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INTRODUCTION
The repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic will continue to
produce pronounced changes in teaching and learning practices for
all levels of education. While higher education institutions might
adapt sooner or later to the e-learning practices, it might take a
relatively longer time to come to terms with the drastic changes in
the student mobility for higher education. It is no longer a mystery
that global travel is a key factor in the spread of communicable
disease. This had led to debates and deliberations on student
mobility in times to come. Various findings have come out
highlighting the challenges the higher education community is likely
to face in the international context. This study contextualizes the
issue of student mobility for Indian students both within the country
and abroad through data driven research.

CONTEXTUALISING THE PROBLEM
There was a surge in the international mobility of Indian students post the rapid
privatization of Indian higher education in the 1990’s. The outcome was
emergence of education as a tradeable service and income-generating sources.
The internationalisation of higher education was a result of this
commercialisation, making education a market driven domain. Policies were
altered to welcome students from developing countries on account of the older
population dominating the demographics of the developed countries and the
need for a younger workforce at relatively lower cost.
Employability, reputation, and the desire for a better social life were dominant
factors motivating Indian students to pursue higher education abroad. The last
few years were reportedly witnessing a dip in the numbers which was supposedly
related to the factors like changes in political order, anti-immigration policies,
threats of terrorism and changing world economic landscape. The sudden
upheaval in the student mobility due to COVID-19 pandemic has been far more
impactful than any of these factors that influenced students’ aspirations to
migrate. While the magnitude of change will be exponential for international
student mobility, there is likely to be some impact on Indian students’ inter-state
mobility as well.

INDIAN STUDENTS' MOBILITY REPORT 2020 : IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON HIGHER EDUCATION CHOICES

PAGE 01

HIGHER EDUCATION CHOICES
POST COVID-19
There are evident limitations to the study since the fastmoving situation results in overnight changes in sociopolitical realities of the world further impacting the
countries and individuals. However, the study assists in
gauging the future trends in the higher education domain.
While 47.73% students agreed to having prior plans of
travelling abroad for higher education, there was a
marginal difference of 2.98% between STEM and nonSTEM students aspiring for international higher
education.

47.73
7 %
73
INDIAN STUDENTS HAD
STUDY ABROAD PLANS

52.27%
7%
7%
INDIAN STUDENTS HAD
STUDY IN INDIA PLANS

The split of these numbers as per STEM v/s NON-STEM are given below

STEM

NON-STEM
48.47%

45.49%

51.53%

54.51%
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COVID-19 HAS IMPACTED STUDY
ABROAD PLANS

COVID-19 HAS IMPACTED THE DECISION OF

48.46%

INDIAN
STUDENTS

Findings suggest that COVID-19 has impacted the decision of 48.46%
students who aspired to study abroad in the recent past. However,
there is a larger proportion of non-STEM students who have reconsidered their decision to pursue higher education outside India.
The significantly lower return of investment in an already expensive
international higher education domain coupled with further reduced
chances of employability in the post COVID-19 world have a key role
to play in this shift. While there is likely to be a demand for STEMbased professionals, it might not be the same for non-STEM courses
which resonates with the higher percentage of students in the latter
category to reconsider their higher education plans.

STEM

47.38%
NON-STEM

51.59%

THERE IS A LARGER
PROPORTION OF NONSTEM STUDENTS WHO HAVE
RE-CONSIDERED THEIR
DECISION TO PURSUE
HIGHER EDUCATION
OUTSIDE INDIA.
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INDIA OR ABROAD? FACTORS
DETERMINING THE DECISION
Data analysis of the preference ranking by Indian students
to study abroad and in India revealed an unexpected trend.
There were nine parameters of preference in the survey
questionnaire which included: safety, employability,
reputation, university life, infrastructure, good weather,
social life, public transport, and night life. The students
ranked these preferences in the same order as the order of
the list of preferences when it came to study abroad. One
would expect a similar trend if not the same and a positive
correlation between both the data sets of India and
abroad.
However, the data shows a negative correlation between the two. It was seen that
students prioritised good weather conditions as their first preference in India
which was placed sixth in the abroad category. Social life was prioritised as third in
India while it was placed seventh abroad. Employability was ranked fifth in India
which was the second most important concern for studying abroad. Likewise,
reputation came sixth in India while it came third abroad. University life was placed
as the seventh concern as compared to fourth abroad.
FACTORS AFFECTING THE CHOICE OF
HIGHER EDUCATION LOCATION

INDIAN STUDENTS' MOBILITY REPORT 2020 : IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON HIGHER EDUCATION CHOICES

PAGE 04

The data thus reveals that a student is much more
concerned about education when opting to study abroad.
Factors like good weather and social life seem relatively
less important than employability, reputation, and
university life. However, it is crucial to be mindful of the
fact that all parameters significantly contribute to a wellrounded and quality education.
These factors however do not manifest as an important
criterion for selecting a university in India. This could
partly be because of the overwhelming number of substandard universities in India which means the quality of
education offered by an Indian university as perceived by a
student would be the same.
A lower investment in funding higher education in India compared to studying
abroad might also add to increased focus towards career goals. A student might
consider going for master’s abroad with better chances to pursue career and thus
choose the parameters seen as important for universities abroad. Therefore, it
can be inferred that the perspective of many students studying in India is such
that they prioritise their quality of life outside the university rather than what the
university itself has to offer.

THEORISING THE TREND
This trend can be explained through the lens of social psychology, particularly
through the Theory of Conformity which describes how we adjust our behaviour
or thinking to follow the behaviour or rules of the group we belong to. It is the
question of the degree to which a person might follow or rebel against their
group’s social norms.
In the early 1950s, a Polish American psychologist Solomon Asch described the
power of conformity though a test where participants were told that the test was
essentially that of a visual perception. Each participant was seated with a group of
five other people who were actors and a picture of a standard line was shown to
the group.
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THEORISING THE TREND
Subsequently, three comparison lines of various lengths
were shown, and the group was asked to identify which
line matches the comparison. Anyone with correct vision
would easily find the second line to be correct. The
experiment had instructed the actors to choose the wrong
line intentionally thus giving the wrong answer.
It was seen that the participant or the subject (the sixth person in the group on
whom the experiment was conducted) was willing to give a wrong answer to
conform to the group. This episode was true in more than a third of the participants.
The results are more pronounced if the group consists of individuals low in selfesteem and if they come from a culture that puts more emphasis on respect for
social standards therefore emphasizing the factor of ‘situation’ determining
behaviour. These two elements are largely prevalent in the adolescent population
who form a huge chunk of prospective students across the world.
Thus it can be said that because an already existing trend leads to the specific
preferences in an order, it persuades the minority aggressively to follow the same,
leading to a cyclic phenomenon. This trend can further be supported by other
theories such as Deindividuation which is the loss of self-awareness and restraint
that can occur in group situations and Group Polarization which is the enhancement
of a group’s prevailing inclinations through discussion within the group. Group
Thinking is another relevant theory which describes a mode of thinking that occurs
when the desire for harmony in a decision-making group overrides a realistic
appraisal of alternatives. These ideas can be true to the extent of individuals
making irrational decisions due to their conformity to the group they belong to.
On the other hand, as mentioned before, the decisions made by students as seen in
the survey are not absolutely irrational as they are made on the basis of rational
plans given the unique context and reality of both studying in India and abroad.
Psychologist Fritz Heider had developed the Attribution Theory which can be
explained by someone’s behaviour by crediting either their constant, enduring
traits, also known as their ‘disposition’ or the through the situation at hand. In the
instant study, the situational aspect includes lack of meritorious universities in
India as well as the low financing for education which is opposite to the context
abroad.
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The disposition can be explained by students thus tending to have a pleasant life
outside the university in India as opposed to abroad. These situations and
dispositions can be used to explain the basic trend seen in the data which is further
pronounced due to the Theory of Conformity and like theories as mentioned above.
There are certain similarities in the data. Infrastructure again ranks fourth and fifth
in India and abroad respectively which can perhaps be explained by the implication
that infrastructure is neither considered as most nor least important in terms of
quality of education abroad and a good lifestyle while studying in India. Both public
transport and nightlife are ranked eighth and ninth in India as well as abroad. This
means that students do not prioritise night life regardless of the context.
Public transport does not play an important role abroad as students tend to opt for
residential facilities provided by universities which are mostly on campus and when
it comes to India the public transport is not much of a problem to prioritise for
Indian students at all. A critical point to note here is that safety ranks as first
abroad and second in India. Given the context of the recent outbreak of the COVID19 pandemic, it is submitted that the emphasis on safety which already is significant
would further get more pronounced both in India as well as abroad. The criterion of
good weather conditions which is placed first would swiftly be taken over by the
overwhelming concern of safety.

FACTORS AFFECTING THE DECISION OF HIGHER EDUCATION LOCATION
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STUDENT MOBILITY:
DYNA MI CS WI THI N I NDI A
This trend can also be correlated positively with the
choices of study destinations in India where Bangalore
comes first with 31.3% of students wanting to study there,
not to mention that it is considered to have the best
weather across the country. The list follows with Delhi
(17.86%), Chandigarh (11.21%), Mumbai (8.48%), Chennai
(7.69%) and Dehradun (6.51%) respectively.

2

1
Bengaluru

New Delhi NCR

3
Chandigarh

5
Chennai
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Mumbai

6
Dehradun
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7

8

Solan

Pune

9

10

Ahmedabad

Hyderabad

RAW DATA ON STUDENT PREFERENCES
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STUDENT MOBILITY:
DYNAMICS WITHIN INDIA
AREA & GENDER PREFERENCES
STUDENTS' HIGHER EDUCATION PREFERENCE
FOR INDIAN CITIES STEM & NON-STEM

STUDENTS' HIGHER EDUCATION PREFERENCE FOR
INDIAN CITIES ( GENDER-WISE)
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1

TOP 5 CITIES ANALYSIS
BENGALURU, KARNATAKA

BENGA
G LURU
GA

While good weather tops the chart since Bengaluru has been popular for
its favourable climatic conditions; safety, social life and infrastructure
fall next in line which reflects on the concerns emerging from the
current global scenario.
Bengaluru also appears to be popular for STEM studies and
consequently higher percentage of male students 68.70% pursuing
higher education in the city. The lower representation of women 31.14%
in Bengaluru-based STEM education can be further discussed in the
context of socio-cultural factors.
Employability stands at the fifth position which can also be connected to
Bengaluru’s tech and start-up hub culture which might give the sense of
underlying security to students that their chances of securing a job
opportunity are likely to be high.

The relatively lower priority given to university life and reputation can
again be linked to the change in scenario with the pandemic. While
Bengaluru is still catching up on upscaling its public transport with a
city-wide metro construction, the priority for good public transport is
low for students which can be linked to multiple factors like on-campus
accommodation reducing the need to travel, higher number of local
students who are likely to either be relatively more familiar with the
commute or have their own means of transportation.
Lastly, the night life as a factor determining the choice of location has
dropped to the lowest point in the order of preference which again
connects to the ongoing shift in the lifestyle and the need to stay
indoors.

It is important to note that Bengaluru, unlike other metropolitan cities
like Delhi, has a relatively equal distribution of student composition
based on their native city/state and those who migrate from other
states. 46.55% of the respondents are from Bengaluru and 46.55% of
students relocated from other states while the inter-state shift stands at
6.90%.
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1

TOP 5 CITIES ANALYSIS
BENGALURU, KARNATAKA

BENGA
G LURU
GA

STUDENT MIGRATION TREND
46.55%

6.90%

SAME CITY

SAME STATE

46.55%
NATIONAL

WHY BENGALURU? ( RANKED ORDER)
Good Weather
Safety
Social Life
Infr astr uctur e

In the 2019 edition of QS
Best Student Cities,
Bengaluru was ranked as
India's best student city,
while ranking 81 globally

Employability
Univer sity Life
Reputation
Public Tr anspor t
Night Life
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2

TOP 5 CITIES ANALYSIS
DELHI NCR

DELHI

Delhi being considered the education hub of India, ranks second in the
order of preference by students. It is interesting that despite the
consensus around safety issues in Delhi, the safety-factor is not
reflected in the top five. A possible explanation for this anomaly could
be the gender demographic of the survey respondents where 58.95% of
students were male and are likely to feel safer than women in the city.
There is an interesting correlation between the findings with reference
to social life being the topmost priority and 85.49% of students being
non-natives of the city. This highlights the trend that preference is given
to the non-academic factor. This can be further linked to the relatively
lower cost incurred in education, quality of the education or the higher
expectations of exposure to the social life in capital city. Also, the nonSTEM comprises 36% of students in Delhi which is relatively higher than
most of the other cities covered in the survey. Besides social life,
employability, infrastructure, reputation, and university life form the top
five factors affecting the decision to pursue higher education in Delhi.

STUDENT MIGRATION TREND
8.02%
SAME CITY

6.48%

85.49%

SAME STATE

NATIONAL

WHY DELHI NCR? ( RANKED ORDER)
Social Life

Good Weather

Employability

Safety

Infr astr uctur e

Public Tr anspor t

Reputation

Night Life

Univer sity Life
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3

CHANDIGA
G RH
GA

TOP 5 CITIES ANALYSIS
CHANDIGARH
An emerging higher education hub, Chandigarh is one of the few cities
that has a higher percentage of women students at 59.41%. This is likely
to have a direct correlation with the 69% of STEM students among the
respondents, further suggesting that Chandigarh is likely to have more
women in STEM in general. The city’s higher education dynamics seem to
be inclined towards STEM and vocational education. Punjab and
Chandigarh also have a more robust vocational education curriculum even
at the secondary school level compared to other states in India.
82% of the students in Chandigarh have relocated from other states. The
factors affecting the decision of higher education in Chandigarh reflect a
similar pattern as that of Bengaluru.

STUDENT MIGRATION TREND
3.77%
SAME CITY

14.23%

82.01%

SAME STATE

NATIONAL

WHY CHANDIGARH? ( RANKED ORDER)
Good Weather
Safety
Social Life
Infr astr uctur e
Reputation
Employability
Univer sity Life
Public Tr anspor t
Night Life
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4

MUMBA
B
BAI

TOP 5 CITIES ANALYSIS
MUMBAI
The commercial capital of India is also a popular higher education
destination. It also appears to have a better gender parity with 47.83% of
female and 52.17% of male students and 78% of the respondents were
from STEM programs.
Weather ranks topmost in the factors affecting students’ decision to
pursue higher education in Mumbai due to its moderate climate. The
perception of Mumbai being a safer city is also reflected in the fact that it
is the second most important factor selected by students, almost half of
them being women respondents

STUDENT MIGRATION TREND
1.63%
SAME CITY

1.63%

96.74%

SAME STATE

NATIONAL

WHY MUMBAI? ( RANKED ORDER)
Good Weather
Safety
Infr astr uctur e
Social Life
Employability
Reputation
Univer sity Life
Night Life
Public Tr anspor t
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CHENNAI

5

TOP 5 CITIES ANALYSIS
CHENNAI
While Chennai has the lowest percentage of students from non-STEM
programs at 17%, it is one of the few cities that reported a higher
percentage of women students at 58.96% indicating a higher number of
women in STEM. Safety and social life are the topmost priorities of
students, even though Chennai has the highest 63.58% of students who
are the residents and are most likely to be staying with their respective
families. Here too, Employability ranks at the fifth position.
It is interesting to note that unlike Delhi, Chandigarh and Mumbai, there is
a significantly lower percentage of students who have migrated from
other states to pursue their education in these two cities. The sociocultural factors can be the cause behind this trend that result in state or
city natives to be dominant in the student profile of these two cities.
Language, cuisine, geographical location can be some of these prominent
causes.

STUDENT MIGRATION TREND
63.58%
SAME CITY

14.45%

21.97%

SAME STATE

NATIONAL

WHY CHENNAI? ( RANKED ORDER)
Safety

Public Tr anspor t

Social Life

Night Life

Infr astr uctur e
Good Weather
Employability
Univer sity Life
Reputation
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STUDENT MOBILITY:
DYNAMICS OUTSIDE INDIA
When compared to choices of study destinations abroad,
the order of preferences are quite the same as they
generally are perceived to be where USA ranks first with
30.27%, UK second with 15.84%, Germany third with
14.33%, Canada fourth with 9.18%, Australia fifth with
6.76%.

2

1
USA

UK

4

3
Germany

Canada

6

5
Australia

Other EU Countries
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7

8

Italy

China

9

10

France

Singapore

11

12

Spain

Japan

13

14

South Korea

Netherlands

15
New Zealand
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RAW DATA - CHOICES OF HIGHER
EDUCATI ON DESTI NATI ONS OUTSI DE I NDI A

However, with the recent proclamation by USA President to suspend entry of
immigrants who present risk to the US labour market during the economic
recovery following the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak, students aspiring for higher
education in USA might have to re-consider their options. Though the proclamation
is scheduled to expire after 60 days from the effective date, i.e. 23rd April 2020, it
can be extended by the President after consultation with the Secretaries of State
and Labour. Since employability was ranked second most important by students in
factors affecting their choice of higher education destination, the executive order
will directly impact the factor and is likely to result in change of desired location
for students applying for higher education outside India.
Safety again was seen to be of utmost concern for students when studying abroad.
A positive correlation can be seen with respect to the choices preferred for
studying in a country and the criteria preferred by students when deciding to study
abroad. These mainly include employability, reputation, university life and
infrastructure which all the top ranked countries’ universities are famous for. Since
the data collected is during COVID-19, it is submitted that the aspect of safety
being the topmost priority would lead to a major disruption in the graph obtained.
Now, health and safety will become the topmost priority which could lead students
to either opt for universities with very little risk of COVID-19 or not opt to study
abroad at all due to the inherent risks involved. This effect could further get
enhanced because of social conformity where the herd mentality would lead to a
larger influence amongst the crowd.
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Disclaimer:
The views, information, opinions or graphs displayed in this report are solely those of the
individuals surveyed and do not necessarily represent those of QS-ERA India Private Limited
and/or its employees, partners, shareholders or other stakeholders.

Liability:
QS-ERA accepts no liability for the accuracy or completeness of any information provided to it
and used and/or supplied to the reader in good faith. QS-ERA shall not be liable for any
indirect, economic or consequential loss or damage, costs or expense of any kind; whether
arising from tort (including negligence), time and loss of goodwill or anticipated savings of its
own or its employees and agents.
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