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Abstract
This research synthesizes the most recent studies on the international student mobility of higher education students. Our
aim is to begin to conceptualise and predict the barriers, enablers and determinants from an organisational psychology
perspective that may contribute to the limited decision-making of higher education students to become internationally
mobile. Previous studies were used to examine the uncertainties and difficulties documented in other international stu-
dent groups to try to understand the determinants of internationally mobile versus non-internationally mobile students,
and make transferrable conceptual links to South African higher education students. These conceptual links are framed in
an organizational psychology perspective. This article uses a systematic review methodology and began by framing review
objectives, identifying relevant publications, establishing criteria for selecting the studies that were analyzed, summarizing
the evidence found, and drawing relevant conclusions. A conceptualmodel is proposed as an extension of the current inter-
national student mobility literature and merged with organizational psychology theory to develop a new future research
line. Research limitations are addressed, and practical implications are discussed to assess whether interventions can be
created to support international mobility decision-making amongst international students in general, and South African
higher education students in particular, to create a globally competitive workforce and sustainable employment paths.
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1. Introduction

International student mobility is one of the career
transitions fraught with uncertainties. International stu-
dent mobility here is defined as students who fol-
low a time-based cross-border movement, this includes
all types of international student mobility, driven by
the underlying intention of gaining better education
or professional opportunities in the face of unsta-
ble world-of-work opportunities (Cao, Hirschi, & Deller,

2012). Career-related migration has gained increasing
popularity as an avenue to gain access to world-of-work
opportunities that may not have been accessible in an
individual’s host country (Ravasi, Salamin, & Davoine,
2015). International student mobility has been linked
to increases of transferrable skills that would facili-
tate graduates’ employability in a world-wide market
(Souto-Otero, Huisman, De Beerkens,Wit, & Vujic, 2013).
International student mobility has taken precedence to
develop a future workforce that aims to increase the
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level of acquired skills, allow students to be able to
compete in the global marketplace, enhance the inter-
action between citizens of different countries, and stim-
ulate labor markets (Institute of International Education,
2011). Therefore, the present study aims to examine the
decision-making processes of higher education students’
migrant aspirations or migration motivations, which
answers the call for research that aims to enhance stu-
dent employability in a local and global world-of-work
from an organizational psychology perspective.

1.1. Recent Statistics Regarding Mobility of South
African Students

Specifically, South African youth (aged 15 to 34) are vul-
nerable in the labor market, with an unemployment
rate of 63.4% (Statistics South Africa, 2019). Amongst
graduates in this age group, the unemployment rate
was 31%, which shows that education increases young
people’s prospects in the South African labor market.
Approximately 56.4% of the 10.3 million South African
youth (aged 15 to 24 years) are reported not to be
in employment, education, or training (Statistics South
Africa, 2019). In addition, a rural-urban divide results
in limited educational and career development oppor-
tunities for the youth, which are perpetuated by the
poor quality of schools in South Africa’s historically dis-
advantaged areas (i.e., Townships; see Blustein, Franklin,
Makiwane, & Gutowski, 2017). Due to these contextual
realities and disparities, higher education in South Africa
has not reached its full potential or capacity to level out
residual post-apartheid inequalities (Potgieter, Harding,
Kritzinger, Somo, & Engelbrecht, 2015).

International student mobility programs have been
established to facilitate access to international university
education opportunities to equip students with trans-
ferrable skills and tools that help to navigate a glob-
ally competitive job market (Efiritha, Nogget, & Nyevero,
2012). However, it is unclear what factors are underlying
South African students’ hesitance in becoming interna-
tionally mobile. Previous research has found that if chil-
dren have parents who were born outside of their home
country (i.e., outside of South Africa), then these chil-
dren would be more likely to anticipate in international
mobility (O’Flaherty, Skrbis, & Tranter, 2007). A similar
phenomenon occurs when the individual was born over-
seas, then he/shewill anticipatemoving to another coun-
try in the future, in comparison to individuals who are
born in a country and raised by citizens of that country.
Additionally, there is a rural-urban divide, where many
South African students need to be mobile within South
Africa for educational and work opportunities, and so it
may be that these individuals onlymove as far as is neces-
sary to achieve a certain objective, and that these move-
ments are not anticipated to be international (Skrbis,
Woodward, & Bean, 2014).

Migration in South Africa is a multi-layered and a
contentious point, with anti-foreigner attitudes and a

flux of migrants and students from other African coun-
tries entering South Africa. According to Afrobarometer
research (Mataure, 2013) the outgoing movements
range between 1 to 5%, which are far less than the 28%
who aspire to leave South Africa (but never do), and the
67% of South African youth wanting to stay in South
Africa. In addition, only specific destinations are taken
into consideration, these are theUK, Australia, andNorth
America, rarely are other international countries consid-
ered. Nonetheless, what the underlying reasons or what
the decision-making processes may be for these choices
remains unclear. In a South African context specifically
international student mobility is under-researched, but
there is a growing concern of higher education institu-
tions that South African university students are not apply-
ing for existing exchange programs.

2. Methods

Seeking to contribute to the literature gap on inter-
national student mobility, this study analyzes South
African University Students’ determinants of interna-
tional mobility aspirations or motivators through a sys-
tematic review of the recent corpus of literature on the
topic using an organizational psychology lens. The main
overarching research purpose of our study is to con-
tribute to the sustainable employment and transfer-
able skill development of higher education students.
We achieve this by identifying the motivators, barriers,
and enablers to international mobility, and give sugges-
tions for the development of interventions that should
facilitate mobility decision-making. Our two more direct
objectives are the following: (1) To examine the uncer-
tainties or difficulties documented in international stu-
dent groups to understand the decision-making pro-
cesses and determinants of internationallymobile versus
non-internationally mobile students; and (2) to make
transferrable conceptual links to South African higher
education students that extend beyond socioeconomic
conditions and other relevant determinants to present a
conceptual model that can be used. In a follow-up study
we will also intend to empirically test the conceptual
model developed in the present article, thus directly con-
tributing to the field of international student mobility.
Therefore, we offer some new perspectives for higher
education institutions and other role players interested
in improving their position in the international education
market by understanding the determinants of interna-
tional student mobility aspirations.

2.1. Search Strategy

Although international student mobility has been exten-
sively researched, we were interested in examining this
phenomenon from an organizational psychology per-
spective and this interdisciplinary approach is notably
absent in the literature base. In addition, research
on South African university students and international
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mobility is limited. As a result, we used a two-step pro-
cess to try and gain as many relevant literature matches
as possible. In the first step, we used the following combi-
nation of keywords to explore the research topic: “inter-
national student mobility” and/or “enablers” and/or
“barriers” and/or “determinants.” These keywords were
selected based on the number of hits that resulted in
their combined usage and based on terms often used in
an organizational psychology context. Then, as the sec-
ond step, we added (and/or) “South African students”
to the search string to assess what South African stud-
ies had been published or were in press. Due to the
large number of studies that emerged, we screened
the studies to be included in the present study using
our research objectives from an organizational psychol-
ogy perspective.

2.2. Selection Criteria

We limited our search to peer-reviewed journals that
were readily accessible, published between 2010 and
2020 in English. In a South African context, the lan-
guage of education and commerce remains English, so
wewere not concerned about our language choice being
an exclusionary factor. In our sifting process we iden-
tified the most influential and so-called classic papers,
indicated by a high number of citations within the
last 10 years to attain an overview of research pub-
lished on this research topic. We focused only on higher
education student samples and international student
mobility and excluded any other population groups. In
the first step of our research process, we searched
databases that were internationally renowned as high
quality, such as Scopus, ScienceDirect and Taylor &
Francis. We included content that was general to inter-
national student mobility that discussed worldwide chal-
lenges, enablers and determinants of higher education
students in undertaking international mobility experi-
ences. In the second step of our search process, we
also included databases that would allow access to
South African research studies such as Sabinet, Google
Scholar, and Academia. We also included content that
discussed South African students and their higher edu-
cation trajectories and any mobility experiences (i.e.,
rural to urban, other local South African movements
and international mobility) mentioned to gain as much
perspective into the phenomena in question. Papers
were excluded in the two-step process that focused on:
acculturation; psychological adjustment; identity devel-
opment processes linked to international mobility expe-
riences; and subjective experiences of students who had
migrated. Exclusions were also made on a case-by-case
basis if the research papers were too focused on specific
population groups or countries and if we believed that
these findings could not be transferred to other contexts
(i.e., other international student mobility groups or the
South African context).

2.3. Assessment Procedure

Our first step was applied in the ScienceDirect database,
where we initially identified 931 research papers based
on the number of hits that combined usage of our
main search keywords in titles, abstracts and/or key-
words. Of these, 485 papers were excluded because they
were published before 2010. Another 471 papers were
excluded because the abstract revealed that they did
not focus on our selection criteria. The full texts of the
remaining 14 papers were then reviewed and 12 papers
were excluded because they examined variables that
were not directly linked to international student mobility
barriers and determinants. As a result, we included two
papers on international student mobility in the current
review from ScienceDirect.

The same process was applied to the Taylor & Francis
database, where we identified 10,052 papers, 5103
of which were excluded because they were published
before 2010; 4869 papers were excluded because the
abstract revealed that they did not focus on international
student mobility barriers or determinants. The full texts
of the remaining 80 papers were then reviewed and 78
papers were excluded because they examined variables
thatwere not directly linked to our selection criteria. As a
result, two papers from Taylor & Francis were selected.

In the Scopus database we identified 1309 papers
with the combined usage of ourmain search keywords in
titles, abstracts and/or keywords. Of these, 828 papers
were excluded because they were published before
2010; another 440 were excluded because the abstract
revealed that they did not focus on international stu-
dent mobility barriers or determinants. The full texts of
the remaining 41 papers were then reviewed and papers
were excluded because they examined variables that
were not directly linked to ISMbarriers anddeterminants.
As a result, two papers from Scopus were selected.

The second step of our procedure was applied to
the Sabinet database to identify South African published
papers. Initially we had 1345 hits in titles, abstracts
and/or keywords; 683 papers were excluded because
they were published before 2010 and 653 were excluded
because the abstract revealed that they did not focus on
international student mobility barriers, determinants or
South African students. The full texts of the remaining
nine paperswere then reviewed and seven of thesewere
excluded because they examined variables that were not
directly linked to international student mobility barriers
and determinants. As a result, we selected two papers
from Sabinet.

The same process was applied to the Academia
database, where we identified 10,895 hits in titles,
abstracts and/or keywords; 683 of these papers were
then excluded because they were published before 2010
and 653 were excluded because the abstract revealed
that they did not focus on international student mobility
barriers, determinants or South African students. The full
texts of the remaining nine papers were then reviewed,
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seven papers were excluded because they examined vari-
ables that were not directly linked to international stu-
dent mobility barriers and determinants. As a result, we
selected two papers from Academia.

Finally, the second step of our procedure was also
applied in the Google Scholar database, resulting in
10,400 hits in titles, abstracts and/or keywords. Of these,
1470 papers were excluded because they were pub-
lished before 2010 and 7928 were excluded because
the abstract revealed that they did not focus on interna-
tional student mobility barriers, determinants or South
African students. The remaining 1002 papers were then
reviewed andonly 130were easily accessible. 125 papers
were excluded because they examined variables that
were not directly linked to international student mobil-
ity barriers and determinants, and an additional three
papers were excluded due to repetition. As a result, we
included two papers from Google Scholar is our study.
In total, we included 12 articles in this review.

3. Findings

In the 12 articles that we selected to review (see the
Supplementary File for details) there were dominant
themes that emerged. In the section below we will pro-
vide an overview of the international student mobility
research studies conducted in the last 10 years from
an organizational perspective. Thereafter, these findings
will be applied to a South African context due to the lack
of studies documented in a Global South context. Lastly,
a theoretical integration and a conceptual model is pre-
sented that could be used to predict futuremobilitymoti-
vations and aspirations in university students in general,
and South African students in particular.

3.1. Description of Mobility Movements

Mobility movements in the articles reviewed were dis-
cussed from different perspectives. The first perspec-
tive is that of occupational mobility (Yakhina, Yakovlev,
Kozhevnikova, Nuretdinova, & Solovyeva, 2016), and
the second perspective is based on mobility move-
ments centring around a global demand for education
(Prazeres, 2013). Finally, mobility movements were dis-
cussed according to key demographic variables that
Skrbis et al. (2014) have examined.

The first perspective is that of graduate students
needing to become occupationally mobile, which is tied
to social, labor and occupational mobility as presented
by Yakhina et al. (2016). The underlying motivations for
an individual to undertake these types of mobility are
inequality, power, education or prestige. Social mobility
is usually described as a change in the individual’s status
(vertical mobility), a change in location without a change
of status (horizontal mobility) or, in some cases, a com-
bination of both. Labor mobility, on the other hand, is
the transition of place of employment, changes in the
sector of employment or the nature of the work. Most

importantly, occupational mobility refers to the qualities
of the person, activities, and processes undertaken to
reach self-actualisation in occupation and life environ-
ments (Yakhina et al., 2016). This concept can be easily
tied to the concept of a boundaryless career orientation,
which is used in organizational psychology to facilitate
successful worldwide movements in social, economic,
cultural, and political interactions.

Another perspective focused onmobilitymovements
cantering around a global demand for education, where
students worldwide were attracted to prestigious educa-
tional programmes in the Global North. Noticeably, there
seems to be a lack of research onmovements to and from
theGlobal South, and the recommendationwasmade for
future research to explore international student mobil-
ity to and from developing world countries. According to
Prazeres (2013), the movement of students from devel-
oping work countries to higher education institutions in
developed countries was described as “vertical mobility”
to indicate economic advancement. In comparison, “hor-
izontal mobility” was used to describe the movement
betweenhigher education institutions ofmore or less the
same economic advancement and academic quality. The
key findings were that students were attracted to higher
education institutions with high programme quality and
who could afford the costs linked tomobility movements,
which were either short-term, linked to a degree or
transnational (i.e., completing higher education in the
home country but enrolled in a foreign university pro-
gramme). A global demand for education often trans-
lates into the demand for an English-speaking and Anglo-
Saxon higher education, thus making English-speaking
countries a popular destination for students (i.e., USA,
UK, Australia, Canada, and New Zealand), but Germany
and France were also popular destinations. Regardless of
the destination, mobile students had better job and eco-
nomic opportunities than those who were not mobile,
so mobility increased their cultural capital. In compar-
ison, students who stayed in their origin country had
more familial ties, viewed higher education institutions
at home as reputable and lacked a “mobility culture.’’

The last perspective on mobility movements was tied
to three key structural variables in an Australian con-
text as presented by Skrbis et al. (2014). Patterns of
mobility aspirations were seen to vary based on gen-
der, school sector, and geographical location variables.
Girls were observed to have a more positive mobility out-
look than boys, and championed future mobility across
all variables. In terms of the school sector, students
from independent schools were more likely to report
considering future mobility internationally than those
from inter-state schools, which reflects differing socioe-
conomic statuses and financial resources that influence
mobility decision-making. However, geographical loca-
tion seemed to have a limiting effect, where students
who resided in remote areas had increased ambitions to
move within their state, but they had dampened ambi-
tions to move internationally. Therefore, socioeconomic
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variables were seen to limitmobility decision-making pro-
cesses even if these factors were not found to signifi-
cantly predict mobility aspirations. However, the finan-
cial costs limited international movements directly by
denying access to prestigious scholarships or indirectly by
impeding the development of a boundaryless mindset.

3.2. Determinants of International Mobility

In the reviewed articles, there were four main determi-
nants mentioned in the decision-making processes of
students who aimed to become internationally mobile.
The first determinant was the cost of the higher edu-
cation programmes students were applying for (Verbik
& Lasanowski, 2007), the second determinant was the
financial and living costs present in the host country in
comparison to the future potential income that could
be generated by taking up this international mobility
opportunity (Beine, Noël, & Ragot, 2013). Thirdly, socio-
political ties and trade flows between a student’s home
and host country acted as the third determinant (Hou
& Du, 2020). The fourth determinant was described by
Gesing and Glass (2018) as the student-driven demand
for quality higher education, which often outpaced the
higher education demand.

The first determinant, according to Verbik and
Lasanowski (2007), was the cost of higher education.
This factor was amongst the top factors influencing the
decision to study in a country. For example, for Chinese
students who are traditionally New Zealand’s largest
overseas student population, the key motivational fac-
tor was the comparably low cost of an overseas edu-
cation in New Zealand. In addition, countries such as
Japan and Canada had affordable provisions, as well as
emerging destinations such as Malaysia, Singapore, and
China, with their affordable but prestigious educational
courses and low living costs, which made these destina-
tions attractive.

The second determinant of international mobility
was costs-benefits calculations that students made of
comparing the living costs of the host country versus
the future income potential of becoming internationally
mobile as described by Beine et al. (2013). The determi-
nants of international student mobility were examined
and financial and living costs were identified to increas-
ingly be likely to motivate students to apply to particu-
lar destinations, and to deter them from applying to oth-
ers. The high value of certain currencies could arguably
dissuade students from going to high-cost nations, since
unfavourable exchange rates exacerbate the financial
strain of foreign students, especially those from Africa
and Southeast Asia. In this article, students from Africa
only represented 11,6% of international student mobil-
ity, in comparison to the strong mobility presence of
European students. Themotivators of mobility are based
on securing a higher income and/or to move to a new
country which presents more favourable employment
opportunities in the long-term than the student’s home

country. International studentmobility returns are based
on the higher education value in terms of the average
level of education in their home country or can lead to
movement to a third country to seek better education or
employment opportunities.

The third determinant of international mobility were
socio-political ties and trade flows, although these forces
operate on a macro-level, students used these fluc-
tuating factors in their decision-making processes to
select the host country. In Hou and Du (2020), an
analysis is presented of the international student mobil-
ity flow to different countries. Confirmed movements
that were observed were that Western developed coun-
tries were destinations and developing countries were
mainly source countries, showing a clear ‘East to West,
South to North’ movement (Hou & Du, 2020, p. 10).
However, international student mobility patterns fluctu-
ated due to economic and higher education develop-
ment in emerging countries, as well as changing political
and economic connections between countries. Factors
that are involved are geographical distances, trade rela-
tions, political connections, language differences, histor-
ical colonial links, levels of economic development and
education quality. Therefore, mobility as a rational indi-
vidual choice or a family economic decision ismademore
complex and situatedwithin a temporal socio-political cli-
mate of the student’s home country as well as that of the
host country.

As a result, market forces play a predominant role
and reflect inequality and imbalance of higher educa-
tion development worldwide, where other countries are
becoming regional hub countries (i.e., China, Australia,
Malaysia, the United Arab Emirates, and Saudi Arabia).
South Africa was cited as an emerging strong semi-
periphery country strengthening in exchanges and coop-
eration with core western countries, whilst building
regional links to other countries (i.e., South America,
Israel, Latvia, and Estonia), as well as being the desti-
nation of choice for students from sub-Saharan African
countries. Therefore, the economic connections, politi-
cal relationships, existing historical colonial ties, and lin-
guistic proximity promoted bilateral exchanges.

The fourth determinant of international student
mobility was students’ demand for quality higher edu-
cation which was outpacing higher education capac-
ity. Findings presented by Gesing and Glass (2018) indi-
cated that higher education enrolment growthwas being
driven by students from low- to middle-income coun-
tries. This led to the increasing numbers of “glocal”
students (i.e., students seeking an international educa-
tion whilst staying in their home country) who attended
higher education institutions at international branch
campuses. This new generation of international students
were viewed seen as price-sensitive and career-minded,
whilst focused on short-term mobility for employment
goals. They were first-generation students looking for
pathways to work opportunities supported by national
immigration policies and were engaging in new forms
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of cross-border, hybrid, and online higher education pro-
grams. This fast-growing international student popula-
tion aimed to ensure that short-termmobilitywould lead
to upward social and economic mobility, regardless of
regional conflicts, economic crises, and pandemics.

3.3. Enablers of International Mobility

In terms of international mobility enablers, we found
two main enablers, the first enabler was the desire to
gain an advantage over fellow students and that inter-
national mobility could help students achieve this aim
to gain employment (Findlay, King, Findlay, Ahrens, &
Dunne, 2012). Secondly, another international mobility
enabler is described as intellectual capital, which presup-
poses an existing network in the host country, high aca-
demic qualifications, and language proficiencies, which
focuses a certain student demographic (Li, Lo, Lu, Tan, &
Lu, 2020).

The first enabler was the desire of students to
gain a competitive edge to facilitate employment, this
enabling factor for international mobility was described
by Findlay et al. (2012). The search for international stu-
dent mobility opportunities was based on attending a
high status university to gain a form of “distinctiveness”
that would be used in an international world-of-work
arena to differentiate their employment credentials from
peers. International student mobility was based on sym-
bolic capital as ‘a distinguishing identity marker’ (Findlay
et al., 2012, p. 128). Students believed that their inter-
national experience could be deployed advantageously
in their future career trajectories. Furthermore, interna-
tional education and the resultant cosmopolitan identi-
ties associatedwith international studentmobility would
assist building an international career. The possibility
of working abroad and developing an internationally
mobile career trajectory based on human capital influ-
enced international student mobility decisions.

The second enablerwas internationalmobility driven
by gaining intellectual capital, otherwise known as intel-
lectual migration, as proposed by Li et al. (2020). In this
study, the decision to undertake international student
mobility is influenced more by career aspirations, con-
textual factors such as (im)migration regulations and the
socioeconomic-political conditions of their origin and
destination regions. Intellectual migration contends that
migratory decisions, trajectories, and trends are tied to
gaining intellectual capital. International capital is based
on a combination of academic training, (foreign) lan-
guage proficiency, work experience, knowledge-based
translocal and transnational connections (which are
personal and professional connections), socio-cultural
adaptability, and influential leadership. Intellectual cap-
ital was further influenced by the migrants themselves,
their social networks, as well as the economy and poli-
cies in sending and receiving regions.

Other variables mentioned by Beine et al. (2013)
which may act as enablers or barriers to student inter-

national mobility were the physical distance from their
home country (i.e., negative), a lack of host country lan-
guage proficiency (i.e., negative), colonial ties (i.e., pos-
itive or negative associations), and whether a network
is already present in the host country (i.e., positive asso-
ciations). In addition, Hou and Du (2020) mention that
similar cultural background and languagewere viewed as
enabling factors which limited the psychological distance
and reduced a sense of strangeness, that could hinder
host interaction. These factors are dependent on the stu-
dent’s home country and the trade and historical ties to
the host country, which could be dual entities acting as
enablers and/or barriers.

3.4. Barriers to (and Benefits of) International Mobility

Articles in our review cited many barriers to interna-
tional mobility, and Souto-Otero et al. (2013) undertook
an exploration of the barriers that prevented students
from taking part in the Erasmus programme. The main
barriers that non-mobile students faced were financial
costs (61% compared to 41% ofmobile students), separa-
tion from the social support system (i.e., family, partner
and friends), which was cited by both non-mobile (47%)
and mobile students (23%), and 43% of non-mobile stu-
dents expected their international mobility studies to
take longer to complete. Further barriers included strug-
gles in finding accommodation and a lack of understand-
ing of administrative procedures, living conditions, cur-
rency exchanges, necessary insurance, and credit trans-
fers. Additional barriers were overseas academic-related
teaching methods, academic content, foreign language
instruction, limited academic support, and high work-
load of courses. Non-mobile students preferred to fin-
ish their higher education training as soon as possible,
to save the costs associated with international student
mobility and keep their support systems in place at home.
Psychological barriers were also mentioned, such as the
fear of new places and creating new social contacts, a
lack of self-confidence, and losing connectedness to their
home country.

Although international student mobility has many
barriers, there are many benefits of mobility. King,
Findlay, and Ahrens (2010) examined the relationship
between an Erasmus year abroad and subsequent pro-
fessional life and key benefits of international student
mobility. The results show there is a positive impact of
international student mobility on employment and the
type of work students end up taking. According to King
et al. (2010), benefits of mobility include: (1) a high level
of satisfactionwith current work, (2) a positive impact on
income, (3) continuous use of the language of the host
country, (4) the ability to use knowledge of the host coun-
try professionally, and (5) travel to host country for pro-
fessional reasons.

Moreover, other findings indicated that reasons for
international students to complete programs are to
enhance academic credentials, get better paid employ-
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ment opportunities, and provide entry to influential pro-
fessional networks. This means that there are negative
implications when students do not undertake interna-
tional student mobility opportunities, which can be seen
as a potential barrier to students’ career development
and create unequal employment opportunities.

4. Applications to a South African Context

South Africa has been cited as the most unequal
country in the world with a Gini coefficient of 65.0
(The World Bank, 2015), with high income inequality,
high unemployment, and relatively low growth rates.
This inequality is pervasive in the educational system,
despite conducive efforts to level post-Apartheid inequal-
ities. The differential pathways of South African students
through higher education in the article of Cosser (2018)
is presented by tracking a cohort of students from school
graduation into and through the South African higher
education system. There were vast differences observed
in student’s performances in school and higher educa-
tion that are based on socioeconomic status which fur-
ther impacts the probability of employment and the
returns of education of South African workers. The key
findings were that persistence and socioeconomic sta-
tus is a differentiating feature in student progression
through, the retention within and completion of higher
education programs (Cosser, 2018).

The implications for international student mobility
are then painted starkly in terms of socioeconomic sta-
tus, privileging students from a high socioeconomic back-
ground, which could explain the limited number of inter-
nationally mobile South African students. However, this
does not entirely answer the question of why some
South African students who are offered international
scholarships often may not accept the opportunity.
We would like to argue that there may be some individ-
ual differences as stipulated by the boundaryless career
theory (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006), regardless of socioeco-
nomic status, that may make an individual more likely to
want to distinguish themselves in an extremely limited
and competitive South African job market for university
graduates. These individuals can be described as having a
boundaryless career orientation andwant to ensure they
have a skillset that ensures sustainable employability.

Yet, there is an overlooked cultural domain that may
hinder South African students from becoming interna-
tionally mobile. Collectivistic elements are distributed
across South African population groups with some pop-
ulation groups being more or less collectivistic (Albien,
2019). Therefore, differences in career orientations and
international student mobility aspirations and motiva-
tionsmaymanifest in university students from theGlobal
South countries such as South Africa. As a result, South
African students may waver between utilizing interna-
tional student mobility opportunities needed for their
occupational mobility, as well as fulfilling familial obliga-
tions, and finding a compromise that may increase their

mobility within South Africa but limit their mobility inter-
nationally. Therefore, a theoretical framework for inter-
national mobility that merges organizational theory with
migration theory and takes socioeconomic status into
consideration was introduced. We hope that this model
proves useful and can be used for different international
student population groups from an organizational psy-
chology perspective. This theory will be used as the foun-
dation for the conceptual model that was developed as
the second aim of the research article.

5. Discussion and Theoretical Implications

Although there are numerous migration theories due
to an increasing interest in international migration and
mobility, there is a lack of integration between organi-
zational theories of career-related movements and the
migration theoretical base. As an overview, migration
theories have been described to function at different
levels (micro-, meso-, and macro-level), according to dis-
cipline (sociological, economic, geographical, etc.), or
according to initiation or perpetuation (for a complete
review please see Wickramasinghe & Wimalaratana,
2016). In the present research, an integration of migra-
tion system theory, boundaryless career theory and the
social cognitive model of career self-management (CSM)
will be used as our theoretical foundation.

In migration system theory, the core tenet is that
migration contributes to changes on economic, cultural,
social, and institutional conditions in the receiving and
sending country, with a focus on the macro (economy,
political, and cultural systems, etc.) and micro (individ-
ual, kinship, and friendship systems) linkages of the
places linked to the migration process (Kritz, Lim, &
Zlotnik, 1992). Unlike othermigrationmodels, thismodel
emphasizes the link between migration and develop-
ment (De Haas, 2010), which allows a broader perspec-
tive that views development not only as economic in
nature but also social. Therefore, it can be argued that
migration has the ability to influence the socioeconomic
development of the country of origin, encourage sub-
sequent migration at macro- and micro-levels, enhance
the individual’s human and social capital and improve
an individual’s employability at a micro-level (university
students). In the section below, we aim to present an
integrated conceptual framework that links the migra-
tion system theory, the boundaryless career theory and
the CSM to provide a comprehensive account for interna-
tional student migration that includes micro- and macro-
levels and could be applied to various student popu-
lation groups but here will be applied to the South
African context.

An organizational psychology theory, the boundary-
less career theory was integrated to provide an under-
standing of factors that contributed to career mobility
behaviours in individuals and has an established research
base that included associationswith boundaryless career
orientations (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). The boundary-
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less career theory explains that a career involves physi-
cal and/or psychological mobility and has moved to the
forefront of career self-management. Physical mobility is
the transition across boundaries (i.e., jobs, firms, occupa-
tions, and countries), and psychological mobility is the
perception of the career actor of his/her capacity to
make transitions (Sullivan & Arthur, 2006). A boundary-
less career can be viewed and operationalized by the
degree of mobility exhibited by the career actor along
both the physical and psychological mobility continua.

The CSM (Lent & Brown, 2013) has been applied
in various research studies to career exploration and
decision-making outcomes in higher education stu-
dents. Currently scant research exists that examines
higher education students in a South African context.
It has been predicted that self-efficacy and positive
outcome expectations promote goals to engage in
exploration/decisional actions and ultimately the follow-
through of career exploration into career decisional
outcome behaviours (Lent, Ezeofor, Morrison, Penn, &
Ireland, 2016; see Figure 1).

However, the alignment of variables with the CSM
model that facilitates the movement from goals to deci-
sional goals, actions, and, ultimately, behavioural out-
comes, is still under-researched (Ireland & Lent, 2018).
An extension can be provided of the CSM research
base by examining the link between exploratory goals
and behaviour, which has been called for in previ-
ous research.

5.1. Proposed Conceptual Model

In the current study, behavioural outcomes were the-
orized to be measured by the international student

mobility experiences undertaken. This creates a clear
follow-through pathway where students can self-report
if they have been mobile or non-mobile. The impor-
tance of this documentation answers the call to facilitate
the movement from goals (understood here as mobil-
ity aspirations) to decisional goals (understood here as
mobility motivations) that result in actions and, ulti-
mately, behavioural outcomes of being internationally
mobile (Ireland & Lent, 2018). This model allows the
decision-making process and determinants involved in
international mobility to be explored. Also, the need for
self-directed career management competencies (SDCM)
based on the CSM model became a research strand that
aimed at developing competencies that would enable
individuals to navigate unpredictable career trajecto-
ries. SDCM has been described as consisting of per-
sonal dispositions, readiness, or abilities/competences
that can be developed to create employability and sus-
tainable employment.

The conceptual model depicted below, acknowl-
edges the influence of socioeconomic and other demo-
graphic variables (that include collectivistic elements)
on students’ international mobility aspirations and posit
that career resources and career resilience may serve
a moderating or mediating role. Barriers and enablers
have also been included in the model below to assess
how students interpret these factors to hinder or
enable their decision-making processes that ultimately
result in undertaking an international student mobil-
ity opportunity.

Career adaptability, employability, proactivity and
resilience competencies have been emphasised as skills
that will aid individuals to traverse increasingly com-
plex career-life transitions and traumas. The conceptual

Contextual Supports and Barriers
Proximal to Exploratory & Decisional

Behavior

Self-efficacy for
carrer exploration &

decision-making

Outcome
expectations for

carrer exploration &
decision-making

Personality: High Conscientiousness (C),
Openness (O), and Extraversion/Positive

Affect (E); Low Neuroticism/Negative Affect (N)

C, O

Exploratory/
decisional

goals

Exploratory/
decisional

actions

Outcomes (e.g., level of
decidedness/indecision,

decisional anxiety)

C, E N, E

Figure 1.Model of career self-management adapted from Ireland and Lent (2018, p. 38). Reprinted with permission.
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model proposed here depicts the influence of socio-
economic and demographic factors on international stu-
dent mobility aspirations as seen in Figure 2. Therefore,
based on the conceptual model, career resources and
career resilience are believed to function as modera-
tors or mediators between mobility aspirations, moti-
vations, and international student mobility in students.
However, thismodel will be empirically tested in a follow-
up study to assess the applicability to South African
student groups in particular, and then findings will be
critically discussed if they can be transferred to inter-
national student population groups in general. Thereby,
the literature base of international student mobility
research is extended with the inclusion of a conceptual
model that is based on organizational psychology theo-
retical underpinnings.

6. Conclusions and Future Research

This article provides a systematic review of the corpus of
literature available on international student mobility bar-
riers, enablers, and determinants. In the second step we
extended the findings to a South African university stu-
dent group, due to limited of research studies on inter-
national student mobility in a Global South context. And
lastly, we presented a theoretical integration and pre-
sented a conceptual model that could be used to pre-
dict future mobility motivations and aspirations not only
in South African University students but other interna-
tional student groups. This model will be tested in a
future follow-up study where two student groups will
be assessed (mobile versus non-mobile) to measure the
differences that emerge and to what extent they mirror
those thatwere documented in the international student

mobility studies presented here, as well as other rele-
vant international student mobility findings that may be
outside the scope of this study. Once we have under-
stood the interplay of all the factors discussed here,
interventions can be created to support international
mobility decision-making amongst students who qual-
ify for international scholarships that would cover the
costs of their international mobility experience, whether
it is a short-exchange opportunity, an online hybrid inter-
national programme or a relevant training programme.
This would facilitate the transference of international
skills to make graduate students globally competitive,
something that is particularly relevant in the transition to
sustainable employability, supporting the demand and
economic integration of professionals who will be able
to adapt to a continuously changing world of work and
enable sustainable employment. We believe that the
conceptual framework and model we have created has
a priori wide applicability to all international students
because the model includes variables that have not yet
been examined together in describing student mobility
decision-making processes.

In conclusion, we believe that the theoretical inte-
gration and conceptual model presented here could be
used to predict future mobility motivations and aspira-
tions of international students worldwide by identifying
the influences of socioeconomic factors, career orien-
tations, barriers and enablers involved in this decision-
making process.
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