
Portable state grants and loans possess enormous 
“potential” for supporting outgoing student mobil-
ity. Over 25 European countries have allowed such 
national funds to be used outside their national 
borders. Among them, some 15 countries reported 
that their state grants and/or loans can be used, in 
principle, for both outgoing credit and degree mobil-
ity, offering annually at least 1.65 million students 
the “opportunities” to use such financial aid to study 
abroad. For degree mobility alone, around 60 500 
students took up such opportunities. This number 
represents a small fraction of all the beneficiaries of 
student aid in Europe, but covers a substantial share 
of mobile students in systems that are “open for all”.    

This book, resulting from an EU-funded project – 
STiME, contains an overview of the student financial 
support schemes in 31 European countries and 
much more on the quantitative aspect of the use of 
portable grants/loans by European mobile students. 
It includes also short profiles of grant/loan schemes 
in 11 selected countries that have opened up their 
schemes, fully or partially, for outgoing student 
mobility.
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Introduction

1. Introduction 

1.1 Policy context

The European continent has been for some time now the envy of other con-
tinents when it comes to its performance in the international student mobility 
domain. As ACA’s study Mapping mobility in European higher education1 has 
(again) recently shown, mobility levels in Europe continue to be much higher 
than anywhere else in the world. In contrast to other major players in interna-
tional student mobility, like the USA, whose market share continues to drop, 
Europe has managed to safeguard its share of global mobility – still higher 
than 40%. But these successes are only one side of the coin. The other side 
of the coin is that Europe is formulating ever more ambitious aims, and to 
reach these, greater efforts are needed. The ministers of education (now 47) 
in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) agreed in Leuven, in 2009, 
to set the target of 20% outbound mobility, to be reached by 2020 (Leuven 
Communiqué, 2009)2. The European Union (or to be precise, its Council of 
Ministers) has recently followed suit and has set the same ambitious bench-
mark for its (now 28) member states (Council Conclusions, 2011)3. The Youth 
on the Move Communication (2010)4 sets an even higher target: “mobility for 
all” (this is not to mean that 100% will be mobile, but everyone who wants 
to should have the opportunity) while the ET 2020 agenda aims at making 
mobility “the rule rather than the exception” (ET 2020, 2009)5. Furthermore, 
some member states, such as Germany and Austria, aim even higher, both 
having set a 50% target for outgoing mobility (Ferencz and Wächter, 2012)6. 

While international student mobility is at the top of the European higher edu-
cation agenda, there is also wide consensus within the European higher edu-
cation community that what stands in the way of attaining the above men-
tioned targets are a set of important obstacles to mobility. Among these, a 

1   Teichler, U., Ferencz, I. and Wächter, B. (Eds.) (2011) Mapping mobility in European higher 
education. 2 volumes. DAAD: Bonn (Dok&Mat 69, 70).

2   Leuven Communiqué (2009) The Bologna Process 2020 – The European Higher Education 
Area in the new decade, retrieved from: http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bolo-
gna/conference/documents/leuven_louvain-la-neuve_communiqu%C3%A9_april_2009.pdf 

3   Council Conclusions for a Benchmark for Learning Mobility, 28/29 November 2011, retrieved 
from: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/educ/126380.pdf 

4   European Commission (2010) Youth on the Move Communication, retrieved from: http://
ec.europa.eu/education/yom/com_en.pdf 

5   Council Conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European cooperation in 
education and training (‘ET 2020’), retrieved from: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/Lex-
UriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2009:119:0002:0010:en:PDF

6   Ferencz, I. and Wächter, B. (Eds.) (2012) European and national policies for academic mobility. 
Linking rhetoric, practice and mobility trends. Lemmens Medien: Bonn.
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lack of academic (and professional) recognition, linguistic barriers, inflexible 
curricula, and immigration and residence regulations, are amongst the most 
often quoted ones. Nevertheless, as many studies have shown so far, the big-
gest mobility obstacle seems to be a lack of (sufficient) funding. At a European 
level, the funding aspect has been tackled in an impressive way by the provi-
sion of mobility grants or scholarships, mainly through the ERASMUS Pro-
gramme (which has recently surpassed its 3-million target), but also schemes 
such as Erasmus Mundus. And there are plans and commitments for this type 
of support to continue. The newly-launched “ERASMUS+ Programme” (2014-
2020) foresees an increase of funds of around 40% (compared to present 
levels) for student mobility. It also foresees the creation of a European loan 
guarantee facility which is to provide student loans at reasonable conditions 
for students from EU member states wanting to do a full Master programme in 
another member state of this regional block. All of this will without doubt help, 
but efforts at the European level alone will not suffice to reach the ambitious 
benchmarks. National-level funding must also grow, for example in the form 
of mobility scholarships dedicated to promote outgoing mobility, but not only. 

Another set of instruments which could be key in helping reach or at least 
come closer to these targets are the national study financing systems, or, 
as they are often called, the national grant and loan schemes (e.g. BAföG 
in Germany). These are instruments traditionally designed to support higher 
education study in the home country. However, by “opening up” these instru-
ments and allowing them to be used also for study abroad, i.e. by making 
these instruments fully portable, the financial obstacles to mobility could be 
reduced for a large group of students benefitting from such schemes.  

Admittedly, portable national student grants and loans are just one instrument 
among many others to support mobility. However, their potential role in attain-
ing Europe’s mobility targets is certainly not negligible in quantitative terms, 
especially compared to mobility scholarships which tend to be selective and 
are often small in scale. As a result, these instruments should not be overlooked 
when discussing support measures that tackle the funding obstacle to mobility. 

It is, however, astonishing how limited the existing knowledge about these 
instruments is at the European level. There have been a few studies and 
surveys trying to shed light on the study abroad funding these instruments 
provide. But several of them are by now close to one decade old and have 
thus inevitably been superseded by the constant changes these systems 
are undergoing (such as the excellent CHEPS studies7 dating back to the 

7			Vossensteyn,	H.	 (2004a)	Portability of student financial support. An inventory in 23 Europe-
an Countries. University of Twente Publications. Center for Higher Education Policy Studies 
(CHEPS). Retrieved from http://doc.utwente.nl/49907/1/bhw-106-bgo106.pdf 
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early 2000s). Moreover, most of the predecessor studies and surveys deal 
with portability in a very general way (simplistically asking whether or not the 
grants and loans are portable - as it is the case in the bi-annual stocktaking 
exercise undertaken until recently in the framework of the Bologna Process), 
and failing to provide any additional differentiation. Such initiatives do not say 
under which exact conditions, for which students exactly, for which forms 
of mobility (credit vs. degree) and destinations of study abroad, and at what 
levels of study these grants are portable. We have also surprisingly not found 
any systematic and Europe-wide information on “volumes”, i.e. on how many 
students have studied abroad with the support of these grants and loans, 
and thus also on the “share” of mobile students on these schemes of all mo-
bile students. No one can safely answer today if and how did state grant and 
loan schemes significantly contribute to mobility. 

As a result, the discussion about portability in Europe could not advance 
much further, despite the fact that there is clearly a need to fill this informa-
tion gap. For example, the Leuven Communique of 2009 states very clearly 
that “study support and the full portability of grants and loans are necessary 
requirements”, while in the Bucharest Communiqué of 2012 the education 
ministers of the EHEA “reiterate [their] commitment to full portability of na-
tional grants and loans across the EHEA and call on the European Union to 
underpin this endeavour through its policies”8. This study has looked into all 
the unexplored issues listed above and aims to provide a fuller picture of the 
portability of state grants and loans offered by 31 European countries, and 
the relative contribution of these instruments to supporting outgoing mobility. 

1.2. Objectives 

The portability of state grants and loans is considered one of the key ele-
ments contributing to the realisation of a European area for lifelong learning. 
Its centrality at the European Union level is therefore not in doubt. However, 
as explained above, not enough is known about the conditions attached to 
portable grants and loans and their actual use for degree mobility, as op-
posed to credit mobility, to further the discussion on portability. With the mo-
bility targets in sight and the new European-level priority to promote degree 
mobility at the Master’s level in the new programme ERASMUS+, there is an 

	 	Vossensteyn,	 H.	 (2004b)	 Student financial support: An inventory in 24 European countries. 
Background report for the project on the portability of student financial support. Center for 
Higher Education Policy Studies (CHEPS). Retrieved from http://doc.utwente.nl/49908/1/
bhw%2D107%2Dbgo107.pdf

8   Bucharest Communiqué (2012) Making the most of our potential: Consolidating the European 
Higher Education Area, retrieved from http://www.ehea.info/Uploads/(1)/Bucharest%20Com-
munique%202012(2).pdf 
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urgent need to fill this information gap so as to support evidence-based poli-
cymaking at both the European and national levels. 

In light of the above, this study is designed to achieve the following specific 
objectives:   

•	 first,	to	provide	a	comparative	overview	of	state	grant	and	loan	provision	in	
31 European countries (EU-27 and EFTA-4) and map out the current state 
of the “portability” of such provision for supporting outgoing mobility;  

•	 second,	to	describe	and	analyse	the	key	features	of	state	grant	and	loan	
systems, particularly the conditions attached to using state grants and 
loans for outgoing mobility; and  

•	 third,	 to	 assess	 the	 potential	 and	 the	 actual	 quantitative	 contribution	 of	
state grants and loans for outgoing mobility by providing up-to-date fig-
ures of both mobile and non-mobile students funded by grant and loan 
schemes in relation to the total student outflows from these countries. 

In a broader European policy context, through the new empirical evidence, 
this project is expected to impact on the current discussions surrounding one 
of the critical priorities in the modernisation of European higher education – 
the development of a funding model that would support “smart, sustainable, 
and inclusive growth”, a vision spelt out in the Europe 2020 strategy9. Such 
a vision would inevitably require coordinated efforts of different European 
states and the European institutions in areas of common interest. In this case, 
it would be a potential synergy of the national and European financial support 
systems to increase intra-European student mobility, which is a key step to 
establish a European lifelong learning area and to reach the goal of building 
an innovative knowledge-based economy in Europe. 

As a data collection and analysis exercise, the results of this study will inevi-
tably also shed light on the availability of national data on the actual use of 
portable grants and loans and the challenges in data collection. This is not 
the primary objective of the study. Nevertheless, the information gaps identi-
fied in this study may help data collectors at the national and European levels 
identify areas for improvement and chart new directions for future data col-
lection exercises. 

9   European Commission (2010) Europe 2020. A strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth,  
retrieved from: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2010:2020: FIN:EN:PDF
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1.3 Structure of this book  

This publication is structured into nine main chapters and three annexes. The 
opening chapter (1) sets the scene for the central theme of the study, namely 
state grants and loans and their portability (or lack of it). By placing this topic 
in the broader European higher education policy context, the authors clarify 
the objectives of the STiME project and of the related study, as well as their 
relevance for the European higher education landscape. This is done in order 
to set realistic expectations as to what will be covered in this publication as 
well as what not.

Chapter 2 gives a detailed picture of the project’s methodology, touching on 
key definitions and describing the main research steps undertaken to gener-
ate the findings of the study. These aspects are essential for understand-
ing the rest of the chapters, giving an accurate account of various decisions 
taken in the design of the study and explaining important and inherent data 
limitations.

The central concept of the study – that of portability – is tackled in a very thor-
ough manner in chapter 3, which underlines the necessity to have a deeper 
and richer understanding of this notion and ultimately more precision in the 
European-level debates on this topic. The chapter also clarifies what port-
ability can mean for the two main types of mobility covered in this study, 
namely degree and credit mobility.

Chapter 4 highlights key differences in the manner of referring to state grants 
and loans across different European countries, clarifies which countries have 
a state grant and loan scheme(s), and presents the estimated coverage of 
these instruments is of total enrolment. Once the list of relevant schemes 
and the scale of their potential contribution become clearer, chapter 5 moves 
on to specify which of the relevant scheme(s) are portable (fully or partially), 
for degree and/or credit mobility and to provide a high concentration of key 
data for the discussion of portability in the European context. After explain-
ing a number of issues related to data collection, the chapter presents the 
number of grant and loans recipients in countries that offer partial and full 
portability, to assess the size of the ‘opportunities offered’. It then contrasts 
this information with the numbers of grant and loan recipients that have actu-
ally taken advantage of the portability of their financial support, i.e. those that 
have used these funds to study abroad (i.e. the ‘opportunities taken’). Last, 
as portable grants and loans often come with some strings attached, the 
chapter gives a detailed overview of the conditions most often accompany-
ing portable grants and loans.
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Chapter 6 furthers the quantitative analysis of portability by highlighting ma-
jor patterns related to differences in the use of portable grants and loans 
for degree and for credit mobility. The chapter also assesses the ‘untapped 
opportunities’ of portability, i.e. the pool of students that could have used 
their grants and loans abroad but chose not to or could not, because of the 
attached eligibility requirements or for other reasons.

Still along the ‘data lane’, chapter 7 brings in necessary information to calcu-
late the quantitative contribution of portable state grants and loans to sup-
porting outgoing mobility, both credit and degree. Then, chapter 8 looks at 
the destinations of mobile grant recipients, and compares the mobility pat-
terns of this group of ‘supported’ mobile students with those of mobile stu-
dents in general, for both degree and credit mobility.

The final chapter – chapter 9 – summarises the main observations of the 
study and puts forward a set of recommendations to improve the data situa-
tion on the issue of portability. 

The publication is provided with three annexes containing an overview of 
state grants and loan provision in all the 31 countries covered in the study 
(Annex I), 11 country profiles that go deeper into the scheme features for 
these selected countries (Annex II) and a glossary (Annex III).
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2 Methods   

2.1 Definitions   

Definitions are very important in general, but for this study in particular, given 
the lack of a standardised terminology on the portability of student aid. Terms 
such as student support, financial aid, state grants, state loans, student mo-
bility, portability, as well as academic year, are all in need of clear and com-
parable definitions. Therefore, terminology was one of the first issues tackled 
in this study. A glossary comprising working definitions of the key terms used 
in this study was compiled for the survey of national-level grant administer-
ing bodies. This glossary can be found at the end of this book (Annex III) and 
is meant to facilitate a common understanding of the subject matter and the 
scope of analysis addressed in the project. These definitions are, by no means, 
normative. Rather, they have been challenged and refined in this study. 

Here we will only elaborate on a few key terms that are crucial for the design 
of the study and the interpretation of the data collected. 

Europe – EU-27 and EFTA-4 countries   

Europe in this study refers to the 27 member states of the European Union 
at the time when the project was selected for funding in 2012, plus the four 
European Free Trade Association (EFTA) countries: Iceland, Liechtenstein, 
Norway and Switzerland. Focusing on these countries only was a practical 
decision, as well as the result of an assumption that conditions for portabil-
ity may differ between the use of grants and loans within the EU and EFTA 
countries and countries outside this part of Europe. In this book, these 31 
countries are generally referred to as Europe-31.     

State grants 

For state grants, the simplest definition would be financial support (money) 
offered by national governments that requires no repayment by the students. 
We do, however, reckon that there are different levels of governance, rang-
ing from regional/cantonal/Länder governments in federal states, up to the 
supranational “government” of the EU. They may all offer grants or loans to 
students separately or collectively. In this study, the focus is on “national-
level” support. We have, nevertheless, also considered coordinated regional 
support systems captured in the national data reported to the survey. Given 
the focus of this study on “national” funding for mobility, EU-level support, 
such as ERASMUS and Erasmus Mundus, are explicitly excluded from this 
study, although ERASMUS data have been used as a benchmark for gauging 
the extent of national support for credit mobility. 
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When financial support for students is considered, we have to stress that 
there are different types of public support, designed for different purposes. 
Student or study grants targeting students in general, regardless of where 
they study is one. Mobility scholarships targeting mobile students who intend 
to study abroad for a short period of time or for full degrees at overseas in-
stitutions is another type. Mobility scholarships may be considered the most 
direct and effective financial incentives for promoting student mobility.  How-
ever, given that the focus of this study is on “portability”, we have explicitly 
excluded mobility scholarships which are not rooted in any other national 
scheme and are 100% portable from the outset. The focus of this study is 
therefore on student or study grants10 that are NOT primarily provided for mo-
bility, but as a means of student financial support for all students in a country.   

State loans  

One may think that state loans and grants are rather similar, the only differ-
ence being the fact that the students are required to pay back the loans at 
some point in time (with or without interest). Indeed, repayment is the major 
difference between grants and loans, even though there are cases where 
loans can be converted into grants under certain conditions. 

While the concept of “loans” is rather clear, it is much more difficult to de-
fine what falls into the scope of “state” loans. Strictly speaking, state loans 
may refer to loans fully financed and administered by the state or by state-
sponsored national bodies. Beyond that, there are also student loans that are 
guaranteed and/or subsidised by the state, but which are primarily delivered 
by public or private banks, or other designated financial intermediaries, be 
they public or private. In this study, a broad definition of state loans was 
adopted in the research design so as to capture both situations.  

Portability

To explain this in a very simple way, portability in this study may be defined 
as the possibility for students to take state financial support from the country 
of origin to a country of destination.The need to discuss the portability of 
student financial support exists, however, primarily when such a possibility is 
unclear or questioned. Therefore, the primary focus of this study is not on the 
simple “yes” or “no” question of portability, but on the extent of portability, 
which is indirectly reflected in the additional conditions for students to use 
national financial support abroad and the actual use of portable state grants 
or loans abroad.       

10   Student grants and study grants are two different categories. Student grants generally cover 
the students’ daily living expenses. Study grants generally cover tuition fees. See Chapter 4 
for more details on the definition of grants and loans.  
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Mobility 

Very	 often,	 the	 mobility	 of	 students	 studying	 abroad	 for	 a	 short	 period	 of	
time during their enrolment in local higher education institutions (what we 
call “credit mobility”) is analysed in the same way as the mobility of stu-
dents studying abroad for full degrees (what we call “degree mobility”). In 
this study, we attempted to separate the two as far as possible, particularly 
because the financial impacts (both costs and benefits) and the subsequent 
considerations for credit mobility and degree mobility are clearly and sig-
nificantly different. This holds true regardless of whether it is a student, the 
family of a student or a government that is footing the bills. Some differences 
may therefore be expected from the conditions for portability and the actual 
use of portable state grants and loans between these two types of mobility.  

In addition to the above distinction between credit mobility and degree mobil-
ity, it is also important to distinguish incoming mobility from outgoing mobility 
in this study. The rationales and incentives for national governments to fund 
incoming and outgoing mobility, particularly in terms of degree mobility, can 
be very different. A country keen on funding incoming mobility may not be as 
eager to fund outgoing mobility, particularly degree mobility. With the chosen 
perspective on outgoing mobility, we will therefore focus on the willingness 
or not of the national governments to support their own nationals to study 
abroad, both for credit and degree mobility, by removing or reducing the bar-
rier for the free flow of state grants and loans.  

2.2 Data collection and analysis 

Desk research 

First-hand data for this study were primarily gathered through a three-part 
questionnaire-based survey. Prior to the survey, useful information related to 
student financial support and portability of grants and loans in Europe was 
identified through desk research. These materials, including relevant litera-
ture and discussions, were analysed and used to inform the design of the 
questionnaire. In the early phase of the study, national funding schemes that 
potentially fell within the scope of the study and direct contacts of survey 
respondents from these schemes were identified.

After the survey, additional post-survey desk research was conducted, main-
ly with a focus on relevant student financial support schemes that offer port-
able grants and loans. Major sources of information in this phase of desk 
research were the official websites of the schemes identified through the sur-
vey. Additional details on individual schemes that were not captured in the 
standardised questionnaire or were not clearly presented in the responses 
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were gathered in order to have a more in-depth analysis of the conditions for 
portability. To some extent, the web search also gave the researchers an idea 
of the availability and transparency of information about portability from an 
end-user’s point of view.        

Survey

A three-part survey was designed to capture the following information:  

a) the existence of state grants and/or state loans in a country; 

b) a detailed description of state grants, conditions for portability, and statis-
tics on portable state grants; 

c) a detailed description of state loans, conditions for portability, and statis-
tics on portable state loans. 

In anticipation of the substantial differences among the student financial 
schemes in the 31 countries, the survey was semi-structured, with mostly 
open questions.       

The survey, launched in early February 2013, was addressed to national au-
thorities chiefly responsible for student financial support in the chosen 31 Eu-
ropean countries. It targeted primarily national bodies that are clearly known 
for their involvement in the administration of national student financial sup-
port, such as The State Educational Loan Fund (Lånekasse) in Norway, The 
Swedish Board for Study Support (CSN) in Sweden, The Social Insurance 
Institution of Finland (KELA) in Finland, Danish Agency for Higher Educa-
tion and Educational Support in Denmark, as well as Deutsches Studenten-
werk (DSW) in Germany and the French National Student-services Agency 
(CNOUS) in France (see Annex I for the complete list). In countries where 
there are no clearly identifiable national administrative bodies of student fi-
nancial aid, the questionnaires were addressed to units in charge of (higher) 
education in national ministries. These were asked to provide the information 
or redirect the survey to the relevant national body(ies). 

After two rounds of reminders and targeted follow-up actions with contacts 
in individual countries, 20 countries responded to the survey.  The overall 
response rate was 64.5%. However, due to the inherent differences of the 
schemes and of the statistics that national bodies delivered, the information 
thus collected was not immediately usable or comparable. As a result, a se-
ries of follow-up actions were taken to adjust, enrich and validate the results 
of the survey with the participation of national respondents. 

Reference data on degree and credit mobility necessary for the study were 
much easier to gather. A complete set of ERASMUS data (a proxy for credit 
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mobility in Europe) from the reference year 2008/09 up the most recent year – 
2011/12 – for which data were available was obtained directly from the Europ- 
ean Commission. It was also possible to directly retrieve from the UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics (UIS) database the full set of data for outbound mo-
bile students (a proxy for degree mobility) from the 31 countries covered, 
although the latest reference year possible for cross-country comparisons 
dated back to 2008/09 due to the time lag in international reporting of mobile 
student statistics. For example, Canada (one of the popular destinations for 
European students outside Europe) had not yet reported numbers of mobile 
students from the 31 European countries to UIS at the time when the study 
began, but did so only later. The UIS data used in this study were therefore 
last updated in November 2013 to ensure that the numbers of European stu-
dents in major destinations were reported to UIS.           

2.3 Quality control and data validation  

The biggest challenge in this first attempt to quantify the actual use of port-
able grants and loans was data collection. In this respect, the study ben-
efited much from the experts on the 9-member Advisory Board, especially 
in countries where there are no clearly defined student financial aid schemes 
or clearly identifiable administrative bodies of such schemes. The external 
advice of the experts helped the research team clarify the scope of the study, 
the kind of data to expect and ask from national authorities, as well as the 
interpretation of the data in different national contexts.  

The availability of data varies to a great extent from country to country among 
the 31 European countries. Despite the seemingly high response rate to the 
survey, the data gathered through the survey were not readily usable for 
analysis. The research team therefore engaged in intensive exchanges with 
the survey respondents to gather additional data, or clean the data sets al-
ready provided. Besides, additional desk research and textual analysis was 
conducted, focusing on the public information available through the official 
websites of the schemes reported in response to the survey. These two post-
survey data collection steps, as well as additional steps taken with the sup-
port	of	ESU,	EURYDICE	and	 the	NESSIE	group,	all	helped	 to	 improve	 the	
data quality collected in the STiME project. This study would not have been 
possible without the continuous support of the above-mentioned experts 
and information providers.
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3  Unpacking the underlying concepts  
of “portability”  

3.1  Student “financial” support at the center  
of the portability discussion

Student support comes in different forms, ranging from targeted support pro-
vided through subsidised housing, meals, public transportation to subsidies 
given to individual students through student financial aid schemes. In the 
STiME study, the focus is on “cash-based”11 subsidies given out as “student 
financial aid” which can potentially be “portable”, in other words, used for 
studying abroad. Financial support given to families with children in educa-
tion, such as social welfare benefits (e.g. child allowances, tax rebates) are 
not taken into account in our analysis. Scholarships given out to students 
solely for the purpose of studying abroad are also excluded in our study, be-
cause these forms of financial support are “portable” by default.  

The precise focus of this study is deemed necessary for advancing the port-
ability discussion. It does not imply that the other forms of student support, in 
kind or in cash, directly or indirectly given to the students, are less important 
than student financial aid. They are screened out in this study because few 
would reasonably expect in-kind student support, such as subsidised student 
housing, to be made portable, or mobility scholarships, like DAAD scholar-
ships or ERASMUS grants to be not portable. It would be frustrating, if not 
futile, to discuss how a national government should make their subsidised 
student housing or canteens physically located in the country “portable”. It 
would also be misleading to count the contribution of mobility scholarships as 
part of the achievement of “increased portability” of national financial support. 

By excluding the clearly non-portable and the by default portable forms of 
student support, we will therefore be able to tackle the most relevant issues 
related to the portability discussion.  

3.2  Assumptions in the potential of student financial  
support for funding mobility    

One major underlying assumption in the portability discussion is that student 
financial aid is nationally-rooted targeting primarily students enrolled in do-
mestic higher education institutions, yet this kind of cash-based support can 

11   Here meaning “ready to use money” in a general sense rather than bank notes in a narrow 
sense. 
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potentially be “freed” to follow mobile students who opt to study abroad. This 
assumption could easily lead to the conclusion that if more grants would be 
opened up, i.e. made portable, more students would automatically be mobile.

It may not be wrong to assume that by removing or reducing the strings at-
tached to national student aid for outward mobility, some beneficiaries of the 
financial support will not be bound to study at home. It could be problem-
atic, however, to overestimate the direct impact of increased portability on 
outward mobility, without taking into consideration other intervening factors. 
Such intervening factors include: the students’ inclination to be mobile with 
or without the portable financial support, the additional costs associated with 
studying abroad that may or may not be fully covered by the portable support 
alone, the socio-economic background of the recipients of financial support, 
and the availability of study places desired at home or abroad, etc. All these 
factors play a part in the students’ decision to use the financial support at 
home or abroad, even if all the strings tying down national student aid were 
removed by the national governments. 

It is important to understand from the start that the freeing of national finan-
cial support (i.e. portability) is more of a reduction of obstacle, which does, 
however, not necessarily translate directly into an incentive for mobility. Stu-
dent financial support, unlike mobility scholarships offered by the students’ 
home countries or host countries, is not primarily designed to incentivise 
mobility and should therefore not be expected to play the exact same role in 
driving mobility or to fulfil the same goals.  

3.3  Differentiation between student financial support  
for credit mobility and for degree mobility    

In the Bologna Process context, the portability discussion seems to be cen-
tred on the potential use of portable financial aid for a short period of time 
(credit mobility) rather than for a full degree programme (degree mobility), al-
though this is not clearly stated in related documents. However, in this study, 
we realised from the start that it is important to refer to the two types of 
mobility, and also to differentiate between the two. This is because the condi-
tions for using portable state financial aid abroad for credit mobility and for 
degree mobility are significantly different, and so are the quantitative data 
available for gauging the actual use of portable financial aid. 

Following more than a decade’s discussions on how to make national grants 
portable to supplement ERASMUS type of mobility (i.e. short-term credit mo-
bility) grants, one would expect to see more quantitative data for credit mobil-
ity supported by portable student financial support than for degree mobility. 
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But in reality, the data availability situation for degree mobility supported by 
portable financial aid offered at the national level is far better than that for 
credit mobility. Without differentiating the two types of mobility, we would not 
have been able to see the differences. 

Similarly, the marked differences in the conditions attached to the use of 
portable student financial aid for credit mobility and degree mobility would 
not have been revealed without differentiating the two types of mobility.     

3.4  Differentiation between state grants and state loans  
in student financial support schemes   

Up to here, we have been using the general term of student financial aid or 
student “financial” support to distinguish the kind of financial support that we 
generally refer to when we talk about portability from other kinds of student 
support. To be more precise, we are looking at state-funded grant and/or loan 
provision, commonly packaged as and referred to as national student finan-
cial aid or support. For the sake of clarity, we started by drawing a clear line 
between “state grants” and “state loans” to differentiate the kind of financial 
support that does not need to be repaid by students (i.e. the “state grants”) 
from the other type of support that must be repaid with or without interest by 
their beneficiaries (i.e. the “state loans”).  

This does not mean, however, that state grants and state loans are clearly 
separable in all student financial aid schemes. Rather the opposite is the 
case. Many of the national financial aid schemes examined in this study offer 
a mix of grants and loans that can hardly be separated for analysis. Further-
more, grants and loans can change hats in certain systems – a grant may be 
transformed into a loan and a loan may be transformed into a grant at the end 
of the student’s study period, usually depending on the academic progress of 
the student in question. It is also not uncommon that students are offered a 
“hybrid” grant-loan package, which consists of x% grant and y% loan. 

The complexity of some national student financial aid schemes makes it 
practically impossible to treat independently the conditions and contribution 
of portable grants and those of portable loans in our analysis. This is particu-
larly true for the grants and loans offered through the kind of mixed, hybrid 
grant-loan packages described above. Nevertheless, to advance the discus-
sion on portability, it is very important to map the different combinations of 
grants and loans in different national student support schemes, and to dif-
ferentiate between the conditions attached to portable grants and those for 
portable loans, where possible. 
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After all, this would at least lead us to reflect on the question of “what is to 
be/has been made portable of what?” in the portability discussion, before 
going further into the quantitative contribution of portable grants, loans or 
grant-loans. Unfortunately, as will be pointed out in the next chapters, this 
seemingly fundamental question for the discussion of portability does not 
always have an easy answer, due to the diversity of national student financial 
support systems found in Europe.   

3.5  Value of portability only found through informed  
contrasts   

For the reasons discussed in Section 3.4 above, our attempt to compare the 
quantitative information on portable grants and/or loans was preceded by an 
exercise to map out the major features of the different student financial sup-
port systems in the 31 European countries. These major features include both 
the practical aspects of student financial support (e.g. the institutions chiefly 
in charge of the implementation of the support, the eligibility criteria, and the 
distribution mechanism), the content of the support (e.g. the different fund-
ing elements packed and presented as student financial support, as well as 
the amounts of individual grants/loans). They form the basis for the discus-
sion on the conditions of portability (the main category of features analysed 
in this study) that can be better understood only when contrasted with the 
conditions guiding the local use of the financial aid. Moreover, it is only when 
we become aware of the major differences of the student financial support 
schemes/measures in different European countries that we can claim validity 
of what we are in fact comparing or what we can possibly compare in Europe.  

In the European context, where complexity is the norm rather than the excep-
tion, almost any comparison is bound to fall into the trap of comparing apples 
with oranges, at least to some extent. However, we have tried to be very specif-
ic about what we are analysing, whenever possible, precisely to be able to avoid 
comparing oranges with oysters, and thus prevent that the portability discus-
sion gets derailed into a mere competition for lumping numbers that may have 
nothing to do with each other on the one hand and with portability on the other. 

The aspiration towards total accuracy is not risk free, however. By being very 
specific about what we want to compare and what we are comparing in this 
study, we run the risk of not having the kind of data at the level of specificity 
desired in this first attempt to quantify the contribution of portable state grants 
and loans to mobility. Despite this risk, having studied closely the student 
financial support measures across the 31 European countries covered in this 
study, the authors are even more convinced of the need to bring more clarity 
to the subject matter before comparing what is portable and what not.     
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4  Overview of grant and loan schemes  
in Europe-31

4.1  Difficulties posed by great diversity of student  
financial support systems

The student support systems of the 31 European countries studied vary to a 
great extent even when the focus is narrowed down to the provision of stu-
dent aid, i.e. to state grants and loans.  

Not all the countries have a clearly defined “national” student financial sup-
port “scheme” administered by an immediately identifiable national body as 
is the case in the Nordic countries. It is not uncommon for student financial 
aid to be awarded and administered by regional governments (e.g. in Bel-
gium, Italy, Switzerland, Spain) or disbursed by higher education institutions 
directly under the supervision of national ministries of education or finances 
(e.g. in the Czech Republic, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and most other Cen-
tral and Eastern European countries). This is important to know both for data 
collection and data analysis purposes. 

The high degree of decentralisation in student financial support, and/or the 
absence of national coordination with regard to portable grants and loans 
resulted in the slower than expected reactions of certain countries to the 
portability discussion, as well as in a general lack of national-level data on 
this parameter. To further complicate things, in countries where student finan-
cial support is provided in the form of a “basket with many different types of 
support” (e.g. subsidies for accommodation/transportation, tax exemptions 
for parents, etc.), it is also much more difficult to isolate the kind of monetary 
financial aid that can be comparable across countries. 

4.2  The lack of common terminology in student  
financial support   

As we have highlighted in earlier chapters, Europe is lacking a standard set 
of terminology for student aid or student financial support. A myriad of terms, 
such as Stipendium, Bourses, Studiefinanciering, student aid, education 
allowances are employed in different European languages. In most cases, 
these terms are loosely translated into “grants”, “scholarships” and “loans” in 
English, terms which are indeed very similar in the general sense that they ex-
ist to financially support students during their studies. The subtle differences 
found in the original languages between the names of the schemes, how-
ever, are not only of a linguistic nature. They do indicate different purposes 
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intended for funding, different target groups eligible for funding or different 
expectations with regard to repayment or contribution (co-financing) by the 
recipients. 

Sometimes, these subtleties are reflected in the English terms, for example, 
by differentiating between: 

•	 grants (no repayment expected) and loans (repayment expected), 

•	 scholarships (non-repayable merit-based award) and studentship/bursa-
ries (non-repayable support in return for voluntary services), 

•	 study grants (for tuition fees) and student grants (for maintenance or living 
costs), 

•	 basic grants (for all students eligible) and supplementary grants (for se-
lected groups of students), and 

•	 social grants (for the more “needy” students) and merit-based scholarships 
(for the outstanding students). 

A myriad of English terms has been used to describe the different sub-sets of 
grants and/or loans in different national student support schemes as well. As 
shown above, the complexity of the schemes can be reflected even with the 
use of one single language – English – for comparison purpose.  

The main problem comes not from the rich list of terms as such, but rather 
from the fact that not all countries use the same terms to mean the same kind 
of support at all times for reporting or public presentation of the schemes. 
For example, there is a noticeable tendency in Central and Eastern Euro-
pean countries to use “scholarships” (indicating a type of support generally 
awarded on merit) and “grants” (the more generic term for students aid) in-
terchangeably. Such a tendency to use “scholarships” rather than “grants” or 
“aid” for student financial support may be explained by the selectivity of the 
schemes resulting from the relatively small shares of grant recipients among 
all students supported in Central and Eastern European countries. It may also 
simply be the result of loose translation into English. They mean the same 
kind of support in essence. But for cross-country comparison like this one, 
the labelling of the scheme as a scholarship or grant has initially posed a dif-
ficult question to the researchers.                

As far as terminology is concerned, one of the most important decisions in 
this study was whether to include or exclude national-level “scholarships” 
reported to the survey. Quite a number of countries, mainly from Central and 
Eastern Europe, reported that their “social scholarships” and sometimes also 
“merit scholarships” are the only element of state support that is portable. 
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Some others reported only the type of scholarships that has been set up spe-
cifically for mobility, which clearly falls out of the defined scope of this study. 

It took the researchers and the Advisory Board some time to conclude wheth-
er “scholarships” as a category falls into the scope of student financial sup-
port measures to be covered in the project. This sounds like a trivial question, 
but it affects whether some Central and Eastern European countries, which 
tend to offer a combination of social scholarships (for the most “needy” stu-
dents) and merit scholarships (for the “top and brightest”) as student financial 
support for their students, were to be covered in the study or not. 

Because these “scholarships” are clearly not the type of mobility scholar-
ships excluded from the defined scope of the study, and because they ap-
pear to be a common form of student financial support in Central and Eastern 
European countries, the decision was to include them in the study. However, 
it becomes clear later that such social and merit scholarships, normally ad-
ministered by the local higher education institutions are deeply rooted in their 
countries and limited to credit portability. Furthermore, the selective coverage 
of the scholarships in question (particularly merit scholarships) indicates that 
the potential quantitative contribution of these scholarships to outward mo-
bility is capped at a much lower level than the kind of more inclusive grants 
found in Northern and Western European countries.    

4.3  Differences in the disbursement and administration of 
state grants and loans 

Nationally-funded student financial support disbursed by local higher educa-
tion institutions  

Not all the countries that offer student financial support to the students do so 
through a clearly defined scheme, with one common set of regulations and 
one clearly identifiable administering agency. It is not uncommon in Central 
and Eastern European countries to offer grants to students via designated 
higher education institutions, usually public institutions, without involving any 
intermediary body. In these cases, the institutions receive the grants from the 
ministries of education as part of their annual budget designated for student 
financial support and disburse the grants according to the rules set by the 
ministries and/or the institutions themselves. In such decentralised systems, 
there may be a clear budget line at the national level from the ministry’s and 
institution’s perspective, but this may not be perceived so clearly by “outsid-
ers” (including the student beneficiaries) as “the” national scheme for student 
aid. Questions like, how are the grants given out, whether they are portable 
or not, how many are used abroad, are difficult to answer without looking into 
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the implementation of the support at the level of higher education institutions. 
What is clear without much further investigation though is that only non-re-
payable grants/scholarships are disbursed via higher education institutions. 

Loan schemes, if any, are administered separately by intermediaries other 
than higher education institutions. This is understandable because of the re-
payment procedures for loans, which are normally initiated after the students’ 
graduation, i.e. when they are out of universities’ reach. Another conclusion 
one may immediately draw from this kind of student support structure is that 
the portability of grants is inherently limited to students already enrolled in 
local higher education institutions. In other words, at most, the grants dis-
bursed via the higher education institutions can be used for credit mobility. 
Mobile students aiming to enrol in foreign institutions (i.e. be mobile for a full 
degree) will not be covered.  

Student financial support funded and administered by local/regional  
governments or public bodies 

Higher education, in many European countries like Belgium, Germany, 
France, Italy, Switzerland and the UK, remains under the competence (at 
least to some extent) of regional or local governments rather than under the 
central governments. The same goes for the provision of student financial 
support. The central government’s involvement varies to a great extent from 
co-funding and coordinating the scheme to only providing a national infor-
mation platform for the various local/regional schemes. In these countries, 
data collection is a challenge particularly when the data required have not 
been captured in the national statistics. Such countries tend to require much 
more time to align the parameters of the new data to be collected nationally 
and to deliver comparable data at a national level. As a result, in this one-
year exercise, the quantitative analysis we could conduct was very limited 
for the countries in question. Nevertheless, it is important to know why some 
countries can deliver, relatively fast, reliable and in-depth information about 
portable support and why some need more time to get all the actors to act in 
response to new circumstances and demands.    

Nationally-funded student financial support distributed by an identifiable  
central administrative body

Compared to the decentralised systems of student financial support dis-
bursed by either higher education institutions or by local/regional govern-
ments (or public bodies), student financial support schemes, including grants 
and loans, in Northern and (in some) Western European countries are more 
likely to be centrally administered by an identifiable administrative body lo-
cated at the national level. These national bodies, e.g. the Danish Agency for 
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Higher Education and Educational Support (Styrelsen for Vidergående Ud-
dannelser) in Denmark, the Norwegian State Educational Loan Fund (Statens 
Lånekasse for Utdanning, Lånekasse) in Norway, the Swedish National Board 
of Student Aid (Centrala studiestödsnämnden, CSN) in Sweden, The Social 
Insurance Institution of Finland  (Kansaneläkelaitos, Kela), and the Education 
Executive Agency (Dienst Uitvoering Onderwijs, DUO) of the Netherlands (see 
Annex I for a full list), have a clear profile of responsibilities in student financial 
support services. They are in charge of the “public face” of these support 
schemes in terms of promotion, their administration, and the quantitative data 
collection on the beneficiaries. In this study, they inevitably become the major 
sources of information, first, because they have readily available information 
in their centralised systems, and second, because the support schemes they 
manage tend to be fully portable for both credit and degree mobility. 

There appears to be a positive correlation between the portability of national 
student support scheme and the existence of an autonomous state-spon-
sored body. As explained above, portability of grants for degree mobility can 
only take place “outside” local higher education institutions because the ap-
plicants for such portable grants are either high school graduates, rather than 
university students (if they want to do their Bachelor’s studies abroad) or 
graduates (if they want to do their Master’s studies abroad). An administra-
tive body other than local higher education institutions is thus necessary to 
administer such grants that are portable for degree mobility. 

The same goes for portable loans, or the administration of student loans, in 
general. Higher education institutions or the ministries of education them-
selves are clearly not the best-equipped institutions to give out student loans. 
This explains why in countries where student grants or scholarships are tra-
ditionally disbursed via local higher education institutions or via a specific 
unit in the ministries, there is a tendency to set up a state-sponsored ad-
ministrative body when student loan schemes are introduced. Examples are 
the	 Student	 Loan	 Centre	 (Diákhitel)	 in	 Hungary,	 State	 Studies	 Foundation	
(Valstybinis	studijų	 fondas)	 in	Lithuania	and	Education	Support	Fund	(Fond	
na	podporu	vdelávania)	in	Slovakia.	In	such	cases,	the	portability	of	student	
support is more likely allowed for loans rather than grants. 

It must be noted however, when it comes to the quantitative contribution of 
these centralised loan-only schemes, the scale of their impact is rather lim-
ited because of the limited coverage of the schemes. For example, the loan 
scheme in Slovakia benefits only 1-2% of all students and the beneficiaries 
are chosen by social criteria due to the limited budget of the scheme. As a 
result, although state loans are portable, the vast majority of Slovak students 
studying abroad, particularly those engaged in degree mobility (an estimate 
of 32 923 of which 24 544, i.e. 74.5%, were studying in the Czech Republic 
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according to UIS data 2011), is likely to be studying abroad with other finan-
cial sources than portable state loans. 

The above described patterns reflect, in a very general sense, major differ-
ences in the provision of national student financial support in different parts 
of Europe as far as the disbursement and the administrative mechanisms are 
concerned. These generalised patterns are subject to exceptions to differ-
ent extents, however. Smaller-size countries in Western and Northern Euro-
pean countries, e.g. Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Iceland, have their grants 
and loans administered directly by ministries or higher education institutions. 
Even among the Nordic countries, differences are found in the administration 
of student loans. In Denmark, Norway and Sweden, loans are provided as 
part	of	the	grant	scheme	administered	by	Styrelsen	for	Vidergående	Uddan-
nelser, Lånekasse and CSN respectively (therefore the same “administrators” 
for both the grants and loans), whereas in Finland, loans are “associated” 
with grants, but are administered separately, by Finnish banks.  

4.4  State grants and loans in the 31 target countries  
(portable and non-portable)

In this section we would like to give an overview of the availability of state 
grants and loans in the 31 European countries covered by the study, irre-
spective of whether these schemes are portable or not for study abroad. The 
overview of portable state grants and loans will be dealt with in Chapter 5. 

Grants and loans neither come in pair at all times nor are they clearly sepa-
rable from each other in all cases. In this study, three main kinds of student 
financial support are identified with regard to the provision of grants and/or 
loans. The first two kinds are clear. First, there are 11.512 countries that pro-
vide only state grants. Second, there is one country (Iceland) that provides 
only state loans (with subsidised interest). For the rest, as can be seen in 
Table 1 below, different possible combinations of grants and loans exist.

12   As the French-speaking community of Belgium and the Flemish-speaking community of Bel-
gium have two separate schemes, we treat them separately whenever possible in this study. 
This explains the half-a-country counts in the next sections and chapters. 
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Table 1: Provision of student financial support in Europe-31 

 

Country

Grant-only 
Scheme  
(Total = 11.5  
countries)

Loan-only  
Scheme (Total = 
1 country)

Combined grants and loans  
schemes (18.5)

Hybrid grant-loan 
scheme  
(Total = 8  
countries)

Other grant, loan  
combination 
( Total = 10.5 
countries)

Austria 
Belgium-Nl.  
Cyprus 
Czech Republic
France  
Ireland 
Italy    
Malta  
Portugal 
Romania    
Slovenia 
Spain

Iceland Denmark
Germany
Liechtenstein 
Luxembourg 
Netherlands
Norway 
Sweden
United Kingdom

Belgium-Fr.
Bulgaria
Estonia
Finland
Greece
Hungary
Latvia
Lithuania
Poland
Slovakia  
Switzerland

Source: STiME survey data 2013 

Of the three main types, the combined grants and loans are the type most 
commonly found in the 31 countries studied. 18.5 countries have such a 
scheme in place. Within this group, further distinction can be made, with re-
gard to the degree of separation between grants and loans, into two sub-cat-
egories: fully-separate (parallel) grant and loan schemes that are combined 
in different manners, on the one hand, and hybrid grant-loan schemes on the 
other. Those countries placed in the rightmost column in the table above fall 
in the first sub-category, as it is possible to completely separate grants from 
loans in their case. Two different scheme features allow for the full separation 
of grants and loans in practice: 

•	 first,	either	the	loans	are	given	out	as	a	top-up	to	the	grants;		

•	 second,	 the	 loans	are	offered	and	administered	by	separate	financial	 in-
termediaries (e.g. public/designated banks or loan administration bodies). 
This in turn requires separate applications, according to different sets of 
rules for the two parallel schemes of grants and loans. 

Such parallel schemes are most commonly found in Central and Eastern Eu-
ropean countries such as Hungary, Slovakia and Lithuania.  
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In the other countries, listed in the left column under the sub-category “hy-
brid grant-loan scheme”, grants and loans cannot be easily separated (see 
Section 3.4). This is largely because loans (optional or not) are given out as a 
share of the total calculated student financial support (ranging from 30% to 
70%) and/or are “convertible” to grants upon the fulfilment of certain condi-
tions (see Table 2 below).  

Table 2: Loan elements in hybrid grant-loan schemes 

Country Loan element in total calculated support

Denmark Loan (33%) mixed with grant. Optional completion loan for last 
year of studies.   

Germany Loan (50%) mixed with grant.  

Liechtenstein Loan (40-60%) mixed with grant.   

Luxembourg Loan for tuition fee (50%) mixed with grant.   

The Netherlands Loan for basic and supplementary support convertible to grant if 
the student graduates within 10 years. Optional (tuition fee) loans.   

Norway Loan for basic support (up to 40%) convertible to grant. Optional 
tuition fee loans for students in private higher education institutions.     

Sweden 68.7% loan mixed with grant (for studies in Sweden). Share of 
loan in total support varies* by study destination, while grant is 
fixed at SEK 705/week (for studies outside Sweden). 

United Kingdom Repayment of tuition fee loans and maintenance loans is linked 
to income. Repayment only has to be made when a graduate’s 
income is above GBP 21 000 a year. If the income drops below 
this amount repayment stops.

Source: STiME survey data, 2013 
Note: * In 2015, new rules for studies outside Sweden will apply. According to these rules the grant and loan 
will be the same for studies abroad as for studies in Sweden. Thus, the grant to loan ratio will be fixed for 
studies outside Sweden.

When it comes to data for the sub-category of hybrid grant-loan schemes, it is 
practically not possible to separate the number of grant recipients from that of 
loan recipients, especially in countries like the Netherlands and Norway, where 
the loan recipients of a given year may later become grant recipients upon grad-
uation. To complicate the picture further, in one hybrid grant-loan scheme, there 
could be more than one sub-type of grants or loans. The most commonly found 
sub-types are grants and/or loans for “maintenance”, and grants and/or loans 
for “tuition fees”. On top of that, there could be “supplementary” grants and/or 
loans that require the fulfilment of additional need-based or merit-based criteria.  
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These features of national grants and loans have consequences on our analy-
sis of portability. Ideally, the reporting of portable financial aid used abroad 
should specify whether it is a grant or a loan, a maintenance or tuition fee 
grant or loan, for degree or for credit mobility (or for both). In practice, how-
ever, ministries and/or national bodies in charge of student financial support 
could not easily specify all these aspects for the data they could provide, 
either because too much time would have been needed to “translate” the 
data to this degree of specificity or because the data they had could simply 
not be further disaggregated, as they were collected at a higher aggregation 
level to begin with. In this first attempt to compare the quantitative data of 
portable grants and loans, we may therefore only make best use the readily 
available national data provided at different levels of aggregation and, more 
importantly, suggest potential improvement for data collection, to facilitate 
more in-depth comparisons among more European countries in the future.           

4.5  Estimated quantity of state grants and loans in the 31 
target countries (portable and non-portable)

National reports on the proportion of students receiving student financial sup-
port (or more specifically state grants and/or state loans) differ to a great extent, 
at least for some countries, across different information or data sources. Part of 
this problem is caused by the fact that we are lacking a common definition of 
student financial support in Europe, but this is not the only reason why we get 
distorted data. The picture is further complicated by the various understandings 
and differences in the counting of the “total student population” (total enrol-
ment). For example, while most countries counted only students enrolled in 
their home institutions, others, especially those with portable support for degree 
mobility, counted also students funded for full degree studies abroad.     

As a compromise between precision and broad coverage for the 31 European 
countries, we have grouped the proportions of all students supported by state 
grants into 10 groups, at an interval of 10%, using both the data reported to 
us	in	the	STiME	survey	and	the	data	reported	to	EURYDICE	for	the	reference	
year 2011/1213. With the exception of a few countries (Bulgaria, Spain, Hun-
gary, and Liechtenstein) that showed contradictory information between the 
two data sources, we could estimate the proportion of all students supported 
by state grants in the target countries, as shown in the table below.        

13			EURYIDICE	 (2013)	 National student fee and support schemes in 2013/14, retrieved from 
http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education%20/Eurydice/documents/facts_and_figures/fees_sup-
port.pdf	 and	 EURYIDICE	 (2012)	 National student fee and support schemes in 2012/2013, 
retrieved from http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/documents/facts_and_figures/
fees_and_support.pdf
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Table 3:  The estimated proportion of all students (total enrolment)  
receiving state grants, portable or non-portable included   

Group % of students  
supported by  
state grants of all 
students (ISCED 5A)

Countries Total enrolment 
(UIS data,  
ISCED 5A)

1 0-9% 1. BG Bulgaria2 255 659

2.	CZ	Czech	Republic 386 704

3. GR Greece 408 764

4. IT Italy 1 926 502

5. LT Lithuania 130 846

6.	LV	Latvia 84 235

2 10-19% 7. AT Austria 297 811

8. CH Switzerland 185 576

9. EE Estonia 44 215

10. PT Portugal 377 795

3 20-29% 11. BE Belgium 222 294

12. DE Germany 2 083 741

13. ES Spain2 1 577 652

14. PL Poland 2 026 669

15. RO Romania 843 747

16. SI Slovenia 81 875

17. SK Slovakia3 211 618

4 30-39% 18. FR France 1 623 657

19. HU Hungary2,3 333 739

20. LI Lichtenstein4 906

5 40-49% 21. IE Ireland 145 296

6 50-59% – –

7 60-69% 22. NL Netherlands4 752 001

23. NO Norway 220 752

24. SE Sweden 414 613

8 70-79% – –

9 80-89% – –
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Group % of students  
supported by  
state grants of all 
students (ISCED 5A)

Countries Total enrolment 
(UIS data,  
ISCED 5A)

10 90-100% 25.	CY	Cyprus 21 151

26. DK Denmark 216 653

27. FI Finland 287 361

28. LU Luxembourg4 4 034

29. MT Malta5 9 926

Remarks 1.  Two countries are missing from this overview, for different rea-
sons. Iceland offers no state grants, but only loans. The United 
Kingdom reported data separately for England, Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland, which cannot be aggregated into one single 
total. 

2.  Countries for which significant differences in percentages were 
found	when	comparing	the	two	EURYDICE	reports.	The	percent-
ages entered in this table were as a result taken from the 2013 
EURYDICE	report.	

3.  Countries offering need-based and merit-based grants in parallel. 
The positioning of these countries in the table was calculated 
assuming a maximum overlap of 5 percentage points between the 
two categories of grant recipients.

4.  Percentages calculated based on the data delivered to the STiME 
survey.

5. Data covers only Bachelor-level students (1st cycle).

Sources:	EURYDICE,	2013	&	UIS	data	2010/11,	retrieved	in	November	2013	 
Notes:	The	countries	were	grouped	in	this	table	based	on	percentages	reported	in	the	EURYDICE	2013	re-
port (academic year 2011/12, unless otherwise specified). The countries are presented in alphabetical order 
in each of the 10-percentage categories (the order does not represent a ranking of countries). The UIS enrol-
ment data is for the year 2010/11 which was the most recent year available at the time of writing this publi-
cation. In some cases these totals differ from those reported by individual countries to the STiME survey.  
The numbers presented here are meant to give an order of magnitude, and not be taken as definitive figures.    

In the table above, we can see that almost all students in Cyprus, Denmark, Fin-
land, Luxembourg, and Malta received some grants from the state. In Sweden, 
Norway and the Netherlands, more than half of the students received some kind 
of state grants also, although the grants may have initially been given as loans, 
as in the case of Norway and the Netherlands. In Ireland, the proportion of stu-
dents receiving state grants is above 40%. These countries represent roughly 
one third of the 31 countries covered in this study, while two thirds of the 31 
countries offers state grants to less than 40% of the total student population. 
In general, Nordic countries and small countries like Cyprus, Malta and Luxem-
bourg tend to offer financial support for a much larger share of students than 
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Eastern European countries. Countries that offer hybrid grant-loan schemes or 
other combination of grants and loans, have also a tendency to cover a larger 
share of students than countries that offer only grants.      

Compared to state grants, even more limited quantitative data on state loans, 
as a stand-alone provision or a share of full support, are available in na-
tional data systems, not to mention state loans used abroad. As a result, in 
the quantitative analysis that follows in Chapter 5, we cannot go much into 
greater details about portable state loans used abroad for credit or degree 
mobility. Nevertheless, for future mapping of the portability of student finan-
cial support in Europe, it remains interesting to note the general patterns of 
portable grants as opposed to portable loans in different European countries. 

Summary

In this chapter, we have tried to be as comprehensive as possible, but the 
information presented is certainly not exhaustive, i.e. it does not cover all the 
variations of student financial support measures in the 31 European coun-
tries. We have also stopped short of estimating the number of “grant recipi-
ents” in all the 31 countries, knowing that the eligibility conditions for state 
financial support, which limit the share of all students receiving state financial 
support, vary to a great extent from country to country. The overview is nev-
ertheless useful for clarifying the unit of analysis (i.e. which national schemes 
to be included and examined in the study) and estimating the scale of po-
tential quantitative contribution of student financial support. In other words, 
the section sets out the framework for the analysis carried out in the next few 
chapters so that the focus – on “student financial support” (as opposed to 
mobility-specific scholarships) and issues of “portability” related to such na-
tionally-based funding schemes – could be kept clear throughout the study. 
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5  Overview of the portability of state grants  
and loans in Europe-31 

5.1  Overview of the portability of grants and loans  
by country  

In the discourse on the role of portability in supporting, presumably, mass 
student mobility, the potential contribution of portable grants and loans is be-
lieved to be ‘immense’ in a quantitative sense. Continuous efforts have been 
made to convince national governments to ‘open up’ their student financial 
support schemes for use in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA). 
Correspondingly, European-level mapping of portability has been focusing 
on the number of countries that offered portable support rather than on the 
number of state grant and loan recipients who may potentially benefit from 
portable grants and loans. The quantitative potential of portable student sup-
port is believed to be immense, but seldom quantified. In light of this obser-
vation, the STiME project is trying to fill this data gap by gathering additional 
information on the types of portable financial support offered by different 
countries, the actual number of students using their portable grants and 
loans abroad, and the conditions attached to portability. These overarching 
issues make the object of the current chapter, while – detailed data analysis 
– will be dealt with in Chapters 6 to 8.

As shown in Table 4 below, 25 out of the 31 countries in this study reported 
to have offered full or partial portability of state grants and/or loans. In other 
words, the state grant and/or loan recipients in these countries have been, in 
principle, offered the ‘opportunities’ to take their grants and/or loans abroad 
for degree mobility and/or credit mobility. 

Among these 25 countries, 12 reported that state grants and/or loans are 
portable for both degree and credit mobility. These include the Nordic coun-
tries, Germany, Austria, the Netherlands and “small” countries in the West 
like Lichtenstein, Luxembourg and Belgium (both its Flemish and French-
speaking communities).   

Very	few	countries	(2	and	“a	half”	to	be	precise)	that	offer	only	state	grants,	
namely Austria, Ireland and Belgium’s Flemish-speaking community, allow 
students to take the grants abroad for both credit and degree mobility. Most 
of the others, such as France, Italy, the Czech Republic, that have grant-only 
schemes allow their state grants to be used abroad only for credit mobility. 
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Table 4:  Overview of the portability of grants and loans in Europe-31,  
by type of scheme  

Grant-only Loan-
only

Combined grants and loans scheme  

Hybrid grant-
loan scheme

Other grant,  
loan combination

Fully# port-
able 
(Row total = 
12 coun-
tries)

AT 
BE-Nl. 
IE 

IS DE 
DK 
LI 
LU 
NL 
NO 

BE-Fr. 
FI 
SE

Partially#  
portable 
(Row total 
= 13.25 
countries)

CY	(basic	grant) 
CZ	(CM*) 
FR (CM) 
IT (CM) 
MT (CM in EU) 
RO (neighbours) 
SI (CM)

– UK-Wales (CM) CH (varied among cantons) 
EE (loan portable for CM; 
grant not) 
HU (loan to Romania and 
Croatia portable; grant not) 
LT (grant portable for CM; 
loan not) 
PL (loan portable; grant 
not) 
SK (loan portable; grant 
not)

Not portable#  

(Row total = 
5.75 coun-
tries)

ES  
PT 

– UK-England 
UK-Northern 
Ireland 
UK-Scotland 

BG 
GR 
LV

Source: STiME survey data, 2013 
Notes: #Fully portable here is defined by the reported portability of state grants and loans for both credit 
and degree mobility. This has not yet taken into consideration the conditions for portability discussed later 
in Chapter 5. Partially portable is defined by the reported portability of selected grants or loans elements/
sub-systems in a national system, or for either credit or degree mobility only. Not portable is defined by the 
reported non-existence of portable grants or loans. UK-Scotland reported that a pilot for limited portability of 
its financial support will take place in 2014/15. *CM stands for “credit mobility only”. 

In Central and Eastern European countries, where student loans are avail-
able, loans tend to be more portable than grants, with or without restrictions 
on the types of mobility or the study destinations. Social or merit grants dis-
bursed by higher education institutions are either not portable or portable 
only for credit mobility.  

Despite contradictory information gathered from different sources, it seems 
rather clear that student financial support from Portugal, Spain, most parts 
of the UK, Greece, Latvia and Bulgaria is not portable for outward mobility.   
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We were pleasantly surprised to see that despite the existence of different 
limitations to be discussed in the remainder of Chapter 5, the large majority 
of the 31 countries covered in the study allows their state grants and/or loans 
to be portable, in principle, for credit mobility and/or degree mobility. To what 
extent this in principle portable student financial support has been used or 
not by the recipients abroad is a different matter.  

5.2  Overview of the quantitative contribution of portable 
state grants to mobility 

To quantify the potential contribution of state grants and loans to mobility, as 
opposed to the actual contribution, a seemingly simple proxy would be the 
number of all recipients of grants and loans in the 31 European countries. 
With the number of all grant recipients, we can infer that the potential quan-
titative contribution of portable grants in some countries is inherently higher 
than others from a European perspective. One clear example would be the 
introduction of “full portability” in the Czech Republic’s student financial sup-
port system, currently benefiting 1% of all students in higher education. This 
would likely have a much smaller quantitative impact than the (even partial) 
portability of one of those countries that have a large student population or 
high percentage share of total students getting a state grant. 

This apparently easy task of collecting and adding up the national figures of all 
grant and loan recipients in countries that offer portable grants and/or loans, 
however, is not easy to be accomplished as discussed in Chapter 4 above. 
For the collection of quantitative data on “mobile” grant and/or loan recipi-
ents, we can imagine that the challenges can only be bigger. The diversity and 
complexity of student support systems in European countries, plus the differ-
ent extent of portability introduced into student financial support systems or 
sub-systems, all speak for a slow reaction to requests for new data. 

Therefore, before delving into the discussion of the quantitative potential and 
actual contribution of state grants and loans to mobility, we will first share our 
observations of the current availability, or rather the absence, of readily usable 
data necessary for a comprehensive, Europe-wide analysis that covers all the 
25 countries which allow full or partial portability. Such observations have their 
own value in indicating potential directions for future data collection efforts.  

5.3 Data availability  

In total 25 countries self-reported (either through the STiME survey or on the 
official websites of their respective ministries or responsible national bod-
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ies) that their state grants and/or loans are fully or partially portable for sup-
porting studies abroad. Not all the 25 countries have been tracking the use 
of portable grants and/or loans abroad, however. Furthermore, for those 15 
countries and Wales that have been doing so and reported quantitative data 
for the study, the granularity of the data delivered tends to be rather uneven.  

When asked to provide quantitative data on the grant recipients in general and 
the portable grants and loans used abroad, not all the countries were able to 
provide the data sub-divided by type of mobility (credit vs. degree), level of 
study (ISCED 5B, 5A and 6) and type of funding support (state grants vs. state 
loans), at least not without major efforts to ‘translate’ the data according to 
these parameters. This did not come as a big surprise, given the complexity 
of the grant and/or loan combinations in some countries and given that STiME 
was likely the very first attempt to solicit comparable data at such a low level 
of aggregation from the national bodies in the Europe-31 countries. Some data 
gaps were clearly expected at the time when the STiME survey was designed.    

What was slightly disappointing for the research team is nevertheless the gen-
eral lack of quantitative data about portable grants that support ‘credit mobility’ 
when compared to ‘degree mobility’. Credit mobile grant recipients were either 
not tracked, as in the case of Ireland and the Netherlands, or were mixed with 
degree mobile grant recipients, as in the case of Germany, Liechtenstein and 
Luxembourg. In the case of Germany, though, a reported estimated ratio of 6:4 
(credit to degree mobility respectively) helped us get a step closer to reality. But 
such an estimated ratio has its limitations – it cannot be applied for more in-depth 
analysis of the use of grants by destinations because of the uneven distribution of 
German mobile students across countries for different types of mobility.  

Difficulties in gathering data on credit mobile grant recipients  

Why are credit mobile grant recipients more difficult to track than degree mo-
bile grant recipients? One of the main reasons, mentioned by the Netherlands 
and Ireland, could be that credit mobile grant recipients remain enrolled in 
local higher education institutions, and as a result are captured in the national 
data system as ‘local students’. Individual higher education institutions may 
have separate sets of data on the use of grants for credit mobility by their 
students, but such data sets are not gathered at the national level.  

The other reason is the relatively fuzzy definition of ‘credit mobility’ itself (by 
different length of study periods abroad or study loads in ECTS) compared 
to the relatively clear-cut definition of ‘degree mobility’ (the ultimate receipt 
of a diploma). There is a commonly agreed upon definition for credit mobility 
at the European level. The STiME survey was drawn in line with this defini-
tion which states that only short-term mobility for study purposes of at least 



Portable state grants and loans

42

three months, but of less than one year should be reported. This common 
definition does not seem to have been widely adopted in the national data 
collection systems, however.  

Moreover, in countries where ERASMUS grants are the primary source of 
funding, but are offered in conjunction with national top-up grants, the sepa-
ration of state funding support from EU support for credit mobility is even 
more complicated. 

The lack of quantitative data on credit mobile grant recipients at the national 
level, coupled with the lack of ‘national’ data, not to mention a global dataset 
similar to that of UIS for degree mobility, on ‘all’ credit mobile students, made 
it practically impossible to assess the quantitative contribution of portable 
state grants for credit mobility to total credit mobility. In relative terms, never-
theless, a few general patterns can still be observed when comparing the use 
of ERASMUS grants and state grants for credit mobility, knowing that the two 
are (hopefully separate) subsets of the total number of credit mobile students. 
These patterns will be presented in Chapters 6 and 7.  

Better availability of data on degree mobile grant recipients   

The availability of data on degree mobile grant recipients is significantly better 
than that on credit mobile grant recipients. The 11 countries that allow state 
grants to be portable for both degree and credit mobility had all provided the 
total number of degree mobile grant recipients for this study. In some cases 
(e.g. Austria, Belgium’s Flemish-speaking community, Demark, Norway and 
Liechtenstein), the total can be further sub-divided by level of study, roughly 
corresponding to levels ISCED 5B, 5A, and 6, according to the 1997 version of 
this international classification. Some others (e.g. the Netherlands, Germany, 
Sweden and Finland) cannot provide such differentiation, due to the differenc-
es in the national data collection practices. This implies that the total numbers 
of mobile grant recipients in these countries possibly included ISCED 5B and 
6 students who were eligible for student financial support. The numbers of 
mobile grant recipients in these countries may therefore be inflated. 

The above-said data limitations do influence the relative shares of grant re-
cipients, mobile and non-mobile, when cross-country analyses are conduct-
ed. Nevertheless, knowing that the bulk of grant recipients, especially mobile 
grant recipients, in most of the countries compared in this study are at ISCED 
5A14 level, the potential distortion is believed to be limited. 

14   According to the UIS data set for the year 2009, the combined shares of students at ISCED 
5A and 6 levels in total tertiary education enrolment (with or without state grants) for the fol-
lowing countries are: Finland, 99.96%, the Netherland, 99.86%, Sweden, 93.9%; and Norway, 
99.43%. The highest share of ISCED 5B students is 6% in Sweden, but this includes both 
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The better availability of data on degree mobile grant recipients seems to be 
closely associated with the existence of clearly defined student financial support 
schemes or independent national bodies that have a clear role over the admin-
istration of student financial support (e.g. CSN, Lånekasse, SU, KELA, DUO and 
the like mentioned in Chapter 4 above). For countries that make grants portable 
also for degree mobility, it is inevitable that a separate disbursement system, in-
dependent of local higher education institutions, needs to be set up at a national 
level so that high school leavers who are not entering local higher education 
institutions or Bachelor’s graduates that have exited the home higher education 
system can apply to use the grants abroad for full degrees. Such a separate 
system and a clearly different application procedure for degree mobility students 
from that of students using the grants locally or temporarily for credit mobility, 
does facilitate the tracking and reporting of the related mobile grant recipients.  

A general lack of quantitative data on portable loans 

Compared to the availability of quantitative data on state grants, quantitative 
data on portable loans are even more difficult to gather for a number of rea-
sons. One, the numbers of loan recipients in hybrid grant-loan systems (e.g. 
Denmark, Norway, the Netherlands, Germany, Liechtenstein), as described 
in Chapter 4 above, are in principle equivalent to the numbers of grant re-
cipients even though the ratio of the grant and loan in the total sum of sup-
port per student may vary across countries and students. Two, the numbers 
of state-guaranteed or subsidised loans administered by designated banks 
have not been gathered centrally and systematically. Three, most countries 
that have separate student loan schemes did not reply to the STiME survey.   

We know though from the STiME survey and from other official information 
sources that student loans tend to be more portable than grants, both in hy-
brid grant-loan schemes (mostly found in Northern and Western Europe) as 
well as in loan-only schemes (mostly found in Central and Eastern Europe). In 
the hybrid schemes, the financial support available for use outside the coun-
try, usually for covering tuition fees, is more likely to be a loan rather than a 
grant. It could be an optional top-up loan (e.g. in Denmark), a loan that cannot 
be converted into a grant (e.g. in the Netherlands), or a loan that represents 
a bigger share of the total support (e.g. in Norway) than that at home. In the 
loan-only schemes that are typically found in Central and Eastern European 
countries, loans are more likely to be portable than grants that are disbursed 
via higher education institutions. This is shown in Table 4 above.  

grant recipients and non-grant recipients, mobile and non-mobile students. Germany has a 
slightly higher share of ISCED 5B students at approx. 20% of total enrolment, using UIS 2011 
data. The distortion of German data may be limited due to the smaller likelihood of ISCED 5B 
students to be mobile when compared with ISCED 5A students.  
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While it is possible to use the number of grant recipients as a proxy for the 
number of loan recipients in those hybrid grant-loan schemes, the quantita-
tive data available from loan-only schemes are very limited. What is clear 
about them, quantitatively, is that the share of total students using the loans, 
portable and non-portable, tends to be low (at 1-5%), especially when com-
pared to the coverage of hybrid schemes, which ranges between 25% and 
100% of all students.    

Because of the above described data limitations, the quantitative analysis 
in the following chapters will focus only on the recipients of portable state 
grants, which in the hybrid schemes are usually also the recipients of port-
able state loans. Moreover, specific focus will be placed on the 11 countries 
that have allowed state grants to be portable for both degree and credit mo-
bility for two reasons. First, before the other countries allow grants to be 
portable for degree mobility, these 11 represent the vast majority of the 14 
European countries that have been contributing portable grants for degree 
mobility. An analysis of the 11 countries thus reflects, to a large extent, the 
current European reality in terms of portable state support for degree mobil-
ity. Second, they were able to provide relatively detailed information, quanti-
tative and qualitative, for a comparative analysis on the actual use of portable 
grants for credit mobility and degree mobility (Chapter 6). The data provided 
by seven of these 11 countries even enabled some comparisons by the study 
destinations of mobile grant recipients (Chapter 8).      

5.4 Opportunities offered 

Not all the countries allow students to take their state grants abroad. One 
third of the Europe-31 countries either clearly does not grant portability or 
has not clearly answered this question, as shown in Table 4 above. Nonethe-
less, the large share of European countries promising portable grants and/or 
loans has certainly raised much expectation in the discussion on the quanti-
tative contribution of state grants and loans as a means for supporting mo-
bility. Such high expectation in the “potential” contribution of state grants 
and loans is not unjustified if we look at the estimates generated based on 
existing data sets available from all the 31 countries concerned, as shown in 
Table 3 above. The reality is, however, quite different from the expectations.
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Table 5:   Overview of the actual use of portable state grants for degree 
mobility, in 11 selected countries, (ISCED 5A-6), 2008/09
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Table 5 above captures the most basic information one needs to assess the 
extent of the actual use of portable grants (and also loans in those hybrid 
systems) in 11 countries that have allowed state financial support to be fully 
portable. Together, these 11 countries financed a rough estimate of 1 650 
000 grant recipients, who were, in principle, given the opportunity to use their 
state grants for degree mobility and credit mobility in 2008/09. On top of the 
11 countries above, Cyprus, Switzerland, and Romania also reportedly allow 
their state grants to be used for both credit mobility and, to a limited extent, 
for degree mobility. The quantitative data available from these countries on 
degree mobility, however, were very sketchy and were not included in the 
table.	Yet	with	the	potential	contribution	of	these	three	countries,	we	may	say	
that 1 650 000 is a conservative estimate of the total number of opportunities 
offered by these 14 countries for either degree or credit mobility. 

For credit mobility, we may safely assume that the number of opportunities 
offered exceeds that of degree mobility (i.e. the 1 650 000 by the 14 countries 
mentioned above). Although there is a serious lack of data for further quan-
titative assessment as explained in the data availability section, the math is 
simple. In addition to the above 14, another 6.25 countries have promised 
portable grants for credit mobility in Europe-31. Among these are Italy and 
France. Given the size of their higher education systems and student support 
systems (see Table 3 above), they may potentially have significant quantita-
tive contribution of portable grants for outgoing credit mobility as well.    

In short, the data we have in hand clearly indicate that a large number of Eu-
ropean students have, in principle, been offered the opportunities to use their 
state grants abroad for either degree or credit mobility.  

5.5 Opportunities taken 

The use of portable grants abroad is a minority phenomenon 

The reality is, however, far less impressive than the “potential” displayed. 
Table 5 also shows that not all the grant recipients in the 11 countries that of-
fer portable grants actually took their grants abroad. On the contrary, almost 
all the grant recipients did not use the opportunities offered, except those in 
Liechtenstein and Luxembourg that have very limited higher education ca-
pacity. Almost all the students from these two countries studied abroad with 
or without state support. 

Using the data provided by the 11 countries listed in Table 5, we can see that 
60 405 of the 1 644 306 grant recipients actually used their grants abroad for 
degree mobility. This represents a “low” share – 3.67% – of all grant recipi-
ents, not to mention of all students, one may tend to say. In 7 of the 11 coun-
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tries, 3% or less of the grant recipients took the grants abroad for degree 
mobility. These include two Nordic countries, Denmark (1.73%) and Finland 
(2.47%). The “take-up rate” (i.e. the share of grant recipients actually using 
the opportunities offered) in Norway and Sweden is a bit higher, at 8% and 
5.62% of all grant recipients respectively. But still, it represents a minority 
share of grant recipients, rather than the majority. 

For credit mobility, the take-up rate is higher in general, except in Norway 
and Sweden where more grant recipients used their grants abroad for degree 
mobility rather than credit mobility (see Figure 1 below). The take-up rate 
is, however, equally “unimpressive”, at 5% or lower in 7 of the 11 countries 
that managed to provide separate data for credit mobility. Due to the lack of 
data for credit mobile grant recipients in some of the 11 countries, we can-
not calculate the total number of credit mobile grant recipients in all the 11 
countries. But with the information available to us, we may safely infer that it 
will be another 60 405 or more considering that the Netherlands, which did 
not have the data, has a sizeable number of grant recipients.    

Figure 1:  Percentage of mobile degree and credit grant recipients 
among all grant recipients (ISCED 5A-6), 2008/09 

Source:  
STiME survey data, 2013.  

Notes:  
*All grant recipients are 

based on adjusted num-
bers of students  

at ISCED 5A-6 levels, 
where possible.  

DE number is an estimate 
as explained above.
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Mobility is a minority phenomenon in itself 

More detailed analysis on the actual use of state grants and loans for mobility 
will follow in Chapter 6. With this overview, we would like to highlight the fact 
that the use of portable state grants for mobility is not a massive phenom-
enon, so is student mobility itself. With the exception of Liechtenstein and 
Luxembourg for obvious reasons, degree mobility out of these 11 countries, 
including grant recipients and non-grant recipients, is an exception rather 
than a norm. In the remaining 9 countries, the highest share of degree mobile 
students among all students is found in Ireland at 13.76%. This is followed at 
a distance by Norway at 5.69%. For the rest, the shares range from 2 to 5%. 

Some may argue that the picture for credit mobility may be significantly dif-
ferent. Indeed, ERASMUS alone funded 58 694 students from these 11 coun-
tries in 2008/09. This number, if added to the 60 405 credit mobile grant 
recipients estimated above, plus other credit mobile students funded by 
mobility-specific funding schemes or the students themselves could reach 
a substantially larger total. However, given that there is no global data set on 
the total number of credit mobile students, there is no way to establish the 
share of the contribution of state grants to total credit mobility. What we may 
conclude is that the larger the total number of credit mobile students is, the 
smaller the share of contribution we may expect to see from state grants. We 
will come back to this aspect in the next chapter.   

Contribution of portable state grants to the minority phenomenon  
of degree mobility   

As mentioned above, there is not sufficient information for us to assess the 
contribution of portable state grants for total credit mobility. It is, however, 
possible for us to assess the share of portable state grant recipients among 
all mobile degree students from a given country by using UIS outbound mo-
bile student data as a proxy. The UIS dataset may not have captured all 
the outgoing degree mobile students from a given country because it relies 
on the timely and accurate reporting of the students’ destination countries. 
Nevertheless, this is so far the most comprehensive set of reference data on 
“global” student mobility, presumably degree mobility.  

With reference to the UIS data (the three rightmost columns shown in Table 
5 above) we can see that almost all outgoing degree mobile students from 
Norway and Sweden were state grant recipients. While the figure reported 
by Sweden may be slightly distorted by the inclusion of ISCED 5B students, 
which represent around 6% of the total enrolment, degree mobile students 
from these two Nordic countries and Luxembourg were very likely all grant 
and loan recipients at the same time. We can also see that one in two degree 
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mobile students from the other two Nordic countries, Finland and Denmark, 
and from Liechtenstein and the Netherlands, used their state grants abroad. 
The contribution of portable state grants (as well as state loans, considering 
that they are all hybrid schemes) to degree mobility from these countries may 
therefore be regarded as substantial.

Comparatively speaking, portable state grants played a much smaller role in 
Germany and Ireland for outward degree mobility, where most degree mobile 
students were likely not eligible for the means-tested state financial support 
to start with. The same was found in Belgium and Austria, which had an even 
lower share of mobile grant recipients at 5% or less. It is not the intention of 
this study to establish any causal relationship between the portability of state 
grants and mobility. Nonetheless, our observations above suggest that port-
able grants offered by grant-only schemes that target a small percentage (say 
30% or below) of students or socially disadvantaged students are less likely 
to be used for mobility than those hybrid schemes that are “open to all” and 
fund almost every (two) mobile student(s) (e.g. the Nordic systems).  

5.6 Existing conditions for portability 

The difference between the ‘opportunities taken’ (meaning the actual use of 
portable grants abroad) and the ‘opportunities offered’ (meaning the number 
of all grant recipients in countries that allow state grants to be portable) indi-
cates the remaining “pool” of students that could have, at least in principle, 
made use of the portability of their grants as well, but whom, for whatever 
reasons, did not do so.     

These reasons could be student choices and non-funding related mobility 
obstacles (e.g. family commitments of mature students) which obstruct pri-
marily mobility rather than portability. In this study, we will focus only on the 
conditions, both encouraging and discouraging ones, for the use of portable 
grants abroad.       

Full portability – a simple ‘yes’ does not imply ‘yes to all’ 

For the sake of simplicity, and as a compromise for the lack of comparable 
data, European-level mapping of the portability of state grants is inevitably 
superficial. A simply ‘yes’ on the portability chart may raise high hope but 
yield low results in reality. Below the general ‘yes’, many conditions apply to 
portability. This means that not all the grant recipients could actually auto-
matically take their grants abroad. 
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Additional requirements for credit mobility supported by portable grants 

As a general rule, the conditions for taking state grants abroad for credit mo-
bility are much simpler than those for using the grants to study for full degree 
programmes abroad. A grant recipient normally has to prove that the short-
stay abroad, be it for training or study, is part of the requirements of the study 
programme s/he is enrolled in at the home institution. This is generally done 
through post-mobility credit (ECTS) recognition, as in the case of Denmark. 
The number of ECTS recognised may determine the amount of the grant, as 
in the case of Norway. Countries like Ireland, Norway, Austria, Germany and 
France reported that additional grants are given for study abroad. For the ad-
ditional grants, however, as in the case of Germany, Austria and France, stu-
dents must fulfil additional application requirements, such as providing past 
academic proofs or completion records. The Netherlands, Sweden, and Fin-
land reported that the same conditions apply for short-term studying abroad 
as for studying at home. 

There is no clear standard in the length of the study period abroad for credit 
mobility supported by portable state grants. The emphasis, across the board, is 
placed more on whether the period abroad is ‘recognised’ as part of the home 
programmes, and thus the number of credits earned is fully taken into account 
for the home degree. In the case of Austria, the maximum credit mobility period 
abroad supported by state grants is 4 semesters or 20 months, in contrast to 
the general definition of credit mobility, which counts mobility periods of up to 
one academic year. This, however, must be accompanied by proofs of aca-
demic credits earned abroad. Otherwise, the grant recipients need to pay back 
the grants received during the extended study period abroad.     

Even though not all the countries specify the maximum or minimum period 
of credit mobility allowed for state grant recipients, many countries have a 
cap over the maximum number of years that a grant recipient is ‘eligible’ for 
state support. Except Austria, which indicates that the eligibility period will be 
extended for a maximum of two years, it is not at all clear in other countries 
whether grant recipients are also granted extended eligibility period.  

Compared to degree mobility, whether portable grants can be used abroad 
for credit mobility or not is much less regulated or centrally regulated by the 
state authorities. Higher education institutions play a much more decisive 
role in the use of such funding instruments. This is especially true in countries 
with decentralised student support systems in Eastern and Southern Europe 
where universities are responsible for distributing the ‘social grants’ to stu-
dents from their annual budgets. While some countries claimed that their 
state grants are, in principle, portable, or anyway, not clearly restricted from 
being portable, it is unclear if such a message reaches all the higher educa-
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tion institutions involved. And even if so, would such an ambiguous ‘yes’ be 
interpreted and promoted as a clear ‘go ahead’ sign? 

Additional requirements for degree mobility supported by portable grants  

The portability of state grants may raise a false expectation for a free flow 
of national funding to where the students go or want to go. The world is far 
from	being	flat,	however.	Just	like	the	obstacles	for	student	mobility,	we	see	
also obstacles for portable grants. These obstacles may either bar specific 
groups of students from using the grants abroad or steer the flow of students 
towards or away from specific destinations. In a positive sense, they guide 
the allocation of the state’s financial sources into a defined scope of support 
which could be narrow or broad depending on the rationales of state support 
for students. Therefore, it is important to look into these obstacles when ex-
plaining the volume of mobile grant recipients and the popular study destina-
tions of these students, although no causal relationship can be established 
in each and every case. 

a) Continuous residency – 2 years at least 

None of the countries covered in this study allow grant recipients to take 
state grants abroad for degree mobility without imposing an additional resi-
dency requirement. In addition to citizenship or citizenship-equivalent status, 
grant recipients who wish to take the state support abroad for degree mobil-
ity must prove that they have continuously lived in the country for a specific 
period of time immediately prior to applying for state grants or prior to the 
commencement of their study programme.    

The most commonly found residency requirement is ‘the 2 in 5 requirement’, 
meaning that the grant recipients must have lived in the country continuously 
for at least 2 years during the 5 years immediately preceding the grant ap-
plication or the start of the study programme. Norway, Finland and Sweden 
are examples of countries adopting the ‘2 in 5’ rule. Denmark is slightly more 
relaxed, requiring 2 consecutive years within the 10 years prior to the grant 
application, while the Netherlands is tighter in the sense that students must 
have resided in the country for 3 out of the 6 years before being enrolled 
in the study programme abroad. The strictest among the 11 countries that 
provide data on portable grants for degree mobility are Germany and Austria 
which require 5 years and 3 years respectively of continuous residency in the 
country prior to the study abroad period.  

Such a residency requirement in addition to the citizenship or nationality re-
quirement prevents nationals or citizens who have never lived in the country 
or who have long ago left the country from tapping into the state funding 
for education in the country where they currently reside. On the one hand, 
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this keeps the pot of state money available for those who are actually from 
within the state. On the other hand, it prevents double-claiming from the stu-
dents who may be eligible for student support in their country of permanent 
residence also. This requirement may be interpreted as a preventive measure 
against	the	abuse	of	state	support.	Very	often	exceptions	are	made	for	those	
who cannot fulfil the continuous residence requirement due to credit mobility 
or other special reasons. However, the general rule of a residence period of X 
in	Y	years	can	potentially	lead	students	into	believing	that	they	are	ineligible	
to take the grants abroad.  

b) Geographical limit of portability – Europe and the West  

State grants may be portable only within a defined or preferred geographical 
area. Conditions for portability, either supportive or inhibitive, could be mark-
edly different within and beyond such an area. In Sweden, the line of demar-
cation has been drawn between EU/EEA + Switzerland and the rest of the 
world. Stricter conditions (e.g. regarding the duration and approved courses 
qualified for support) apply for students using the state grants in non-EU/
EEA countries. In other Nordic countries, including Norway and Denmark, 
differentiation has been made between studying in the Nordic countries and 
outside, generally with stricter conditions (e.g. duration of qualified period for 
support) applied for studying outside this region. Norway, in addition, limits 
its support for online education provided from outside Norway. It provides, 
however, tuition fee support only to students studying outside the Nordic 
countries. And for students enrolled in medical studies, only those in Europe, 
the USA, Canada and Australia are supported. No medical studies beyond 
these specific regions are qualified for state financial support.   

Among the other countries, Germany reported that more support is given to 
students studying outside “Europe”, while the Netherlands and Liechtenstein 
reported that there is “full portability” without specific geographical demar-
cations. Most mobile grant recipients from Liechtenstein, however, went to 
Switzerland. The explanation is that Liechtenstein has financial agreements 
with Switzerland and individual institutions from other countries in order to 
ensure equal admission requirements and shares of costs for its student pop-
ulation, because its higher education capacity is limited. There are currently 
no vocational education institutions and only one small university covering 
Architecture and Economics in the country. 

c) Type of institution – ‘brick and mortar’ public universities  

Brick and mortar higher education institutions abroad that actually exist in 
physical form are favoured over online, distance learning courses offered by 
foreign providers within or outside the country, at least when it comes to the 
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eligibility to receive portable state grants. This is explicitly the case in Den-
mark and Norway. 

Other than the physical existence of the institution and the level of study, the 
level and nature of the institution determine whether portable grants can be 
used in some countries. For example, in Ireland, only universities or third-
level institutions abroad are eligible to receive portable state grant recipients 
from Ireland. Students cannot take the grants with them to study abroad in 
colleges or to follow courses in private commercial third-level colleges. 

d) Enrolment status – full-time Bachelor’s or above 

The status of a student as a full-time or part-time student is one of the most 
cited qualifying or disqualifying conditions for taking the state grants abroad. 
All the countries that mentioned this additional requirement stated that port-
able grants can only be used for “full-time” studies abroad. These include 
Norway and Sweden which allow the same grants to be used for part-time 
studies at home.  

The definition of “full-time”, however, is either unclear or phrased as in the 
case of Sweden and Finland that “the purpose of the studies is to obtain 
an academic degree”. The common measurements used are the number of 
credits earned (e.g. 60 ECTS a year) or the number of weeks studied in an 
academic year.  

On top of the full-time enrolment status, the level of study qualified for sup-
port through portable grants tends to be higher than that at home in most 
countries. This means that users of portable grants abroad are primarily 
Bachelor’s or Master’s students. Even in countries that fund almost all kinds 
of post-secondary students at home, such as Norway and Sweden, the use 
of state grants for the ‘foundation year’ for example of American Bachelor’s 
programmes and non-degree courses are not funded by portable grants.

Some state grant schemes fund also part-time students and very often ‘ma-
ture’ students up to the age of 45. However, the part-time students are known 
to be generally less mobile than the full-time ones, because of family com-
mitments or because they have more often local jobs. The additional require-
ments that portable grants can only be used by full-time students at Bache-
lor’s level or above is only one of the obstacles that obstructs or discourages 
part-time students from being mobile. It is clear, however, that these grant 
holders are actually not offered the opportunities to use portable grants when 
we look in-depth into such additional screening requirements. This partially 
explains why some grant recipients were not mobile despite the “portability” 
of their state grants in a general sense. 
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e) Presence or absence of tuition fees 

One of the major cost items for studying abroad for full degrees is tuition 
fees. This is certainly a major cost item for students studying in the UK and 
other	Anglophone	countries	 including	the	USA,	Australia,	New	Zealand,	as	
well as Canada, which are popular destinations among outgoing European 
students. On the contrary, the charging of tuition fees to home students is a 
rather recent phenomenon in many continental European countries and the 
fees charged are relatively small (mostly below EUR 1 000/year) compared to 
those in the Anglophone countries. This picture is slightly different in some 
Central and Eastern European countries (e.g. Hungary, Slovakia, Slovenia, 
Romania, Lithuania, Latvia, etc.) that have come to develop, most of them 
relatively recently, dual-track tuition fee structures – either no fees or very 
low fees for domestic and EU/EEA students enrolled in programmes taught 
in local languages, but relatively high fees for students that want to enrol in 
medical and paramedical studies or programmes taught in English, irrespec-
tive of their country of origin. However, in the Nordic countries, tuition fees 
remain practically non-existent for domestic and EU/EEA students. This is 
practically the same in most of the Länder of Germany, Austria and Belgium, 
where students pay no tuition fees at all or, in case they come from non-EU/
EEA countries they do pay but just a fraction of the tuition fees charged in 
Anglophone countries such as the USA or Australia. 

The differences in the tuition fee landscape across Europe imply that portable 
state grants from the no-fee or low-fee systems to the high-fee systems will 
not be sufficient to cover a major cost item for the study programmes abroad, 
if the mobile students are offered the exact same package as that given to 
home students. In the Nordic countries, Austria and Germany, where tuition 
fees are not charged in most cases, such a cost item does not even exist in 
the support package for domestic students. Unless the state’s subsidies to 
study places in local higher education institutions are also freed and made 
portable to follow students who choose to study in other countries, the port-
ability of tuition fees in these no-fee or low-fee systems would actually require 
additional funding due to the non-existence of such a cost item in the domes-
tic schemes.  

In this study, we have found several strategies to tackle the fee differences. 
In Denmark, grants for tuition fees are provided only for full-time students 
studying abroad in specific study programmes that are not available at home. 
Examples given are Hotel and Tourism education at post-graduate level or 
combined studies of economics and languages. In Norway, no tuition fee 
grants are given to students studying within the Nordic countries, where there 
is practically no tuition fee for domestic and EU/EEA students. For those stud-
ying outside the Nordic countries, a 50:50 loan and grant tuition fee support is 
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made available to undergraduate students. Students may receive up to NOK 
60 560 (approx. EUR 7 460) of such support, depending on the size of the tui-
tion fee. Anything beyond that will be given as a loan only. The same logic and 
maximum tuition fee support apply to outgoing students at postgraduate lev-
el, only that the grant and loan ratio is 70:30. This is slightly more favourable 
than the tuition fee support given to undergraduates. In addition to the normal 
tuition fee support, Norwegian students enrolled in ‘selected institutions and 
programmes’ abroad are eligible for supplementary tuition grant of around 
NOK 60 000 if the tuition fee exceeds NOK 118 420 (approx. EUR 14 500).      

Comparatively speaking, tuition fee grants for outgoing students from the 
Netherlands and Germany are not as ‘handsome’ as those given out by Nor-
way. In Germany, students studying abroad with portable grants may get 
additionally a maximum of EUR 4 600 full tuition fee grant for up to one year. 
This practically limits tuition fee support to one-year degree programmes 
abroad, which are most likely at Master’s rather than Bachelor’s level. In the 
Netherlands, there are no strict limits over the amount or the duration, but 
tuition fee support is given entirely as a portable interest-bearing loan. The 
major condition imposed is that the students should not receive other fund-
ing from the host countries. In Ireland, tuition fee support is not portable for 
undergraduate studies, although tax relief is available in respect of fees paid 
for approved full-time or part-time postgraduate courses in both privately 
and publicly funded third-level colleges in EU and beyond.

The above examples illustrate that the portability of state grants alone is not 
sufficient to assist students studying in higher-fee destination countries and that 
different top-up measures are applied in different countries. It must be noted 
that not all the countries that allow state grants to be portable offer additional 
support for tuition fees and that those who offer additional support are not of-
fering it without conditions. These conditions are likely to have an impact on 
the flows of grant recipients from no-fee or low-fee destinations into high-fee 
destinations. For example, grant recipients from Denmark who will not receive 
tuition fee grants, may be less likely to go to high-fee destinations (e.g. the USA, 
Australia) or fee-charging English-taught programmes in Poland and Hungary, 
than Norwegians who can have 50-70% of their tuition fees covered by port-
able grants. This is, however, only an indicative analysis that requires further 
study. The relationship between tuition fee support by state grants or loans and 
mobility flows into certain destinations is not as simple as one would imagine. 
Other factors like linguistic and geographical proximity, the availability of study 
programmes taught in an accessible language (largely but not limited to English) 
or in the language of the mobile grant recipients, the attraction of certain disci-
plines not available at home (e.g. medical studies), all seem to play a bigger role 
in the shaping of mobility flows, with or without state grants’ support.    



Portable state grants and loans

56

f) Flexibility of state grants  

Is it sufficient for mobile students that portable state grants have the exact 
same coverage and amount that a student at home would get? Will state 
grants be increased or decreased in accordance with the differences in the 
costs of studying abroad and studying at home, or will they be kept at the 
same level as for home students? 

Unlike mobility-specific funding schemes which are designed to support 
students for studying abroad, state financial support schemes are primarily 
designed to support students enrolled in higher education institutions inside 
the country. The amount for mobility grants and that for state grants may 
therefore be calculated with very different reference points from the start. 
Mobility-specific grants may have already taken into account differences in 
tuition fees, travel costs, insurance, accommodation, and living expenses, 
etc., in the host countries. State grants that target domestic students may 
cover only costs for studying in the country that the students must pay out 
of their pockets. Depending on the range of in-kind support that the stu-
dents receive, such as local tuition fee waiver, local transportation fare waiver, 
public insurance coverage, subsidised canteens and student housing, the 
amounts of money given in the form of grants to students vary significantly 
from one country to another in the European context. 

The more in-kind support a student receives from a national student sup-
port scheme, the less likely it is that student support will be portable and 
the smaller the amount of the grants that can be taken abroad. The amount 
of portable grants (possibly free-flowing cash from a national system) there-
fore does not only vary depending on the coverage of the student support 
scheme but also depending on the portability of the different kinds of student 
support in general. Can students opt for cash subsidies instead of subsidised 
student housing, canteen meals or local transportation, if they study abroad? 
Will they lose such in-kind support and retain only the cash subsidies that are 
originally free to flow? 

Student support systems in Europe vary greatly as shown in Chapter 4. The 
most common categories of support given out in cash are: maintenance 
grants for living costs, housing grants for accommodation, tuition fee grants, 
and local travel grants for commuting between home and the institution of 
higher education. Among these different categories of grants, maintenance 
grants are most likely to be portable and fixed at the same rate as those at 
home. Germany is the only country that clearly indicates a more favourable 
rate for maintenance grants if students study in countries outside the EU 
because the living costs there are believed to be higher. In countries where 
housing support is given in the form of cash grants rather than subsidised 
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student housing, students may be allowed to the take the housing grants 
abroad also. In this case, as indicated by the Austrian, Finnish, and Irish ex-
amples, a student is considered to be “living away from parents” and is given 
a higher rate than students living with parents or living near the institution 
where they study. A slightly favourable rate for portable housing grants is ap-
plied in this sense, but the reference point is not the cost of accommodation 
in the foreign country where a student studies, as in the other cases. 

What is clearly an add-on for portable grants are extra travel grants for mobile 
students covering normally the costs for one or two return tickets. Norway 
and Germany are the two countries that explicitly offer such top-up grants in 
addition to portable grants. For the other countries, the picture is not as clear. 

g) Maximum duration for receiving state grants 

Normally, the maximum number of years for receiving student support for 
studying broad and studying at home is the same. The two exceptions are 
Denmark and Austria. In Denmark, students studying abroad can receive a 
maximum of 4 years of support without an extra year for the completion of 
study. This is slightly stricter than the conditions at home. In Austria, on the 
contrary, students studying abroad may have the maximum number of years 
of support extended for up to 2 years. In Norway, the maximum number of 
years is equally long (up to 10 years depending on the study level) for students 
studying at home and abroad. Ireland does not set a maximum, but a minimum 
of 2 years if a student wants to use the state grant abroad for undergraduate 
degree mobility. In the Netherlands, the reference for the duration of payment 
of the grant abroad is drawn from “comparable programmes at home”.  

As shown in the above few examples, there is not a standard timeframe for 
the provision of portable student support, due to vast differences between 
student support schemes in the different European countries. Whether it is 
more favourable for grants to be portable when home-based conditions are 
applied depends very much on either the generosity of the home conditions, 
as in the case of Norway, or on the flexibility of the home scheme in response 
to the potentially longer study periods abroad as shown in the case of Austria. 
Comparatively speaking, Denmark’s shorter potential years of support and the 
Netherlands’ requirement for equivalence to the study duration of comparable 
programmes at home seem more likely to discourage the use of grants abroad 
than the conditions applied in the other countries mentioned above.               

h) Recognition and equivalence of the study programme

Recognition of the study programmes in which the students will enrol abroad 
is one of the primary conditions for portability. “Recognition” means very dif-
ferent things to different countries, however. It generally means recognition 
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of the foreign study programmes or institutions by the home countries of the 
mobile grant recipients. But it could also mean recognition of the respective 
programme or institution also in the respective host countries (by competent 
national authorities). This may not be clearly spelt out as a condition, but may 
well be applied in practice.   

Specifically, in the context of portable grants, study programmes that stu-
dents enrol in abroad must be regarded as comparable or equivalent to the 
study programmes that would be covered by the student financial support 
at home. Nevertheless, not all tertiary education students in all eligible pro-
grammes receive student financial support. Some study programmes or 
courses are eligible for student financial support, some not. The same logic 
applies for students studying abroad and is explicitly mentioned by countries 
like Finland, the Netherlands, and Ireland as a condition for using the grants 
abroad. Strictly speaking, this is not an additional condition for portability, but 
only the imposition of the home condition for the use of the grants abroad.  

While the requirement for equivalence is clearly a control measure or restric-
tion to make sure that state grants are not spent more liberally abroad than at 
home, recognition is not just a control tool. Sometimes, it is also the basis for 
more favourable treatment, such as the award of additional grants for study-
ing in recognised institutions or programmes, the eligibility to tuition fee loans 
which are otherwise not available, or extended periods for financial support.  

Recognition and equivalence of the study programmes abroad are clearly 
among the most cited conditions guiding the use of state grants abroad. It 
is, however, not always clear how a study programme can be recognised or 
regarded as equivalent to the study programmes at home. In Norway, a list 
of programmes recognised by NOKUT is made available to grant applicants. 
Such clarity is, however, rarely found elsewhere.  

i) Other conditions for portable grants 

Though not explicitly mentioned by many countries, progress checks on stu-
dents using state grants abroad appear to be stricter than for the use of state 
grants at home. Mobile grant recipients are required to report back regu-
larly every semester or every year with proofs of admission and academic 
progress. In the event that the grant recipients do not pass the checks, the 
provision of the state grants will cease with or without a grace period. Some 
portable grants initially given as grants may also become loans which stu-
dents will be required to repay. 

The above conditions for academic progress and repayment in case the stu-
dents do not complete their study programmes are not exclusively set for 
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portable grants. They apply also to grants given for study at home and they 
are not necessarily stricter than those guiding the use of state grants at home. 
However, the study duration abroad may be longer due to the need to adapt 
to a new environment and the costs for studying abroad for a full degree may 
be significantly higher. Conditions that are reasonable for students using the 
state grants at home may become risks for those using the grants abroad. 
This is particularly true for a student moving from a zero tuition country to a 
high tuition fee country with a state loan or a state grant that may be turned 
into a loan. As a result of such conditions, risk-averse grant recipients may 
choose to study in destinations where there is no or low tuition fee (and thus 
no need to borrow top-up state loans) or in countries where the education 
system or teaching language are similar to those at home. An example for fur-
ther investigation in this direction will be the flows of Austrian grant recipients 
and, to a lesser extent, of Danish grantees into Germany.    

Finally, it may also be an explicit condition that students must apply addition-
ally and separately for using state grants abroad. Such additional application 
procedures, as in the case of Austria and Germany, also reward students 
with additional mobility grants on top of the portable state grants. The paper-
work related to student financial support, especially need-based support, is 
notoriously heavy. Whether the additional step deters students from taking 
the grants abroad would need further research. What is rather clear to us, 
however, when looking at the need-based support systems in Germany and 
Austria, is that the mere portability of these state grants without any top-up 
grants will very likely have little effect on student mobility. The question here 
is whether students can opt for a light process, without the benefit of the top-
up mobility grants, and still be encouraged to use the grants abroad.  

All the conditions for portability, as detailed above, are bound to affect the 
potential quantitative contribution of portable grants and/or loans or the op-
portunities for students to use the funding abroad, and eventually the actual 
contribution of portable grants and/or loans to mobility. They can, however, 
not fully explain why students do not use portable grants abroad even when 
they are offered the opportunities to do so. The decision of students to be 
mobile or not, especially students with socio-economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds, is not solely dependent on the availability of funding, even 
though sufficient funding could be a major enabling factor. 
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6  Major patterns observed in the actual use  
of portable grants 

6.1  Actual use of portable grants for credit mobility  
vs. degree mobility 

Relatively speaking, among the countries that allow grants to be use abroad 
for both credit mobility and degree mobility, more grant recipients used the 
opportunities offered for outgoing credit mobility than for degree mobility at 
least in the 7 countries that reported data on this aspect for the study.     

Figure 2:   Distribution of degree and credit mobile grant recipients 
among all mobile grant recipients (ISCED 5A-6), 2008/09 

Source: STiME survey data, 2013

As shown in Figure 2 above, Austrian grant recipients were much more likely 
to study abroad with the portable grants for credit mobility than degree mo-
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bility compared to the students of the other 6 countries. In every 10 Austrian 
grant recipients abroad, 8 were abroad for credit mobility while 2 were abroad 
for degree mobility. In 4 other countries, namely Belgium, Germany, Denmark 
and Finland, about 6 students in every 10 mobile grant recipients were abroad 
for credit mobility, while the remaining 4 were abroad for degree mobility.    

The situation in Sweden was almost the complete opposite of that in Austria, 
however. In every 10 grant recipients abroad, 8 were abroad for degree mobility, 
while 2 were abroad for credit mobility. To a lesser extent, but still in the same di-
rection, Norwegian grant recipients tended to use more often the grants abroad 
for degree mobility than for credit mobility. In every 10 Norwegian mobile grant 
recipients, the majority – 6 students – were abroad for degree mobility.   

Unfortunately, not all the 11 countries that offer fully-portable state grants for 
both credit and degree mobility were able to provide the necessary quantita-
tive data to enable a comprehensive Europe-wide analysis by type of mobili-
ty. As explained earlier, Ireland and the Netherlands do not have national data 
available on the number of credit mobile grant recipients, although they do 
allow grant recipients to use state grants abroad for credit mobility. A similar 
situation is found in Luxembourg and Liechtenstein, but given the small size 
of the higher education systems in these two countries, as well as that of Ire-
land, it is very likely that more mobile grant recipients were abroad for degree 
mobility rather than for credit mobility. Whereas for the Netherlands, which 
has a well-established and larger higher education system, the picture may 
be different and we expect more portable grants to be used for credit mobility 
rather than for degree mobility. These are, however, only assumptions that re-
quire further investigation (which we could not conduct due to missing data).  

Based on the data available to us, it appears that, if given the choice to use 
the grants abroad for both credit and degree mobility, the relative chance for 
students to use the grants abroad for credit mobility or degree mobility is cor-
related with the capacity of the domestic higher education system. In other 
words, countries that cannot meet domestic demands for higher education at 
home (as a whole or in specific disciplines) tend to compensate for the lack of 
supply by ‘opening up’ their grant systems to full portability. And when they 
do so, the chance is that students who are motivated to be mobile will go 
abroad with these grants for degree mobility. 

There are also countries, like Cyprus, that have more nationals studying 
abroad with portable grants than at home, as found in one of ACA’s recent 
studies15. It is no longer news that many more Cypriots are studying abroad, 

15   Lam, Q. (2012)” Cyprus”. In Ferencz, I. and Wächter, B. (Eds.), European and national policies 
for academic mobility. Linking rhetoric, practice and mobility trends (pp.85-109). Bonn: Lem-
mens Medien.
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mainly in Greece and the UK, for degree mobility than at home. What is new, 
based on the quantitative data gathered for this study, is that this phenom-
enon is not unique to Cyprus. Countries like Luxembourg and Liechtenstein 
both have over 80% of students studying abroad, mainly for degree mobility 
(see Table 5 and country profiles in Annex II).  

6.2 Unleashed potential and untapped opportunities  

All the state grant schemes, including those predominantly not portable, 
possess enormous ‘potential’ for funding mobility. They can be compared to 
‘reservoirs’ of different sizes. Some are more likely to make a quantitative im-
pact on increasing European mobility than others, depending on the absolute 
numbers of students currently benefiting from the schemes. A common as-
sumption, which may be misleading, is that when the potential is unleashed, 
by introducing portability, mobility will automatically follow. This is based on 
the presumption that money is the prime obstacle, if not the driving force, 
for mobility, and that students are ultimately followers of money. But, could it 
be the other way round that money follows students who are prepared to go 
abroad regardless of the availability of funding or not? This chicken and egg 
question puzzles many mobility researchers and policymakers. 

The present study was not designed to tackle the ‘causal relationship’ be-
tween portability and mobility, or more specifically, portable state grants and 
mobility volumes. Between the availability of funding and the students’ deci-
sion to be mobile, there are countless intervening factors that encourage the 
students to or discourage them from making use of this line of funding. Some 
of these factors are related to money still, while others are not. For example, 
the type of funding made available to them, i.e. whether it is an all-inclusive 
incentive mobility scholarship adjusted to study abroad costs or a supple-
mentary financial support that covers part of the study abroad costs, makes 
a difference in students’ decision-making processes. Moreover, the type of 
students receiving funding in different student support systems, whether they 
belong to the lowest socio-economic stratum covered by the support system 
or to one of the ‘all students’ covered, may also affect the actual use of port-
able grants abroad. These are intervening factors affecting students’ deci-
sion to take up a portable grant or not that are not automatically tackled by 
increasing the portability of existing state grants.  

The figures presented in Table 5 above are clear signs pointing to the fact 
that ‘full portability’ of state grants does not necessarily result in ‘mobility for 
all’ nor in ‘mobility of all’. Rather on the contrary, over 90% of grant recipi-
ents, except the atypical cases of Liechtenstein and Luxembourg (see Table 
5 above and Figure 3 below), even when given the opportunities to use the 
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grants abroad, stayed put. This is true both for countries that provide student 
support to almost all the students (e.g. the Nordic countries) and for those that 
limit the support to the needy students (e.g. Austria, Germany, Ireland). So, the 
fear of some, that portability would create empty classrooms or deserted uni-
versities at home when state grants are ‘fully portable’ is certainly unfounded.  

Figure 3:   Number of degree mobile grant recipients compared with all 
grant recipients* and all degree mobile students**, 2008/09

Sources: STiME survey data, 2013 (for numbers of grant recipients) & UIS data, retrieved in November 2013  
(for all degree mobile students). 
Notes:  *all grant recipients exclude ISCED 5B, where possible; **data of all degree mobile students are 
outbound degree mobile students only. Number of DE is an estimate, as explained above. Number of SE is 
capped at UIS total.
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6.3  Grants not used for study abroad vs. study abroad 
without state grants 

On the one hand, we have found that most students offered portable grants 
tended not to be mobile. On the other hand, when compared with the out-
bound mobile student data captured by UIS (taken as a proxy for all degree 
mobile students from a given country), we see that there were degree mobile 
students studying abroad without portable state grants. The only exceptions 
are Norway, Sweden16 and Luxembourg, where the numbers of mobile grant 
recipients reported are almost identical with the numbers of all outbound de-
gree mobile students in the UIS data. This is shown in Figure 4 below using 
data for the common reference year 2008/0917. 

The other 8 countries that provided us relatively comparable data in this 
study (NL, LI, IE, FI, DK, DE, BE, and AT) display substantial gaps between 
the UIS numbers on all outbound degree mobile students and the numbers of 
degree mobile grant recipients. This implies that a large proportion of degree 
mobile students in Europe were mobile without portable state grants in the 
reference year 2008/09.

16  The number reported by Sweden (16 004) actually exceeds the UIS total of outward mobile 
students (14 746). It is capped at the UIS total considering that the Swedish statistics are not 
disaggregated by study level and ISCED 5B students may have been included. In Sweden, the 
share of ISCED 5B grant recipients of the total grant recipients was around 5% in 2008/09.   
17  The number of German degree mobile grant recipients is an estimate based on 40% of the 
total mobile grant recipients in 2009 because the German state grant statistics available cannot 
be disaggregated by types of mobility.  
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Sources: STiME survey data, 2013 (for mobile grant recipients) & UIS data, retrieved in November 2013  
(for outbound mobile students) 

As shown in Figure 4 above, degree mobile students from Austria, Belgium, 
Germany, and Ireland most likely relied on other financial sources than port-
able state grants to go abroad. Degree mobile students from Denmark, Fin-
land, Liechtenstein, and the Netherlands made use of portable state grants 
and of other financial sources, in a 50:50 ratio. Last but not least, students 
from Norway and Sweden were most likely to have used state grants for de-
gree mobility rather than other sources. 

This observation does not rule out the possibility that the ‘other‘ financial 
sources encompassed other types of state funding, such as mobility-specific 
scholarships or loans given out by the students’ home or host countries. 
These other state funding sources targeting mobility do play an important 
role in mobility, although they are not relevant for the portability discussion 
as explained earlier. It would be interesting to see exactly how many mobile 

Figure 4:  Percentage of degree mobile students with state grants 
and without state grants among all degree mobile students, 
2008/09 
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students used other forms of ‘state funding’ for outgoing degree mobility. But 
given the selectivity of such scholarships, it is almost certain that they would 
not have supported students in large numbers. This, therefore, leads us to 
believe that those degree mobile students who were mobile without portable 
grants were very likely studying abroad with their own financial means.    

In absolute terms, using the 2008/09 data as the basis, the largest number of 
these non-state-grant-financed degree mobile students was from Germany. 
Out of the some 92 700 outgoing degree mobile German students only about 
10 000 were supported by portable grants (see Figure 3 above). This is fol-
lowed by Ireland, Austria and Belgium where the numbers of outgoing mobile 
degree students are beyond 10 000 but the numbers of mobile grant recipi-
ents are substantially lower (1 313 in Ireland), or close to negligible (544 in 
Belgium and 256 in Austria).   

What is in common among the above four countries, as far as grant scheme 
features are concerned, is that they are means-tested schemes targeting so-
cio-economically disadvantaged groups of students. The profile of the grant 
recipients in these countries may therefore be significantly different from 
those that were degree mobile with their own finances. They may also be 
very different from the grant recipients in other student support systems that 
cover either the large majority of their student population or even all students 
in higher education. 

The large number of untapped opportunities for using portable grants abroad 
and the large number of degree mobile students studying abroad without 
portable state grants indicate that portability of state grants alone, in means-
tested systems (like these 4 countries), may have a very limited impact on 
mobility. Those who were mobile without state grants and loans were either 
ineligible for state grants from the start, or had other reasons not to apply for 
this type of funding. Whereas those who were grant recipients would likely 
need more than just portable grants to be mobile, given their socio-economic 
status.  

Summary

To sum up the above discussion, there are three main points that deserve our 
attention in future discussion about portability of state grants:  

One, the ‘increase of portability’ could be and should be understood in differ-
ent dimensions, including a) the increase of the number of European coun-
tries that would pledge to let their grant recipients use state grants abroad, 
and b) the increase of the scope of activities eligible for using state grants 
abroad (including different types of mobility) by addressing the conditions for 
portability (see Section 5.6 above). 
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Two, the quantitative contribution of portable state grants to outgoing mobil-
ity rests more on the actual use of the portable grants than on the availability 
of opportunities for students to use the grants abroad. The take-up rate of 
portable grants matters. What affects the take-up rate of portable grants is, 
however, beyond the scope of the portability discussion, which has been and 
should be focusing on the free flow of state grants. Separate discussions on 
the intervening factors affecting the students’ use of the portable grants are 
needed, although the portability of grants is the precondition for such follow-
up discussions. 

Three, the quantitative contribution of portable state grants is bound to be 
limited by the coverage of the student financial support schemes in terms of 
the share of all students eligible for and receiving the state grants, or the type 
of students supported. Mobile or potentially mobile students who are not 
eligible for student financial support at home will not benefit from the open-
ing up of such national funding anyhow. Some national governments may 
introduce more lenient criteria for the means-test of grants to be used abroad 
than that at home, but adjustments of local conditions for international use 
cannot be taken for granted. 
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7  Contribution of portable grants  
to European mobility  

The quantity of state grant recipients in a scheme is not directly proportional 
to the number of mobile grant recipients  

Portable state grants do have great potential for supporting outgoing mobil-
ity in a massive way. But as explained above, such potential cannot be fully 
unleashed given the many limitations ranging from the original purpose of the 
grants targeting the domestic student population to the restrictive use of the 
grants for specific types of study programmes or institutions. As a result, the 
number of mobile grant recipients from a large student support system is not 
necessarily larger than that from a smaller system, nor proportional to the size 
of the home system itself. This is demonstrated in Figure 5 below.        

Among all the countries that offer portable grants, the Netherlands supported 
the largest number of grant recipients, both mobile and non-mobile, in abso-
lute terms in the 2008/09 reference year. It reported a total of 370 125 grant 
recipients. This is over 20% of all grant recipients in the 10 countries shown 
in the leftmost stacked column (totalling all grant recipients in the 10 coun-
tries) in Figure 5. The number is slightly higher than that of Germany and 2.5 
times of Norway’s. However, the largest share of all grant recipients of the 
Netherlands does not translate proportionally into the largest share of mobile 
grant recipients (the middle column in the figure). Instead, the largest share 
of mobile grant recipients in the European total in 2008/09 is from Sweden 
(28%) and the second largest from Norway (23%). The share of mobile grant 
recipients from the Netherlands (approx. 10%) in the European total is about 
half that of Norway and one third that of Sweden. 

To a lesser extent, the German figures display a similar ‘loss of potential’ of 
portable grants. Germany holds the second largest share of grant recipients 
(approx. 20%) in the European total of grant recipients, i.e. double that of the 
Norwegian share (approx. 10%). The share of mobile grant recipients from 
Germany in the European total for the 10 countries in question is, however, 
smaller than that of Norway and Sweden.   

Due to data limitations, the above analysis is limited to the use of portable 
grants for ‘degree mobility’. The picture for the use of portable state grants 
for credit mobility is likely to be very different. As mentioned earlier in Section 
6.1, mobile grant recipients from Norway and Sweden are much more likely 
to study abroad for degree mobility than for credit mobility compared to the 
recipients of other countries.  
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Nevertheless, the above examples lead us to conclude that the size of a state 
student support scheme that offers portable grants (i.e. the estimated oppor-
tunities calculated in Chapter 4) is not directly proportional to the quantitative 
contribution of a scheme to the European total of mobile grant recipients. 
A large scheme that benefits a large number of students, but represents a 
limited share of all students in the home system (e.g. Germany and the Neth-

Figure 5:  Proportion of all grant recipients*, degree mobile grant  
recipients, all degree mobile students** in 10 selected  
countries where state grants are portable for degree mobility, 
2008/09 

Sources: STiME data, 2013 (for grant recipients) & UIS data, retrieved in November 2013 (for all degree 
mobile students) 
Notes: Numbers of DE grant recipients are estimates, as explained above; *all grant recipients exclude 
ISCED 5B recipients, where possible; SE number adjusted to UIS total of all degree mobile students knowing 
that some ISCED 5B students may be included in reported data **data of all degree mobile students are 
outbound students only. 



Portable state grants and loans

70

erlands) does not necessarily ‘export’ more grant recipients than a smaller 
scheme benefiting almost all students in the system (such as in the Nordic 
countries). The social selectivity of a financial support scheme seems to be 
an influential factor to be considered when estimating the potential quantita-
tive contribution of a student support scheme to mobility.        

Size of a scheme does matter if the potential is capped at a low level 

It must be noted, however, that grants in a country with a small student popu-
lation, like the one in Liechtenstein, even if made fully portable and are fully 
taken up by the students, will not have a huge contribution to the European 
total. In this sense, the size of the student support scheme itself is not com-
pletely irrelevant in the discussion of the potential quantitative contribution of 
portable grants to European mobility. 

The Czech Republic, as another example, reported 1% of the total student 
population	benefitting	from	its	state	grant	scheme,	according	to	EURYDICE.	
This 1% can be translated into roughly 4 000 grant recipients, meaning that 
even if the currently non-portable grants were made fully portable and that 
100% of the grant recipients exploited the opportunity to study abroad, the 
contribution of the Czech Republic to the European total of mobile grant re-
cipients would still be small – about the same as that currently made by 2-3% 
of grant recipients from Denmark or Finland. Both of these countries have a 
much smaller student population than that of the Czech Republic. It would 
therefore be unrealistic to expect huge contribution from countries with large 
student populations but with student support schemes that have a relatively 
low coverage. In these countries, unless the grant schemes at home are first 
expanded, the potential of portable state grants in contribution to the fund-
ing of mobile students, for either credit mobility or degree mobility, is capped 
at a low level. The size and coverage of the home student support scheme, 
which is the precondition of portability, is beyond the scope of the portability 
discussion, however.   

Relative distribution of degree mobile grant recipients is not indicative of the 
relative distribution of degree mobile students in European mobility 

As shown in the middle and rightmost columns in Figure 5 above, there is 
no clear correlation between the relative distribution of degree mobile grant 
recipients and the relative distribution of degree mobile students in the Eu-
ropean total. The shares of mobile grant recipients of Germany, Sweden and 
Norway in the European total are about the same (see the middle column), 
but German degree mobile students constitute the lion’s share (almost 50%) 
of the total degree mobile students in the same group of 10 countries (see 
the right column in Figure 5). In some other countries like Ireland, Belgium 
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and Austria, the shares of mobile grant recipients are from small to negligible 
in the European total. However, their shares of degree mobile students are 
about the same as or even bigger than those of the Nordic countries. 

The above observation leads us to reconsider whether it is the portability of 
grants that ‘drives’ student mobility or the mobility of students that enables 
portable grants to be used abroad. As far as degree mobility is concerned, 
most students seem to be mobile regardless of the availability of ‘portable 
state grants’ or not. This finding, coupled with the observed ‘inertia’ of the 
vast majority of grant recipients (over 90% in most countries) who did not 
take up the portable grants for use abroad, either for degree or credit mobili-
ty, suggests that loosening the strings attached to state grants is not an auto-
matic push for mobility, or is certainly not enough to generate mass mobility. 

Portable grants are not incentive grants designed to drive up mobility  

In other words, the simplistic assumption that once national grant schemes 
are opened up, the free flow of state grants will drive up outbound student 
mobility needs to be reconsidered. Different from mobility scholarships, which 
are incentives with the clear intention to boost mobility, state grants are main-
ly subsidies designed for domestic use. The mere opening of the schemes 
may not result in any substantial increase of mobility volumes if the subsidies 
at home are contributory rather than comprehensive in coverage and are not 
adapted for use abroad. In such cases, the state grants, even if 100% port-
able, still require the students’ own top-up funds to be ‘useful’ abroad unless 
there are other top-up mobility support schemes from the state.   

This is not meant to say that students are motivated to move only when their 
costs are 100% covered. What we would like to point out though is that, com-
paratively speaking, it is unrealistic to expect the same impact from mobility 
scholarships and from portable grants, on overcoming financial obstacles for 
studying abroad, particularly for degree mobility. The size of the grants (e.g. 
same as that at home or adjusted for studying abroad), the coverage of the 
portable grants (e.g. if tuition fees paid to local institutions are also portable), 
as well as the availability of top-up financial support (e.g. travel and insurance 
grants) vary significantly between different European countries. 

In some countries, portability has been introduced and positively supported. 
Portable state grants are adapted for use abroad, which may indeed become 
an incentive for outward mobility. In some other countries, portability has 
been introduced without any top-up support. State grants are let free to flow 
across national borders without any additional support or promotion, thus 
having a more or less neutral effect. Grant recipients have to discover the 
portability of the grants and bridge the gap between the state support and 
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the costs in the host countries themselves. There are also countries that have 
introduced portability, but discourage the actual use of portable grants by 
having more restrictive conditions for using the grants abroad. Grant recipi-
ents may feel disadvantaged if using the grants abroad and their incentive 
for mobility may be limited. In a nutshell, whether portable state grants can 
potentially ‘drive’ mobility or not depends, to some extent, on how portability 
is introduced and supported.

ERASMUS remains a relatively important source of funding compared to 
portable state grants for credit mobility 

In this study, we are aware of the lack of data on all credit mobile students 
from the Europe-31 countries that can be used as a reference for assessing 
the quantitative contribution of portage grants. Therefore, there is no way for 
us to estimate the share of mobile grant recipients among all credit mobile 
students in the European countries studied. ERASMUS data were used in-
stead, despite the known fact that ERASMUS represents only a fraction of 
total credit mobility in Europe, as we lacked any other European-level data 
set on credit mobility. By comparing the numbers of mobile grant recipients 
and ERASMUS grant recipients, we can confirm that credit mobility does 
takes place outside ERASMUS and that state grants do contribute to credit 
mobility to various extents, sometimes even exceeding the contribution of 
ERASMUS. In the Nordic countries, it is clear that portable state grants rath-
er than ERASMUS are the dominant source of funding, while in most other 
countries, ERASMUS remains a relatively important source of funding com-
pared to portable state grants (see Figure 6 below).   

One must not forget, however, that portable state grants constitute only part 
of the national funding for credit mobility. We must not neglect the contribu-
tion of short-term mobility-specific scholarships, such as the DAAD schol-
arships in Germany, or the Nordplus scholarships in the Nordic countries, 
which could be very substantial in quantitative terms. That said, while we 
have the empirical data to estimate the relative contribution of portable state 
grants and of ERASMUS to total credit mobility in this study, the contribu-
tions of other types of funding to total credit mobility remain unknown. For 
that, further data collection efforts will be needed, for example, on credit 
mobile students funded by mobility-specific scholarships, and on all credit 
mobile students based on a commonly agreed-upon definition. Moreover, 
the problem of ‘invisible’ credit mobile grant recipients, who are not tracked 
separately in countries like the Netherlands and Ireland, would need to be 
dealt with.   
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Figure 6:  Number of credit mobile grant recipients* compared  
with outgoing ERASMUS students, 2008/09 

Sources: STiME survey data, 2013 (for credit mobile grant recipients) & European Commission data,  
retrieved in August 2013 (for outbound ERASMUS students) 
Notes: *number of credit mobile grant recipients should, in principle, exclude ERASMUS grant recipients; 
number of credit mobile grant recipients from DE is an estimated 60% of total grant recipients, as explained 
above; number of grant recipients reported by Lithuania (3 068) shows signs of overlap with Erasmus grants 
(3 000); UK Wales, LI and LU numbers are not shown because the number of grant recipients from UK Wales 
cannot be compared due to the absence of separate Erasmus data for Wales and  the numbers of credit 
mobile grant recipients from LI and LU include both credit and degree mobile grant recipients that cannot be 
separated.
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8  Geographical distribution of mobile grant  
recipients 

8.1 Degree mobility by destination

Out of the 14 countries in the Europe-31 region that offer portable state grants 
for outbound degree mobility (i.e. the 11 countries that offer full portability 
and the 3 that offer limited portability for this type of mobility), 8 of them (DK, 
FI, SE, NO, DE, AT, IE, and LI) provided us with data on study destinations of 
their mobile grant recipients18. Among these 8 countries, Germany and Liech-
tenstein did not have numbers subdivided by type of mobility (credit mobility 
vs. degree mobility) and provided only the totals of mobile grant recipients19. 

In the following section, we will therefore present the major observations 
drawn from the data on degree mobile grant recipients provided by 7 of the 8 
countries compared with the respective UIS data on outbound (degree) mo-
bile students for the same reference year 2008/09. In addition, the most re-
cent data available on mobile grant recipients by study destinations provided 
by the 7 countries (mostly for the year 2011/12) were included in the analy-
sis, to be able to understand the trends in the use of portable grants across 
countries (see Figures 7a.-7g. below). Due to the time lag in international data 
collection, there was not yet, at the time of writing this study, a complete set 
of UIS data on outbound mobile students by study destination for the year 
2011/12. There is therefore no reference data set from the UIS for 2011/12. 
But given the past trends in the mobility flows out of these countries, we can 
assume that the picture in 2011/12 will not be significantly different from that 
in 2008/09.  

18  Cyprus did not participate in the survey, while Belgium, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Roma-
nia and Switzerland did not have the data as required.
19  It is possible to estimate the number of German degree mobile grant recipients by study des-
tination with the estimated 4:6 ratio for degree mobility to credit mobility. However, the estimate 
may not be reliable due to the uneven geographical distribution of outgoing mobile students and 
thus will distort the European total of the eight countries concerned considerably given the large 
number of mobile students and mobile grant recipients from Germany.   
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UIS data on student flows are indicative of portable grant flows

As discussed earlier in Section 6.3, not all the outgoing degree mobile stu-
dents studied abroad with state grants, especially in countries other than 
Norway, Sweden, Luxembourg and Liechtenstein. However, when students 
go abroad with portable state grants, the chance is that they are much more 
likely to end up in popular destinations. 

As shown in Figures 7a.-7g. above, the countries that received the top 75% 
of outbound degree mobile students captured in UIS statistics 2008/09 are 
the same as those that received the top 75% of mobile grant recipients. The 
ranking order may be slightly different because some receiving countries 
hosted a larger share of mobile grant recipients than mobile students in gen-
eral. For example, Estonia ranked fifth among the top receiving countries 
of Finnish degree mobile students, following the UK, Sweden, the USA and 
Germany. But it was third among top receiving countries of mobile grant re-
cipients, i.e. in front of the USA and Germany (Fig. 7d). Nevertheless, regard-
less of the size of their shares, the top receiving countries of mobile students, 
with or without state grants, were identical in both reference years 2008/09 
and 2011/12. This means that the UIS data set has a strong indicative value 
of the potential top receiving countries of mobile grant recipients.  

Sources: UIS data, retrieved in November 2013 (for all degree mobile students 2008/09) & STiME data, 2013 
(for degree mobile grant recipients 2008/09 and 2011/12)

Figure 7g:  
Liechtenstein
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If this observation applied to the remaining countries, which did not or could 
not provide quantitative data by destination, then the UIS dataset gives a 
good indication of top destinations of degree mobile grantees. For easy ref-
erence, we have illustrated these top destinations of degree mobile students 
from Belgium, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Switzerland and Cy-
prus, which did not provide data by destination, in Table 6 below. 

Table 6:  Top destinations of outgoing degree mobile students  
by country of origin (ISCED 5-6), 2008/09

Country of origin Top five destinations (host countries) for outbound  
degree mobile students

BE Belgium France, UK, Netherlands, Germany, USA

CH Switzerland UK, Germany, France, USA, Italy

CY	Cyprus	 Greece, UK, USA, Bulgaria, Hungary

DE Germany Austria, UK, Netherlands, USA, Switzerland

LU Luxembourg Germany, France, UK, Austria, Belgium

NL Netherlands UK, Belgium, USA, Germany, France

Source:	UIS,	2009,	TERTIARY	EDUCATION	/	ISCED	5	and	6	/	International	flows	of	mobile	students	/	2009,	
retrieved from http://www.uis.unesco.org/Education/Pages/tertiary-education.aspx.

UK is the magnet of both mobile students and portable grants Europe-wide

Based on the data available and the inference made above, we may safely 
assume that the UK was the top receiving country of degree mobile students 
and degree mobile grant recipients from the 14 countries that allow students 
to use state grants abroad for degree programmes. Six of the 14 countries had 
it as the number one destination of both mobile students and mobile grant re-
cipients. The other 6 had it as the second or third most popular destination, 
whereas Romania and Liechtenstein had it as the fourth top destination.

The shares of degree mobile students and mobile grant recipients received 
by the UK from each of the above countries are significantly larger than those 
of other receiving countries in most cases. Using the data available from the 7 
countries that provided mobile grant recipient data broken down by destina-
tion, in both 2008/09 and 2011/12, the approximate shares of mobile grant 
recipients received by UK are: over 20% from Norway and Sweden, 35% 
from Finland, 45% from Denmark and over 90% from Ireland. The only clear 
exceptions are Liechtenstein and Austria. 70-80% of mobile students from 
Liechtenstein, with or without state grants, went to Switzerland, whereas ap-
proximately 50% of the Austrian degree mobile students and over 40% of 
mobile grant recipients went to Germany. These two exceptions had little 
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impact on UK’s lion share of mobile grant recipients in the European total, 
however, given their small absolute numbers of mobile students, with or with-
out state grants. 

As shown in Figure 8 and Table 7 below, the UK alone received approximately 
40% of the total mobile students and some 30% of the recipients of portable 
state grants, from the 7 countries (AT, DK, FI, IE, LI, NO and SE) combined.     

Figure 8:  Geographical distribution of all degree mobile students 
(2008/09) and degree mobile grant recipients (2008/09 & 
2011/12) from 7 selected countries (AT, DK, FI, IE, LI, NO & SE)

Sources: UIS data, retrieved in November 2013 (for degree mobile students, 2008/09) & STiME survey data, 
2013 (for degree mobile grant recipients, 2008/09 and 2011/12)
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Neighbouring countries are the second most likely receivers of portable grants 

Second to the UK, no other single country had attracted both mobile stu-
dents and mobile grant recipients from all corners of Europe. Instead, a clear 
pattern of just-across-the-border flows of degree mobile students and mo-
bile grant recipients is evident among the 7 countries that provided data. 
We see significant shares of Nordic mobile students, with or without grants, 
‘exchanged’ among the Nordic countries. Over 40% Austrian degree mobile 
students and grant recipients went to Germany (Figure 7e), and over 95% of 
all Irish students were found in the UK, including Northern Ireland (Figure 7f). 
This implies that if and when national grants are made portable, the most like-
ly receiving countries would be, first, the very attractive countries regardless 
of distance (e.g. the UK and USA), and second, the neighbouring countries. 

European students and grants remain largely in Europe or in the ‘West’ 

In a very general sense, degree mobility, which is also regarded as verti-
cal mobility, tends to flow from less developed countries to more developed 
countries, from the East to the West, and from the South to the North. This 
remains true in the sense that only a very small share of degree mobile stu-
dents and grant recipients from the Europe-31 countries went beyond the 
EU-EFTA area in 2008/09 and 2011/12. The EU/EFTA area retained 80% of 
the mobile students and 70-75% mobile grant recipients from the 7 countries 
combined. Among those who studied abroad outside the EU/EFTA region, 
the most likely destinations were the USA and Australia (see Figure 8 above 
and	Table	7	below),	and	 to	a	 lesser	extent,	Canada	and	New	Zealand.	All	
these non-European destinations are developed countries.
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Table 7:  Geographical distribution of all degree mobile students 
(2008/09) and degree mobile grant recipients (2008/09 & 
2011/12) from 7 selected countries (AT, DK, FI, IE, LI, NO & SE), 
by top receiving countries and world regions     
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The Nordic – Central/Eastern European regional mobility flows 

Comparatively speaking, Nordic students, with or without grants, were much 
more eager to reach out and explore different parts of the world than their 
counterparts from Austria, Ireland, and Liechtenstein who were mostly clus-
tered in one or two neighbouring countries. Even though we still see the first 
40% of mobile students and grant recipients in one or two top destinations, 
the remaining students were widely spread out in a large number of differ-
ent countries, both within and beyond Europe (see Figures 7a-7g above). 
Sometimes, grant recipients were reported, though not in large numbers, in 
unusual destinations where numbers were not reported to the UIS statistics.   

Nordic students were also much more likely to study for full degrees in Cen-
tral and Eastern European countries, in particular in Poland (for Swedes and 
Norwegians), Hungary (for Swedes) and Estonia (for Finns). This phenom-
enon challenges the general beliefs that degree mobility flows primarily from 
the East to the West and from less developed countries to better developed 
countries. Clearly, Estonia and Finland are neighbours, and so are Poland 
and Sweden. The flows may be explained as a result of geographical proxim-
ity and/or linguistic proximity, as in the case of Finland and Estonia. Distance 
may, however, not be the best explanation considering that the students from 
these three countries were less sensitive to distance and open to non-tradi-
tional destinations as explained above. 

What attracts Nordic students to Poland, Hungary and Estonia? Is it the lower 
costs of living and study? Cost does not seem to be the main reason, how-
ever. Nordic students do not have to pay tuition fees if they study at home. 
Norwegian students studying a six-year full degree programme in Poland, in 
a foreigners’ school of a public university, has to pay EUR 11 000 - 13 000 per 
year in tuition fees. The living costs in Central and Eastern European coun-
tries may be lower, but living in the capital cities of these countries, plus the 
additional costs incurred for studying abroad (e.g. travel, housing, insurance, 
etc.), may not make it much cheaper than studying at home.  

While distance and cost may partially explain the southward flows of Nordic 
students, demand for study opportunities in disciplines not available or highly 
competitive at home could be another driving factor. A student wanting to 
have ‘something’ not available in their home system seeks to go abroad. This 
‘something’ could be a chance to study, a chance to succeed (often reduced 
to ‘getting a good job’ or employability these days) or a chance to escape 
from the ‘unwanted’ (such as political instability, or perhaps, undesirable 
weather in the case of the Nordic countries). The lack of stability can hardly 
be a reason pushing the Nordic students abroad, but the ‘lack of chance’, to 
a certain extent, seems to be a very strong push factor. We learned from ex-
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perts in these countries, as well as the receiving countries in Eastern Europe, 
that the vast majority of these Nordic students in Eastern Europe were medi-
cal students, or, to a lesser extent, business students. 

Competition for enrolment into medical programmes in the Nordic countries, 
or any other country, is tough, because of the high demand and low supply of 
such study places20. With portable state grants, students are less likely to be 
disadvantaged from studying abroad. They are not bound to study what they 
do not want to at home. Or to look at this from a positive perspective, they are 
free to choose what attracts them the most. The flow of Nordic students into 
Central and Eastern European countries for medical studies should therefore 
be seen from both ends – one being the lack of enough opportunities in this 
field of study at home, the other being the attractiveness of the study offers 
from the host countries.  

We did not explore further the quantitative aspect of this subject-specific 
phenomenon, since this study was not designed for that and we were scep-
tical about the data availability and comparability at such a specific level 
by discipline. However, from the numbers of mobile grant recipients mov-
ing from Norway, Finland and Sweden into Poland, Hungary and Estonia, 
we may reach a rough estimate of 2 000 such Nordic degree mobile grant 
recipients in Poland, 1 000 in Hungary, and 5 00 in Estonia, and assume that 
a large proportion of these students are enrolled in a few specific disciplines.
The UIS data of mobile students may not have fully reflected the picture of 
such regional mobility flows because the students captured in the UIS were 
those enrolled in ‘public’ universities, whereas these Nordic degree mobile 
students in Central and Eastern European countries were most likely enrolled 
in the private arm (the so-called ‘foreigners’ schools’) of a public institution 
or	private	universities.	Very	often,	only	in	these	schools	are	the	programmes	
taught entirely in English, giving thus access to foreign students.  

In any case, it seems that the demand of Nordic students for medical stud-
ies has largely been met by the ‘private’ sector in a few popular Central and 
Eastern European countries. This appears to be a triple-win situation. For 
the Eastern European countries, the fee income from Nordic students helps 
diversify the funding sources of their higher education institutions. For the 
Nordic countries, part of the education services expected from them can be 

20  Although no national data subdivided by disciplines were gathered in this study, it came to our 
knowledge through local experts in both the sending and receiving countries that these Nordic 
degree mobile students eastwards are primarily medical students. We were informed that 90% 
of the students in a 6-year medical programme run by a public university in Krakow were from 
Norway. More were said to be studying, also medicine, in Poznan. The same much-sought-after 
subject is believed to have appealed to the large number of Swedes studying in Hungary or Finns 
studying in Estonia.  
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‘outsourced’ to Central and Eastern European countries by letting their state 
grants free to follow the mobile students. For the students, they are free to 
choose from amongst different education systems what appeals to them or 
what they think is ‘worth the investment’ of money they take with them. 

The above phenomenon is not entirely new if we take into consideration the 
some 10 000 Cypriots studying in the UK with state support or those who 
remain at home but are enrolled in British-owned institutions while receiving 
state support. With the increase of transnational education, portability of state 
grants does not necessarily entail the actual crossing of national borders but 
whether the state grants are restricted to be used for ‘local’ ‘public’ institu-
tions or study programmes. If not, even if the state grants would be spent ‘at 
home’, this could still be viewed as portable in the sense that the money may 
flow out of the national system to foreign investors in private institutions. So 
from a monetary perspective, some of the non-portable grants, say in Italy or 
Spain, might actually have been ‘exported’ via private universities or study 
programmes at home, regardless of whether the money is ‘carried abroad’ by 
outbound mobile students.   

What is eye-catching in the Nordic phenomenon is the visible flow of degree 
mobile students, together with their grants beyond national borders into non-
traditional destinations. What’s more, the trend to move eastward is found to 
be on the rise between 2008/09 and 2011/12. This means that Poland, Hun-
gary and Estonia are sharing increasingly bigger slices in the pie of outbound 
mobile grant recipients from the Nordic countries. That said, such increases 
in the shares are not at the expense of the traditional destinations, however.   

8.2 Credit mobility by destination

Of the 12.25 countries (including UK-Wales) that reported data on the actual 
use of their state grants and loans for credit mobility, only 421 of them had 
provided data on the destinations of their credit mobile students supported 
by state grants and loans, allowing us to go, for these countries, into a deeper 
analysis of credit mobility patterns. Unlike ERASMUS, which up until 2014 
funded only intra-European mobility, several of these state grants and loans 
were also portable for short-term study outside of Europe. It is thus not sur-
prising that students in countries where taking the grants beyond Europe 

21   Twelve countries and Wales provided data on credit mobility. These include 7 of the 11 coun-
tries listed in Table 5, the Czech Republic, France, Italy, Lithuania, Slovakia and Wales. In the 
case of Slovakia, the data provided was for mobility scholarships and not for state grants and 
loans in our definition. Lithuania seemed to offer top-up grants for ERASMUS mostly, as the 
data on destinations of credit mobile students supported by the grants were almost identical 
with the data on destinations of ERASMUS students (only a 68-students difference).  
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was allowed did eventually do so. It is nevertheless interesting to observe 
that although the grant and loans schemes were opened to non-European 
destinations, the vast majority of credit mobile students from the 4 countries 
that provided us with this dataset still chose to stay in the Europe-31 region. 
The share of students that decided to remain in Europe ranges from 55.8% in 
Sweden to 67.8% in Finland, as shown in Table 8 below. 

Table 8:  Number and share of credit mobile students supported by 
state grants and loans going to other EU/EFTA countries by 
country of origin and number of ERASMUS students, 2008/09

Country of 
origin

Credit mobile 
state grant 
recipients by 
country of 
origin

Credit mobile 
state grant 
recipients by 
country of 
origin, going to 
other EU/EFTA 
member states

% of mobile 
state grant 
recipients by 
country of 
origin, going to 
other EU/EFTA 
member states, 
of all credit mo-
bile state grant 
recipients from 
the respective 
country

Outgoing  
Erasmus  
students by 
country of 
origin

AT 1 646 1 102 67.0% 4 939

FI 7 240 4 911 67.8% 4 411

NO 7 129 2 271 31.9% 1 414

SE 5 394 3 011 55.8% 2 684

Total 21 409 11 295 52.8% 13 448

Sources: STiME survey data, 2013 (for credit mobile grant recipients) & European Commission data,  
retrieved in August 2013 (for outbound ERASMUS students)  

There is nevertheless one notable exception – Norway. More than two thirds 
of Norwegian credit mobile students supported by state grants had opted for 
non-EU/EFTA destinations in 2008/09. While Norway seems to be an excep-
tion within this group of countries, the fact that only a minority of students 
(31.9%) chose another EU/EFTA destination country is not a very new phe-
nomenon for Norway. It has been so for quite a number of years that Norwe-
gian students seem much more inclined to study in more “exotic” destina-
tions (i.e. beyond Europe) than students from other European countries for 
both shorter stays (credit mobility) as well as for full degrees (degree mobility).  
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Furthermore, it is interesting to compare the number of credit mobile state 
grant recipients from these 4 countries who studied in other EU/EFTA coun-
tries with the number of ERASMUS-funded students of these 4 countries, to 
be able to see what the contribution of state grants to funding intra-European 
credit mobility is. From the same table above it is clear that Austrian students 
going abroad for credit mobility to other EU/EFTA countries were mostly sup-
ported by ERASMUS, with the number of Austrian ERASMUS-supported 
students (4 939) being almost 4.5 times the number of Austrian students 
supported by state grants studying in Europe (1 102). In the other 3 countries, 
though, state grants supported several hundred more credit mobile students 
that went to other EU/EFTA countries than ERASMUS did. Nevertheless, for 
the 4 countries taken as a whole, ERASMUS’s contribution to funding their 
intra-European credit mobility seems much more substantial – 13 448 com-
pared to 11 295 state-grant-supported students.

It would have been much more interesting and useful of course to be able to 
do the same comparison for the whole of Europe, but lacking the necessary 
data, we were unfortunately unable to do so.

Since Norway was the only country in the group of 4 that sent more students 
supported by state grants for short-term study (credit mobility) to non-Euro-
pean destinations than to European ones, we propose to have a closer look 
at the top 10 countries of destination of Norwegian students.

As Table 9 shows, 5 of the top 10 destinations of Norwegian credit mobile 
students are outside Europe. Of these, the first 2 positions are occupied by 
the traditional destinations of mobile students worldwide for degree mobility, 
namely the USA and Australia, followed by the Republic of Tanzania – a long-
standing partner of Norway in development cooperation projects – China and 
then South Africa. The UK, however, was the top European destination of 
Norwegian credit mobile students, irrespective of whether they were funded 
by ERASMUS or by the state grants.
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Table 9:  Top 10 destinations of Norwegian students funded  
by state grants and loans and by ERASMUS, 2008/09
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9 Observations and recommendations 

State grants and loans: complexity and ambiguity 

This study is about state grants and loans, and particularly about their port-
ability, i.e. their use for studying abroad. The available literature on the issue 
is characterised by a set of basic assumptions. We, the authors of this study, 
shared most of these when we started to work on the study. In the course 
of our research, we found some of them confirmed; others we had to revise.

The first assumption was that in all 31 countries covered by this study, there 
was either a loan or a grant scheme, or both. This expectation turned out to 
be correct. The same applies to our assumption, supported by the existing 
body of research, that not every loan and grant scheme was internation-
ally portable.  Our expectation that one could neatly categorize the existing 
schemes into grants on the one hand and loans on the other, however, turned 
out wrong. There are these two ‘ideal types’ (in the Weberian sense), but very 
often schemes combine both grant and loan elements. The concept of port-
ability turned out far more complex than anticipated. In very few countries 
which allow students to use their grants and loans for study in another coun-
try is portability unconditional.  There are restrictions as to residency, target 
countries and institutions, levels of study and disciplines, to name but a few 
examples. In other words, in almost no country could the question of whether 
or not the schemes were portable be answered by a simple yes or no.  Also, 
portability might apply to some components of a scheme (maintenance, tui-
tion fees, etc.), but not to others. On top of this all, some systems support 
only credit mobility, while others support both degree and credit mobility. 

Very	importantly,	the	national	grant	and	loan	schemes	fall	into	different	types,	
which also define the range of students entitled to benefit from them. In the 
Nordic countries, the systems tend to support the vast majority of all students, 
independent or less dependent of the socio-economic situation of the students 
or their parents. In other countries, such as Germany, systems restrict eligibility 
for support to the needy, i.e. they are means-tested. In some (predominantly 
Central and Eastern European) countries, this applies too, but their so-called 
social scholarships set the threshold for those eligible very high and thus sup-
port only a quantitatively very small part of the student population. 

Quantities: less than hoped for?

State grant or loan systems (for ‘domestic use’) exist in all 31 countries in this 
study, as mentioned earlier. State grants and/or loans are fully portable in 12 
countries and partly in 13 countries and in Wales (but not in England, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland).  However, relatively reliable quantitative data on re-
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cipients were mainly provided on grants or grant-loan combinations only, and 
only by 11 countries. For this reason, our quantitative analysis of beneficiaries 
covers only these countries (concerning some parameters, even fewer).

Overall, around 1.644 million students in these 11 countries received state 
grants and loans. This represents almost 38% of total student enrolment in 
these countries. Percentages, however, differ dramatically between countries. 
They range from between over 90% in Denmark, 72% in Sweden and 68% 
in Norway to just below 10% in Austria. These numbers apply to all students 
funded, i.e. students studying in their own country and such studying abroad 
(where this is an option).  In a sense, the number of recipients of state grants 
and/or loans in these countries constitutes the ‘potential’ of outbound mobil-
ity funded by state grants and loans (on the slightly absurd assumption that 
100% of the students would study abroad and none in their home country).

Unexpectedly, the actual take-up, i.e. the share of students who do use their 
grants and loans to study abroad (credit and degree mobility) is only a frac-
tion of all beneficiaries of the schemes. In those countries for which we have 
solid data, they range from around 13% in Norway, between 7% and 8% in 
Sweden and Germany, to about 4% in Austria. In absolute numbers: Over 60 
000 students received in the year 2008/09 used a portable grant abroad (de-
gree mobility only), out of the 1.644 million of all students eligible for portable 
grants/loans (i.e. 3.7%). Including credit mobility, for which we do not have 
data from a number of the 11 countries, the percentage might well reach 5 or 
more. This appears to be little at a first glance.  But the purpose of opening 
up grant and loan schemes for study abroad is not to completely empty a 
country’s higher education institutions of domestic students. There is also a 
number of non-financial mobility obstacles, first and foremost the determina-
tion to study at home or a general disinclination to go abroad. Portable grants 
and loans might also not be generous enough to cover the full cost of study 
abroad, especially in the case of less rich countries. One might reasonably 
assume though, in means-tested systems anyway, they would contribute 
markedly to the international mobility of socially disadvantaged students.

How do the numbers of outwards-mobile students on state grants and loans 
compare with total outbound mobility from these countries? In trying to an-
swer this question, one has to differentiate between degree and credit mo-
bility. In the case of degree mobility, the share of students on portable state 
grants and loans reaches almost 100% in Norway and Sweden, for example, 
but it is as low as 2.2% percent in Austria.  For credit mobility, the share can-
not be precisely identified, because there are no comprehensive international 
statistics on credit mobility available. As a reference, we therefore used out-
going ERASMUS mobility, in the full awareness that there is (an unknown) 
number of students moving outside of this programme.
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Is this much or little? The answer can only be country-specific. In degree 
mobility, the quantitative contribution to total outbound mobility is very high 
(nearly 100%) in countries with ‘inclusive’ (‘for all’ or ‘for almost all’) grant 
and loan systems. In countries with means-tested access to the schemes, 
the quantitative contribution is comparatively very low. It ranges from mod-
est 10.9% in Germany to practically insignificant 2.2% in Austria. This is not 
at all to say that the schemes are unimportant. Means-tested schemes are 
intentionally socially selective and therefore cannot reasonably be expected 
to produce high shares.  But we can safely say that the very high hopes 
attached to marked increases in degree mobility through the portability of 
state grants and loans are less than realistic unless all countries adopted the 
inclusive (‘for almost all’) Nordic approach and provided generous support. 
But this is almost certainly beyond the financial means of many, if not most, 
European countries covered in this study.  On top of this, we have no proof 
that Nordics would not study abroad in similarly large numbers if they were 
not supported by state grants and loans.

In the case of credit mobility, we have a problem in assessing the exact quan-
titative contribution of state grant and loan schemes, as stated above. In this 
study, we have compared outbound numbers in the ERASMUS Programme 
with numbers of outbound students on state grant and loan schemes.  In half 
of the countries for which we have data, students on state grant and loan sys-
tems outnumbered students on ERASMUS grants. Excluding the anomalous 
case of Liechtenstein, Norway led the group of countries where state grant 
and loan funded credit mobile students outnumbered ERASMUS grantees by 
a factor of 5:1. Denmark, Sweden and Finland followed with factors of 3:1, 2:1 
and 3:2 respectively. Once again, we see that in countries with ‘inclusive’ (‘for 
almost all’) portable grant and loan schemes, these schemes contribute very 
considerably to overall outbound credit mobility. At the other end of the spec-
trum, we find countries with means-tested portable grants and loans, such 
as Belgium and the Czech Republic, where ERASMUS grantees outnumber 
grant and loan mobile students by a factor of 6:1 and 8:1 respectively. These 
figures should be read with caution though. We are again pointing out that the 
number of ERASMUS grantees is not identical with the total number of out-
ward credit mobile students, which is certainly higher. On the other hand, we 
cannot exclude that there are some systems where a student may be support-
ed by ERASMUS and receive a portable state grant or loan at the same time.

Data availability and quality: the usual mess

As in every other study trying to collect and compare data from the national 
level, also in the present one much remains to be desired. It was impos-
sible to collect complete datasets from all countries covered by the survey, 
either because the addressees were not able to provide data, or not will-
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ing (survey fatique). In some countries, such as Switzerland, required data 
were not available centrally, but only in the (26) cantons. Importantly, in many 
countries, data on the grant and loan systems were not available at a desir-
able level of disaggregation. For example, many national statistics did not 
differentiate between grants, loans and grant/loan combinations, others did 
not differentiate between credit and degree mobility, in yet other countries, no 
separate data on beneficiaries abroad were available and not every country 
had data on destination countries.

None of this is very surprising. Reality is messy and data availability and 
comparability a problem in most policy fields. But in view of the high hopes 
that are attached to the portability of grants and loans in the European (and 
sometimes national) discourse, this is an inacceptable state of affairs.  We 
therefore propose the definition of minimum requirements for the collection of 
data on portable grants and loans at the national level, as well as the creation 
of a ‘light’ EU/EFTA (or EHEA-level) reporting system (with reports produced 
at regular intervals – ideally every year). Data to be collected should comprise 
the following at the very least:

Data on all grant recipients: 

•	 Total	number	of	grant	recipients	(at	‘home’	and	abroad);

•	 Total	number	of	loan	recipients	(at	‘home’	and	abroad);

•	 Total	 number	 of	 recipients	 of	 grant/loan	 combinations	 (at	 ‘home’	 and	
abroad).

Data on mobile grant recipients: 

•	 Total	number	of	grant	recipients	abroad	(separately	for	degree	and	credit	
mobility);

•	 Total	number	of	 loan	recipients	abroad	 (separately	 for	degree	and	credit	
mobility);

•	 Total	number	of	recipients	of	grant/loan	combinations	abroad	(separately	
for degree and credit mobility).

We could also imagine collecting data on destination countries, as well as by 
level of study (ISCED levels or Bologna ‘cycles’), but this might overstretch 
the possibilities of the reporting countries.

Together with other reference data, such as the total number of students 
enrolled in the country, the total number of outbound degree mobile students 
and the number of outgoing ERASMUS students from the same country (to 
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be retrieved from the UIS database and European Commission statistics), we 
would have the necessary information to run a rudimentary reporting system, 
which would minimally yield the following information/indicators:

•	 Absolute	number	of	students	studying	in	a	given	country	(UIS);

•	 Absolute	number	and	percentage	of	 all	 students	 (domestic	 and	abroad)	
benefitting from grant, loan and combined schemes;

•	 Absolute	number	and	percentage	of	recipients	of	grant	and	loan	and	com-
bined systems which could in principle be portable (potential);

•	 Absolute	number	and	percentage	of	students	de facto studying abroad on 
portable grant, loan and combined grant/loan schemes of all recipients of 
funds from these schemes (also ‘at home’) (take-up);

•	 Absolute	number	of	degree	mobile	students	from	a	given	country	studying	
abroad (UIS);

•	 Percentage	of	students	on	grant,	loan	and	combined	schemes	of	all	degree	
mobile students from a given country studying abroad (contribution to total 
outgoing mobility);

•	 Absolute	number	of	credit	mobile	recipients	of	grants,	loans	and	grant/loan	
combinations; and

•	 Ratio	of	recipients	of	state	grants,	loans	and	combined	grant/loan	schemes	
studying abroad and outgoing ERASMUS students from a given country.
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Annex I – Overview of state grants and loans
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Table 10:  Countries with fully portable state grants/loans  
(i.e. for both credit and degree mobility)
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Table 11: Countries with state grants that are partially portable    
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Table 12:  Countries with state grants that are not portable  
(loans may be portable)
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Annex II

Annex II – Selected country profiles

Annex II contains descriptions of national student financial support schemes 
and basic quantitative data reported to STiME, focusing on the portability 
of grants and loans. They are included as examples of different student fi-
nancial support schemes across Europe and how portability has been in-
troduced into the schemes. Given the focus on (degree) portability in this 
study, only countries that allow state grants and loans to be portable and that 
provided sufficient information via the survey or other official public informa-
tion sources are included. These are: Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden, 
The Netherlands, Germany, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Austria, Ireland and 
France. They are roughly grouped by geographical location, type of scheme 
and scope of portability. All of them offer portable grants and/or loans for 
both degree mobility and credit mobility, except France where grants are only 
portable for credit mobility.         

Due to space limitation, only relevant key features of the different schemes are 
presented in the country profiles. Moreover, the descriptions of the schemes 
contained in the country profiles were captured during the project period in 
2012-2013. Some of the descriptions may have been overtaken by events. 
For the most up-to-date details of the schemes, it is advisable to check with 
the organisations chiefly responsible for the schemes or their official websites 
contained in the country profiles.  

For easy reference, national currencies were converted into Euro using the 
exchange rate on 1 October 2013. This does not imply that the actual amount 
of support that a student receives from his/her national system is in Euro.
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Annex II

22  The limitation concerning the freshman year for a Bachelor’s degree in the USA is subject to 
change. In the near future students will be eligible to receive funding for their whole duration 
of studies in the USA.
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23   At the time when this publication is being prepared, the Swedish Parliament is expected to 
vote on a bill proposing raising the age limit in December 2013. The suggested new age limits 
are 56 (grant) and 47 (loan) years of age.
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Annex II

Calculation method of the 
maximum amount of a  
grant/loan:

The financial support scheme in Liechtenstein consists of a non- 
repayable grant and an interest-free loan. The amount of the 
financial support is determined by age, mode of accommodation, 
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Annex III

Annex III – Glossary

Glossary What do we mean by this?

2008/09 The main reference year of this study is 2008/09. This 
means the academic year 2008/09 or the calendar 
year 2009. Due to the time lag in international data 
collection, this is the latest year that UIS data of out-
bound mobile students across all the 31 European 
countries are complete for comparisons.           

Student support system Student support system may include direct student 
support (e.g. grants, loans, scholarships, travel sub-
sidies) given to individual students, as well as indirect 
support given to families with children in education 
(e.g. tax benefits for parents and family allowances). 

Our focus in this project is on state grants and loans 
given to individual students (i.e. direct support to a 
student) rather than other forms of indirect support 
given through a student’s family or education institu-
tion.

State grants State grants are publicly-funded grants provided by 
national or regional governments, usually in the na-
tional currency with or without a means test. These 
are normally non-repayable financial support. Fi-
nancial support from EU programmes, such as the 
Lifelong Learning Programme (ERASMUS), Erasmus 
Mundus, or private initiatives are not within the scope 
of this study.

State loans State loans are loans guaranteed by a government, or 
loans financed by the state budget that are offered to 
students without interest or at a subsidised interest 
rate. These are repayable financial support. The in-
terest rates and repayment conditions are in general 
more favourable than commercial interest rates and 
conditions.  

Portability Portability refers to the possibility for students to take 
state financial support from the country of origin to a 
country of destination, either for degree mobility or 
credit mobility.  



Credit mobility Credit/temporary mobility is mobility of a shorter du-
ration (up to 1 academic year) which takes place in 
the framework of on-going studies at a home intui-
tion. After the credit/temporary mobility phase, stu-
dents return to their home institution to complete 
their studies.  An example of credit/temporary mobil-
ity is student exchange. In the context of this study 
we define as credit/temporary mobility those mobil-
ity periods that consist of either study or traineeship 
(placement) abroad.    

Degree mobility Degree mobility is mobility that is aiming at the acqui-
sition of a whole degree or qualification in the country 
of destination (e.g. a bachelor’s or a master’s degree 
abroad).

Bachelor

Master

ISCED 5A (1997 classification): Tertiary programmes 
that are largely theoretically based and are intended 
to provide sufficient qualifications for gaining entry 
into advanced research programmes and professions 
with high skills requirements. 

Doctoral ISCED 6-equivalent: Tertiary programmes which lead 
to the award of an advanced research qualification. 
The programmes are therefore devoted to advanced 
study and original research and are not based on 
course-work only.

Tertiary education Includes programmes from ISCED 5 (see ISCED 5A 
described above and 5B: First stage of tertiary edu-
cation) and ISCED 6 (see ISCED 6: Second stage of 
tertiary education). 

Need-based Student support is awarded on the basis of financial 
needs of an individual student’s or a family’s eco-
nomic and social status relative to others.      

Merit-based  Student support is awarded on the basis of academ-
ic, artistic, athletic, or other merits prescribed as eligi-
bility requirements laid down for applications.  

Progress check     Student support is awarded on the basis of progress 
such as continuous enrolment, academic progres-
sion, or completion of a study programme that a stu-
dent is/was enrolled in. Students not meeting such 
requirements may risk deduction or cancellation of 
the support.   
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What is ACA?

What is ACA?

Founded in 1993, the Academic Cooperation Association (ACA) is a not-
for-profit pan-European network of major organisations responsible in their 
countries for the promotion of internationalisation in education and training. 
Current membership is comprised of 24 such organisations in 18 European 
countries, as well as associate members from the Americas and Australia. 
ACA’s secretariat is located in Brussels, Belgium, in easy reach of the Euro-
pean institutions.

ACA is active in the following fields

♦   The promotion of innovation and internationalisation in (higher) education 
and training; 

♦   The enhancement of contacts, networking and cooperation between its 
members and third parties; 

♦   The provision of fast and up-to-date information on important develop-
ments in the European institutions and international organisations via the 
monthly ACA Newsletter – Education Europe, regularly held seminars and 
an annual conference; 

♦   Research into and publications on internationalisation in education and 
training; 

♦   The provision of know-how and expertise in the management of interna-
tional cooperation projects and programmes; 

♦  Contract work for third parties.

Academic Cooperation Association (ACA)
15, rue d’Egmontstraat
B-1000 Brussels
phone: +32 2 513 22 41
fax: +32 2 513 17 76
e-mail: info@aca-secretariat.be
web: www.aca-secretariat.be
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ACA Papers on International Cooperation in Education

Irina Ferencz Kristina Hauschildt and Irma Garam (eds.)  
Mobility Windows 
From Concept to Practice 
Bonn: Lemmens 2013 ISBN 978-3-86856-009-1 
Paperback: € 29.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter, Queenie K.H. Lam, Irina Ferencz (eds.)  
Tying it all together 
Excellence, mobility, funding and the 
social dimension in higher education 
Bonn: Lemmens 2012 ISBN 978-3-86856-006-0 
Paperback: € 29.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Irina Ferencz, Bernd Wächter (eds.)  
European and national policies for academic mobility 
Bonn: Lemmens 2012 ISBN 978-3-86856-005-3 
Paperback: € 29.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Maria Kelo, Tim Rogers  
International Student Support in European Higher Education.
Needs, Solutions, and Challenges 
Bonn: Lemmens 2010 ISBN 978-3-932306-99-0 
Paperback: € 29.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Kerstin	Janson,	Harald	Schomburg,	Ulrich	Teichler	
The Professional Value of ERASMUS Mobility.
The Impact of International Experience on Former Students’  
and on Teachers’ Careers 
Bonn: Lemmens 2009 ISBN 978-3-932306-96-9
Paperback: € 29.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Maria Kelo (ed.) 
Beyond 2010. 
Priorities and challenges for higher education in the next decade 
Bonn: Lemmens 2008 ISBN 978-3-932306-92-1
Paperback: € 29.80, pdf file: € 12.00
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Bernd Wächter & Friedhelm Maiworm
English-Taught Programmes in European Higher Education. 
The Picture in 2007 
Bonn: Lemmens 2008 ISBN 978-3-932306-89-1
Paperback: € 24.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Maria Kelo 
Support for International Students in Higher Education. 
Practice and Principles 
Bonn: Lemmens 2006 ISBN 3-932306-82-1
Paperback: € 25.00, pdf file: € 12.00

Maria Kelo (ed.) 
The Future of the University. 
Translating Lisbon into Practice 
Bonn: Lemmens 2006 ISBN 3-932306-78-3
(out of print), pdf file: € 12.00

Maria Kelo, Ulrich Teichler, Bernd Wächter (eds.) 
EURODATA. Student mobility in European higher education  
Bonn: Lemmens 2006 ISBN 3-932306-72-4 
(out of print), pdf file: € 19.80

Jeroen	Huisman,	Marijk	van	der	Wende	(eds.)	
On Cooperation and Competition II.
Institutional Responses to Internationalisation, Europeanisation  
and Globalisation 
Bonn: Lemmens 2005 ISBN 3-932306-68-6
Paperback: € 30.00, pdf file: € 12.00

Franziska Muche (ed.) 
Opening up to the Wider World. 
The External Dimension of the Bologna Process 
Bonn: Lemmens 2005 ISBN 3-932306-67-8
Paperback: € 24.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Franziska Muche, Maria Kelo, Bernd Wächter 
The Admission of International Students into Higher Education. 
Policies and Instruments
Bonn: Lemmens 2004 ISBN 3-932306-62-7  
Paperback: € 24.80, pdf file: € 12.00
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Bernd Wächter (ed.) 
Higher Education in a Changing Environment. 
Internationalisation of Higher Education Policy in Europe 
Bonn: Lemmens 2004 ISBN 3-932306-55-4 
(out of print), pdf file: € 12.00

Marijk	van	der	Wende,	Jeroen	Huismann	(eds.)	
On Cooperation and Competition. 
National and European Policies for the Internationalisation  
of Higher Education 
Bonn: Lemmens 2004 ISBN 3-932306-54-6
Paperback: € 30.00, pdf file: € 12.00

Friedhelm Maiworm, Bernd Wächter (eds.) 
English-Language-Taught Degree Programmes  
in European Higher Education.
Trends and Success Factors 
Bonn: Lemmens 2002 ISBN 3-932306-47-3
Paperback: € 19.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Ulrich Teichler (ed.)  
ERASMUS in the SOCRATES Programme.  
Findings of an Evaluation Study 
Bonn: Lemmens 2002 ISBN 3-932306-41-4 
Paperback: € 19.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter (ed.) 
The Virtual Challenge to International Cooperation in Higher Education. 
A Project of the Academic Cooperation Association 
Bonn: Lemmens 2002 ISBN 3-932306-40-6
Paperback: € 19.80, pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter (ed.) 
Handbook of European Associations in Higher Education. 
A Practical Guide to Academic Networks in Europe and Beyond 
Bonn: Lemmens 2000 ISBN 3-932306-37-6
Paperback: € 31.00, pdf file: € 12.00

Bernd Wächter (ed.) 
Internationalisation in European Non-University Higher Education. 
A Project of the Academic Cooperation Association 
Bonn: Lemmens 1999 ISBN 3-932306-35-X
(out of print), pdf file: € 12.00
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Bernd Wächter (ed.) 
Internationalisation in Higher Education. 
A Paper and Seven Essays on International Cooperation  
in the Tertiary Sector 
Bonn: Lemmens 1999 ISBN 3-932306-33-3 
(out of print), pdf file: € 12.00

Traditional or fast: print or pdf
All ACA Papers are available as a traditional print version,  
but most of them can now also be obtained as a pdf.

Contact:  
Lemmens Medien GmbH
Matthias-Grünewald-Straße 1-3 · D-53175 Bonn,Germany
phone: +49 228 4 21 37-0 · fax: +49 228 4 21 37-29
e-mail: info@lemmens.de · www.lemmens.de





Portable state grants and loans possess enormous 
“potential” for supporting outgoing student mobil-
ity. Over 25 European countries have allowed such 
national funds to be used outside their national 
borders. Among them, some 15 countries reported 
that their state grants and/or loans can be used, in 
principle, for both outgoing credit and degree mobil-
ity, offering annually at least 1.65 million students 
the “opportunities” to use such financial aid to study 
abroad. For degree mobility alone, around 60 500 
students took up such opportunities. This number 
represents a small fraction of all the beneficiaries of 
student aid in Europe, but covers a substantial share 
of mobile students in systems that are “open for all”.    

This book, resulting from an EU-funded project – 
STiME, contains an overview of the student financial 
support schemes in 31 European countries and 
much more on the quantitative aspect of the use of 
portable grants/loans by European mobile students. 
It includes also short profiles of grant/loan schemes 
in 11 selected countries that have opened up their 
schemes, fully or partially, for outgoing student 
mobility.

 ISBN 978-3-86856-011-4

Lemmens

Queenie K.H. Lam, Danja Oste  
with Irina Ferencz and Bernd Wächter 

Portable state grants and loans

ACA Papers on  
International Cooperation in Education

An overview and their contribution  
to outgoing student mobility
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