Dr. 
Wolfgang Heubisch published in: 
 

Heubisch, Wolfgang 2012: 
Internationalisierung! 
(Heraus)Forderung und Chance, in: 
Rötting, Martin: Die ganze Welt am 
Campus!? Kulturelle und religiöse 
Diversitäten: Situation und 
Perspektiven, Berlin: Lit, pp.11–15. 

Book 
chapter 

2012 

✓ ✓ 

Government StMWK 9 performance agreements 
(Innovationsbündnisse) 2014–2018 
between the Ministry and Bavaria’s 
public universities 

Legal 
document 

2013 

see Table 14 

Government StMWK 17 performance agreements 
(Innovationsbündnisse) 2014–2018 
between the Ministry and Bavaria’s 
public universities of applied sciences 

Legal 
document 

2013 

see Table 14 

Government StMWK Innovationsbündnis Hochschule 4.0 
[higher education innovation alliance]  
 
Framework document for the 2018–
2022 performance agreements 
between the Ministry and Bavaria’s 
public higher education institutions 

Legal 
document 

2018 

✓ ✓ 
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Government StMWK 10 Reasons to Study in Bavaria 
(https://www.study-in-
bavaria.de/en/why-bavaria/10-
reasons-to-study-in-bavaria.html, last 
visited on 12 February 2021) 

Web 
page 

2020 

✓ ✓ 

Government Bavarian Ministry of 
the Interior 
(Bayerisches 
Staatsministerium des 
Innern, für Sport und 
Integration, STMI); 
Federal Employment 
Agency – Reginal 
Office Bavaria 
(Bundesagentur für 
Arbeit - 
Regionaldirektion 
Bayern, BA) 

We want you in Bavaria. Career 
Opportunities for foreign students and 
graduates at Bavarian universities 

Brochure 2018 

✓ ✓ 

Government Bavarian State 
Parliament 
(Bayerischer Landtag) 

Antrag der Abgeordneten Thomas 
Kreuzer et al. Reform des 
Hochschulgesetzes: 
Deutschkenntnisse und 
Mehrsprachigkeit der Studierenden 
fördern! [Motion by representative 
Thomas Kreuzer et al. Reform of 
Bavaria’s Higher Education Law: 
Support German language skills and 
multilingualism among students!] 

Parlia-
mentary 
procee-
dings 

2020 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Association of the 
Bavarian Universities 
of Applied Sciences 
(Hochschule Bayern) 

Leitsätze 2012: Hochschulen der 
Zukunft [Guiding principles 2012: 
Higher education institutions of the 
future] 

Report 2012 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

Association of the 
Bavarian Universities 
of Applied Sciences 
(Hochschule Bayern) 

Zukunftsbild der bayerischen 
Hochschulen für angewandte 
Wissenschaften: Hochschulen an die 
Spitze [Vision of the future for 
Bavaria’s universities of applied 
sciences: UAS in the lead] 

Report 2018 

✓ ✓ 

Higher 
education 

hochschule dual / 
Association of the 
Bavarian Universities 
of Applied Sciences 
(Hochschule Bayern) 

Dual Study Program in Bavaria. Dual 
International. The Ideal Combination 
of Academic Studies and Practical 
Experience - Your Path to Bavaria 
and into the World. 

Brochure 2013 

✓  

Higher 
education 

Bavarian University 
Conference (Bayerische 
Universitätskonferenz) 

Mit Bayern an die Weltspitze. Die 
Bayerischen Universitäten in der 
Legislaturperiode 2013–2018 [With 
Bavaria to the top of world. Bavaria’s 
universities during the 2013–2018 
legislative period] 

Report 2013 

✓ ✓ 

Industry Bavarian Industry 
Association 
(Vereinigung der 
Bayerischen Wirtschaft, 
vbw) 

SAVE – Studienerfolg ausländischer 
Vollstudierender erhöhen [SAVE – 
Increase success among international 
degree-seeking students] 
(https://www.stmwk.bayern.de/studen
ten/meldung/6233/projekt-save-mit-
positiver-bilanz-nach-ende-der-
zweiten-foerderperiode.html, last 
visited on 14 June 2021) 

Web 
page 

2019 

✓ ✓ 
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Industry Bavarian Industry 
Association 
(Vereinigung der 
Bayerischen Wirtschaft, 
vbw); Bavarian State 
Ministry of Sciences, 
Research and the Arts 
(Bayerisches 
Staatsministerium für 
Wissenschaft, 
Forschung und Kunst) 

Study & Work International. Explore 
the World (https://www.study-work-
international.de/en, last visited on 12 
February 2021) 

Web 
page 

2012 
to 

2019 

 ✓ 

Industry Bavarian Industry 
Association 
(Vereinigung der 
Bayerischen Wirtschaft, 
vbw); Bavarian State 
Ministry of Sciences, 
Research and the Arts 
(Bayerisches 
Staatsministerium für 
Wissenschaft, 
Forschung und Kunst) 

Press releases and web pages 
published in the context of the pilot 
project SAVE – Studienerfolg 
ausländischer Vollstudierender 
erhöhen [Increase success among 
international degree-seeking students] 

Web 
page 

2015 
to 

2019 

✓ ✓ 

Think tank 
and expert 
group 

Bavarian Ministry of 
Economic Affairs, 
Infrastructure, 
Transport and 
Technology 
(Bayerisches 
Ministerium für 
Wirtschaft, 
Infrastruktur, Verkehr 
und Technologie) 

Research study on international 
graduate retention in Bavaria, 
commissioned by the Ministry, 
conducted by the European Forum for 
Migration Studies at the University of 
Bamberg (not published) 

Report 2012
–

2013 

✓  

Source: Document analysis 2020 
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Appendix 8: Abstract  

Higher education institutions (HEIs) operate in an institutional environment that is characterized 
by a “cross-fire of expectations” (Clark 1998:6). These expectations are by no means limited to the 
norms and rituals of the scientific community. Across the OECD, HEIs have also faced increasing 
political, societal, and market pressures to prepare students for the increasingly knowledge-intensive 
labour markets of the 21st century. The nature of these expectations and the ways in which HEIs interact 
with their institutional environment has been a popular line of inquiry for higher education researchers. 
So far, however, most institutional research in this area has been conducted at the level of HEIs as a 
whole or entire higher education systems. The micro-level processes which underlie HEI-environment 
interactions have been described theoretically, but rarely empirically demonstrated (Frølich et al. 2013; 
Weber and Glynn 2006; Cai and Mehari 2015). 

The research at hand asks how higher education professionals perceive, interpret, and act upon 
a specific set of institutionalized expectations surrounding them, i.e., the rules, norms, and cognitive-
cultural scripts pertaining to the post-study retention of the hundreds of thousands of international 
students who studied in Canada and Germany between 2010 and 2019. Although these students initially 
crossed national borders for study purposes, recent research has indicated that international students are 
increasingly being wooed not only as (fee-paying) students and cultural ambassadors, but also as future 
professionals and immigrants in their host societies (e.g., Sá and Sabzalieva 2018; Trilokekar and El-
Masri 2019). Using institutional theory in combination with the sensemaking perspective (DiMaggio 
and Powell 1983; Scott 1995; Weick 1995), this research asks three interconnected questions: First, what 
are Canada and Germany’s public HEIs expected to do to support the post-study retention of 
international students? Second, what do they report to be doing? And third, how are their reported 
practices and rationales associated with the expectations held by government agencies, the private 
sector, and other audiences outside of their formal boundaries? The empirical analysis was based on 
three sources of data: 189 policy documents, an online survey conducted at more than 200 higher 
education institutions, and twelve field interviews at one Ontario college and one university of applied 
sciences in the Federal State of Bavaria. The focal organization of this investigation are the career 
service departments, including the professionals therein. 

The findings show that even in the absence of a clear, externally-ascribed mandate, a majority 
of higher education institutions in Canada and Germany chose to actively facilitate international 
students’ transition to host country employment and, albeit to a lesser extent, immigration. Although the 
surveyed and interviewed career development and international education professionals had 
considerable leeway to design student services, their actions and interpretations did not occur in a 
proverbial vacuum, but were focused by the oftentimes country-specific rules, norms, and beliefs that 
surrounded them. In Canada, many of the professionals were found to have internalized the same market 
orientation that had been promoted by the Canadian government and other stakeholders for more than 
two decades. To them, international students were paying customers in a competitive, globalized 
education market. Because these student-customers were often believed to be willing to become 
immigrants in Canada’s settler society, colleges and universities tried to increase their competitiveness 
by offering immigration counselling, among other retention services. In Germany, higher education 
practices were found to be less market-driven. Instead, professionals sought to strike a balance between 
serving non-fee-paying students and addressing the expectations of government agencies, labour market 
organizations, and other stakeholders. Most professionals in Germany were found to share the same 
favorable view of post-study retention as their multi-stakeholder audience, while also echoing their 
country’s historically reluctant and pragmatic approach to migration. In other words, many study 
participants reported to actively prepare international students for employment in Germany, but not for 
long-term immigration. 

The research at hand provides an empirical basis for future research linking higher education 
institutions’ micro-level behavior to societal expectations. By inquiring about how less senior and non-
academic higher education professionals interacted with their institutional environment, this 
contribution sought to highlight an intriguing area for comparative scholarly work that looks beyond the 
professoriate, senior HEI leaders, and the sector’s structural configurations.  
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Appendix 9: Zusammenfassung 

Im gesamten OECD-Raum stehen Hochschulen unter einem erheblichem Erwartungsdruck. 
Nicht nur seitens der Wissenschaftsgemeinde. Auch Politik, Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft erwarten 
zunehmend, dass Hochschulen unter anderem mehr dafür tun, die Zahl beschäftigungsfähiger 
Akademikerinnen und Akademiker auf den nationalen und regionalen Arbeitsmärkten zu steigern. Diese 
und andere institutionalisierte Erwartungen sind seit Jahren ein zentraler Untersuchungsgegenstand der 
Hochschulforschung, deren institutionelles Forschungsinteresse bisher bevorzugt die Hochschule als 
Ganzes bzw. ganze Hochschul- und Gesellschaftssysteme in Betracht zieht. Entsprechende Handlungen 
auf Mikro-Ebene, wie etwa die des Personals oder einzelner Hochschuleinrichtungen, werden bislang 
vorwiegend theoretisch beleuchtet. Empirische Untersuchungen sind hingegen rar gesät (Frølich et al. 
2013; Weber und Glynn 2006; Cai und Mehari 2015).  

Die vorliegende Studie untersucht, wie Hochschulen und ihr Personal politische und 
gesellschaftliche Erwartungen wahrnehmen, interpretieren und letztendlich in ihre Praxis einfließen 
lassen. Im Zentrum der Mikro-Makro-Analyse steht der Verbleib hunderttausender internationaler 
Studierender, die zwischen 2010 und 2019 zum Studium nach Deutschland und Kanada zugewandert 
sind. Ihnen wird unter anderem seitens der Politik ein hohes Fachkräfte- und Einwanderungspotenzial 
attestiert (siehe z. B. OECD 2011; EMN 2013; 2019). Das Erkenntnisinteresse der Arbeit umschließt 
drei Teilbereiche: Erstens, das Ausmaß der deutschen und kanadischen ‚Bleibepolitik‘ sowie die 
einschlägigen Erwartungen an Hochschulen. Zweitens, die berichtete Hochschulpraxis und drittens, die 
institutionellen Zusammenhänge zwischen Erwartung und Praxis. Ausgehend von der Sensemaking-
Perspektive (Weick 1995) wurden sowohl die relevanten Praktiken als auch die dazugehörigen 
(inter)subjektiven Interpretationsmuster und Bezugsrahmen vor dem Hintergrund der an die 
Hochschulen gestellten Erwartungen rekonstruiert. Neben Gesetzen und Geldströmen können diese 
Erwartungen je nach Institutionalisierungsgrad vor allem auch normative Prinzipen und unhinterfragte 
Selbstverständlichkeiten, sog. kognitive Skripte, umfassen (DiMaggio und Powell 1983; Scott 1995). 
Hierfür wurden zunächst 189 politische Verlautbarungen, Verordnungen und andere einschlägige 
Dokumente inhaltsanalytisch ausgewertet. Die Hochschulpraxis wurde im Rahmen einer Online-
Befragung mit dem Personal in den Career Services und den International Offices an mehr als 200 
Hochschulen statistisch erfasst und durch vertiefende Feldinterviews an einem ausgewählten College in 
der Provinz Ontario und einer bayerischen Fachhochschule ergänzt. 

Die Ergebnisse zeigen, dass die Mehrheit der untersuchten Hochschulen den Verbleib 
internationaler Studierender auch ohne eine von außen zugeschriebene Zuständigkeit aktiv fördert. 
Einerseits konnten die befragten Hochschulprofessionellen ihre Beratungs- und Betreuungsangebote 
größtenteils frei und eigenverantwortlich gestalten. Andererseits war der Raum dessen, was aus Sicht 
des Personals als möglich und wünschenswert erschien, stark vorgeprägt durch den jeweiligen 
Landeskontext und die dort institutionalisierten Erwartungen: In Kanada stand der Gedanke des 
Wettbewerbs um internationale Studierende als zahlende Kundschaft häufig im Vordergrund. Ihr 
(zugeschriebener) Wunsch, nach Ende des Studiums in Kanada zu arbeiten und Teil der kanadischen 
Einwanderungsgesellschaft zu werden, wurde seitens des Hochschulpersonals implizit und explizit mit 
den eigenen Unterstützungsangeboten in Verbindung gebracht. In Deutschland waren Hochschulen 
vergleichsweise weniger markt- und wettbewerbsorientiert. Stattdessen strebte das dortige Personal 
nach einem Gleichgewicht zwischen notwendig erachteten Hilfestellungen für (gebührenfrei lernende) 
Studierende einerseits und den oft vage formulierten Zielvorgaben von Politik, Wirtschaft und weiteren 
regionalen und überregionalen Stakeholdern andererseits. Die Handlungs- und Interpretationsmuster des 
Personals zeugten häufig von dem gleichen migrationspolitischen Pragmatismus, der in den vergang-
enen Jahrzehnten die Bundes- und Landespolitik mitbestimmt hatte. Internationale Studierende wurde 
somit als potenzielle Fachkräfte konstruiert, nicht aber als mögliche Einwanderinnen und Einwanderer. 

Die vorliegenden Befunde liefern eine empirische Grundlage für weitere Untersuchungen 
hinsichtlich der Frage, ob und ggf. wie Hochschulen auf gesellschaftliche Erwartungen reagieren 
(können). Die hier untersuchten Hochschulprofessionellen stellen eine bis dato wenig erforschte 
Berufsgruppe dar, deren Einfluss auf das Handeln von Hochschulen auch im internationalen Vergleich 
als ein lohnenswertes Betätigungsfeld für die Bildungsforschung erscheint. 
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