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1. Introduction: Scientists and Engineers in the UK 
– trends and issues

Over recent decades UK businesses have invested less in research
and development than many other advanced nations

The UK demand for scientists and engineers has been rising but the
domestic supply of new graduates in some areas of science and
engineering has been falling or static

Intervention of the UK government

Increase the proportion of young people in HE New immigration policy



1. Introduction:  Challenges in Measuring Trends  

International comparisons hampered by different
definitions of ‘student’ and ‘foreign’

Paper uses three sources:  a) UK International passenger statistics
b) Home Office student visa records
c) UK Higher Education Statistics Agency
annual reports



2. Students in UK Higher Education institutions

Students in UK Higher Education Institutions, 1995-2004



2. Students in UK Higher Education institutions

• Not only have overall student numbers risen 
significantly, but the proportion in S&E has 
also risen markedly

• However, the picture is uneven by 
discipline, domicile and level of study



2. Students in UK Higher Education institutions

Student enrolments on full-time first degree HE courses (HEIs only), selected
subjects, UK, 1994/95, 1998/99 to 2003/04 (thousands)



3. UK Policies on Labour Migration and International
Student recruitment

Immigration Policy Change and Student 
Migration Policy Change – coincident or 
linked events?



3. UK Policies on Labour Migration and International
Student recruitment

Immigration Policy: ‘The market for skilled migration is a global 
market…The UK needs a policy that meets modern needs.’ Roche, 
2000

International Student Policy: ‘People who are educated here have a lasting 
tie to the country. They promote Britain around the world, helping our 
trade…’ Blair 1999

Increasing international students …. ‘helps our goal to open up 
opportunities for more people (within the UK) to study’ Blair, 1999

Thus from a positive law to a utilitarian stance on labour and student 
immigration during the first Blair government.



3. UK Policies on Labour Migration and International
Student recruitment

Income to UK HEIs from non-EU
domiciled student fees

University fee bands for selected UK 
Universities, 2005/6 (£ sterling)



3. UK Policies on Labour Migration and International
Student recruitment

Policy developments :the last five years

Student Migration
a) Study linked to work in the 

UK (eg 2004 Science and 
Engineering Graduate 
Scheme)

b) 2005 Raising costs of student 
visas, and tightening-up on  
students overstaying.

c) 2006 Five Tier Points System 
includes students. 
Accreditation system for HEIs

Labour Migration
a) Post-Blair’s 1997 election 

there were an increasing 
number of immigration 
schemes to help UK compete 
globally

b) 2005 Election pressures
c) 2006 Five Tier Points System 

includes students



3. UK Policies on Labour Migration and International
Student recruitment

Policy developments :overview

Student Migration
From training and trade 

to funding higher 
education and skill 
recruitment

Labour Migration
From Brain Circulation to 

Brain Gain or Brain 
Strain



4. Trends in skilled migration to the UK: from brain
exchange to brain gain

Net International Migration to the UK of non-British Nationals (thousands)



4. Trends in skilled migration to the UK: from brain
exchange to brain gain

Admissions of Work Permit Holders and their dependents to the UK, 1999-2004



4. Trends in skilled migration to the UK: from brain
exchange to brain gain

Selected origins of Admissions to the UK with Work Permits, 2004



5. Trends in student migration to the UK: from training 
to skill recruitment

General trends evident from the International Passenger Survey

Trends in student migration as recorded by the UK Home Office



5. Trends in student migration to the UK: from training 
to skill recruitment

Student flows (all categories of study) to and from the UK by citizenship in 
thousands, 1975-2003



5. Trends in student migration to the UK: from training 
to skill recruitment

Selected channels of migrant entry to UK in terms of those given leave to enter 
(thousands)



5. Trends in student migration to the UK: from training 
to skill recruitment

Admissions of students excluding EEA nationals by nationality, 1998-2004



5. Trends in student migration to the UK: from training 
to skill recruitment

Decisions on applications for an extension of leave to remain in the UK and
settlement (excluding EEA nationals), 2000-2004



6. Analysis of student immigration



6. Analysis of student immigration

All HE students by gender, mode and domicile 2003/04



6. Analysis of student immigration

Non-UK Non EU Higher Education students (undergraduate and postgraduate) in 
Higher Education Institutions, 1999/00-2003/04 by subject area



6. Analysis of student immigration

Non-UK EU Higher Education students (undergraduate and postgraduate) in 
Higher Education Institutions, 1999/00-2003/04 by subject area



6. Analysis of student immigration

UK Higher Education students (undergraduate and postgraduate) in Higher
Education Institutions, 1999/00-2003/04 by subject area



6. Analysis of student immigration

Non-UK domiciled students in 2000/01 and 2003/4 for selected origins (Top 10 
origins in 2003/4)



7. Discussion and Conclusions

• UK student and labour immigration policies 
are linked by a shared utilitarian view of  
international mobility

• During the Blair years the increase in 
international student numbers has helped 
finance UK HEIs, but it has also 
increasingly become a tool for recruiting 
foreign-domiciled S&E students into the 
UK labour market



7. Discussion and Conclusions

How do the data relate to the literature?

a) Research literature assesses SIM in relation to:
i) student perceptions and choices – expression 
of a desire for ‘lifestyle experiences’
ii) globalisation of education, and iii) first step in 
a skilled international migration path (King et al)

b)  Weakness of the traditional human capital model 
explanations of the ‘geography of flows’

c)  Very limited alternative theorisation exists. Why?



7. Discussion and Conclusions

Many drivers of international  student migration  
– political events (eg 9/11) may cause temporary cyclical 

effects, but do not account for structural trends
- policies of competing economies matter in understanding 

flows to any one receiving state
- globalisation of higher education matters (structurally 

uneven supply). Global demographic as well as economic 
forces impact on supply of ISM.

- socio-cultural influences shape choices of destinations 
(language, class reproduction, experience etc)

- global competition for talent is driving the switch from 
‘migrating to learn’ to ‘learning for migration’. It supports 
the global labour market capture of selected skills (such as 
S&E)  


