Outbound Mobility Practices at Australian Universities:

Key findings of the 2008 institutional survey of outbound mobility practices at Australian universities

The outbound mobility of Australian students is gathering momentum; 97 per cent of Australian universities promote the importance of outbound mobility opportunities through their international strategies. In 2008 institutions estimate that approximately 10 per cent of all undergraduate students will undertake some form of international study experience.

The Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, through AIM Overseas, surveyed Australian universities in 2008 to map the current trends and practices in outbound student mobility across the country. Findings from the survey suggest a growing commitment to outbound mobility across the sector, as staff and students become more aware of the value of an outbound mobility experience. 
Universities are interested in providing more and varied overseas study experiences for their students. Ninety seven per cent of institutions promote the importance of outbound mobility opportunities for students via their international strategies and, in 80 per cent of institutions, responsibility for the development and implementation of international strategy is at the Pro-Vice Chancellor or Deputy-Vice Chancellor levels. This demonstrates that senior management is increasingly driving the development of formal strategies and policies supporting and promoting outbound mobility initiatives.

The research also confirms that Australia is steadily increasing the number of its university students taking part in international study programs. Institutions identified that collecting data on the number of students participating in outbound mobility activities can be difficult. This being the case, based on institutional estimates, the current figures, as indicated by benchmarking studies such as the 2005 Australian Universities International Directors’ Forum survey, could be understated by as much as 15 per cent.

Creating new opportunities

Outbound student mobility involves different types of overseas study programs. The most widely recognised option for outbound mobility is the international student exchange program, where students spend one or two semesters studying at a partner university overseas. In recent years, however, the definition of outbound mobility has broadened significantly to include short-term programs (of up to 8 weeks) including study tours and international summer schools, internships, volunteering and clinical placements.
	Type of program
	Percentage of options available to students

	Conferences / volunteering 
	18%

	Semester / year long exchange
	100%

	Courses with compulsory international options 
	42%

	Short programs / study tours
	74%

	Practical training / clinical placements / internships
	42%

	Research
	10%


Chart 1: Outbound mobility options currently available to students in Australian universities.
Chart 1 illustrates the different types of outbound mobility options currently open to students in Australian universities and the percentage each program represents of all outbound mobility activity.

Of the 38 institutions that responded to the survey, two-thirds have new outbound mobility initiatives planned for the coming 12 months. This includes partnership expansions, campus-wide international leadership programs, and a range of initiatives to improve efficiency and the student experience. 

In the survey, universities outlined several areas in which they will be looking to develop new and/or expand existing outbound mobility initiatives; the areas include: volunteering programs, international work experience, international leadership programs, internships, short term programs, study tours and international clinical placements.
There is a strong correlation in the research between a robust outbound mobility program and greater internationalisation on campus. Over the past few years all

Australian universities have reinforced this correlation by developing international strategies that include outbound mobility, with 76 per cent of institutions surveyed setting formal targets for outbound student numbers at a growth of approximately 20 per cent for semester and year-long exchanges and 15 per cent for short-term programs. Furthermore, 40 per cent of institutions have a committee responsible for student exchange.

Benefits of outbound mobility

There is a widespread belief that a strong mobility program provides a marketing advantage for universities, with more than half of the survey respondents believing it leads to increased numbers of international students on campus. Eighty four per cent of institutions consider a strong exchange program gives an institution a marketing benefit domestically and 95 per cent believe it provides a marketing benefit internationally. One institution commented, “there is increasing evidence that students are selecting our institution because of the locations where they can go on exchange”. 
Along with the belief that a strong outbound mobility program is of benefit to the institution, a significant majority of Australian universities believe that an international study experience is of high value for their students, with 74 per cent of the institutions surveyed citing it as a desired graduate outcome. Furthermore, two out of every three institutions collect information to determine the benefits to their students and institution. The survey demonstrates more than 90 per cent of institutions believe that an international study experience benefits students in gaining:

· an international perspective on their field

· of study

· greater independence and self-confidence

· international understanding and

· international networks

· increased employability skills

· expanded career options.

The challenges to expanding outbound mobility

There are still challenges to expanding outbound mobility within Australian universities. The survey respondents identify their greatest challenges as follows:

· resourcing (funding and staffing) - 76%

· inflexible academic programs - 76%

· lack of awareness about mobility options - 71%

· lack of understanding of the benefits of outbound mobility - 73%.

Data collection remains a long-standing challenge for outbound mobility. Only 14 of the universities surveyed capture all outbound student mobility within their institution. This statistical gap will impact benchmarking activities. The following possibilities were highlighted by the survey respondents as options for universities to monitor outbound mobility activity:
· centralisation of data within institutions via centrally managed databases

· installing rigorous reporting mechanisms including reporting requirements for faculty staff, and

· monitoring outbound mobility activity through the university’s internal insurance offices.

Sustainability

Managing offshore relationships is an integral part of outbound mobility and the sustainability of those relationships relies on implementing good strategies. Survey results highlight the following techniques to ensure viability of programs and relationships:

· good communication and regular contact with offshore partners

· provision of support for partners in terms of funding to attend exchange fairs and / or inbound study tours 

· maximising the impact of visiting partners by utilising them for student presentations.

Staffing is a partnership

As demonstrated in Table 2, student exchange and outbound mobility functions are managed almost exclusively by staff in the International Office. However, faculty staff handle 90 per cent of credit approval and administrative staff have greater responsibility for travel insurance matters. 
According to survey results, institutions typically have between one and three staff working full-time on mobility initiatives.
	
	International 

Office
	Faculties/

Departments
	Other administrative sections

	Marketing the program
	95%
	55%
	11%

	Managing student exchange applications
	95%
	21%
	5%

	Enrolment in ‘exchange’ units
	50%
	32%
	34%

	OS-HELP
	68%
	3%
	55%

	Australian Government funded exchange programs
	90%
	16%
	16%

	Management of other travel grants
	74%
	21%
	21%

	Travel insurance
	50%
	5%
	68%

	Credit approvals
	42%
	90%
	8%

	Final credit transfer
	42%
	71%
	32%


Table 2: Management of outbound mobility functions within Australian universities. 
Note: functions may be co-managed across areas.

Encouraging support for outbound mobility

As demonstrated, outbound mobility is seldom the sole responsibility of a university’s International Office. Academics have an integral role to play as they are generally the ones who approve credit and they are in a strong position to promote exchanges and other programs. Based on the survey results, the difficulty in gaining widespread support across campus relates to three main areas:

· difficulty in gaining top-down support

· high workloads of academic staff

· limited resources for International Office staff.
Findings from the survey, as demonstrated in Chart 3, suggest a strong correlation between top-down support for academic exchange and the supportiveness of academics for outbound mobility and credit transfer.
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Chart 3: Supportiveness of academics in outbound mobility. Scale: 1 = not supportive and 10 = extremely supportive

The future of outbound mobility is bright

The survey figures indicate that despite the barriers and challenges identified, the overall approach of Australian universities to outbound student mobility is being given significant emphasis. There are increasing levels of interest in outbound mobility programs at both the academic and upper management levels. In a positive step towards addressing numerous challenges to outbound mobility, Australian universities are developing new opportunities for students, which are being included in business plans for the next 12 months; these include partnership expansions, varied study options and increased communication through publicity and marketing. All of these efforts have translated into proven positive results for outbound mobility for Australian students.
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