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Abstract
Purpose: Our research objective is to carry out an analysis of the motivations and specific decision
factors of Brazilian university students who will travel to Spain to continue their studies.
Design/methodology: The applied methodology has been to conduct online surveys among members
of the Brazilian student community in Spain. For the design of the survey, we started with a previous
exploratory study with in-depth individual interviews. The interviews were conducted based on a semistructured questionnaire inspired by the previous literature.
Findings: The comparison between the previous studies in the literature and the results of the survey
shows that the factors “Academic level of the center” and “Prestige and prospects” of having studied
abroad coincide with one another. Indeed, these factors are among the most significant in almost all of
the studies and have also been highlighted by the respondents, confirming the importance of these
factors in their decision to study abroad. On the other hand, the rest of the factors that appear to be the
most relevant in the survey results are specific to and characterize the flow of students analyzed.
Specifically, they concern the international experience, scholarships, image and culture of the country
and the language.
Research limitations/implications: The sample is limited, due to the difficulty of contacting this type
of subject, which made it necessary for the researchers to adopt various approach strategies.
Practical implications: The results obtained can benefit the recruitment of Brazilian students.
Social implications: Contributes to knowledge of the emigration flows and relations between the two
countries.
Originality/value: The specific topic of Brazilian students in Spain has not been previously discussed.
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1. Introduction and dimensions of the phenomenon
Mobility in higher education is a phenomenon of increasing importance. The opportunity to obtain international
experience is very important for students, as they will perform their professional activity in an extremely
interrelated world. According to data from the OCDE (2019), between 1975 and 2017, the number of students
traveling to countries other than their own to receive higher education increased from approximately 800,000 to
more than 5 million. The primary destinations continue to be led by the same powers (USA and Europe,
particularly the United Kingdom).
In the case of Spain, the presence of international students has also increased considerably in recent years. The
flows of students to this country come from other European and Latin American countries, and to a lesser
extent, from the rest of the world (Table 1).
Origin

2016-2017

2000-2017

Latin America and the Caribbean

30,057

289,262

North American and Western Europe

23,067

248,527

Central and Eastern Europe

3,968

49,811

Arab Countries

2,743

48,819

45

17,901

2,899

16,460

844

15,867

1,099

5,813

205

1,665

64,927

694,125

Small Developing Countries
East Asia and the Pacific
Sub-Saharan Africa
Southern and Western Asia
Central Asia
Total estimated number

Table 1. International students coming to Spain by continent of origin, 2000 to 2017 (UNESCO, 2019)

Among the Latin American countries sending students to Spain, the case of Brazil is worthy of special attention.
Due to the linguistic factor, the presence of Brazilian students in Spain does not reach the levels of those from
other Latin American countries. The scarce flow of immigration between Brazil and Spain is another factor to
take into account when studying the flow of students in relation to other countries. In spite of this, both the
flow of university students from Brazil to Spain and, in more general terms, the relations between Brazilian and
Spanish universities are increasing in importance.
The topic of international academic mobility has received increasing interest in the literature in recent years. In
spite of this, studies on the motivations of foreign students to come to Spain are still few. Specifically, the flow
of students from Brazil to Spain has not previously been studied. This work intends to remediate this
shortcoming.
This article is organized into five sections. The first section presents the topic and the dimension of the
phenomenon. Section two presents the review of the literature, Section three describes the methodology and
research objectives proposed for the study and Section four presents the results of the surveys. Finally, Section
five presents the discussion and conclusions.
1.1. International student mobility
Different terms are used to characterize students who travel to other countries to study. The terms “foreign
students” and “international students” are particularly common. UNESCO uses the term “international student
mobility” to refer to this phenomenon (UNESCO, 2006). From this term comes the expression “internationally
mobile students.” UNESCO defines these students as those who have crossed a national border in order to study
or who are registered in a distance learning program abroad.
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In this context, it is necessary to differentiate internationally mobile students from foreign students. Foreign
students also include those who already lived in the country on a regular basis before beginning their studies, and
who therefore have not traveled for this purpose. On the other hand, citizens living abroad could be considered
to be international students, although generally speaking, this would be a fairly insignificant phenomenon. For
this reason, the number of foreign students worldwide tends to be greater than the number of internationally
mobile students (UNESCO, 2014).
In this article, for reasons of simplicity, we will refer to internationally mobile students as “international
students.”
International students as a whole can be classified into different groups, according to the reasons why they have
decided to study abroad. Specifically, Marchetto (2005) establishes the following categories: those referred to as
“freemovers”, who finance their studies by means of their own resources; students who receive financial support
of one type or another; refugee students; and students who emigrate for economic reasons.
Therefore, the international mobility of students is one of the most important methods of internationalization
and one of its most visible dimensions. This acquires special significance in the context of an interdependent
world economy, where knowledge is a key element of the workforce. This has led governments and institutions
to promote and implement student mobility programs in order to expand their education and enrich their ways
of thinking and working though contact with other cultures (Parra Sandoval, 2014).
Specifically in the case of Brazil, four stages are observed in the evolution of the Brazilian university exchanges
abroad:
a) (…) the first inaugural period (between 1930 and 1950) is marked by the presence of visiting lecturers from Europe at newly
established Brazilian universities; b) During the second reformist period (between 1960 and 1970), the programs emphasized the
presence of consultants from the US and the granting of scholarships for master’s and doctoral studies abroad; c) The third period
of consolidation (between 1980 and 1990) emphasizes academic and marketing aspects, as internationalization seeks to expand
and consolidate rigorous post-graduate programs in the country; d) The fourth period of diversification (from the year 2000 on)
reflects the maturity of internationalization administered and financed by governmental agencies, and also the early steps towards
internationalization administered by private enterprise (Lima & Contel, 2011).
From a more general perspective, the international mobility of students forms part of a broader scope of
cultural trends. The dissemination of a “youth culture of mobility is motivated less by the traditional economic
factors of migration (income, employment, etc.) and more by factors related to education, leisure and the
acquisition of experience” (Higher Education Funding Council for England, 2004).
Added to this is the fact that, according to Luchilo (2006), international student mobility as an instrument of
cooperation is the most traditional approach, and is presided over by political-cultural considerations, the
promotion of academic exchanges and development assistance. From this perspective, student mobility is
considered a means of mutual knowledge between different countries and cultures.
1.2. Spain as a receiving country and Brazil as an issuing country
Globalization has helped diversify the countries that serve as destinations for international students. As
previously presented, significant changes have occurred in the distribution around the world in recent years, and
Spain has emerged as an option for Brazilian students in Europe for both graduate and post-graduate studies.
Among international university students in Spain, a total of 1,859 in 2009, 1,541 in 2012, 949 in 2014 and 1,402
in 2017 came from Brazil (OCDE Stats, 2019). The fluctuation in these figures very likely has to do with
scholarship programs. Especially noteworthy is the program “Programa Ciência sem fronteiras (CsF)”, created
with the objective of promoting the consolidation, expansion and internationalization of Brazilian science and
technology, innovation and competitiveness through international exchanges and mobility (Programa Ciência
sem fronteiras, 2014).
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With regard to the destinations of Brazilian students abroad, between 2000 and 2017, Spain was the sixth most
popular country option, receiving approximately 20,044 students, behind USA, Portugal, France, United
Kingdom and Argentina. Considering only 2017 (the latest data available), Spain was the ninth most popular
option. The primary destinations and the number of students in decreasing order are Argentina, with 12,789;
USA, with 12,357; Portugal, with 7,764; Australia, with 5,551; France, with 4,171; Canada, with 2,979; Germany,
with 2,575; United Kingdom, with 1,730; and finally, Spain, with 1,402, which is ahead of Italy, with 1,237
students (UNESCO, 2019).
In terms of internationalization policies, specifically in Spain, there is a growing interest in attracting
international students. The Strategy for the Internationalization of Spanish Universities 2015-2020 by the
Spanish Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports, emphasizes the importance of the international mobility of
students and the government’s interest in promoting it.
In this sense, Royal Decree 412/2014 eliminates the entrance exam requirement for foreigners in order to enter a
degree program. In addition to promotion by the government, other important initiatives have been detected to
attract foreign students in different autonomous communities. In some cases, changes are being promoted in
regulations governing access and in the languages in which the instruction is provided in order to encourage their
presence. Some centers are also focusing first and foremost on attention to foreign students (Olivella Nadal,
2016).

2. Review of the literature
The motivations for studying abroad can be distinguished according to different factors. On the individual level,
for example, many consider that studying abroad helps a person more successfully meet the demands of the job
market, and it also increases the international dimension in the workplace and boosts one′s career in general
(Teichler, 2007). In this same direction, studying at a top-quality institution, while financially taxing, increases the
possibilities of getting a desirable job and provides better career prospects in today′s world, characterized by
economic, political, cultural, environmental and technological interdependence (Li & Bray, 2007).
In order to determine the reasons for studying abroad, different authors have adopted what is known as the
push-pull theory. This theory comes from the field of migration study and is considered an evolution of
Ravenstein’s theories, developed in England in the 19th century (Wang, 2010). This approach consists of
considering those reasons that a person has for leaving a country as push factors, and those for specifically going
to another as pull factors.
Altbach (1998) classifies the factors that lead students to study abroad from the perspective of the push-pull
approach. In this area, the push factors are those situations in the country of origin that lead students to study in
another country, and the pull factors are those characteristics of the destination country that motivate students
to study there. Table 2 shows an example of push-pull factors corresponding to students from the so-called third
world.
Factors related to the country of origin - push

Factors related to the destination country - push

1. Availability of scholarships to study abroad.

1. Availability of scholarships for international students.

2. Low-level educational institutions.

2. Good-quality educational institutions.

3. Lack of research facilities.

3. Availability of advanced research facilities.

4. Lack of appropriate educational institutions or
difficulty in obtaining access to them.

4. Existence of appropriate educational institutions with
possibilities of being admitted.

5. Uncomfortable political situation.

5. Comfortable political situation.

6. Greater appreciation of a foreign degree.

6. Comfortable socioeconomic and political context.

7. Discrimination against minorities.

7. Possibilities of having an international experience.

Table 2. Factors that have an influence on the decision to study abroad for students from the third world (Altbach, 1998)
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The push-pull model was originally developed to explain the factors that influence people to migrate to a certain
country, but since then, it has been used by educational researchers to help explain the motivations and decisions
of international students. Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) identify three stages as being the most common in the
student’s decision-making process: the decision to study abroad, the choice of country to travel to and the choice
of university. The first stage corresponds to the push factors, while the second and third stages constitute the
attraction to the destination or pull factors.
There are different advantages for students who travel abroad to complete their studies, ranging from learning a
language, contacts with other cultures and a new perspective on their own country to expanding their résumé. The
result is that every day new students strive to study in a foreign country. In the review of the literature, it is
possible to find some studies that were conducted in order to understand the benefits and impacts of an
experience abroad. For a better understanding, this section is divided into three types of studies:
Table 3 shows those studies that have as a destination those countries with the greatest tradition in terms of
international academic mobility, with the main motivations identified by the students who choose these
countries. Next, Table 4 is dedicated to those studies on countries that are beginning to capture attention in
higher education as the new destinations for studying abroad. These are the cases of Asia and the Middle East.
In particular, in the case of China, the authors predict that it will very soon take over from the United Kingdom
as the second-place destination. Finally, Table 5 presents those studies that are related to Brazil and Spain. It
should particularly be noted that these studies are very limited, and there are few cases in the literature. The
studies identified are broader in their analysis and do not deal exclusively with the motivations of Brazilian
students.
Authors

Countries of origin
and destination

Decision factors

Mazzarol &
Soutar (2002)

Various to Australia. Recommendations from the environment, cost, image and culture of the
country, academic level of the center, prestige and prospects, safety.

Binsardi &
Ekwulugo (2003)

Various to the
United Kingdom.

Housing, cost, image and culture of the country, academic level of the center,
academic level of the country, prestige and prospects, selection process, safety.

Pimpa (2005)

Thailand to
Australia.

Academic level of the center, prestige and prospects.

Shanka, Quintal & Various to Australia. Recommendations from the environment, cost, geographical distance,
Taylor (2005)
academic level of the center, safety.
Gatfield & Chen
(2006)

Taiwan to Various.

Recommendations from the environment, cost, academic level of the center,
prestige and prospects.

Maringe &
Carter(2007)

Africa to the United Academic level of the center, prestige and prospects, selection process.
Kingdom.

Yang (2007)

China to Australia.

Cost, lack of positions, image and culture of the country, interest in emigrating,
academic level of the country, selection process.

Chen (2008)

Various to Canada.

Image and culture of the country, academic level of the center, prestige and
prospects, safety, visa.

Abubakar, Shanka Various to Australia. Recommendations from the environment, cost, geographical distance,
& Muuka (2010)
academic level of the center, safety.
Wilkins
Balakrishnan &
Huisman (2011)

Various to the
United Kingdom.

Language, image and culture of the country, academic level of the center,
prestige and prospects.

Mukherjee &
Chanda (2012)

India to Europe.

Scholarships, language, interest in emigrating, academic level of the center,
academic level of the country, prestige and prospects, selection process.

James-Maceachern Various to Canada.
& Yun (2017)

Cost, language, academic level of the center, safety.

Table 3. Decision factors for traditional destinations
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Authors

Countries of origin
and destination

Decision factors

Joseph & Joseph
(2000)

Indonesia to
various.

Cost, academic level of the center, prestige and prospects, safety.

Li & Bray
(2007)

China to Hong
Kong, Macao.

International experience, image and culture of the country, academic level of
the center, prestige and prospects.

Padlee,
Kamaruddin &
Baharun (2010)

Various to
Malaysia.

Scholarships, recommendations from the environment, cost, language,
academic level of the center, prestige and prospects.

Jianvittayakit &
Dimanche (2010)

Various to
Thailand.

Cost, image and culture of the country, academic level of the country, prestige
and prospects.

Cao, Zhu &
Meng (2016)

Various to China.

Scholarships, cost, language, image and culture of the country, academic level
of the center, prestige and prospects.

Ahmad, Hassan,
Al-Ahmedi (2017)

Iraqi Kurdistan to
various.

International experience, language, academic level of the center, prestige and
prospects.

Ahmad &
Hussain (2017)

Africa to United
Arab Emirates.

Economy of the country, image and culture of the country, safety.

Ahmad & Shah
(2018)

Various to China.

Scholarships, cost, international experience, language, academic level of the
center, academic level of the country.

Table 4. Decision factors for new destinations

Authors

Countries of origin
and destination

Decision factors

Foster (2014)

Brazil to the
United Kingdom.

International experience, language, academic level of the center, prestige and
prospects.

Oliveira &
Freitas (2016)

Brazil and others to
various.

Recommendations from the environment, international experience, language,
image and culture of the country, academic level of the center, academic level
of the country, prestige and prospects.

Iorio & Lucinda
(2018)

Brazil to Portugal.

Cost, international experience, language, image and culture of the country,
academic level of the center, prestige and prospects, safety.

Trejo Peña &
Bequir (2018)

Mexico to Spain.

Cost, geographical distance, language, academic level of the center, prestige
and prospects.

Table 5. Decision factors with origin in Brazil or destination in Spain

Since there are so few studies in the literature related to Brazil and Spain, it is believed to be necessary to
describe certain particularities of these cases. The study by Foster (2014), in addition to presenting the decision
factors for studying in the United Kingdom, also presents the main barriers for Brazilian students who intend to
study in this country. In decreasing order, mentioned are the cost of mobility, the distance from the country of
origin, the difficulty in obtaining a scholarship for studying, difficulties with the language, the climate of the
country, and finally, the food. However, the study by Oliveira and Freitas (2016), in addition to analyzing the
motivations for Brazilian and international students, also analyzes the motivations of the professors, a category
that was not taken into consideration for this specific study.
In the study by Iorio and Lucinda (2018), it is possible to verify many similarities between Portugal and Spain in
the choice by Brazilian students who decide to study abroad. Among the factors analyzed by the authors,
international experience, future prospects, the academic level of the centers, the importance of the language, the
culture and the cost were also considered as important and critical for students traveling to Spain. Finally, Trejo
Peña and Bequir (2018) report a very important motivating factor for international mobility by Mexican students
who choose Spain for their higher education, referring to the dissatisfaction with the work environment
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experienced in their country of origin by Mexican students, associated with precarious jobs and low salaries, a
factor that is not as evident in other studies.
As could be expected, the country or countries of origin and the destination country or countries determine to a
large extent which factors are the most relevant. For this reason, specific studies are required on the different
flows, and in particular, the flow of Brazilian students to Spain, which is analyzed in the present work.

3. Methodology
Our research objective is to analyze the specific motivations and decision factors of Brazilian university students
who will travel to Spain to further their education. The methodology applied consisted of developing online
surveys among the community of Brazilian students in Spain.
- Survey questionnaire
The survey design was based on a previous exploratory study in which the factors to be considered were
identified (Kingeski & Olivella Nadal, 2018). The authors opted for qualitative information gathering techniques
in the first stage of this work, with individual in-depth interviews with 28 Brazilian students in Spain. The
interviews were carried out using a semi-structured questionnaire based on the previous literature. Based on the
results of this study, a questionnaire was prepared, which is presented in Table 6. Among the factors to keep in
mind are those most commonly appearing in the literature as a whole, which have also been considered in the
analysis of the literature that was carried out in Section 2. The questionnaire distinguishes whether Spain was the
first option for studying abroad, the motivations for studying abroad in general and the intrinsic motivations to
travel to Spain. In the last two blocks, a list of possible factors was considered, and the interviewees were asked
whether each of the factors had been taken into account, had been a critical factor or had had no influence on
their decision to study in Spain.

Subject
First country
option
Motivations for
studying abroad
Motivations in the
choice of Spain

Questions

Yes/No

Spain was my first option of country to study abroad.

They did not
consider it./They
considered it./It
International experience, prestige and future prospects, interest in emigrating, was a critical factor.
availability of scholarships, lack of positions in Brazil.
Cost of mobility, study visa, culture of Spain, language, scholarships to study
in Spain, academic level of the country, academic level of the center, position
in the rankings, economy of Spain, previous experience, advice from family
and friends.
Table 6. Survey

- Sampling and survey administration
225 students were surveyed who were registered in doctoral, official master’s, undergraduate degree and postgraduate programs in Spain. Given that the number of post-graduate students was ultimately only nine, they
were excluded from the sample for being insignificant. The survey was administered between January and March
2019.
The survey was administered for the first time to a pilot group of 10 students, and then it was adjusted according
to the results obtained from these preliminary tests and finally replicated with the Brazilian students. In order to
obtain the largest number of responses, the sampling technique known as snowball sampling was used. This
technique is generally selected to provide methods of contact with populations or groups characterized as being
difficult to access, which is very common in this type of research. The sample obtained for this study is defined
as non-probability, as it is relatively homogeneous. It is believed that with this number of responses, a level of
saturation is reached in order to achieve the results proposed at the start of the study.
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To gain access to the survey respondents, a link was sent by email to Brazilian students, accessed by the following
means: the database belonging to the National Council of Scientific and Technological Development (CNPq)
and the Programa Ciência sem fronteiras (CsF), a résumé bank of researchers registered on the Lattes/CNPq
platform, individual contacts, Brazilian communities in Spain, Facebook, LinkedIn, the Brazilian Embassy in
Madrid, the Association of Brazilian Researchers in Catalonia (APEC), the University of Salamanca - Center for
Brazilian Studies (CEB) and the University of Valladolid - Tordesillas Center for Relations with Ibero-America
and indications from other students. In all cases, the confidentiality of the evaluations and comments provided
by the survey respondents was ensured.

4. Survey results
4.1. Sociodemographic data of the survey respondents
Table 7 below presents the sample size, the study program in Spain and gender. These data merely report the
condition of the survey respondents in this study, but they are not to be considered an indicator of trends
among the population of Brazilian students who travel to Spain.
Program of study
in Spain

Female

Male

Total

Doctorate

72

47

119

Master’s

25

9

34

Undergraduate Degree

42

21

63

139

77

216

Total

Table 7. Sample size and gender

In this sample, a larger number of students obtaining an educational qualification in Spain was identified
(approximately 56.94%). Table 8 below shows the distribution of students according to the programs in which
they were enrolled in Spain, in relation to the place where the educational qualification is earned.
Program of study
in Spain
Doctorate

Brazil

Spain

Both

Total

21

84

14

119

1

31

2

34

Undergraduate Degree

50

8

5

63

Total

72

123

21

216

Master’s

Table 8. Place where the educational qualification is obtained

With regard to the age of the students, a wide distribution was shown, with students as young as eighteen years
of age, with little academic or professional experience and strong family ties, and up to students over 50 years of
age, who traveled to Spain to pursue their studies. It can thus be inferred that studying in Spain for many of
those surveyed is an experience that takes place following a stage of professional activity.
With regard to the place of origin of the students, of the 26 states in Brazil, responses were obtained from 21 of
them, which represents approximately 77.78% of the total. The main five states in descending order of number
of students were São Paulo, Minas Gerais, Rio Grande do Sul, Paraná and Río de Janeiro. As far as the cities are
concerned, students were originally from 112 different cities.
In terms of the autonomous communities at the destination, of the 17 communities in Spain, responses were
received from students in 15 of them. The autonomous communities of the Canary Islands and Navarre were
the only ones not selected as a destination. It can be said that the destination flow of the Brazilian students to
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Spain is not limited to a specific area, but there are certain concentrations of interest. Finally, with regard to the
destination cities, wide ranging results were also obtained, with responses from 39 different cities. The main cities
in decreasing order chosen by students were Madrid, Barcelona, Salamanca, Valencia, Jaén, Seville, Valladolid,
Granada, Alicante and León (Table 9).
Autonomous communities
of destination

Doctorate

Master’s

Undergraduate Degree

Total

Madrid

29

3

31

63

Catalonia

25

6

6

37

Andalusia

15

8

9

32

Castile and León

18

6

6

30

Valencia

15

5

3

23

Other communities

17

6

8

31

119

34

63

216

Total

Table 9. Autonomous communities of destination by student group

With regard to the center of studies, a total of 63 were present in the sample. The ten universities most sought
after by Brazilian students in decreasing order were the Universidad Autónoma de Madrid (38), Universidad de
Salamanca (24), Universidad de Barcelona (10), Universidad de Jaén (10), Universidad de Sevilla (9), Universidad
Politécnica de Cataluña (9), Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona (8), Universidad Politécnica de Valencia (7),
Universidad de Valladolid (6) and Universidad de Valencia (5).
The social sciences and human sciences were the areas of knowledge with the greatest representation of
doctoral and master’s degree students. Meanwhile, undergraduate students were represented in the areas of
engineering, architecture and related fields and mathematics and natural sciences (Table 10).
Area of knowledge

Doctorate

Master’s

Mathematics and Natural Sciences

23

1

15

39

Engineering, Architecture and similar disciplines

18

3

19

40

Mathematics and Natural Sciences

23

1

15

39

Health Sciences

19

0

11

30

5

7

4

16

10

2

2

14

Education Sciences

5

2

2

9

Fine Arts

3

3

1

7

119

34

63

216

Economics, Administration and similar disciplines
Agronomy, Veterinary Science and similar disciplines

Total

Undergraduate Degree

Total

Table 10. Areas of knowledge of Brazilian students

Table 11 below shows the distribution of scholarships according to the programs of study in Spain.
Programs in Spain

With
scholarships

Without
scholarships

%

%

Total

Doctorate

97

81.51%

22

18.49%

119

Master’s

20

58.82%

14

41.18%

34

Undergraduate Degree

54

85.71%

9

14.29%

63

Total

171

79.16%

45

20.84%

216

Table 11. Distribution of the scholarships
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When studying the time Brazilian students spend in Spain, it is possible to observe that longer stays correspond
largely to research purposes, primarily in full doctoral programs and with few exceptions, students who complete
entire undergraduate degrees in Spain. In this sample, only four cases were identified (Table 12).
Period of studies

Doctorate

Less than 1 year

Master’s

Undergraduate Degree

Total

9

1

15

25

1 year

16

21

43

80

2 years

10

10

0

20

3 years

19

1

1

21

4 years

39

0

4

43

5 years or more

26

1

0

27

119

34

63

216

Total

Table 12. Study time in Spain

4.2. Motivations for studying abroad
This block analyzed five factors: the international experience, prestige and prospects, interest in emigrating,
availability of scholarships and the lack of positions in programs in Brazil. Figure 1 below presents the overall
results and Table 13 shows the results by groups of students by program in Spain.

Figure 1. Motivations for studying abroad - overall results

Decision factors

Doctorate

Master’s

Undergraduate Degree

Con

CF

Con

CF

International experience

33.61%

65.55%

32.35%

67.65%

17.46%

82.54%

Prestige and prospects

44.54%

42.02%

44.12%

52.94%

36.51%

57.14%

Interest in emigrating

12.61%

4.20%

26.47%

2.94%

20.63%

12.70%

Scholarships

24.37%

31.93%

26.47%

38.24%

31.75%

58.73%

Lack of positions

14.29%

9.24%

32.35%

5.88%

3.17%

1.59%

Legend: Con: Considered it; CF: It was a critical factor.
Table 13. Motivations to study abroad by groups of students
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In this analysis, the international experience abroad and the prestige and future prospects were the most
important factors chosen above the rest. As we have seen, the availability of scholarships was a determining
factor for a large share of the students when pursuing their studies, with 79.16% of the students using this
resource. It should be pointed out that Spain lacks a vast program of incentives in the form of scholarships for
international students.
The interest of students in emigrating to Spain once they finish their studies proves to be a factor that is not very
important; this may be explained by the fact that most of the scholarship aid is granted by Brazilian programs,
which require them to return to Brazil.
The lack of positions in Brazilian universities, especially in post-graduate programs, does not appear as a
problem in this sample, with greater representativeness in this case shown by master’s degree students.
Meanwhile, the results identified in the previous stage (qualitative) in relation to this factor reveal that 22 of the
28 students expressed difficulties in accessing post-graduate programs in Brazil due to the lack of positions.
4.3. Motivations in the choice of Spain
In this section, we began by attempting to identify the real interest and professional focus of Brazilian students
who moved to Spain. Of them, 62.50% chose Spain as their first option for studying abroad, while 37.50%
wanted to go to other countries, but for various reasons ended up in Spain. The United Kingdom and the USA
were the main destinations sought by the students, followed by Germany, Portugal and Italy.
Below five decision factors are analyzed with regard to the difficulty to access higher education in Spain. They
are: scholarships to study in Spain, the Spanish language, the culture, the study visa and the cost of the mobility.
Figure 2 below presents the overall results and Table 14 shows the results by groups of students.

Figure 2. Factors related to the difficulty to access higher education - overall results

Doctorate

Decision factors

Master’s

Undergraduate Degree

Con

CF

Con

CF

Con

CF

Scholarships to study in Spain

18.49%

21.01%

23.53%

29.41%

42.86%

41.27%

Language

52.10%

28.57%

50%

41.18%

42.86%

55.56%

Spanish Culture

56.30%

36.13%

47.06%

44.12%

49.21%

47.62%

Visa

23.53%

5.04%

17.65%

8.82%

22.22%

6.35%

Cost

36.13%

7.56%

35.29%

8.82%

26.98%

9.52%

Legend: Con: Considered it; CF: It was a critical factor.
Table 14. Factors related to the difficulty in accessing higher education
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For many Brazilian students, the Spanish language represents a more accessible option for studying than a
country where English prevails, for example. In all student groups, more than 50% stated that this was an
important or critical factor.
The general culture in Spain is a factor that Brazilian students took into consideration in many cases. This shows
that in the mobility process abroad, many students seek similarities with their country of origin so that
adaptation is as natural as possible. With regard to obtaining a Spanish student visa, this does not tend to be a
problem, unlike in other countries where this factor is often a problem. In all student groups, more than 70%
stated that this factor was not important. With regard to the costs, it can be stated that in Spain they are lower
than in countries like the USA and the United Kingdom, which are the main destinations for international
students around the world. All groups expressed concern with this factor.
The six decision factors are analyzed below, with regard to the attraction to the destination country, the academic
level in Spain, the academic level of the center, the position in the rankings, the Spanish economy, previous
experience abroad and the influence from the student’s environment (family and friends). Figure 3 below
presents the overall results and Table 15 shows the results by groups of students.

Figure 3. Factors of attraction to the destination - overall results

Decision factors

Doctorate

Master’s

Undergraduate Degree

Con

CF

Con

CF

Con

CF

Academic level of Spain

53.78%

24.37%

61.76%

14.71%

63.49%

12.70%

Academic level of the center

47.06%

39.50%

58.82%

23.53%

49.21%

36.51%

Position in the rankings

37.82%

19.33%

44.12%

5.88%

47.62%

15.87%

Spanish economy

34.45%

8.40%

38.24%

5.88%

42.86%

1.59%

Previous experience

13.45%

14.29%

23.53%

23.53%

7.94%

11.11%

Environmental influence

31.93%

17.65%

44.12%

5.88%

28.57%

17.46%

Legend: Con: Considered it; CF: It was a critical factor.
Table 15. Factors of attraction to the destination

The academic level of the center was the most important factor in this block of factors, followed by the
academic level of Spain. The position in the rankings, the Spanish economy, previous experience abroad and the
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influence from the environment appeared to be much less important than the two previous factors. Few cases of
students were identified in this sample who had previous experience in exchange programs or short stays before
starting their higher education in Spain.

5. Discussion and conclusions
To compare these results with the previous literature, the results of the previous literature have been summarized
as shown in Table 16. The table represents the factors that have been taken into consideration in the review of
the literature and on the survey. The data shown are the number the different types of works that considered
each factor to be important. As can be seen, the results of previous studies are quite diverse, and thus we cannot
claim a confirmation of clearly established results, rather the agreement (or lack thereof) with the general lines of
the previous results. Finally, the survey results are indicated for each factor.
Traditional
Destinations

New
Destinations

Destination
Spain

Survey result (%)

Housing

1

0

0

0

(*)

Scholarships

1

3

0

0

96.30%

Environmental recommendations

4

1

1

0

48.60%

Cost

7

5

1

1

41.60%

Geographic distance

2

0

1

1

(*)

Country economy

0

1

1

0

43.52%

International experience

0

3

3

0

99.50%

Lack of positions

1

0

0

0

20.40%

Language

3

4

3

1

87.50%

Image and culture of the country

5

4

2

0

93.50%

Interest in emigrating

2

0

0

0

23.61%

11

6

3

1

85.60%

Academic level of the country

3

2

1

0

77.30%

Prestige and prospects

8

6

3

1

90.30%

Selection process

4

0

0

0

(*)

Safety

6

2

1

0

(*)

Visa

1

0

0

0

28.20%

12

8

3

1

24

Decision factors

Academic level of the center

Total of the studies

Origin in
Brazil

(*) Not considered on the survey.
Table 16. Decision factors on different types of studies and the survey results

The comparison between the previous studies in the literature and the results of the survey shows us that the
factors “Academic level of the center” and “Prestige and prospects” from having studied abroad coincide with
one another. In fact, these factors are among the most significant in almost all the studies and they have also
been highlighted by the survey respondents, which confirms the importance of these factors in the decision to
study abroad. Furthermore, the rest of the factors that appear as most important in the survey results are
specific to the flow of students analyzed and they characterize it. Specifically, they concern:
International experience. This factor was highlighted as important or critical by practically all of the survey
respondents. This result coincides with that of three studies available on the motivations of Brazilian students to
study abroad, thus indicating a particular characteristic of the motivations of students from this country.
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Scholarships. Scholarships have a very prominent importance among the students surveyed, as reflected by both
the number of students receiving them and the responses to the survey in relation to the motivations. This
circumstance is particular to the flow of Brazilian students to Spain in that this factor has a lesser presence in the
studies in the literature pertaining to other flows.
Image and culture of the country and language. These two factors reflect the cultural proximity that exists
between the two countries and their importance is not surprising, given that from this perspective, the proximity
between Brazil and Spain is clearly superior to that which might exist between Brazil and other typical
destinations in Europe or North America.
The results of this research make a contribution to the literature in that the flow of Brazilian students to Spain
had not been previously analyzed. In spite of the specificity of this flow, its particular characteristics justified the
development of a specific study, as the results have demonstrated. Indeed, the motivations of these students are
not reflected by the factors identified in other studies referring to different flows.
This study forms part of the possible analyses of relationships that exist between universities in Brazil and Spain,
which the authors consider to be of great interest and anticipate addressing in the future. Another possible line
of analysis would be the study of other flows, such as those of Brazilian students to third countries and also
those of other countries to Spain, in which characteristics specific to each case are likely to be identified.
5.1. Proposals for future study
This study should be expanded to a more significant sample, but one limitation that has been demonstrated in
studies of this nature is the difficulty of contacting this type of subjects. This makes it necessary for researchers
to adopt different approach strategies. Due to the exploratory nature of the research, instead of providing
definitive, conclusive answers, this study leaves several questions open, the responses to which require a more indepth analysis.
This study also failed to take into account factors related to the destination cities. However, it must be considered
that in the mobility process associated with studying abroad, for some students, the choice of city can take
precedence over the center of study or university of interest.
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