European Policy Proposal:

Expanding Participation in
Erasmus+

Summary
The Erasmus student mobility programme provides a unique and valuable opportunity for European
youth. Participation in Erasmus is associated with outcomes like reduced youth unemployment,
improved foreign language proficiency, increased intercultural understanding, and higher rates of
European identification. Unfortunately, participation in Erasmus is disproportionately low among
students with lower socio-economic status and less family education. This proposal suggests measures
that can be implemented to improve the accessibility of the Erasmus programme, so that its benefits
can reach as many young people as possible.

Introduction: the Erasmus Student Mobility Program
The Erasmus Student Mobility programme, a flagship feature of the larger Erasmus+ programme, offers
students from 33 European countries the opportunity to study or take on traineeships in another
European country. Since its establishment by the European Commission in 1987, 3.3 million students
have participated in exchanges, and participation rises steadily each year.1
The vast majority of students receive financial support through a monthly grant to help cover their living
expenses over the course of the exchange. For many students, without such a grant, undergoing an
exchange abroad would not be possible. The size of the grant, which is determined by national agencies
and higher education institutions, varies according to the anticipated cost of living in the host country. In
the 2013-2014 year, the average monthly grant was €274.2
The EU envisioned Erasmus as a means to strengthen intra-European free movement, tackle youth
unemployment, and promote a common European identity based on shared values. An investment in
youth was considered an investment in Europe. The EU’s continued belief in these aims is reflected in its
commitment to expand the programme: it has allocated €16.4 billion in funding for the 2014-2020
period, an increase of 40% over the previous period, in the hopes that 20% of European youth will be
mobile by 20203. The benefits of student mobility are vast, and increased funding for Erasmus
programme is an encouraging development for both European youth and the future of the continent as
a whole.

Benefits of the Erasmus Programme
Participating in an Erasmus exchange provides numerous benefits for students, and rising participation
rates serve as proof that European youth are in recognition of this. The popularity of Erasmus has grown
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dramatically: in the 2013-2014 academic year, over 270,000 students took part in an Erasmus exchange,
double the number of students from just a decade before.4
The benefits of the Erasmus Programme can be divided into five main categories:
Employability
Youth unemployment remains a persistent problem in Europe; in a third of EU member states, the youth
unemployment rate exceeds 20%5. The European Commission found that the unemployment rate for
Erasmus students is 23% lower, five years after graduation, than that for graduates that did not
participate in the program.6 This result can be linked to professional attributes gained through the
exchange, including technical skills, language proficiency, the establishment of professional networks,
and increased self-confidence. In one study on Romanian participants, 78.6% of students who had
completed an exchange reported a major positive impact on their professional knowledge and skills.7
Foreign Language Acquisition
The immersive quality of Erasmus exchanges allows students to gain proficiency or fluency in a foreign
language. Erasmus participants consistently report that their exchange had a significant, positive
influence on their foreign language skills8. Associated benefits include increased motivation to continue
learning a foreign language, increased confidence in using that language, and subsequently increased
confidence in their ability to move abroad again in future.9
Intercultural Understanding and Co-operation
The ability of Erasmus to foster intra-European integration was a celebrated priority from the outset. At
the time of Erasmus’ creation, European Commission President Jacques Delors spoke of the obligation to
promote, through the programme, “understanding and mutual respect between peoples and cultural
and linguistic groups”.10
In a survey of Erasmus participants from 30 countries, 92% of students reported that their exchange
altered their understanding of people from different cultural backgrounds11. Extended stays abroad
encourage the fostering of cross-cultural relationships and the promotion of cooperation, tolerance, and
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non-discrimination. Predictably, the exchange is associated with improved ability in coping with cultural
differences and increased likelihood of having transnational relationships.12,13
Fostering a European Identity
A key objective of the Erasmus Programme was to strengthen feelings of common European identity
and citizenship, to create a “People’s Europe” that transcends national ties.14 In some countries, much
work remains to be done in this regard: in the United Kingdom, only half of those 18-30 years old see
themselves as possessing a European identity15. Although findings vary by country, several studies have
found that Erasmus students report a greater identification with Europe after undergoing exchanges,
with longer stays abroad associated with greater increases in European self-identification16,17 .
Personal Growth and Satisfaction
Finally, the Erasmus programme has consistently received high scores on measures of student
satisfaction18. Going through the “Erasmus experience” – living abroad, creating new friendships,
developing greater independence, and improving language facility – is a unique opportunity that is
valued by youth across Europe.

Accessibility Concerns
Intra-European mobility has the potential to stimulate both socio-economic and cultural integration, and
the Erasmus Programme is rightly heralded for its significant achievements in this area. However, the
success of Erasmus is mitigated by the fact that the numerous benefits it provides are not accessible to
each and every young person interested in the opportunity.
Erasmus students tend to come from privileged backgrounds: compared to the general public, they are
more likely to report that their parents work in high-level occupations, have average or above-average
incomes, and have high levels of education19,20. Despite the fact that this trend was identified long ago,
there has been little improvement in this regard over time.
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Disproportionately low participation rates among students of lower socio-economic status is directly
related to the matter of insufficient funding. Low Erasmus grant amounts are the most commonly cited
reason for non-participation in an Erasmus exchange21. Total rates of student mobility remain well
below the 20% target set by the European Commission and financial constraints offer a convincing
explanation why. In a study commissioned by the European Parliament, 57% of students surveyed
reported that studying abroad was too expensive for them to consider, and 29% rejected the
opportunity after considering it because the grant they were offered was insufficient.22 The same study
estimates that financial constraints prevent between 1 and 1.5 million students from studying abroad.
While participation in Erasmus can come with long-term financial benefits, initial costs can be high:
students are often faced with fees associated with travel costs, insurance, and currency exchange. When
grant amounts are insufficient to cover all the costs of living abroad, students are forced to draw on
their personal funds. Indeed, a Eurobarometer survey found that 63% of those students who could
afford to go abroad had to rely on private funding or savings to do so.23 Youth who do not have personal
or family financial resources to draw from may thus find participation impossible.
Students who live at home while studying, for either financial or cultural reasons, may be especially
disadvantaged by problems of insufficient funding24. This group often have lower monthly living costs,
and the cost of living abroad independently may be a marked increase from their usual living expenses.
Groups who have special needs, such as those with disabilities, may also face additional financial costs.
Thus, for these groups, funding represents a particularly large barrier to participation.

The Case for Improving Access
It is critical that Erasmus, as a programme intended to foster inclusion and community, is accessible to
all youth in Europe. In the EU Regulation establishing Erasmus+, it is written that actors shall “ensure
that particular efforts are made to promote social inclusion and the participation of people with special
needs or fewer opportunities”.25 The de facto exclusion of students who do not have the financial
resources necessary to take part in an exchange undermines the inclusive objectives of the Erasmus
Programme and deprives deserving students of an opportunity to gain invaluable skills.
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QUICK FACTS
Average exchange duration: 6 months
Average monthly grant: €274
Average age of students: 23
Moreover, there is strong evidence to suggest that the benefits of the Erasmus Programme are
particularly enhanced for those who are currently largely excluded from participation. One study found
that the least socioeconomically advantaged students – those who are recipients of government
financial assistance and report low parental education – have the highest returns from participation in
study abroad programs.26
This effect can also be seen with regard to European identity: one study has shown that “low-educated”
individuals are much more likely to adopt a European identity after experiencing transnational practices
like the Erasmus exchange than their high-educated peers.27 This is because the latter group – who
make up the majority of Erasmus participants – are already pre-disposed to self-identify as European.
Consequently, they experience only minor gains in feeling more European. If the EU would like to
strengthen the European community, the greatest gains can be made with those individuals that already
feel excluded from European initiatives.

Solutions
While the EU has increased funding to the Erasmus programme, much of the focus has been on
increasing the number of grants available, rather than the size of the grant28. As such, the programme
continues to exclude students who cannot afford to undertake an exchange with current average grant
rates. Instead, measures to make larger grants available to socio-economically disadvantaged students
can bring down the significant number of youth who must either turn down an exchange opportunity or
do not feel they can even consider it in the first place.
Some countries have made progress on improving accessibility to Erasmus, providing extra grant
amounts to students whose annual household income fall below a set threshold. In the United Kingdom,
students whose household income is £25,000 or less can receive an additional €120 per month.29 Similar
policies exist in Italy and Spain. However, the availability of additional financing varies significantly by
country and is often dependent on donations from private stakeholders, which is unstable and subject
to significant year-to-year variability. To reduce uncertainty for students, a set proportion of funds from
the Erasmus+ budget can be set out specifically for grant top-ups for disadvantaged students. Ideally,
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funding would also be flexible, allowing for amounts over normal grant top-up rates to be given when
students can demonstrate necessity for it.
Accessibility can also be improved through a targeted information dissemination campaign to reach
students who may have little family history knowledge of academic exchange, but who nonetheless can
experience significant gains from the opportunity. This can involve increased liaison and information
exchange between Erasmus administrators and financial aid administrators within participating higher
education institutions. Financial aid administrators are well-placed to reach groups that may have
previously had little awareness of Erasmus. They can also help ensure that Erasmus administrators are
aware of the special needs and additional barriers that disadvantaged groups can face.
Given the high returns – to students in general but especially for the least well-off – the information
campaign can emphasize Erasmus as an investment in one’s future: through an exchange, Erasmus
students obtain hard and soft skills that make them more employable. When, in contrast, Erasmus is
portrayed as a luxury where ‘personal growth’ is the only benefit, low-income youth are less likely to
view it as worthy of their time and consideration.
To reach under-represented groups, measures can also be taken to make the program more flexible and
responsive to student needs. For example, recent migrants (e.g. those who have arrived in the past five
years) enrolled in higher education may be better served if they were allowed to do their Erasmus
placement in a university within their new host country. Those who migrated at teens may still face
integration challenges or be unfamiliar with all aspects of their new country by the time they attend
university. Allowing them to do their exchange in a different area within their new home, rather than a
third country, may be more rewarding. Such an exchange may also require fewer personal, financial, and
administrative costs, thus reducing some of the barriers to participation.

Conclusion
Promisingly, the EU has indicated a strong commitment to supporting student mobility through
Erasmus+. The continued success of the programme will depend on whether the benefits that Erasmus
exchanges provide can be accessed by all European youth, rather than a privileged few. Unfortunately,
policies focused on increasing the number of grants available, rather than increasing the grant amounts,
risk excluding those who are already socio-economically disadvantaged. Without targeted measures to
change this, it is likely that measures to grow the Erasmus program will only make more spots available
to those who are socio-economically privileged, and will fail to reach others.
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Wonder Foundation
We empower vulnerable women, girls and communities through education.
Our work falls into two categories. Firstly, we support local, sustainable education projects in
the UK and worldwide by sharing our knowledge and expertise, and helping secure funding
through donations and grants. Secondly, we amplify the voices of our partners, and wider
issues around female disadvantage, to influence policy and improve access to good quality
education across the world.
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