
  

 

COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #39: International students 

Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19 

 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has upended the lives of many 
international students, caught in a crisis they could not 
have predicted or prepared for. Recent estimates put the 
number of international students in tertiary education 
globally at 5.3 million in 2017. China, India and Germany 
were the top 3 countries of origin of international students 
while the largest destination countries included the United 
States, Australia and the United Kingdom.  

These COVID-19 Analytical Snapshots are designed to capture the latest information and analysis in a  
fast-moving environment.  Topics will be repeated from time to time as analysis develops.  

If you have an item to include, please email us at research@iom.int. 
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New research & analysis on inter-

national students & COVID  

Drop in international students would 

imperil university finances by  Jack 

Britton, Elaine Drayton and Laura van 

der Erve  

How COVID-19 is impacting prospec-

tive international students at different 

study levels by Quacquarelli Symonds  

Student Exchanges in Times of Crisis  

by Wim Gabriels and Rasmus Benke-

Åberg   

Stranded 

Travel and movement restrictions, imposed by nearly 
every country in the world, have left many international 
students stranded. Those who were unable to return 
home before the restrictions came into force and were 
not repatriated by their countries of origin have found 
themselves stuck, some on deserted university campuses. 
A survey on the impact of COVID-19 on exchange student 
mobility in Europe by the Erasmus Student Network, for 
example, shows that the inability to return home was 
among the students’ major concerns. Many students in 
other countries outside Europe, such as Australia, Sene-
gal, China and others were also left stranded. 

 

Did you know? 

International students are significant 

contributors to several countries’ econ-

omies. In 2018-19, for example, inter-

national students contributed almost 

USD 41 billion to the economy of the 

United States while in Australia, their 

contributions in fees, taxes and spend-

ing amounted to more than 38 billion 

last financial year (up 15% on the pre-

vious year).  

QS Survey of prospective international students  

An ongoing QS survey of prospective international students 
showed that by mid-April, more than 50 per cent of those 
who responded stated that COVID-19 had affected their 
plans to study abroad, with 46 per cent saying they plan to 
defer or delay their entry until the following year.   

http://data.uis.unesco.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=EDULIT_DS
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://publications.iom.int/books/world-migration-report-2020-chapter-11
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/bns/BN283-Drop-in-international-students-would-imperil-university-finances.pdf
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/bns/BN283-Drop-in-international-students-would-imperil-university-finances.pdf
https://info.qs.com/rs/335-VIN-535/images/How-COVID-19-%20Impacting-Prospective-International-Students-%20Different-Study-Levels-Report.pdf
https://info.qs.com/rs/335-VIN-535/images/How-COVID-19-%20Impacting-Prospective-International-Students-%20Different-Study-Levels-Report.pdf
https://info.qs.com/rs/335-VIN-535/images/How-COVID-19-%20Impacting-Prospective-International-Students-%20Different-Study-Levels-Report.pdf
https://esn.org/sites/default/files/news/student_exchanges_in_times_of_crisis_-_esn_research_report_april_2020.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/apr/22/students-should-get-a-years-refund-due-to-covid-19-crisis
https://esn.org/covidimpact-report
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-04-21/covid-19-international-students-accommodation-food-oz-harvest/12164110
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/reuters/stranded-foreign-students-in-dakar-live-in-coronavirus-limbo/45705736
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/reuters/stranded-foreign-students-in-dakar-live-in-coronavirus-limbo/45705736
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-52309414
https://www.nafsa.org/sites/default/files/media/document/nafsa-losing-talent.pdf
https://www.theeducatoronline.com/he/news/australias-international-education-booming-new-figures-show/268472
https://www.qs.com/how-international-students-are-responding-to-covid-19/


  

 

This COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot has been produced by IOM Research (research@iom.int).  

Important disclaimer: The opinions expressed in this document are those of the authors and do not neces-
sarily reflect the views of IOM.  The inclusion or presentation of material does not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of IOM, or of any of its members or partners.  

Lacking access to basic needs  

International students have not been spared by lockdowns, curfews and business closures. Many have 
lost jobs and left in precarious circumstances, without income to fulfil basic needs such as housing and 
food. In Senegal, university closures, coupled with the suspension of flights, left some international stu-
dents homeless. In countries such as the United States, while some local students have benefited from 
federal government stimulus to colleges in response to COVID-19, international students are not included 
in such aid. While in Australia, COVID-19 is expected to take a toll on international students’ ability to pay 
rent. And with little to no government help, some international students also face the prospect of not 
completing their studies. 

Racism and xenophobia  

Some international students have been sub-
jected to and have had to endure incidents 
of racism and xenophobia, with some people 
associating them with the spread of COVID-
19. In the United Kingdom, Chinese interna-
tional students have reported increased rac-
ism and discrimination. Incidents of racism, 
including racist attacks on Asian students, 
have also been reported in Australia. Mean-
while, racism linked to COVID-19 against stu-
dents from African countries in China led to 
some students being hounded out of their 
accommodation. IOM and other UN agencies 
have come out in recent weeks to condemn 
all incidents of racism. Read more about 
combating xenophobia and racism in Analyti-
cal Snapshot #33.   

 

Supporting international students 

Several countries – through their federal or state 
authorities – have stepped up efforts to support 
international students who are stranded and with-
out work. In Canada, for example, the government 
has implemented several measures to help inter-
national students, such as temporarily allowing 
them to work more than the 20 hours they are 
permitted to work while classes are in session, as 
long as they are working in sectors deemed essen-
tial. This not only ensures that there are enough 
workers in essential sectors but also allows inter-
national students to sustain themselves financial-
ly. In Australia, several state governments, in the 
wake of COVID-19, have put in place support 
packages for international students struggling dur-
ing the pandemic.  

The significant contributions of international students 

International students not only play key roles in knowledge production and circulation in destination 

countries, but also make significant economic contributions to both the institutions they attend and the 

local economies where they live. The COVID-19 pandemic, which has restricted student mobility and 

closed universities threatens to roll back these contributions, at least in the short-term. A recent study in 

the United Kingdom, for example, shows that should there not be enrollments of new international stu-

dents in the next academic year, the higher education sector would lose about 10 per cent of income.  

https://www.iom.int/migration-research
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/pandemic-border/stuck-middle-pandemic-are-international-students-migrants/
https://www.swissinfo.ch/eng/reuters/stranded-foreign-students-in-dakar-live-in-coronavirus-limbo/45705736
https://www.inquirer.com/health/coronavirus/hungry-homeless-college-students-temple-ccp-coronavirus-20200429.html
https://theconversation.com/why-coronavirus-impacts-are-devastating-for-international-students-in-private-rental-housing-134792
https://theconversation.com/why-coronavirus-impacts-are-devastating-for-international-students-in-private-rental-housing-134792
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-05-12/coronavirus-impact-on-international-students/12224752
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/chinese-students-uk-report-increased-racism-and-discrimination
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/chinese-students-uk-report-increased-racism-and-discrimination
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2020-05-09/coronavirus-covid-19-racist-attacks-data-collection-strategy/12229162?nw=0
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-increases-risk-to-international-students-mental-health-australia-urgently-needs-to-step-up-137596
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/african-students-mistreated-evicted-china-coronavirus-200412100315200.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/04/african-students-mistreated-evicted-china-coronavirus-200412100315200.html
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_33_combating_xenophobia.pdf
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_33_combating_xenophobia.pdf
https://www.educanada.ca/study-plan-etudes/covid-19/update-covid-19-mise-a-jour.aspx?lang=eng
https://www.canada.ca/en/department-finance/economic-response-plan.html
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-increases-risk-to-international-students-mental-health-australia-urgently-needs-to-step-up-137596
https://theconversation.com/covid-19-increases-risk-to-international-students-mental-health-australia-urgently-needs-to-step-up-137596
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/pandemic-border/stuck-middle-pandemic-are-international-students-migrants/
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/reports/Documents/2017/map-international-students-regional-impact-WEB.pdf
https://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/bns/BN283-Drop-in-international-students-would-imperil-university-finances.pdf

