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Previous research has shown that spending a period at a foreign university is a very valuable 
part of one’s doctoral training. Although researchers and policy makers agree that international 
mobility of doctoral students enhances the quality of doctoral training and stimulates the 
professional and personal development of young researchers, actual mobility of Flemish 
doctoral researchers remains fairly low. In this study we investigate which factors play a 
significant role in the intentions of young researchers to go abroad during their doctoral 
research. The role of personal characteristics (gender and family situation), professional factors 
(scientific discipline, attitude of the supervisor, phase in doctoral research, future career plans)  
and previous stays abroad (during study or research) on the intentions of doctoral researcher to 
go abroad were investigated.  The study uses the results of the ‘Survey of Junior Researchers’ 
that was conducted in 2008 among all doctoral students at four Flemish universities. The 
results indicate that previous international experiences during one’s study have a positive effect 
on one’s intentions for international mobility during one’s doctoral research. In addition it was 
also demonstrated that researchers who are encouraged by their supervisor to go abroad and 
researchers with ambitions to pursue an academic career show more interest in international 
mobility. Our findings confirm that family related factors (partner/children) are the most 
important inhibiting factors for international mobility, even for short periods.  

 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
Previous research has repeatedly demonstrated the positive outcomes of international mobility during 
doctoral education [8] [12]. A research stay at a foreign university contributes to the development of 
general research qualifications, gives doctoral researchers the opportunity to work together with other 
(top) researchers in their discipline, stimulates their personal development and helps them build 
international networks [9]. These international experiences improve the quality of the doctoral 
research and prepare researchers for their further career inside or outside academia. Due to this overall 
positive effect there is a consensus that research stays abroad should be an integral part of the 
internationalization of doctoral education [4]. Universities are encouraged to support the international 
mobility of their doctoral researchers and to recognize the added value of these international 
experiences in their further research career. Although the positive outcomes of stays at  foreign 
universities are widely acknowledged, actual mobility of Flemish doctoral researchers is still quite 
low. This is partly due to the lack of understanding about the intentions, motives and barriers of 
international mobility among doctoral researchers. We expect that personal and professional factors  
affect the intentions of young researchers to be mobile. However these intentions will only result in 
actual mobility if doctoral researchers do not experience personal, professional or practical 
impediments. In this paper we will focus on the factors that play a crucial role in the first phase of this 
process, mobility intentions of young researchers.  



Family obligations (partner, children) is the reason most often mentioned why researchers do not go 
abroad [8; 7; 5]. The international mobility of a researcher affects the situation of all family members. 
If the researcher’s family decides to follow the researcher abroad the partner has to leave his/her job 
and children’s schooling is disrupted. As a consequence international mobility is particularly difficult 
for researchers in a double-income family and for those with school-age children. The  influence of 
family obligations has mainly been investigated in the case of long-term mobility. We can expect that 
family obligations might be less hindering for short-time international mobility since the researcher 
usually does not bring along family for a short visit abroad.  
Previous studies have also pointed out that female researchers are less mobile than their male 
colleagues [1; 10]. However the study of Shuaman and Xie [11] has demonstrated that gender does not 
affect the mobility behavior of researchers, but that the effect of parenthood on the probability to be 
mobile differs by gender. The presence of children restricts female researchers’ mobility substantially 
more than that of men. Women with children are less mobile than women without children and men. It 
is also shown that men are more mobile when children are young due to the lower labour market 
participation of their spouses. It is assumed that the lower mobility is caused by women’s role of 
primary caregiver.  
The effect of the scientific discipline of researchers on their interest to be mobile has so far not been 
investigated in Flanders. There are indications that the way research is performed in different scientific 
disciplines  affects the mobility intentions of doctoral researchers [2]. Since social science researchers  
work more often on national topics one can expect that they consider  research stays abroad as less 
relevant than researchers in other disciplines. In this study we  investigate if the mobility intentions 
differ across disciplines.  
Previous research has shown that people who spent part of their study abroad were found to be much 
more likely to migrate after graduation [6]. Based on this finding we expect that doctoral researchers 
who went abroad during their Bachelor or Master studies are more motivated to be mobile during their 
doctoral research. In addition we also investigate if doctoral researchers who have already been mobile 
for their research are interested in going abroad once again during their appointment. As researchers 
build networks during their stay abroad we can expect that these professional contacts facilitate 
subsequent migration more easy [9]. Since doctoral researchers only receive funding for a fixed time 
period (four to six years in Belgium), they only have limited time for stays abroad. Other research 
suggest that researchers prefer to stay at their home university during the first and last phases of their 
doctoral research [12]. Staying at the home university during the first year is preferable to gain 
familiarity with the topic, attend courses and develop a planning and methodology for the research. 
During the final phase of the dissertation, doctoral researchers conclude their research and do the 
actual writing. For the doctoral researcher and the quality of his or her research it is important to stay 
in close contact with their supervisor during those phases. As a consequence we expect that 
researchers prefer to go abroad during the second or the third year of their doctoral research. Going 
abroad during this phase gives doctoral researchers the opportunity to work together with other 
researchers in their field, collect their data, receive help from other researchers, use research 
infrastructure and improve their research skills.  
Qualitative research by Kyvik et al. [8] has demonstrated that the motivation of doctoral researchers to 
go abroad is related to the expectations of the academic community with regard to such mobility. 
Doctoral researchers guided by supervisors who stress international mobility show more interest in 
being mobile. Especially supervisors who themselves have spent a prolonged stay abroad encourage 
their own doctoral students to be mobile. In our study we investigate how important the attitude of the 
supervisor is for the mobility intentions of doctoral researchers.  
Finally we also investigated the effect of the academic career plans of junior researchers on their 
willingness to go abroad. Since international mobility is more and more seen as an inevitable part of 
an academic career, a lot of universities already take the international experiences of researchers in 
account in promotion and evaluation procedures. As a consequence we expect researchers who aspire 
an academic career to be more inclined to go abroad during their doctoral education than researchers 
who have no ambitions to stay at the university. It can be assumed that researchers consider 
international experiences as a competitive advantage in the struggle for a postdoc position.  
 
 



 
 
METHOD AND DATA 
 
The study uses the results of the ‘Survey of Junior Researchers’ that was conducted in 2008 among all 
junior researchers at four Flemish universities: Ghent University, Free University of Brussels, 
University of Antwerp and Hasselt University. In this survey young doctoral researcher as well as 
young researchers that are conducting other research were investigated. The questionnaire was sent by 
email to 5976 researchers, 2599 researchers returned the questionnaire. The response was 43,5 %. The 
respondents are fairly representative of the total population. The questionnaire includes a wide range 
of questions about (doctoral) research, work satisfaction and the future career plans of young 
researchers. In this study we will use the questions concerning previous international mobility 
experiences and future plans to go abroad. International mobility during doctoral education can take 
many forms. In this study we asked junior researchers about their interest in spending a research 
period abroad for at least one month during their appointment at their home university.  
 
 

RESULTS 
 
12% of the total group of the respondents have already spent a period abroad for his/her research. 
Obviously this rate increases as the number of years of research increases. For researchers in the final 
phase of their doctoral research the actual mobility rate is 21%. Although the actual mobility rate of 
the respondents is rather low,  a large share of the respondents (64%) show interest in spending some 
time at a foreign university. The majority of these researchers do not yet have concrete plans to go 
abroad. The other 36% of the respondents are not prepared to go abroad or do not know yet if they 
want to do this.  A logistic regression was executed to estimate the impact of the factors discussed in 
the introduction on the intentions of researchers to go abroad.  
 
Tabel 1: Results of the logistic regression of the intention to be mobile (interested vs. not 
interested in being mobile in the future) 

 B Stand Deviation B P 
Partner (0= no partner) -0,655 0,136 *** 
Children (0= no children) -1,353 0,246 *** 
Sex (0=female) 0,301 0,137 * 
Interaction effect of sex and children  1,040 0,331 ** 
Scientific field (ref: social science 
researchers) 

   

           Humanities 0,046 0,215  
           Applied sciences -0,144 0,199  
           Biomedical sciences 0,056 0,184  
           Exact sciences 0,083 0,189  
Phase in doctoral research (ref: writing-
up phase) 

   

           Planning phase 0,674 0,268 * 
           Executing phase 0,583 0,237 * 
           Finishing phase 0,219 0,265  
Attitude of the supervisor (0= supervisor 
doesn't stimulate international mobility) 

0,352 0,123 ** 

Academic career plans (0= does not want 
to stay at university) 

0,519 0,138 *** 

International mobility during Bachelor or 
Master studies (0= no international 

1,100 0,160 *** 



mobility) 
International mobility during research (0= 
no international mobility) 

0,444 0,218 * 

Constant -0,282 0,320  
Nagelkerke R² 19,0 *** 
N 1474  
*: p<0,05; **: p<0,01; ***: p<0,001 

The results in table 1 show that the factors included in the model contribute significantly to the 
explanation of the difference in mobility intentions among doctoral researchers (Nagelkerke R²=19,0).  
A previous stay abroad during Bachelor or Master studies is the most motivating factor to go abroad. 
Our findings confirm previous research that people who have spent some study time abroad  are more 
inclined to go abroad in their later life [6]. We can expect that moving abroad contributes to the 
development of personal, intercultural and linguistic skills that facilitate later mobility or that some 
students simply are more internationally oriented than others. Despite this huge effect on mobility 
during education, the effect of previous research related mobility is rather small. This confirms the 
idea that researchers go abroad only once during their doctoral education because the time to finish 
their dissertation is limited.  
Doctoral researchers’ academic career plans also strongly affect their willingness to go abroad during 
their doctoral education. Researchers who have ambitions for an academic career show much more 
interest in international mobility than researchers who aspire a career outside academia. Although 
international mobility contributes to the development of a wide range of skills that are also important 
for a non-academic career, international experience is valued much less by doctoral researchers who 
do not want to stay at the university.  
The attitude of the supervisor plays a key role in the motivations of young researchers to go abroad. 
Doctoral researchers who state that their supervisor encourages them to be internationally mobile 
show more interest in research stays abroad than doctoral researchers with a supervisor who does not 
attach great importance to this mobility. These results confirm that the expectations of the academic 
community concerning international mobility is crucial for the mobility intentions of researchers. 
Further analysis (not shown) indicates that researchers who are stimulated to go abroad by their 
supervisor have more often concrete plans to go abroad. Early-stage researchers do not yet have an 
elaborate international network of contacts, which means that they often rely on the professional 
contacts of their supervisor to arrange a stay at a foreign university. Since internationally oriented 
supervisors often dispose of a more elaborate international network than their less internationally 
oriented colleagues, they are better capable of organizing research exchanges abroad for their doctoral 
students. Based on these findings we can expect that researchers who are interested in going abroad 
but who do not have a supervisor who stimulates and supports this mobility, will often not succeed in 
this.  
The willingness to go abroad is significantly higher among researchers at the beginning of their 
doctoral research than at the later stages. This confirms the assumption that doctoral researchers prefer 
international mobility during the first phases of their research and they prefer to stay at their home 
institution during the finishing and writing-up phase.  
The results in table 1 do not indicate any significant relation between field of study and intentions to 
go abroad. Further analysis indicates that the scientific field does have an effect on the reasons why 
researchers go abroad. Social science researchers less often go abroad to collect data and to make use 
of research infrastructure. An explanation may be that social science researchers may more often study 
nationally oriented research subjects. Although researchers from all scientific fields show equal 
interest in spending some time abroad for their research, the actual mobility of researchers included in 
this study is lower for social science researchers.  
Family factors are the most important inhibiting factors for international mobility. Researchers with a 
partner and/or children are less interested in international mobility than their single or childless 
colleagues. As could be expected, parenthood has a much stronger negative effect on the interest in 
international mobility than having a partner. Our results clearly indicate that the intentions to go 
abroad, even for a short time, are strongly influenced by the family situation of doctoral researchers. 
Since family members usually do not join the researcher for a short visit, the partner’s job and the 



children’ schooling do not have to be disrupted. We therefore assume that the idea of being separated 
from their family members for some makes some researchers more reluctant to go abroad.  
Gender has an effect on the intentions of doctoral researchers to be mobile in the future. Male 
researchers are more motivated to go abroad than their female counterparts. In addition it was 
confirmed that parenthood has a different effect on female and male researchers. Female researchers 
with children are less inclined to be mobile while male researchers do not experience problems with 
parenthood even for short mobility. As a consequence we can expect women with children to have less 
international experiences during their early research career. Since international experiences become 
more and more important in evaluation and promotion, the lower mobility behavior of women at an 
early stage in their career might have a long-lasting negative impact on their scientific career and as a 
result on the presence of women on the higher levels of academia [11].  
Doctoral researchers who are not interested in being mobile were asked about the reasons why they do 
not want to go abroad. The most frequently mentioned motives are linked with family obligations. In 
our analysis these factors were also pointed out as the most crucial barriers. Furthermore a lot of 
respondents show no interest in international mobility because they do not believe international 
mobility will be an added value for their actual research (45%) or for their further career (39%).  Time 
pressure is another very important obstacle. Given the limited time period to finish their doctoral 
research, doctoral researchers often fear that a foreign visit will delay their research, which might 
cause problems in finishing their research in time. Besides this a lot of researchers indicated that the 
obligations they have at their home university (teaching) hinders them to be mobile. A huge part of the 
respondents mention that they do not want to go abroad because they do not dispose of an 
international network of contacts to arrange such a stay. Other less important factors why researchers 
do not want to go abroad are: lack of (information about) funding, permission of the supervisor to go 
abroad, practical problems (administrative formalities, accommodation,...) and linguistic skills.  
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The aim of this paper was to investigate the intentions of Flemish doctoral researchers to go abroad 
and to map the factors that influence these intentions. The results show that most of the factors 
incorporated in our model contributed significantly to the explanation of the mobility intentions of 
doctoral researchers. Spending a period abroad during their Bachelor or Master studies clearly is the 
most motivating factor for international mobility as part of doctoral research. This means that 
stimulating mobility at Bachelor and Master level could have positive effects on doctoral mobility. 
Secondly, the future career plans of researchers also influence their willingness to go abroad. 
Researchers who aspire an academic career show much more interest in foreign visits than researchers 
who prefer a career outside academia. We can expect that researchers prepare themselves for an 
academic career by being mobile and that they are convinced that these international experiences will 
be valued in promotions. Third, doctoral researchers who are encouraged by their supervisor to go 
abroad show more interest in international mobility than doctoral researchers with a less 
internationally oriented supervisor. In addition these researchers have more often concrete plans to go 
abroad. This indicates that supervisor who value international mobility are more inclined to support 
their doctoral students with the organization of these foreign visits. Furthermore it was demonstrated 
that mobility intentions do not differ across scientific field but that the reasons to go abroad and the 
actual mobility is different across scientific fields. It was also confirmed that doctoral researchers 
prefer to be mobile in the first phase of their doctoral research. With regard to personal characteristics, 
our findings confirm previous research about the inhibiting role of family obligations, even for a short 
period. Parenthood and, to a lesser extent, having a partner influences the mobility intentions of 
doctoral researchers negatively. Our results also revealed that female researchers are less interested in 
international mobility than their male colleagues. In addition it was confirmed that the presence of 
children limits the intentions of women to be mobile more than these of men. Since international 
experiences are more and more taken into account in evaluations and promotions, the different 
mobility behavior of male and female scientists will induce greater gender inequality at universities. 
Since the actual mobility of Flemish doctoral researchers (12%) is much lower than the interest in this 



mobility (64%) further research will concentrate on mapping the barriers that hinder motivated 
researchers to go abroad.  
 
 
REFERENCES 
 
[1] Ackers, H.L. (2001). The participation of women researchers in the TMR program of the European 
Commission: an evaluation. European Commission (DG Research), Brussels.  

[2] Ackers, L. (2005). Moving people and knowledge: scientific mobility in the European Union. 
International Migration, 43(5), 99-131. 

[3] European Commission (2008). Evidence on the main factors inhibiting mobility and career 
development of researchers. Brussels 

[4] EUA (2007). Doctoral programmes in Europe's universities: achievements and challenges. report 
prepared for European Universities and Ministers of Higher Education. Brussel: EUA. 

[5] European Commission (2001). A mobility strategy for the European Research Area, 
communication from the Commission to the Counsil and the European Parliament. Brussels, 

[6] King, R. & Ruiz-Gelices, E. (2003). International student migration and the European 'year 
abroad': effects on European identity and subsequent migration behaviour. International Journal of 
Population Geography, 9(3), 229-252. 

[7] Kulonpalo, J. (2007). Academic Finns abroad. Challenges of international mobility and the 
research career. Academy of Finland.  

[8] Kyvik, S., Berit, K., Remme, J., & Blume, S. (1999). International mobility among Nordic doctoral 
students. Higher Education, 38, 379-400. 

[9] Melin, G. (2004). Postdoc abroad: inherited scientific contacts or establishment of new networks? 
Research Evaluation, 13 (2), p. 95-102. 

[10] Moguérou, P. (2004). A double gender-family inequality phenomenon in the international 
mobility of young researchers. ESEM 2004, early stage researcher mobility in Europe. 

[11] Shuaman, K. A. & Xie, Y. (1996). Geographic mobility of scientists: sex differences and family 
constraints. Demography, 33(4), 455-468. 

[12] VabØ, A. (2003). Barriers to mobility in research training in the Nordic countries. Oslo, 
Norwegian Institute for Studies in Research and Higher Education.  
 
  


