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Introduction: international academic mobility and inequalities
Başak Bilecena* and Christof Van Molb*
aFaculty of Sociology, Bielefeld University, Bielefeld, Germany; bNetherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic
Institute, The Hague, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Higher education is one of the social fields where inequalities are
produced and reproduced. Nevertheless, we still know very little
about the ways in which heterogeneities and inequalities have
been experienced and interpreted by those involved in
international academic mobility. In this introductory editorial, we
consider some of the crucial conceptual issues involved in the
study of the nexus between inequalities and international
academic mobility. First, we argue that it is important to take
manifold inequalities into account when examining this nexus.
After all, inequalities can be detected at different levels, and the
mobility process is structured around multiple heterogeneities
rather than by a single one. Second, we discuss how international
academic mobility and inequalities attached to it go beyond
nation-state borders. Third, we argue it is beneficial to extend the
scope of to the mobility process as a whole, as inequalities in
opportunities and outcomes are intrinsically connected.

KEYWORDS
International academic
mobility; social inequalities;
higher education;
transnationalisation; capital

Introduction

Within the context of transnationalising labour markets and social life worlds, higher edu-
cation represents a major field for understanding the ways in which social inequalities are
produced and reproduced. In this special issue, we specifically focus on the role of aca-
demic mobility on the production and reproduction of inequalities, in line with recent
scholarship which argued that international mobility within academia intensifies ‘social
difference within the globalizing higher education system’ (Findlay et al. 2012, 119).
Although international spatial mobility is often considered as a way to upward social
mobility (e.g. Beck 2006), the central argument of this special issue is thus that inter-
national academic mobility also produces and reproduces inequalities. Mobile academics
and students might, for example, find themselves in privileged positions in academia and/
or in other sectors of labour markets during and/or after their mobility experience, or con-
versely, they might experience disadvantaged positions because of spending time abroad
(cf. Guth and Gill 2008). Nevertheless, empirical evidence on the relationship between
inequalities and international mobility of students and faculty members – which we
refer to as international academic mobility in the remainder of this introduction – is
rather limited. Usually these two groups are analysed separately (see Byram and Dervin
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2008, for an exception). In this special issue we argue that albeit covering different life and
career stages, both forms of knowledge mobility/migration are structured within the same
field and together profoundly shape ‘the global geographies of knowledge production’
(Jöns 2015, 372). By analysing the international mobility of academics and students
within a single journal issue, this special issue aims to advance our general understanding
of the relationship between inequalities and knowledge mobility/migration, with a particu-
lar focus on the field of higher education. For migration scholars, the investigation of
knowledge mobility/migration within academia is relevant, as the differences in decisions,
experiences, trajectories, and outcomes reflect the multiple, fragmented, and complex
nature of migration today.

From a resource perspective, individuals’ economic, social, and cultural capital deter-
mines their positions within social spaces. According to Bourdieu (1984, 1986, 1993),
those who already have an advantageous socio-economic background are likely to con-
tinue to hold these positions in their later life as they dispose of the necessary capital to
enter to the field of higher education, and keep their differentiation, thus their higher
status from the rest of the society. The stratification experienced in higher education is
also reflected in the labour market positions of individuals reproducing differential
power structures, unequal resource distribution, and therefore life chances (Weber
1968). Against this background, we understand social inequalities as referring not only
to different distribution of valuable goods and resources, but also to the lack of opportu-
nities in access to certain fields such as higher education which would not yield acquisition
and/or maintenance of status and power (Grusky 2011; Ohnmacht, Maksim, and Bergman
2009; Platt 2011; Tilly 1999). Inequalities tied to both access and outcome in the higher
education field are evident along gender lines, class, and ethnicity (Halsey et al. 1997;
Pfaff-Czarnecka 2017). Interestingly, inequalities might not only exist between but also
within societal ‘groups’. Even individuals who supposedly possess valuable resources
and have access to spatial mobility can experience different forms of inequalities. This
special issue precisely focuses on such experiences, namely those of internationally
mobile academics and students.

Although international mobility is certainly not a new phenomenon within academia
(cf. Ehrenberg 1973), it has been increasingly attributed as a fundamental element of aca-
demic habitus (Bauder 2015; Li and Bray 2006). Mobility is often an expected practice to
be successful, and even became a requirement to secure better employment positions in
certain skill-based labour market niches within neoliberal economies (Morano-Foadi
2005; Rothwell 2002; Waters 2009a, 2009b). As a result, the terrain of academia has
been reshaped not only by student and faculty exchanges, but also through exchanges
of knowledge and practices as well as repositioning of the higher education institutions.
It is hence not surprising that over the last two decades, a myriad of studies have been pub-
lished on the determinants (e.g. Beine, Noël, and Ragot 2014; Findlay 2011; Maringe and
Carter 2007; Van Mol 2014; Wei 2013), experiences (e.g. Bilecen 2014; Brooks and Waters
2011; King et al. 2011; Montgomery 2010; Murphy-Lejeune 2002), knowledge practices
(e.g. Bilecen and Faist 2015; Madge, Raghuram, and Noxolo 2015; Raghuram 2013) as
well as outcomes of international academic mobility (e.g. Robertson 2011; Shen and
Herr 2004; Welch 1997). These contributions originate from a myriad of disciplines,
such as Anthropology, Economics, Educational Studies, Geography, and Sociology.
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Consequently, this special issue also adopts an interdisciplinary approach, bringing
together contributions from different academic disciplines.

Despite the increased attention of migration scholars on international academic mobi-
lity, however, our current scientific knowledge of how different inequalities intersect with
such mobility remains rather limited. The current special issue aims to fill this gap, bring-
ing together a collection of recent empirical studies that focus on the dynamics of inter-
national academic mobility and inequalities within and across nation-state borders. All
the authors critically reflect on the meaning and implications of international mobility
for educational purposes and their relation to a variety of inequalities, at the macro,
meso, and micro-level. The articles in this issue vary in the type of populations and the
countries of education and origin on which they focus – albeit the main focus is on the
European context – as well as in terms of methods and methodologies. This diversity of
approaches and contexts is highly informative for grasping how international academic
mobility relates to inequalities.

In our introductory remarks to this special issue we consider some of the crucial con-
ceptual issues that cater the main framework for the articles in this issue. We start our dis-
cussion by considering the nexus between inequalities and international academic
mobility. Subsequently, we present our ideas on investigating social inequalities within
the context of international academic mobility with a transnational lens. After giving an
overview of the contributions of the current issue, in conclusion, we reflect on the impli-
cations to study inequalities in a mobile and transnational environment.

International academic mobility and inequalities

International academic mobility significantly increased over the past decade. According to
the Institute of International Education (2016), the mobility of scholars increased world-
wide from 89,634 in 2005 to 124,861 in 2015. The numbers of international students are
even more impressive, increasing from 565,039 in 2005 to 974,926 in 2015. When we con-
sider the relative growth of international student mobility to the international mobility of
faculty, taking 2005 as a starting point (see Figure 1), it can be noticed that the former is
growing faster: international student mobility increased with two thirds, compared to one
third for the international mobility of faculty members.

In general, international academic mobility is directed towards the countries in the
Global North, thereby intensifying existing global inequalities. As Börjesson shows in
this volume, for example, international students mainly head towards a selected group
of countries in the Global North: more than half of all international students move to
the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, France, and Germany. A similar
pattern can be found among doctoral students as well (Van der Wende 2015). Although
educational activities such as international exchange programs are also on the rise within
the South–South regions, ‘[i]nitiatives and programs, coming largely from the north, are
focused on the south. Northern institutions and corporations own most knowledge,
knowledge products, and IT infrastructure’ (Altbach and Knight 2007, 291).

We argue that inequalities in relation to international academic mobility should be
examined from both inequality debates on opportunities as well as outcomes, as they
are fundamentally connected. On the one hand, the equality of opportunity perspective
assumes that ‘a person’s chances to get ahead (attain an education, get a good job)
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should be unrelated to ascribed characteristics such as race, sex, or class (or socioeco-
nomic) origin’ (Breen and Jonsson 2005, 223). Studies with this perspective explore the
cumulative series of actions that led to unequal positions (Platt 2011). Higher education
is a field where access is often restricted mainly based on socio-economic background
(Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; Shavit and Blossfeld 1993). Although the numbers of
higher education institutions and enrolments from a variety of class backgrounds
increased in recent decades, potentially enhancing their opportunities for education and
labour market chances, the already privileged are disproportionately favoured (Shavit,
Arum, and Gamoran 2007). With an increased pool of tertiary educated graduates, the
value of such degrees for attaining jobs decreases (García Ruiz 2011). Today, it is not
just having a tertiary degree which matters, but the place where this degree was obtained
plays an important role in enhancing and/or securing chances in the labour market. As the
place where degrees are obtained and whether and how they are recognised in different
places is becoming increasingly important, academic mobility is potentially a key source
in the production and reproduction of inequalities. Nevertheless, international academic
mobility is not equally easy to realise for all individuals as it can involve significant finan-
cial and personal costs (e.g. Ackers 2008; Scheibelhofer 2006; Van Mol 2014). In this
special issue, several papers therefore investigate access to international mobility in
terms of, for example, different experiences of men, women, couples (Schaer, Dahinden,
and Toader 2017; Sondhi and King 2017), ethnicity, and class positions (Shinozaki
2017; Wilken and Ginnerskov Dahlberg 2017).

On the other hand, studies looking into inequalities of outcome investigate disadvan-
tages and disparities in societies as a result of heterogeneities mainly focusing on
gender, ethnicity, and class. Inequalities of outcome in international academic mobility

Figure 1. Relative growth in global academic mobility, 2005–2015.
Note: The figure represents the increase in academic mobility relative to 2005. Source: Institute of International Education
(2016), own calculations.
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pinpoint to the ways in which such mobility yields to advantageous or disadvantageous
positions. Therefore, the inequalities faced by those involved in international academic
mobility are the main topic of the papers in the current issue. By moving abroad, students
and faculty members are expected to be exposed to different ‘academic cultures’ with
different empirical, methodological, and theoretical approaches. This way, academics
and students moving across international borders would acquire important symbolic
capital or ‘reputational capital’ (Ackers 2008) in terms of – for example – prestige, credi-
bility, and specific skills that would be valued by employers. International mobility is
hence considered to be leverage for advancing (academic and non-academic) careers in
a competitive labour market both in the countries of education (Zeng and Xie 2004)
and origin (Mohajeri Norris and Gillespie 2009). In academic and policy discourses, inter-
national academic mobility is considered inherently beneficial for mobile individuals,
higher education institutions, and the labour markets through – for example – exchanges
of knowledge and know-how (Bilecen and Faist 2015; Jöns 2009; King and Raghuram
2013; Madge, Raghuram, and Noxolo 2015), fostering intercultural understanding
(Jackson 2010; Williams 2005), and tolerance (Bilecen 2013) together with the develop-
ment/improvement of language skills (Magnan and Back 2007; Pellegrino Aveni 2005).

Although those who engage in international academic mobility might experience their
investment as a way of differentiation, associated with better educational and labour
market perspectives compared to their non-mobile counterparts, this might not necess-
arily always the case (cf. Brooks, Waters, and Pimlott-Wilson 2012; Netz 2012; Van
Mol 2017). Even when a stay abroad is transferred and fully recognised in other countries,
employers and colleagues might not always be aware of the value of foreign degrees and
experiences, thus treating (formerly) mobile individuals as newcomers (Weiss 2005, 2016).
Furthermore, by going abroad, students and faculty members might weaken their local
social networks which can be vital for ensuring access to jobs and/or new positions. More-
over, employers might favour individuals who are familiar to how things are done over
people who worked for some time abroad. In sum, besides inequalities in access to inter-
national mobility, mobility itself can create new inequalities or reinforce existing ones.

When considering debates on selectivity and outcomes, the focus is often on individ-
uals’ socio-economic background (e.g. Lörz, Netz, and Quast 2016). In this special
issue, we argue it is important to consider other heterogeneities that might result in
unequal positions as well, thus extending the scope of analysis. It has been documented,
for example, that gender plays a significant role in shaping international academic mobi-
lity patterns (see e.g. Bauder 2015; Holloway, O’Hara, and Pimlott-Wilson 2012; Shinozaki
2017; Sondhi & King 2017). At the undergraduate and graduate student level, mobile
female students are often overrepresented (Böttcher et al. 2016; Jöns 2011). Interestingly,
when considering the mobility of academics, ranging from the pre-doctoral to senior
faculty level, this pattern is inversed. According to the study of Jöns (2011) with former
visiting researchers in Germany, especially in the natural sciences female faculty
members participate much less in international academic activities compared to their
male counterparts. One of the explanatory factors of female academics’ low participation
rates has been their roles as the main caregivers to their families (Jöns 2011; Scheibelhofer
2010), although care has also been acknowledged to restrain male academics’ international
mobility patterns as well (Ackers 2008). Nevertheless, the gendered nature of academic
mobility, and particularly international student mobility, has been rather neglected in
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academic research (King and Raghuram 2013; Salisbury, Paulsen, and Pascarella 2010). In
this special issue, Shinozaki, Sondhi and King, and Schaer and colleagues take up this
issue, exploring how gender roles impact the international trajectories of both students
and academic staff.

In addition to gender, employment situations and the career stage also play an important
role in shaping international mobility patterns and its outcomes. In general, it has been
argued that the earlier in the career stage, themore important international academicmobility
might be (Balter 1999; Hoffman 2007). Particularly for post-doctoral researchers, inter-
national mobility has become a requirement to distinguish themselves in a context character-
ised with increased competition for a limited number of jobs (Guth and Gill 2008). In that
vein, the study of Barjak and Robinson (2008) among doctoral students and post-doctoral
researchers in the life sciences in ten European countries showed, for example, that while
20% of doctoral students received their education in a different country, among post-docs
this number increases up to 40% in order to distinguish themselves and attain ‘better’ pos-
itions. Therefore, we argue that it is important to also analyse diverse set of heterogeneities
leading to manifold inequalities international academic mobility might bring along.

Transnationalising inequalities tied to international academic mobility

While the higher education field is argued to be internationalised, globalised, and trans-
nationalised (Gargano 2009; Knight 2004; Teichler 2009), inequalities emanating from
these interconnected systems as well as the repercussions of such interconnectedness in
terms of inequalities are still very much confined within the understanding of nation-
states as natural containers of hierarchies, power, and status struggles. This is unfortunate,
as in a world characterised by increased levels of flows of people, knowledge, and ideas,
norms and experiences of inequalities can no longer be confined within one nation-
state but rather should be interpreted transnationally (Amelina 2012; Faist 2016; Man-
derscheid 2009; Weiss 2005).

In the field of higher education, nation-states used to be the main authorities in certify-
ing and standardising credentials with the aim that qualifications would serve within the
given nation-state. Although the nation-states are still important actors in the higher edu-
cation field, today we observe that other actors and processes are simultaneously involved.
First, inequalities are on the rise stemming from the non-recognition of qualifications by
the national educational as well as labour market systems. The academic literature on
migration contains many examples of deskilling through international mobility, as well
as degree mismatches in the national systems leading to power differentials between
migrant and native populations (e.g. Nieswand 2011; Nowicka 2012; Weiss 2005, 2016).
Previous studies indicated that movers often experience skill downgrading, ending up in
relatively lower positions in the labour market in the destination country while they had
relatively higher statuses in the countries of origin (Faist 2008; Shinozaki 2015). The exist-
ing empirical literature on international academic mobility suggests mixed results. Today,
international mobility is increasingly valued on a CV, and hence movers are thought to
have an advantage over stayers. A study of Mamisheisvili (2010) showed, for example,
that compared to their native counterparts, foreign-born female academics engage more
in prestigious research activities, and spend less time for administrative and teaching activi-
ties. However, perils of moving abroad have also been observed (Richardson and Zikic 2007).
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For instance, according to Ackers (2008), spending time abroad for advancing academic
careers can have adverse outcomes upon researchers’ return as theymight have lost necess-
ary networks for getting academic positions, leaving them in an unequal situation com-
pared to their native counterparts in the countries of origin (see also Lulle and Buzinska
2017). Moreover, Amelina (2012) studying female scientists in the Ukrainian-German
transnational social space observed that their mobility is not only restricted due to care
commitments but also because of difficulties in getting recognition of their degrees. Inter-
estingly, her study indicates recognition of credentials as a double-edged sword: besides dif-
ficulties in getting official recognition, in their social circles they also experience that
German degrees are valued more than Ukrainian ones.

Second, there is an increase of transnational education institutions. Transnational edu-
cation here refers to ‘any education delivered by an institution based in one country to
students located in another’ (McBurnie and Ziguras 2007, 1), including branch campuses,
franchising, off-shore degrees, virtual universities, and distance education (see Knight
2016 for an extensive review on transnational HEIs). The general tendency of Anglo-
Saxon dominance in knowledge systems in higher education is also apparent in transna-
tional education (Naidoo 2011) which turns into a symbolic regime of education. While
transnational education (TNE) programmes aim to marketise and expand higher edu-
cation across borders usually from a Global North perspective, issues regarding to the
attached value to their credentials as well as experiences of students and academics are
rather scarce (see Waters and Leung 2012 for an exception). For example, in this issue
Leung and Waters investigate the meanings and practices of power geometries from the
perspectives of the flying faculty members teaching in branch campuses in Hong Kong
of British universities. The authors also argue that some students perceive local higher
education degrees more reputable than the British ones offered in branch campuses
(Leung and Waters 2017).

These two points direct our attention to the ways in which value is being assigned to
resources, depending on the economic, social, political, as well as geographical contexts
wherein individuals are situated (Therborn 2001). We argue that it is essential to under-
stand the processes through which values are being assigned by whom, and where, and
under which conditions they lead to inequalities. When individuals cross nation-state
borders, they need to transfer or make their cultural capital understandable to those
who are not familiar with it. Even though educational qualifications as a form of institu-
tionalised cultural capital has been officially recognised by the nation-states and to some
degree by employers, they still need to be acknowledged by colleagues in the workplace
(Weiss 2016). It has been argued that ‘[t]he value of the cultural capital possessed by
overseas-educated graduates depends, crucially, on particular, embedded and localised
social relations’ (Waters 2009b, 116, original emphasis). After all, not only individuals
engaged in international mobility cross nation-state borders, but also some of their cre-
dentials and capital come to a new nation-state regime where everything is different.
Thus, experiences and practices that come along with international mobility of students
and staff need to be negotiated in their everyday lives. Therefore, research on higher edu-
cation and social inequalities specifically focusing on international academic mobility
needs to take into account the multiple social positions of individuals (both with and
without such experiences) as well as institutions across a variety of places under regulation
by different nation-state regimes.
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Overview of the articles

All contributions in this special issue consider inequalities in international academic
mobility in relation to heterogeneities such as different colonial relations and labour
market logics at the macro-level, as well as gender, socio-economic background, and
nationality/ethnicity at the micro-level. Furthermore, they also address how qualifications
gained abroad might (re)produce inequalities in faculties, universities, and labour markets
in both the countries of origin and destination.

The paper by Börjesson (2017) investigates the global terrain of academic mobility, illus-
trating the hierarchical positions of nation-states from a macro-level perspective. Using cor-
respondence analysis, he maps out the international patterns of flows against socio-spatial
structures. His analysis reveals student mobility is asymmetrically distributed and subjected
to different logics, namely of the market, proximity of nation-states, and colonial history. His
paper pinpoints to a symbolic regime of education across the globe legitimising the domi-
nance of the norms and practices of the ‘agenda-setting’Global North. One of the main con-
tributions of this study is its illustration of the ways in which international student mobility
favours well-developed infrastructures, potentially magnifying inequalities among the
nation-states (cf. Altbach and Knight 2007; Brooks and Waters 2011).

Leung and Waters (2017) concentrate on the perspective and unequal experiences of
transnational education providers, namely the flying academics in branch campuses of
16 British TNE programmes in Hong Kong. Their paper shows that although TNE pro-
grammes make international higher education available to students without the necessity
of crossing national borders, such as in the case of Hong Kong, many borders between the
providers and recipients of education remain. Moreover, the authors pinpoint to the
power dynamics between partner institutions in the UK and Hong Kong, challenging
the common assumption of ‘Western hegemony’ in TNE.

The remainder of the papers focuses on students’ and academics’ experiences of inequal-
ities. Three papers explicitly focus on inequalities tied to gender. The paper of Schaer, Dahin-
den, and Toader (2017) reveals the gendered negotiations and arrangements that are made
when couples decide to relocate together when pursuing the academic career of one of the
partners. Based on three case studies of early career researchers located in Europe and North
America, they show the variability in trajectories that occur in a situation of mobility. Impor-
tantly, their study nuances existing literature by revealing that international mobility also has
the potential to reconfigure typical gender configurations.

The paper by Sondhi and King (2017) analyses international student migration as a
gendered process. The authors build on a case-study of Indian student migration, inves-
tigating their motivations to study abroad, negotiations of gendered everyday life, and pro-
cesses of return to India. Based on a mixed-methods study taking both students’ and their
parents’ perspectives into consideration, Sondhi and King illustrate the ways in which
power is negotiated along gender lines within Indian families.

Shinozaki’s (2017) paper adopts an intersectional perspective. She investigates the
extent to which the intersection of gender and citizenship influences academic career pro-
spects both in terms of advantages and disadvantages. The author’s analysis is based on a
case-study of two higher education institutions in Germany, and illustrates three key
career stages, namely doctoral researchers, post-doctoral researchers, and professors.
Through a mixed-methods approach, Shinozaki argues that throughout all three career
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stages, the structure of intersecting gender-based and citizenship-based inequalities in aca-
demic career advancement is rather rigid. Nonetheless, in her analysis of non-German
female academics she cautions not to equate female gender and non-German citizenship
status with additive disadvantages in a straightforward way. She also demonstrates the dif-
ferentiated ways in which German higher education institutions implement their respect-
ive internationalisation strategies, impacting on the profile of its academic staff.

The paper of Wilken and Ginnerskov Dahlberg (2017) explores the intersection
between international student mobility and low-skilled employment among master stu-
dents from recent EU member states in Denmark. Focusing on the economic vulnerability
that students from new member states often face, they reveal how these students often
have to work in semi-legal and low-skilled jobs in order to sustain themselves while
being abroad. Their analysis shows how these students make sense of their lives while
having to navigate between the contradictory roles as students and workers in
Denmark, as well as how these experiences influence their ideas of geopolitical belonging
in Europe. Their paper exemplifies how social policies nation-states structure the terrain of
higher education and thus stratification among various student bodies.

The last two papers in this special issue investigate the disadvantaged positions that
might result through international academic mobility. The contribution of Lulle and
Buzinska (2017) explores the ways in which Latvian students abroad perceive their pos-
ition in terms of access to education, inequalities in the symbolic value of higher education
institutions’ prestige as well as inequalities in recognition of their cultural capital both in
countries of education and origin. Interestingly, the authors reveal that one of the major
drivers for Latvian students to study abroad is their experience of inequalities in access to
higher education in their country of origin. Likewise, their return intentions are also
influenced by these experiences. Their analysis shows that the lack of transparent struc-
tures in the labour market, the obstacles to recognition of foreign degrees as legitimate
and valuable capital, together with a lack of relevant social connections to acknowledge
their accumulated capital, refrain the interviewees to return to Latvia. This paper also illus-
trates the fluidity of international students as a migrant category (Bilecen 2014; King and
Raghuram 2013): study is not always a primary motive for emigration, but migrants can
shift status throughout their mobile trajectories.

Finally, the paper by Tzanakou and Behle (2017) addresses the structural barriers in the
transferability of degrees, focusing on the experiences of (European and British) UK gradu-
ates in British and European labour markets. They show that despite the positive outcomes
generally associatedwithmobility in academic and policy discourses,mobile graduates often
experience significant difficulties when aiming to work in another country. Their analysis
shows that investments in foreign education can have adverse outcomes and even negatively
impact labour market trajectories, particularly when the education-to-work transition is
made in a different country than where students obtained their degree. Their contribution
not only points to individual experiences of inequality, but also to the structural and spatial
challenges in terms of recognition of qualifications shaping these inequalities.

Conclusion

In this special issue we address the multifaceted relationship between international aca-
demic mobility and inequalities. In this introduction, we argued that the study of this

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 1249



relationship should transcend the common questions of who goes where, and whether and
how students and faculty members improve their skills and CVs through mobility, along
with a consideration of transferability of skills and institutional credentials. Albeit these
are important questions, they do not necessarily address multiple inequalities, both at
the macro and micro levels. Access to and outcomes of international academic mobility
are structured by disparities in the way labour markets, nation-state regulations, dis-
courses, higher education systems, and institutions are organised as well as by individual
characteristics such as gender, age, class, career stage, and cultural background. The col-
lection of papers in this special issue delves deeper into some of these issues. Furthermore,
we have also added to this debate ‘where’ to indicate the mobility and spatial dimensions of
inequalities. Disparities in power, privilege, and advantageous positions are not only about
differential access to valuable resources in one nation-state framework anymore, but
rather practices of persons and institutional structures go beyond nation-state borders
(see also Faist 2016). This situation along with spatial considerations in inequalities
such as how values are being assigned by different actors in different locations pinpoint
to a more nuanced understanding of inequalities tied to international academic mobility.
Therefore, this special issue makes a number of important contributions to the existing
literature on these dynamics.

First, this special issue shows that inequalities tied to international academic mobility
are highly transnationalised. Nowadays, transnationalising higher education systems
feed workforce to the transnationalising labour markets. Transferability of degrees as
well as finding employment after an overseas academic stay has attracted the most atten-
tion when international academic mobility and social inequalities are considered. Moving
across nation-state borders might entail challenges such as power negotiations, disrup-
tions in career progress, along with considerations on unequal access across different
student bodies and faculty members. Furthermore, whereas socio-economic background
undoubtedly plays an important role in the decisions, experiences, and outcomes of mobi-
lity, we argued in this introduction that other heterogeneities should also be taken into
account. Together, the papers in this special issue reveal the relevance of analysing aca-
demic mobility in reference to gender, citizenship, and career stage lines. Whereas these
dimensions are only sparsely studied today, they should be considered to fully depict
the complex relationships between inequalities and international academic mobility in
transnational settings.

Second, this special issue shows that the spaces of education matters as well. Depending
on the location of persons and institutions, differential values to experiences and creden-
tials gained through international mobility are being assigned, which generates disparities
in power and advantage. In other words, social positions of individuals are reconstructed
through their mobilities and immobilities, both in their countries of origin and that of des-
tination. In order to understand these processes to the fullest further research should con-
centrate on the mechanisms through which social inequalities are being produced and
reproduced by taking into account of a variety of actors, nation-states, and higher edu-
cation institutions.

Finally, two limitations of this special issue should be acknowledged. First, this special
issue mainly concentrates on European and North American contexts, whereas other edu-
cational hubs and interesting dynamics are emerging around the world. Future research
could investigate whether the inequality dynamics explained in this set of papers also
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apply in other contexts. Second, whereas some of the papers touch upon the topics of race,
ethnicity, and socio-economic status, these were not central. Therefore, we encourage
future studies on academic mobility to engage more fully with these key markers of
heterogeneities and inequalities. Despite these limitations, however, this special issue pro-
vides fresh empirical evidence on how inequalities act as a driver and/or barrier to mobility
and how mobility might generate and reinforce existing inequalities. Together, they shed
light on the most recent theoretical developments and the most recent empirical results
from both quantitative and qualitative empirical research.
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