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Abstract:

The gender composition of international student mobility (ISM) to the United Kingdom
(United Kingdom) has historically favoured female students, but recent trends indicate
a decline in their proportions. This paper investigates the changing trends of female
international mobility to United Kingdom higher education. It utilises data from the
United Kingdom Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) on international
undergraduate student applications by gender. This study examines evolving patterns
of ISM from both European Union (EU) and non-European Union (non-EU) countries,
as well as the trajectories of specific countries of origin. Our findings reveal a decline in
the share of female students from non-EU countries since 2021, alongside a reduction
in female applicants from the EU post-Brexit. Additionally, we observe that countries
like Pakistan and India consistently send fewer female students, remaining below gender
parity. Using a Generalised Linear Model (GLM), we model the share of female students
and assess the influence of demographic, cultural, and policy factors on the share of
female applications. Based on these findings, we provide policy recommendations aimed

at promoting gender equity in international student recruitment to the United Kingdom.
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1 INTRODUCTION

1 Introduction

International student mobility (ISM) is a key pathway of global high-skilled migration.
UNESCO defines an international student as an individual who crosses an international
border with the objective to participate in educational activities in the country of des-
tination [l In 2021, over six million students were internationally mobile] The United
Kingdom (United Kingdom) is the second leading destination for international students,
whose presence significantly benefits the economy, contributing not only to cultural and
academic diversity but also generating substantial revenue - accounting for a fifth of
United Kingdom universities' total research incomeE] The United Kingdom attracts 9
per cent of the global share, with internationals comprising 24 per cent of the total
United Kingdom student population E] Globally, 47 per cent of internationally mobile
students are female, though gender distribution varies by country and region.E] In the
United Kingdom, 55 per cent of international students identified as female in 2021.E]
However, the market for United Kingdom higher education is currently in a state of flux,
with a funding crisis occurring across the sector due to a fall in international student
numbers |Z] Given this, it is important to understand the evolving picture of ISM to the
United Kingdom and how these declines may intersect with increasing gender inequalities
in United Kingdom higher education.

The United Kingdom is an important case study not only due to its prominence as
a destination but also because it offers insights into global patterns of ISM. Alongside
the United Kingdom, the United States of America and Australia are among the the
top three destinations for international students, with the United States ranked first and
Australia third®| Although these cases are different, there are also important parallels
to be understood. Particularly in the Australian case, significant funding is drawn from
international students. Furthermore, key drivers of ISM to the United Kingdom - such as

common language and cultural ties - will also apply to these cases. It is also reasonable

1United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (2024). Global Flow of Tertiary-
Level Students. Accessed: 3 Feb. 2025.

2|nternational Organization for Migration (2024). World Migration Report 2024: International Stu-
dents. Accessed: 3 Feb. 2025.

3Summary Report for the Higher Education Policy Institute, Universities UK International, and
Kaplan International Pathways (2023). The Benefits and Costs of International Higher Education
Students to the UK Economy

“Migration Observatory (2024). Student Migration to the UK. Accessed: 3 Feb. 2025

®International Organization for Migration (2024). World Migration Report 2024: International Stu-
dents. Accessed: 3 Feb. 2025.

6Office for National Statistics (2023). The International Student Population in England and Wales:
Census 2021. Accessed: 3 Feb. 2025.

"Caroline Taix, A. (2024). U.K. universities brace for financial 'crunch’ as Brexit and visa squeeze
drive international students away. Fortune.

8Summary Report for the Higher Education Policy Institute, Universities UK International, and
Kaplan International Pathways (2023). The Benefits and Costs of International Higher Education
Students to the UK Economy
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to assume that these countries may act as substitutes for one another, so understanding
how these dynamics play out in the United Kingdom will provide further information into
what might be happening in similar country contexts.

Beyond their economic and policy relevance, international students represent a dis-
tinct form of migration. Although many international students return home post-study,
educational migration often overlaps with labour migration, as students work while study-
ing and some remain long term. Even though ISM exhibits strong commonalities with
other types of migration, in particular in its gender dimension, the migration corridors
of ISM do not necessarily resemble established corridors of other international migration
but are rather influenced by the marketisation of education. This oftentimes temporary
and circular movement is often seen as solely driven by the students’ individual aspira-
tions, and rarely as shaped by universities and steered by migration policies. Traditionally
viewed as temporary migrants, they have often been excluded from theoretical debates,
including those on gender[’] Even though, studies suggest women are more likely than
men to cite education as their primary motivation for migration.@ While this pattern
holds for internal contexts, it requires further exploration at the international level.

This paper utilises accepted undergraduate applications data provided by the United
Kingdom Colleges and Admissions Service (UCAS) to understand gendered trends in
international student mobility to the United Kingdom. These data represent the count of
students accepted onto undergraduate courses only, and so omit postgraduate students.

We seek to answer three key research questions:

1. How has the share of female international students in the United Kingdom changed

(since Brexit)?
2. What countries are driving an increase or decline in the share of female applicants?

3. What are the driving factors behind these shifts?

We first explore key trends in mobility by country of origin Using a Generalised
Linear Model (GLM), we identify the drivers of female representation in applications.
We conclude with key findings, policy implications, and directions for future research.

9Raghuram, P. and Sondhi, G. (2021). Gender and international student migration. In C. Mora,
N. P., editor, The Palgrave Handbook of Gender and Migration, pages 221-235. Springer.
10 Anastasiadou, A., Kim, J., Sanlitiirk, E., de Valk, H. A., and Zagheni, E. (2024). Gender Differ-

ences in the Migration Process: A Narrative Literature Review. Population and Development Review,
50(4):961-996.
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2 Current Trends in Student Mobility to the United
Kingdom by Gender
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Figure 1: Time trend of accepted applications of international students to United Kingdom universities
by gender and country of origin from 2009 to 2023 using UCAS data.

Source: United Kingdom UCAS 2009-2023.

Figure [I shows trends in ISM to the United Kingdom by gender, distinguishing between
EU and non-EU countries. Until 2021, international student applications to United King-
dom universities steadily increased, but Brexit triggered a major disruption. Although
the referendum took place in 2016, key policy changes—such as the loss of home fee
status (£9,250) and student loan eligibility for EU students—only took effect in the
2021 academic year. As a result, EU applications dropped substantially, with research
estimating a 60% decline after 2021 when controlling for the pandemicEl. This shift
has altered the United Kingdom's student landscape and its gender composition, EU
applications were historically female dominated, but since 2021, the overall number of
students has declined, and the gender gap has narrowed. This suggests that Brexit has

reshaped gender dynamics in ISM, reducing a previously stable female-majority flow.

HNeville, R., Singleton, A., and Rowe, F. (2024). Unraveling the Brexit-Covid-19 Nexus: Assessing
the Decline of EU Student Applications to UK Universities. Data & Policy.



3 GENDER TRENDS IN INTERNATIONAL STUDENT ACCEPTANCES
(2009-2023)

Conversely, applications from non-EU countries (see right panel in Fig show that,
in the most recent academic years, men have now overtaken women in ISM applications.
Between 2011 and 2022 there has been an excess in females in accepted applications,
even though a smaller gap than for EU nationals. These trends indicate a turning
point in ISM to the United Kingdom, necessitating a deeper examination of the socio-
political, economic, and cultural forces driving these shifts and their implications for
higher education and student recruitment strategies.

3 Gender Trends in International Student Acceptances
(2009-2023)

Figure [2] illustrates changes in the share of female acceptances among international
students from the top 12 countries of origin between 2009 and 2023 in percent. Several
key trends emerge from the descriptive analysis.
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Figure 2: Proportions of female students on total accepts by origin country and year for the 12 countries
sending the largest student flows.

Source: United Kingdom UCAS 2009-2023.

Firstly, India, Pakistan, the United Arab Emirates, South Korea, and Nigeria have

4
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historically sent fewer women than men, particularly in the early 2010s. However, notable
shifts have occurred over time, especially for the United Arab Emirates and Nigeria,
where the female share of acceptances has increased substantially. In the UAE, the
proportion of female students rose from 27% in 2009 to 53% in 2023, passing gender
parity. Similarly, South Korea saw the proportion of female students rise from 49% in
2009 to 56% in 2023. Further, Nigeria saw an increase from 35% in 2009 to 50% in
2023, marking as shift in female participation.

In contrast, the share of accepted female students from Pakistan has remained con-
sistently low, with only a slight increase in 2017 but no continued upward trend. By
2023, just 25% of accepted applications from Pakistan were female, indicating persistent
gender disparities in outbound student mobility.

India, an ever important sending country, has shown gradual but insufficient progress
in reaching gender parity. The female share of acceptances increased from 29% in 2009
to 40% in 2023, remaining below gender parity but indicating a catching-up process of
Indian women given the generally skewed gender composition in the population. Given
India’s growing prominence as a key origin country for United Kingdom international
students, targeted efforts may be required to further enhance female participation in
United Kingdom higher education.

Meanwhile, the United States and Canada have consistently sent more female than
male students to the United Kingdom, maintaining a strong female majority in accepted
applications. Over the period of 2009-2023, this trend has become even more pro-
nounced. In Canada, the share of female acceptances increased from 54% in 2009 to
62% in 2023, while in the United States it rose from 62% to 67% over the same period.
Additionally, European countries have traditionally been female dominates, rising from
53% in 2009 to 58% in 2023.

These findings suggest that North American student mobility to the United Kingdom
is strongly gendered, with women significantly outnumbering men. This may reflect
broader trends in gender participation in higher education in Canada and the United
States, where women may be more likely to pursue tertiary education and international
study opportunities. The sustained increase in female representation from these coun-
tries points to continued demand for United Kingdom higher education amongst North
American women; highlighting the potential for further engagement through targeted
recruitment.

Another important observation is that while China has traditionally been female
dominated, this trend appears to be shifting. The female share of acceptances declined
from 58% in 2016 to 51% in 2023. Although this shift is relatively minor, it is worth
monitoring given China's status as the largest sender of international students to the
United Kingdom.

These findings illustrate that while some major sending countries—such as the United
States, Canada, and the United Arab Emirates —have seen an increase in female repre-
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sentation, others such as India, Pakistan, and China continue to exhibit male dominance
or a declining female share. These divergent trends underscore the importance of con-

sidering how economic, social, and policy factors interact to shape gendered patterns of

ISM.
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Figure 3: Average share of accepted female international students by subject area for the entire study
period.

Source: United Kingdom UCAS 2009-2023.

Moreover, the subject choices of international students show clear gender differences.
In most fields, the proportion of female students is higher than that of male students,
with disciplines such as education and languages attracting particularly strong interest
from women. In contrast, female representation is significantly lower in STEM fields,
especially in engineering and technology. These patterns reflect persistent gendered
trends in higher education, where women are increasingly concentrated in fields like
education, medicine, and the social sciences, while men continue to dominate STEM

disciplines.
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4 Origin Country Characteristics Affecting Female Stu-
dent Mobility

In addition to exploring descriptive trends in the UCAS data, we use a quasibinomial
GLM to examine factors potentially influencing the share of female students in inter-
national applications to United Kingdom universities. This GLM accounts for over- or
underdispersion in proportion data and incorporates economic, demographic, linguistic,
and geopolitical covariates from the World Development Indicators and the CEPII Grav-
ity Database. We also include a time-dependent Brexit-COVID indicator to capture the
uncertainty related to the pandemic and policy changes following Brexit. This specific
model has been chosen based on detected underdispersion in the shares of accepted

female students across countries and years.
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Figure 4: Quasibinomial GLM model coefficients transformed, with centered Year effect, n = 1,948

The results highlight three key dimensions influencing the gender composition of in-
ternational student applications: (1) population and development indicators; (2) geopo-

litical and linguistic factors, and (3) Brexit and the pandemic.

4.1 Population and Development Indicators

According to the model results, traditional gravity model variables like population size in

the country of origin seem to be not associated with changes in the share of females in



4  ORIGIN COUNTRY CHARACTERISTICS AFFECTING FEMALE STUDENT
MOBILITY

international student mobility to the United Kingdom. However, population sizes in the
countries of origins vary greatly throughout our sample with high-population countries
like the United States sending high numbers of female students to the United Kingdom
and other high-population countries such as India and Pakistan, where males have been
outnumbering females in applications to United Kingdom universities. Larger countries,
particularly in the Global South, may experience greater internal gender disparities in
educational access, leading to a lower share of women pursuing higher education abroad.

Secondly, the population support ratio indicating the ratio between younger and
elderly people in a society seems to be positively related to the proportion of females
on ISM to the United Kingdom. Logically, this means that countries with a larger
population of young people tend to contribute relatively more female students to the
United Kingdom. Even though, we did not include an indicator for GDP due to induced
multicollinearity, these findings indicate that in wealthier countries, financial constraints
on women's education are lower, allowing for greater female participation in outbound
student mobility.

Thirdly, the distance between the United Kingdom and the country of origin is not
associated with changes in the share of accepted female students. This result indicates
that physical distance does not notably affect the share of females participating in ISM.
This might be due to general trends of globalisation and internationalisation. However,
women from distant countries may still face additional social and economic barriers that
limit access to international mobility and education.

Finally, higher gender inequality in the country of origin is associated with a lower
share of female accepted students. This is not surprising as gender inequalities shape ISM
as they do other forms of migration. Shifts in gender relations influence female students’
opportunities and decisions, particularly regarding safety and security away from home.
Gender also intersects with racism, shaping discrimination experiences. Post-study return
intentions vary by gender due to societal expectations, familial roles, and labour market
biases in origin countries/™| This is also reflected in the average shares of female students
among some of the top 12 sending countries. The United States exhibits the largest
share of female students with 66 per cent, followed closely by Germany (59%), France
(56%), and China (55%). The lowest shares of females are sent by Pakistan (29%) and
India (40%).

4.2 Geopolitical and Linguistic Factors

The historical and geopolitical ties between the United Kingdom and sending countries,
as well as English language accessibility, are also shown to shape gendered student

mobility patterns. The United Kingdom has a strong colonial legacy and tends to attract

12Raghuram, P. and Sondhi, G. (2021). Gender and international student migration. In C. Mora,
N. P., editor, The Palgrave Handbook of Gender and Migration, pages 221-235. Springer.
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many students from its former colonies. Additionally, the use of English is often a key
pull factor for students seeking to study in the United Kingdom.

Firstly, we identify that countries with English as an official language send a signif-
icantly higher share of female students. English proficiency reduces linguistic barriers,
making international education more accessible, particularly for women, who may face
additional cultural restrictions on studying abroad in non-English-speaking countries.
This trend aligns with descriptive evidence that five out of the top 12 largest senders of
international students are Anglophone countries (Hong Kong, Singapore, India, Pakistan,
and USA).

Secondly, a history of colonial ties to the United Kingdom is negatively associated
with female representation. These results suggest that former British colonies, despite
historical educational linkages, suffer from gender disparities that may limit women's par-
ticipation in international mobility. This may reflect societal structures and imbalanced

gender distributions in countries like India.

4.2.1 Brexit and COVID-19

The model confirms that the post-2020 period - associated with Brexit and pandemic
restrictions - had a negative impact on the female share of international applications.
Policies implemented after Brexit, such as changes in student visa rules and the end of
fee parity with the United Kingdom, may have particularly affected female students, as
they were traditionally over-represented in EU applications. Further, disruption due to
the pandemic may have further exacerbated these shifts, compounding the challenges

faced by female students in accessing international education.

5 Policy Recommendations

As shown in the analysis, the gender composition of international students in the United
Kingdom is influenced by a combination of origin country characteristics, socio-cultural
factors, and United Kingdom policies. Additionally, given the current funding challenges
to United Kingdom higher education as a result of reduced international students, these
recommendations also serve to help sustain this vital sector through preserved recruit-
ment of a diverse pool of international students. The following recommendations are
addressed to key stakeholders including United Kingdom government departments, fund-
ing agencies, and international partners. While some recommendations, such as those
responding to Brexit, would involve complex political negotiations, others can be more
readily implemented at the institutional level. Importantly, expanding and supporting
female participation in ISM represents a win-win situation: enhancing global educational
equity and ensuring continued revenue from an increased number of female international

students.
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1. Address Brexit-Induced Decline in Female EU Applicants (United King-
dom Government) Brexit has led to a reduction in EU student applications,
which were traditionally a female-dominated flow. This has narrowed the gender

gap in United Kingdom international mobility.

e Reintroduce financial support mechanisms for EU students, including schol-

arships and loan systems.

e Simplify the application process for EU students, making it easier and faster

to apply for visas and study in the United Kingdom.

e Strengthen United Kingdom-EU academic partnerships and research collab-

orations to encourage female student mobility.

2. Support Female Mobility from Male-Dominated Sending Countries (Uni-
versities and Funding Bodies) Countries like India, Pakistan, and others with
historically male-dominated flows need specific interventions to promote female

mobility.

e Engage in targeted outreach and recruitment for female students through

university partnerships, school outreach programs, and mentorship.

o Offer gender-focused scholarships, especially in fields where women are un-
derrepresented (e.g., STEM).

e Collaborate with NGOs and advocacy groups to promote the United Kingdom
as an attractive destination for female students.

3. Retain Gains in Female Participation (Universities and United Kingdom
Government) It is crucial to maintain and further enhance female participation

in ISM as the global landscape shifts.

e Continue gender-sensitive outreach and engagement strategies to retain fe-

male students.

e Develop career pathways for female graduates, including professional net-
works, industry partnerships, and skill-based programs.

Additional Considerations

e Changes to Family Reunification Policies (United Kingdom Government):
From January 2024, only postgraduate students enrolled in research programmes
can bring their families, which could potentially discourage female applicants. Mak-
ing exceptions or offering more flexible family reunification policies would support

female students, especially those with dependent children.

10



6 CONCLUSION

e Post-Study Visa Route (PSVR) (United Kingdom Government): The
PSVR may be particularly attractive to female graduates, and targeted support for
women in leadership and entrepreneurship could enhance retention in the United

Kingdom workforce.

Need for Open Data Resources and Additional Data (International Organisa-
tions and Governments)

To better inform policies and improve our understanding of ISM, there is a critical need
for more comprehensive, globally consistent datasets that track international student
mobility across different regions and countries. As research and policy tend to employ
a Global North receiving country perspective, more data also on Global South desti-
nations should be made publicly available, particularly on key aspects such as gender,
subject choice, and the socio-economic backgrounds of international students. This
will allow for better insights into trends in mobility and gender dynamics, and support
more evidence-based policy development. Furthermore, global tracking systems for ISM
that integrate data from multiple countries and institutions would enhance our ability
to monitor and respond to changes in migration patterns, facilitating more inclusive and

equitable student mobility worldwide.

6 Conclusion

The gender composition of ISM to the United Kingdom is undergoing significant shifts,
driven by Brexit, economic and social factors, and changing gender norms in origin
countries. Targeted policy interventions are necessary to mitigate barriers, maintain
gender diversity, and ensure equitable access to United Kingdom Higher Education.

While these findings are specific to the United Kingdom, the broader implications
may apply to other key destination countries, which share similar structural dependencies
on international students. Future work could explore whether the patterns identified here
are represented in these other contexts.

By implementing financial incentives, recruitment reforms, and international partner-
ships, universities and policymakers can support female mobility from underrepresented
regions, retain gains in gender diversity, and ensure that United Kingdom higher educa-

tion remains a leading global destination for talented students of all backgrounds.

11
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