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Abstract 

This research report looks into the issue of higher education cooperation between the European Union 

(EU) and India from a geopolitical perspective. Cooperation in this domain has become a prominent 

element in the EU’s strategy towards India and forms a substantial field for cooperation between 

Europe and India today. An analysis of policy documents shows that the rationale behind the strategy 

to foster exchange in higher education is increasingly drawing from human capital theory, leaving 

other geopolitical dimensions in higher education cooperation behind. The report furthermore 

observes that the EU and its member states have made considerable progress in enhancing 

cooperation with India in the past decade, but it also concludes that continental Europe lags behind 

Anglo-Saxon countries. In terms of student mobility and institutional cooperation, Europe plays a 

modest role in the fast internationalisation of India’s education system. The recently announced 

restructuring of India’s education system will not necessarily change this pattern, the report argues. 

With the recently announced National Education Policy, the Indian government shows a firm 

commitment to a further internationalisation of India’s higher education system. On the one hand this 

opens up new opportunities for Europe to establish deeper ties with India, but it will also likely result 

in a further entanglement with Anglo-Saxon educational space. The report concludes that the EU 

could do much more and invest in institutionalising networks that can help fostering HEC with India. 

Without new initiatives and activities, the EU will likely continue to play a very modest role in the 

further internationalisation of India’s higher education system and will miss an excellent opportunity 

to give further substance to an already fragile partnership with an emerging global power. 
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1. Introduction 

 In July 2020, during a high-level summit, the EU and India decided to further strengthen their 

strategic partnership and adopted ‘A Roadmap to 2025’ to guide cooperation over the next five years.1 

Among the several dimensions and fields in which the EU and India aim to foster cooperation, higher 

education is one of the recurring themes. The partners announced they would strengthen cooperation 

in the area of education and research, improve awareness of study and scholarship opportunities in 

the EU and India, and promote the mobility and exchange of students and academic staff. Over the 

years, higher education cooperation between India and Europe has become a prominent part of the 

partnership agenda. This growing interest in higher education cooperation with India is not surprising. 

With a young and growing population of over 1.3 billion people and with the third largest higher 

education system of the world, India is becoming one of the pivotal actors in the internationalisation 

of education.2 Yearly hundreds of thousands of India’s young and bright go abroad for graduate or 

post-graduate training. It is for this reason that the EU’s strategy on India, presented in 2018, put 

considerable emphasis on the need for higher education cooperation as a way to deepen ties with 

India as an emerging economic and geopolitical power.3 

This research paper looks into the EU’s strategy and activities to promote higher education 

cooperation with India from a geopolitical perspective. The first section of the paper provides an 

analysis of the EU policy goals and reflects on the underlying objectives and rationales behind the 

strategy to foster higher education cooperation. It also looks into the instruments and frameworks that 

the EU has at its disposal to reach its strategic goals. The second section puts these ambitions in the 

perspective of the current realities of the internationalisation of India’s higher education system. It 

provides a brief genealogy of India’s higher education system and discusses the latest trends and 

patterns in terms of student mobility. In July 2020, the Indian government announced a rigorous 

make-over of the education system with the introduction of a new National Education Policy. The  

third section of the report will discuss the elements most relevant to EU-India cooperation and help 

identify the major challenges and opportunities in the years ahead. 

 
1  European External Action Service, “EU-India Strategic Partnership: A Roadmap to 2025,” July 15, 2020, 

https://eeas.europa.eu/file/eu-india-strategic-partnership-roadmap-2025pdf_en. 
2 The outbound mobility has grown steadily in India over the past decades, India has become the world’s second in terms 

of sending students abroad for higher education. Mini Gu, “India: Mapping Student Mobility From the World’s Number 

2 Sender,” World Education News and Reviews, August 16, 2017, https://wenr.wes.org/2015/11/mobility-patterns-

pathways-indian-engineers-u-s; Pawan Agarwal, “India’s Growing Influence in International Student Mobility,” in 

International Students and Global Mobility in Higher Education: National Trends., ed. Rajika Bhansdari and Peggy 

Blumenthal (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 43–67. 
3 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, “Elements for an 

EU Strategy on India,” November 20, 2018,  

https://eeas.europa.eu/sites/eeas/files/jc_elements_for_an_eu_strategy_on_india_-_final_adopted.pdf. 
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1.1 Some theoretical considerations 

The internationalisation of higher education has in the past decades firmly entered the foreign 

relations discourses becoming part of the toolbox of association agreements, strategic partnerships or 

other institutionalized forms of international relations. From a scholarly perspective, however, this 

geopolitical dimension of higher education cooperation has attracted remarkably little attention. In 

geopolitical analyses, the issue of higher education is often eclipsed by other and ‘harder’ foreign 

affairs issues in the economic and security domain, while scholarship into the internationalisation of 

education often overlooks the political dimension of the phenomenon.4  

Despite the limited interest for higher education in international relations, several theoretical 

perspectives point to its significance in a geopolitical context. In Joseph Nye’s theory of soft power, 

higher education cooperation is considered an important element in a country’s diverse set of 

instruments to gain influence in the geopolitical domain.  Nye famously introduced the concept of 

soft power as the ability to get what one wants through attraction rather than through coercion or 

payment. Since the Cold War, academic and student exchange and cooperation have been an 

important resource for America’s soft power, Nye argued in a 2004 article.5 By attracting, yearly, 

hundreds of thousands of students from all over the world, the education system forms an important  

instrument for the US in diffusing its cultural and political values. Nye exemplifies this with a quote 

by former US Secretary of State, Colin Powell, who once remarked: ‘I can think of no more valuable 

an asset to our country than the friendship of future world leaders who have been educated here.’6 

Another analytical angle for understanding the geopolitical dimension of higher education 

cooperation can be found in the work of Peter Haas. In his constructivist approach of international 

 
4 Rajendra K. Jain and Gulshan Sachdeva, “India-EU Strategic Partnership: A New Roadmap,” Asia Europe Journal 17, 

no. 3 (2019): 309–25, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10308-019-00556-0; Gulshan Sachdeva, “India and the European Union: 

Broadening Strategic Partnership Beyond Economic Linkages,” International Studies 45, no. 4 (October 2008): 341–67, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/002088170904500403; Emilian Kavalski, “The EU–India Strategic Partnership: Neither Very 

Strategic, nor Much of a Partnership,” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 29, no. 1 (January 2, 2016): 192–208, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09557571.2015.1007031; Lara Klossek, Shounak Set, and Tomasz Lukaszuk, “Breaking Glass 

Ceiling? Mapping EU-India Security Cooperation,” ORF Issue Brief (New Delhi: Observer Research Foundation, 

October 2020), https://www.orfonline.org/research/breaking-glass-ceiling-mapping-eu-india-security-cooperation/. 
5 Joseph Nye, “Soft Power and Higher Education,” 2005, 4; Other recent works that used the soft power concept to study 

internationalisation of education are: Philip G. Altbach and Patti McGill Peterson, “Higher Education as a Projection of 

America’s Soft Power,” in Soft Power Superpowers: Cultural and National Assets of Japan and the United States, ed. 

Watanabe Yasushi, David L McConnel, and Joseph S Nye (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2008), 37–53; Jack T. Lee, “Soft 

Power and Cultural Diplomacy: Emerging Education Hubs in Asia,” Comparative Education 51, no. 3 (July 3, 2015): 

353–74, https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2015.1037551; William J Jones, “European Union Soft Power: Cultural 

Diplomacy & Higher Education in Southeast Asia,” Silpakorn University International Journal 9, no. 10 (2010): 41–70; 

Aidarbek Amirbek and Kanat Ydyrys, “Education and Soft Power: Analysis as an Instrument of Foreign Policy,” 

Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 143 (August 2014): 514–16, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.07.428. 
6 As cited in: Nye, “Soft Power and Higher Education,” 13. 
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relations theory, he pointed to the importance of networks of knowledge-based experts – epistemic 

communities – in the complex process of international policy coordination.7 Haas argues that national 

behaviour in the international system is not only determined by state-level factors, such as the national 

interests, but is shaped by how actors and groups of policy-makers identify their interest through an 

epistemic structure. Higher education cooperation, in this light, can be an important factor in 

constituting such epistemic communities.8 Professional training provides the technical knowledge 

and normative beliefs to policy makers and political actors, and subsequently becomes the 

interpretative lens through which they identify problems and solutions. Higher education cooperation 

can be used strategically, to foster the emergence of cross-border expert networks that share a 

language for international policy coordination and problem solving. 

The geopolitical dimension in the internationalisation of higher education is furthermore understood 

from the perspective of human capital or knowledge economy theories. In particular, international 

organizations like the IMF and the World Bank have used this approach to encourage an 

intensification of academic and educational exchange across borders. In the context of EU policy-

making, several reports have been produced that draw from this approach.9 From this perspective, 

higher education cooperation is considered as an essential public and economic resource that fosters 

national (and global) economic growth. Higher education is itself seen as a productive factor in the  

cumulation of capital, either as a business product or as a production asset. Interstate rivalry, in this 

perspective, is no longer a territorial issue, but focusses on the globalised flows and streams of talent,  

money and ideas.10 Higher education forms a critical instrument in a global ‘talent race’ that is crucial 

for building innovative and technologically advanced economies. 

This research report draws from these theoretical perspectives in the analysis of the current state of 

EU-India higher education cooperation. It allows for a better understanding of the underlying 

rationales behind the ambition for higher education cooperation in the current EU strategy on India 

 
7  Peter M. Haas, “Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination,” International 

Organization 46, no. 1 (1992): 1–35. 
8  Hovey, Rebecca, “Study Abroad, Global Knowledge and the Epistemic Communities of Higher Education,” 

International Studies Association Conference Paper, 2005. 
9 A good  example of a report that follows a human capital approach in the context of the EU’s higher education policy 

is: Christal Morehouse et al., How to Keep a Competitive Edge in the Talent Game: Lessons for the EU from China and 

the US : Report of the CEPS Task Force on the Quantity and Quality of Human Capital in Higher Education: Comparing 

the EU, the US and China (Brussels: Centre for European Policy Studies, 2014), 

https://www.ceps.eu/system/files/Human_Capital_final.pdf; “Internationalisation of Higher Education” (Brussels: 

European Parliament: directorate-general for internal policies policy department b: structural and cohesion policies 

culture and education, 2015). 
10 For an excellent critical discussion on the geopolitical dimension in higher capital theory and higher education, see 

Sami Moisio, Geopolitics of the Knowledge-Based Economy, 1 Edition, Regions and Cities 125 (London ; New York: 

Routledge, 2018). 
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and enables the identification of challenges as well as opportunities for Europe’s engagement with 

India’s higher education system. Higher education cooperation (HEC) is a rather vague term that can 

refer to many aspects and dimensions of the internationalisation of higher education. In this report, 

HEC will be used to refer to all kinds of activities that are aimed at fostering the exchange of students, 

academic staff and researchers, and at promoting cross-border education and research cooperation at 

the level of academic or vocational institutes.  

At this moment, the fate of the internationalisation of education is highly uncertain as a result of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Student and academic staff mobility is heavily restricted in many states, 

especially in relation to India, which is one of the most severely hit countries. It is very difficult to 

assess whether the pandemic will have a lasting impact on the process of internationalisation of 

education. This report is largely written on the basis of the state of affairs prior to the pandemic (which 

commenced in February 2020) and will make no further speculations about its impact. 

 

2. Europe-India cooperation in higher education cooperation from a European vantage 

point 

In the past two decades, HEC has made a slow but steady appearance in the strategic dialogue between 

the EU and India. This section describes this development by looking at some key documents that 

shaped EU-India relations. The section subsequently looks into the instruments and frameworks 

available for fostering cooperation in the field and addresses the role of the EU member states in 

enhancing cooperation with India. The final section dwells on the perspective of higher education 

institutes in terms of cooperation with India.  

 

2.1 Higher education cooperation as part of the EU strategy on India 

The formalisation of the relation between the EU and India started with a cooperation agreement in 

1994. Although the economic dimension dominated the political agenda at that time11, the agreement 

set the broad aim of strengthening ties in respect of ‘technical, economic and cultural matters.’12 The 

treaty text included two brief articles on science and technology and cultural exchange that provided 

a framework for initiating joint research projects and an ‘exchange and trading of scientists and 

researchers.’13 To a certain extent, the agreement followed the example or template of other EU 

agreements with third (often neighbouring) countries that mushroomed in the early 1990s. The 

 
11 Kavalski, “The EU–India Strategic Partnership.” 
12 European Community, “Cooperation Agreement between the European Communities and the Republic of India on 

Partnership and Development,” August 27, 1994. 
13 European Community, paras. 14 and 15. 
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rationale behind enhancing cooperation in science and technology was a combination of cultural 

diplomacy and a developmental agenda with the aim to assist India in modernizing its society. In 

2001, India and the EU followed up on this clause with a separate EU-India Agreement on scientific 

and technological cooperation, which allowed the two parties to constitute cooperative activities 

under the EU’s Framework Programmes.14  The agreement has been renewed three times, most 

recently in 2020 for a new period of five years, and is still one of the main pillars of EU-India research 

cooperation.   

In 2000, the EU and India started a series of summits bent on deepening their relationship, which led 

to a ‘strategic partnership’ in 2004. The focus was widened and included not only economic but also 

security and sustainable development issues. Academic cooperation was mentioned under the section 

of ‘economic partnership’ and they reconfirmed their commitment to building ‘synarchies in 

technology and science.’ The partnership agreement also included a statement on fostering ‘academic 

contacts and exchanges,’ for which the partnership built on the instruments set up by the European 

Commission. 15  This dimension of the partnership was further emphasized in 2008, when the 

European Commission and the Government of India signed a Joined Declaration on Policy Dialogue 

in Education during a visit by the European Commissioner for Education, Training, Culture and 

Youth to New Delhi. 16 With the declaration, the parties agreed to a continuous dialogue on the 

modernization of higher and vocational education and started working to establish a convergence of 

quality assurance mechanisms. 

On the heels of the 2008 global recession, in the period from 2010-2016, the partnership between the 

EU and India lost some of its momentum. The negotiations on a free trade agreement, which had 

started in 2008, came to a deadlock and were suspended in 2014. After the election of Narendra Modi 

as the prime minister in that same year, the two parties worked to rejuvenate the strategic relationship. 

In 2016, a new summit was organized in Brussels –after a gap of four years. Jain and Sachdeva 

provide an analysis of how the relationship has made some significant developments around this 

period. 17 In 2017, India and the EU for the first time in any statement described each other as ‘natural 

partners’ in terms of shared values and belief.18 The strategic partnership put more emphasis on other 

 
14 The EU-India Agreement on scientific and technological cooperation was considered a success and therefore renewed 

in 2007, 2015 and 2020. 
15 Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament and the European Economic and Social 

Committee, “An EU-India Strategic Partnership,” June 2004, 9. 
16 European Commission, “Press Release: European Commission and Government of India Sign Joint Declaration on 

Policy Dialogue in Education,” November 12, 2008. 
17 Jain and Sachdeva, “India-EU Strategic Partnership.” 
18 The term “natural partners” to describe the EU and India was coined by Prime Minister Manmohan Singh in 2006, and 

was included in the official discourse of EU-India relations in 2017. Kavalski, “The EU–India Strategic Partnership,” 

193. 
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dimensions, especially in the field of security and the sustainability development agenda. In this new 

context, the limelight was also once again placed on cooperation in the field of education and research 

- this time less from a developmental angle and based more on an equal footing.  

This development is reflected in the EU’s India strategy that was presented in 2018, in which India 

was recognized as an important emerging economic and geopolitical power. The strategy envisioned 

a strong partnership with India to ‘jointly contribute to preserve peace and stability, promote 

prosperity and sustainable development and strengthen the rule-based order.’ HEC took a more 

prominent role than before and it became a recurring theme in the strategy text. Under the rubric of 

the ‘modernisation partnership’, education and research were highlighted as crucial factors in 

‘unlocking India’s economic and demographic potential.19 Research and innovation cooperation was 

furthermore mentioned as contributing to the ‘EU’s scientific excellence and competitiveness.’20 The 

implicit message was that the EU hoped to attract bright researchers and students with its current 

research framework programmes. Under the rubric of ‘Investing in talent and innovation’, the strategy 

highlighted the aim to build an increased exchange among students, researchers and professionals, 

and argued that the ‘EU and India share a mutual interest in reciprocal mobility of talent’.21 The 

strategy stated that highly qualified Indian workers would be welcomed and invited to help the ‘EU  

to maintain [its] technology-based leadership,’ it states. In another paragraph, the strategy argued that 

the EU had an interest in promoting the participation of more Indian students, researchers and higher  

education staff in EU programmes, as this supported the EU in its ambition to become a centre for 

the ‘best talent, knowledge and resources in the world.’ 

The 2018 EU strategy towards India exemplified a gradual shift in the rationale behind the need for 

HEC. Whereas in the 1990s this was framed in terms of a developmental agenda and technological 

cooperation, it is today mostly understood as a necessity to keep the EU states competitive in the 

globalized market.  Indian educational space is described as an attractive pool of talent that can be 

tapped to support the EU in its drive for excellence and competitiveness. In this respect, the EU 

strategy towards India builds mainly on a knowledge-economy perspective regarding higher 

education, while other perspectives are granted a minor role. The need for cultural diplomacy is 

mentioned as well in the strategy, but it limits the scope exclusively to exchanges in the cultural and 

creative sectors. The soft power lens of HEC does not play a significant role in the EU strategy 

towards India. The aim to foster cross-border expert communities with problem-solving capacities 

 
19 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, “Elements for 

an EU Strategy on India,” 3. 
20 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 4. 
21 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, 8. 
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for pressing global issues is present in the proposal for increased scientific and research cooperation 

in the fields of nuclear science and sustainable development, but it is not considered at a macro-level 

in relation to HEC.  

 

2.2 Current instruments in the EU framework for cooperation in higher education.  

For the implementation of the above-described objectives and aims, the EU can make use of a varied 

set of instruments and policy frameworks. An important disclaimer is that various levels of 

competence in the field of education are primarily within member states and not at the level of EU 

governance. Nevertheless, scholars agree that the EU has become a significant factor in the field of 

higher education with its attempts to foster cross-border learning and the convergence of educational 

standards22. In 1987, the EU initiated the Erasmus (European Community Action Scheme for the 

Mobility of University Students) Programme, which is often mentioned as one of the EU’s biggest 

success stories. Students who participated in the Erasmus Programme were provided scholarships to 

study in another European country for up to one year. This form of promoting intra-European student 

and staff  mobility embodied the deeper European ideal of fostering cross-border engagement and 

socialisation.23 Furthermore, the European Commission has played an increasingly large role in the  

Bologna Process (initiated in 1999) that constituted the European Higher Education Area. The EU 

has furthermore developed a set of frameworks for the support of cross-border research projects, like 

the Marie Skłodowska-Curie Horizon 2020 (to be followed by the Horizon Europe from 2021-27) 

and programs run by the European Research Council (ERC).  

Over the years, the European Commission has used several of these instruments and policy 

frameworks to support cooperation and exchanges between the EU and India. In 2004, it started the 

Erasmus Mundus programme, as an extension to the Erasmus programme, with the aim of 

constituting cooperation and exchange in higher education between Europe and the rest of the world, 

including India. In 2009, the two programmes were merged and renamed as ‘Erasmus Plus.’ Today 

this framework consists of four elements: (a) the Erasmus Mundus programme, (b) the International 

 
22 Hannah Moscovitz and Hila Zahavi, “The Bologna Process as a Foreign Policy Endeavour: Motivations and Reactions 

to the Externalisation of European Higher Education,” European Journal of Higher Education 9, no. 1 (January 2, 2019): 

7–22, https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2018.1561316. 
23 In the Erasmus programmes two type of countries participate: programme and partner countries. The programme 

countries consist of the twenty-seven member states of the EU and six non-EU countries (Republic of North Macedonia, 

Liechtenstein, Iceland, Turkey, Norway and Serbia  Partner countries that joined the programme are Albania, Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Kosovo, Montenegro, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova, Territory of Ukraine, Algeria, 

Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Syria, Tunisia and the Russian Federation. ). The Art 138 of 

the withdrawal agreement between the UK and the EU provided that the UK could continue participation in the Erasmus 

programme. The EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement, as agreed in December 2020, makes an end to the UK 

membership in the Erasmus programme. 
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Credit Mobility, (c) Capacity building projects for Higher Education and (d) the Jean Monnet 

activities, which all play a role in supporting EU-India cooperation.24  

In the period from 2014-2018, the Erasmus Mundus programme has overseen four interconnected 

activities. It has first supported 37 students with a scholarship for an Erasmus Mundus Joint Master’s 

Degree; in the same period, 326 Erasmus Mundus Master Scholarships have been granted to Indian 

nationals, constituting 4.5% of the total amount of scholarships available.25 Second, in the period 

2015-2017, the International Credit Mobility Programme provided financial support for short-term 

mobility to 384 Indian students and staff moving to Europe, and 257 students in the opposite direction. 

Third, in the period of 2015-20, 71 Indian institutes have received the support of the Erasmus 

Capacity  building projects, for developing new curricula, improving governance, and building 

relationships between higher education institutions and enterprises. Fourth, Indian institutes have also 

participated in the Jean Monnet Programme (d), which supports teaching and research on European 

integration, in the form of modules, chairs and research centres; in the period 2014-2018, India 

participated in 13 such projects. The Jean Monnet framework has also supported the launch of several 

European Studies Centres in India, with the aim of enhancing knowledge of the European integration 

project. 26  

The EU has supported Indian scholars who wish to pursue a research career in Europe with the 

Horizon 2020 programme. A European Commission fact sheet states that in the period from 2014-

2020, 1397 Indian researchers have been funded by a project that falls under the scope of the H2020 

- Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions (mostly as part of the Innovative Training Networks). This 

included twenty-one Indian organizations that collaborated in projects funded by the H2020 

programs. It must be noted that the number of European fellows that received support to go to India 

was very modest in the period from 2014-2017, with only 14 people in total from Slovakia (5), Italy 

(3), UK (2), Germany (2), Denmark (2), the Netherlands (1) and France (1). 27  The number of 

European staff members (19) that went to India with support from the Research and Innovation Staff 

Exchange was also rather limited. 

The EU has largely relied on the existing frameworks of the Horizon 2020 and Erasmus+ to attract 

highly talented students for study or research in Europe. These instruments were initiated to give an 

impulse to the EU’s relations with the rest of the world, but were not specifically modelled on the 

 
24  European Commission, “Erasmus plus Fact Sheet:  India 2017,” Fact Sheet, 2018, 

https://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/erasmus-plus/factsheets/asia-central/erasmusplus_india_2017.pdf. 
25 European Commission. 
26For more information see:  http://www.erasmus.iescp.net/index.php/iescp 
27 European Commission, “Country Fact Sheet India - H2020 - Marie Skłodowska-Curie Actions,” February 7, 2020,  

https://ec.europa.eu/research/mariecurieactions/sites/mariecurie2/files/msca-country-profile-india-2019_en.pdf. 
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objective of fostering HEC with a strategic partner. In recent years, the European Commission has 

searched for other channels and started several promotional activities in India to popularize Europe 

as a student destination. Since 2015, the European Higher Education Virtual Fair has organized an 

annual webinar to promote the EU as a destination of excellence for higher education and research to 

Indian undergraduate and graduate students as well as to secondary school pupils. The seminars 

diffuse updated information on the opportunities and possibilities for study and research in different 

EU Member States. The fair offers a platform for European universities to present themselves.28 The 

European Commission also worked together with the private sector to promote study exchanges in 

India. It supports the Europe Study Center, a private consultancy firm that is involved with student 

recruitment, promotional activities and migration services to Indian students.  

 

2.3 India- Europe cooperation initiatives on the bilateral level of member states 

To meet the objective of deepening HEC with India, the EU can also build on the activities of the 

individual EU member states. HEC with India has also started to play an increasingly prominent role 

at the level of bilateral relations. The growing relevance of India as an economic and geopolitical  

factor has led to a spectacular increase in the number of summit and top-level meetings, bilateral 

agreements, memorandums of understanding (MoU) and policy dialogues. HEC is often one of the 

dimensions in which EU member states see the most opportunities for growing stronger ties with 

India. In most cases, this is framed in terms of its contribution to the member states’ knowledge 

economy, its start-up innovation culture and the ‘talent game’. It is beyond the scope of this paper to 

provide a comprehensive overview of the role of higher education in all bilateral developments with 

India. Instead, it will look at some specific cases to point out various trends and developments.  

The member state that has been most successful in fostering student exchanges and cooperation with 

India is Germany. The two countries have a history of educational exchanges that goes back to 

German assistance in setting up the Indian Institute of Technology in Madras in the period from 1956-

1959. Already in 1974, the countries formalized their cooperation in Science and Technology through 

a cooperation agreement. In 1994, this cooperation was further developed with the establishment of 

the Indo-German Committee on Science and Technology, coordinated by the Indian department of 

Science and Technology and the German Federal Ministry for Education and Research. Two parallel 

 
28 European Commission and High Representative of the Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, “European 

Higher Education Fair,” 2019,  

https://euraxess.ec.europa.eu/worldwide/india/european-higher-education-virtual-fair-ehevf-2019. 



 

 

SADF Research Report N.6 

12 

RESEARCH REPORT 

joint working groups have been established to further foster cooperation in vocational education and 

higher education training, respectively. 

In the past several years, HEC gained urgency on the Indo-German political agenda. In 2013, both 

parties signed a Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in the Field of Higher Education, 

which was recently renewed in 2019. With the latest framework, the education ministries of India 

and Germany have allocated 3.5 million Euros to support cooperation between higher education 

institutions in both countries, for the period of 2020-2024.29 Also, a memorandum of understanding 

was signed between the German Academic Exchange Services (DAAD) and the (Indian) University 

Grant Commission (UGC) on Indo-German Partnerships in Higher Education (IGP). The two 

organizations work together with the aim of enhancing long-term partnerships between German and 

Indian Institutions of higher education by opening up new and innovative areas of cooperation.  

The DAAD has also developed in other ways as an important broker for enhancing cross-border 

exchange and cooperation with India. In 2009, the DAAD started ‘A New Passage to India’ (ANPtI) 

initiative that aims to enhance mutual awareness through research and education exchange. DAAD 

has opened a permanent office in Delhi to assist Indian students in finding their way to Germany for  

their bachelor or master studies or PhD. These efforts have resulted in a significant rise in the numbers 

of Indian students that find their way to the German higher or vocational education system – a 

development that has also been noticed in Indian media. In the academic year 2018-2019, 20,810 

Indian students had enrolled in Germany (a growth of 18.44% over the previous year).30 In five years, 

the number of Indian students in Germany doubled.  

France followed the example of Germany and put HEC high on the agenda of bilateral relations with 

India. In April 2015, during the visit of prime minister Narendra Modi to Paris, the governments of 

France and India issued a joined statement that announced new efforts to increase the number of 

Indian students studying in France and French students studying in India. The two leaders also 

explicitly ‘invited educational institutions of both countries to further expand their cooperation 

especially in the field of engineering and applied sciences.’31 In the light of the joint statement, several 

MoU have been signed among institutions, such as between the School of Planning and Architecture 

 
29 “Indo-German Partnership in Higher Education Strengthening Academic Cooperation between India and Germany 

2020-24,” www.daad.in, December 28, 2020, https://www.daad.in/en/2020/07/27/indo-german-partnership-in-higher-

education-strengthening-academic-cooperation-between-india-and-germany-2020-24/. 
30 Germany Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), “Germany Welcomes Record Number of Indian Students in 2018-

19,” 2019,  

https://www.daad.in/en/2019/11/30/germany-welcomes-record-number-of-indian-students-in-2018-19/. 
31 “Education, Skill Development, Science, People-To-People Ties,” French Embassy in New Delhi, April 11, 2015, 

https://in.ambafrance.org/Education-Skill-Development; “India-France Joint Statement,” The Times of India, April 10, 

2015,  

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/India-France-joint-statement/articleshow/46882101.cms. 
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in Delhi, and the National Architecture Institute in Paris and between the Maison de Science de 

l’Homme (MSH) and the Indian Council for Social Science Research (ICSSR). 

In March 2018, a India-France Knowledge Summit took place, where both countries signed an 

agreement for the Mutual Recognition of Academic Qualifications.32 France has also developed an 

attractive visa policy for Indian students that provides the option of a 2-year employment visa in 

France after the completion of a post-graduate studies. The French government currently provides 

500 scholarships for Indian students every year (for which it allocates 1 million euros) and founded 

a Franco-Indian Education Trust in 2017 to further increase scholarships. 

Other member states have taken similar initiatives. Fostering HEC was part of the Italy-India ‘joint 

statement on strengthening economic engagement’ of October 2018, where it was agreed that the 

Indo-Italian Chamber of Commerce would start preparing Indian students for placement in higher 

education and vocational training in Italy.33 The Netherlands has put a strong focus on science and 

technology cooperation in relation with India, including exchanges between academic institutes of 

the countries. The EU’s northern member states, Denmark, Sweden and Finland, used the Nordic 

cooperation framework, which also included Norway and Iceland, to make arrangements with the 

Indian government on HEC. It formed one of the elements of discussion on the agenda of the first 

India-Nordic summit of April 2018. On 31 October 2019, an Indo-Nordic Higher Education Summit 

took place in New Delhi, organised by the Swedish office for Science and Innovation in India and 

the Nordic Centre in India.34 Other member states have less advanced bilateral relations with India, 

but are often in the phase of exploring the potential for collaboration, as in the case of Spain or the 

Czech Republic.  

A special case that needs to be discussed is the United Kingdom. The UK left the EU when the 

withdrawal agreement took effect on 31 January 2020. The withdrawal agreement foresees that the 

UK can continue to take part in standing programmes, like the Erasmus Plus and Horizon 2020 

programmes. The possible participation of the UK in future programmes after 2020 will depend on 

the outcome of the overall negotiations on the future relationship between the EU and UK, but it is 

unlikely that it will continue on the same footing.  

The withdrawal of the UK from the EU has had a profound impact and puts EU-India relations 

regarding higher education in a very different perspective. The UK has from all EU member states 

 
32  “India-France Mutual Recognition of Academic Qualifications,” https://in.ambafrance.org/, April 29, 2019, 

https://in.ambafrance.org/India-France-Mutual-Recognition-of-Academic-Qualifications. 
33 Government of India: Ministry of External Affairs, “India-Italy Joint Statement during Visit of Prime Minister of Italy 

to India,” October 30, 2018. 
34  Offices of Science and Innovation, “Engaging with India’s Higher Education Sector – the Nordic Way,” 2019, 

https://sweden-science-innovation.blog/new-delhi/engaging-with-indias-higher-education-sector-the-nordic-way/. 
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by far the most advanced political and cultural relations with India. For reasons of history, language 

and culture, Indian and British academic and political life have remained connected to a considerable 

extent since the independence of India in 1947. This has resulted in deeply institutionalized relations 

as well as networks between academia in the UK and India, and constant flows of Indian students 

visiting the UK for a higher education at one of its universities. 

Like Germany, France, and several other member states, the British have elevated HEC prominently 

on the political agenda over the past fifteen years. The Indian and British governments have initiated 

an India-UK Education Forum Meeting that holds regular meetings at the ministerial level. In 2006, 

the UK and India also established the UK and India Education and Research Initiative (UKIERI) with 

the aim of enhancing bilateral educational linkages between the two countries. UKIERI can be 

described as a multi-stakeholder partnership programme that is supported by many key actors such 

as the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, Ministry of Human Resource Development, 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office, British Council, (British) Department for Science and 

Technology, Department for Employment and Learning, Scottish Government, Welsh Government  

and University Grants Commission. In 2015, the British and Indian governments renewed the 

program by establishing a new MoU. 

Other initiatives are the biannual India-UK Ministerial Science and Innovation Council (today 

brought under the umbrella of the Newton-Bhaba programme) and the creation of a Research Council 

UK India office (in 2008) that was later renamed UK Research and Innovation India, based at the 

British High Commission in New Delhi.35 Moreover, in 2016, India and the UK reconfirmed their 

commitment with the celebration of the ‘Year of Education, Science and Innovation.’ 

The UK has traditionally been an important destination for Indian students. During the last decade, 

however, the numbers showed some remarkable fluctuations and decreased by more than 60% from 

2010-11 (40,890 students), to 2015-16 (14,930 students). 36 This was largely attributed to the changes 

made in the UK’s immigration regulations, of which many affected international education. 37 

Especially the closure of a post-study work route in 2012 created new obstacles for Indian students 

to remain in the UK after the completion of their studies. Recently, the numbers have gone up again. 

 
35 The website informs that since 2008, the UK together with the Government India have invested over 300 million 

comprising over 200 individual projects, which involved 175 UK and Indian research institutions. “UK Research and 

Innovation - India Office,” n.d., https://www.ukri.org/research/international/ukri-international-offices/ukri-india/. 
36 https://cgibirmingham.gov.in/page/display/233 
37 There were 5,700 changes in the UK’s immigration regulation in the period 2010-2018, with the aim to discourage 

immigration. Many of these changes affected international education. Simon Marginson, “International Students in UK: 

Global Mobility Versus National Migration Politics,” in Changing Higher Education for a Changing World, ed. Claire 

Callender, William Locke, and Simon Marginson, Bloomsbury Higher Education Research (New York: Bloomsbury 

Academic, 2020), 62. 
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In the academic year 2018/2019, over 30,000 Indian students received a study visa, a growth by 63% 

over the previous year.38 

Brexit constitutes a radical new situation in the state of affairs of HEC between India and Europe, as 

an important node in the academic networks and student flows comes to fall outside the EU bloc. The 

February 2020 Withdrawal Agreement between the UK and the EU initially provided a continuation 

of the UK in the Erasmus programme. In March 2020, prime minister Boris Johnson assured the 

British parliament that the Brexit was no threat to British participation in the Erasmus programme. 

This gave the impression that the UK was heading at a continuation of a close cooperation with the 

EU in the field of higher education, not in the last place because significant economic interests are 

involved.39 The EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement, which was agreed in December 2020, 

however, makes an end to the UK’s membership of the Erasmus Programme. 40  Johnson has 

announced that the UK will set up a parallel and competitive scheme for British students to go around 

the world (The Turing Program – named after the computing pioneer Alan Turing). With this 

decision, the government seems to opt for an alternative strategy that searches further connection 

with the American educational space.  

In this new state of affairs, the UK will likely remain an important educational destination for Indian 

students. In 2019, the UK  government announced to reopen a ‘graduate route’ for international 

students to give a boost to educational migration from countries like India. 41 A new ‘two year post-

study work visa’ gives students the opportunity, after completing a course of study in any subject at 

an approved UK Higher Education Provider, to work or look for work, for two years after completing 

their studies. The UK can furthermore built on a very competitive academic landscape that will likely 

continue to attract Indian students. To illustrate, in the 2021 Times Higher Education World 

University Rankings, two UK universities are in the top ten ranked universities, whereas the first 

university from an EU member state is in 32nd place.42 Brexit means a great loss for the EU in terms 

 
38 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/63-increase-in-indian-students-choosing-to-study-in-the-uk 

Richard Adams, “Quitting EU Erasmus Scheme Would ‘blow a Hole’ in UK Economy,” The Guardian, March 8, 2020, 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/mar/08/quitting-eu-erasmus-scheme-would-blow-a-hole-in-uk-economy. 
40  Richard Adam, “UK Students Lose Erasmus Membership in Brexit Deal,” The Guardian, December 24, 2020, 

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/dec/24/uk-students-lose-erasmus-membership-in-brexit-deal. 
41 British High Commission New Delhi, “UK Announces 2-Year Post-Study Work Visa for International Students,” 

www.gov.uk, September 11, 2019, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-announces-2-year-post-study-work-visa-

for-international-students. 
42 The Times yearly ranks universities from 93 countries on the basis of 15 indicators. LMU Munich was the first EU 

based university in the list on place 32. Although international rankings are widely cricised for a bias in the ranking 

criteria, disadvantaging non-Western and non-Anglo-Saxon universities, they are also considered to play a substantial 

role in the choice for destination for international student mobility. “Times Higher Education,” accessed September 28, 

2020,  

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2021/world-

ranking#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats. 



 

 

SADF Research Report N.6 

16 

RESEARCH REPORT 

of HEC with India. It turns the UK from being an important EU bridgehead into one of the EU’s 

strongest competitors in attracting Indian students and deepening HEC. 

 

2.4 EU-India cooperation at the level of higher education institutes 

Governments or unions can set objectives and develop policies to promote interaction between 

Europe and India’s higher educational spaces, but eventually it is on the level of institutions and 

persons that cooperation needs to take off and take shape. Getting a full overview of all the micro-

initiatives and existing forms of cooperation is a task that is beyond the scope of this paper. A quick 

asking-around at my own institution, the KU Leuven (Belgium), revealed that several initiatives for 

cross-border cooperation have existed in the past years or are still in development. Often these 

initiatives build on personal networks of academia developed during a career. Scholars have observed  

how European universities and vocational training institutes have been creative in establishing 

collaborations using different models and frameworks, varying on a spectrum from informal and ad 

hoc arrangements to very formalized forms.43 But literature also mentions that constituting cross-

border cooperation with India can be challenging, time-consuming and complex.  

Several factors have been mentioned as hurdles in constituting institutional cooperation. The Indian 

educational system is frequently charged with overregulation and a lack of transparency.44 Acquiring 

permission to set up institutional cooperation often means getting involved with complex internal 

university politics and demands to ‘navigate the India’s higher education labyrinth.’45 Another issue 

is the arrangement of visa and permits for academic visits and short-stays abroad. The Indian 

government follows a strict regime for the regulation of immigration, and the process of arranging 

visa and permits can be time-consuming. Another element is the lack of knowledge of India’s higher 

education landscape. The quality of education at Indian higher educational institutes is generally 

considered highly variable. 46  Only a few of India’s top institutes have been able to build an 

 
43 Rahul Choudaha and Kata Orosz, “Emerging Models of Indian-European Higher Education Collaborations,” World 

Education News and Reviews, 2011, https://wenr.wes.org/2011/09/emerging-models-of-indian-european-higher-

education-collaborations; Stefan Trines, “Education in India,” World Education News and Reviews, September 13, 2018; 

Subrata Kumar Mitra, “Internationalization of Education in India: Emerging Trends and Strategies,” Asian Social Science 

6, no. 6 (May 18, 2010): p105, https://doi.org/10.5539/ass.v6n6p105. 
44 Devesh Kapur and Pratap Bhanu Mehta, “Indian Higher Education Reform: From Half-Baked Socialism to Half-Baked 

Capitalism,” Center for International Development Working Paper 103 (2004); Sudhanshu Bhushan, ed., The Future of 

Higher Education in India (Singapore: Springer Singapore, 2019), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-32-9061-7. 
45 Devesh Kapur and Pratap Bhanu Mehta, eds., Navigating the Labyrinth: Perspectives on India’s Higher Education 

(Hyderabad, [India]: Orient BlackSwan, 2017). 
46 Makala Skinner, “India as a Destination: Ambitions and Challenges,” World Education News and Reviews, September 

13, 2018, https://wenr.wes.org/2018/09/india-as-a-destination-ambitions-and-challenges. 
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international reputation and have been scored in international rankings. This makes it challenging for 

European universities to assess what Indian institute is an appropriate partner for collaboration.  

 

3. The EU’s ambitions in the perspective of the current realities of India’s higher 

education system 

The previous section described the objectives and activities of the EU in fostering HEC with India. 

This section will put this in the context of the realities of the internationalisation of India’s higher 

education system. The Indian system forms the third largest education system in the world, after the 

US and China, and has a complex composition due to a long history.47 The first part of this section 

provides a brief genealogy of India’s higher education system and describes its structure. The second  

part looks into the changes and continuities of student mobility as part of the process of 

internationalisation of India’s higher education system. 

   

3.1 India’s higher education system from a historical perspective 

Higher education, as part of modern schooling, emerged in India under colonial rule. The first college 

(named the Hindu College) was created in Calcutta in 1817, primarily by the efforts of well-to-do 

Bengalis who were keen on spreading European knowledge.48 In 1857, the first universities were 

established in Calcutta, Bombay and Madras. Those were followed by other British-style colleges 

and universities, frequently supported financially by Indian philanthropists. 49  Also, Christian 

missionary congregations made a significant contribution to building India’s higher education 

landscape, by initiating several prestigious colleges.50  In the period from 1870 to 1947, a wide variety 

of universities emerged, often with a particular religious or political orientation, like Aligarh Muslim 

University (established as a university in 1920), Jamia Millia Islamia in Delhi (initiated in 1920) or 

Benares Hindu University (established in 1917).  

 
47 World Bank, “Higher Education,” 2017, https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/tertiaryeducation. 
48 Sunandan Roy Chowdhury, Politics, Policy and Higher Education in India (Singapore: Springer Singapore, 2017), 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-10-5056-5; Benjamin Zacharia, Subhas Ranjan Chakrabarty, and Rajat Kanta Ray, 

“Presidency College, Calcutta: An Unfinished History,” in Knowledge, Power & Politics: Educational Institutions in 

India, ed. Mushirul Hasan (New Delhi: Lotus Collection, 1998). 
49 Aparna Basu, The Growth of Education and Political Development in India, 1898-1920 (Delhi: Oxford Univ. Press, 

1974). 
50  Joseph Bara, “Tending Community and Country. Jesuit Colleges in Colonial India, 1835-1902,” in Missionary 

Education: Historical Approaches and Global Perspectives, ed. Idesbald Goddeeris, Kim Christiaens, and Pieter 

Verstraete (Leuven University Press, In press), 127–51. 
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After independence, in 1947, the higher education system became firmly embedded in the welfarism 

of the Indian state.51 As part of the state-planned society of the 1950s, the government opened several 

‘institutes of national importance’, mostly institutions geared toward education in the medical 

sciences, design and engineering (the Indian Institutes for Technology or IITs). In this period of non-

alignment politics, the Indian government sought connection to educational developments with 

different regimes across the political spectrum. The constitution of the first IITs exemplifies this, as 

for setting up five different institutes the government asked assistance from the Soviet Union, West-

Germany, the United Kingdom and the United States. A shift towards socialism in the late 1960s had 

its effect on India’s educational landscape as well. In 1969, the government initiated the Jawaharlal 

Nehru University (JNU) – today still one of the most prestigious universities – with the goal of giving 

an impulse to ‘socialist sciences’.52 

From the 1960s onward, some sections of India’s higher education system were also increasingly 

influenced by American standards. The Ford and Rockefeller Foundations played a significant role 

in the diffusion of new scientific and educational practices in India during the Cold War. Some of 

India’s most prestigious higher education institutes today, like the Indian Institutes of Management 

(IIMs), were started with the intense support of the Ford Foundation and with assistance from Harvard 

Business School and MIT. Historical research shows how especially in the fields of technology, 

engineering, management studies and social sciences, the orientation was increasingly toward the 

US.53 

The Indian educational landscape was furthermore shaped by initiatives at the state level of 

governance. In the period from 1960-1990, hundreds of public state universities have been added to 

India’s educational landscape, started by state governments as part of regional development 

programmes. 

The Indian educational landscape was heavily impacted by India’s ‘liberal turn’ in 1991. The central 

government gave more room for private initiatives and a large private sector mushroomed, often 

offering specialized diplomas, like MBAs. After 1991, the government’s education policy turned 

 
51 For an analysis of the influence of socialist state plannning on education see: Devesh Kapur and Pratap Bhanu Mehta, 

‘Indian Higher Education Reform: From Half-Baked Socialism to Half-Baked Capitalism’, Center for International 

Development Working Paper, 103 (2004). 
52 Rakesh Batabyal, JNU: The Making of a University (Noida: HarperCollins Publishers India, 2014). 
53 Dhruv Raina, “Engineering Science Education and the Indian Institutes of Technology: Reframing the Context of the 

‘Cold War and Science’ (1950–1970),” Contemporary Education Dialogue 14, no. 1 (January 2017): 49–70, 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0973184916678698; Stuart W. Leslie and Robert Kargon, “Exporting MIT:: Science, 

Technology, and Nation‐Building in India and Iran,” Osiris 21, no. 1 (January 2006): 110–30, 

https://doi.org/10.1086/507138; Arun Kumar, “From Henley to Harvard, at Hyderabad? : (Post and Neo-) Colonialism in 

Management Education in India,” Enterprise & Society, 2019; David C. Engerman, The Price of Aid: The Economic Cold 

War in India (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2018). 
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increasingly ‘laissez-faire’54,  a process that was critically described by Devesh Kapur and Pratap 

Bhanu Mehta as a ‘transformation from half-baked socialism towards half-baked capitalism – with 

the benefits from neither’.55  

This brief genealogy of India’s field of higher education helps to explain the current organization of 

the sector. Its landscape consists of different universities and colleges that vary in their academic 

focus as well as their administrative and financial organisation.56 In 2019, India had A) 51 Central 

Universities, large institutes that are established by an act of parliament. 57 There were also (b) 397 

State Public Universities, institutes that are under state legislation. At the state level there were also 

(c) 334 registered State Private Universities, institutes that depend on private resources. The Indian 

government also grants (eD) the status Deemed to be University to those institutes that have shown 

themselves to comply with sufficient academic standard. This status gives privileges of a formalized 

university to an educational institution. Finally, (e) a relatively small but growing group of institutes 

(around 90) are considered vital for India’s development and granted the status of Institutes of 

National Importance through an act of parliament.58  These include India’s prestigious IITs and 

(starting two years ago) Indian Institutes of Management (IIM’s). 

Unique for South Asia is the system of affiliated colleges. India has over 38,000 colleges. Twenty-

two percent are government colleges (8,490), often affiliated to a central university. These colleges 

award degrees of the university to which they are affiliated. Thirteen percent are privately aided 

colleges (5,148). The private sector is good for sixty-one percent of the colleges (24,541). Even 

though there is no formal demarcation, in practice, colleges focus mainly on graduate trainings and 

the large state universities concentrate on post-graduate trainings (master’s), MPhils, and PhDs. 

It is difficult to make very generalised statements about India’s higher education system, due to its 

size and complexity. Nevertheless, a few characterisations can be made. The organisation of the 

system builds largely on the Anglo-Saxon model, in terms of curricular structures and the system of 

colleges and universities. As this section has shown, this is not simply a colonial legacy, but also the 

result of an increased cultural orientation with the United States. After independence, the US, to a 

 
54 Jandhyala B. G. Tilak, “Higher Education Policy in India in Transition,” Economic and Political Weekly 47, no. 13 

(2012): 6. 
55 Kapur and Mehta, “Indian Higher Education Reform.” 
56 For a more elaborate discussion of India’s higher eduaction system, see: Pawan Agarwal, “Higher Education in India: 

The Need for Change,” 2006. 
57 University Grant Commission, “Annual Report 2018-2019” (New Delhi: University Grant Commission, 2019). 
58 The All India Institutes for Medical Sciences (AIIMS) were the first institutes declared of ‘national importance through 

the ‘All India Institutes for Medical Sciences Act of 1956’. The Indian Institutes of Technology were declared institutions 

of ‘national importance’ with The Institutions of Technology Act, 1961. Other institutes have been granted this status 

through similar acts, most recently the Indian Institutes of Management in 2017. The status provides a special recognition 

and funding from the Government of India.  
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certain extent, took over as a role model for scientific and educational developments. Also, language 

played a critical role in this development. India officially never found consensus over a national 

language of education, and therefore formally adopted a three-language policy that makes room for 

a vernacular, Hindi and English. In practice, English has become the dominant language of instruction 

in higher language institutes. Students are expected to be fluent in English by the time they enrol in  

the higher educational system. This has constituted a further significant cultural orientation in terms 

of Anglo-Saxon education space.  

 

3.2 Higher education exchange with Europe put in the perspective of Indian student 

mobility 

Over the past two decades, India’s education system has experienced the effects of 

internationalisation in higher education. This became most visible in a stark rise in international 

student mobility. Especially in the last few decades, studying abroad became attenable for India’s 

growing middle classes and international student mobility shifted from being an elite towards a mass 

phenomenon (See Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4 below).  

Figure 1. Outbound international student mobility from India 

 

Sources: UNESCO Institute for Statistics. UIS Database accessible at: http://data.uis.unesco.org/. 

Retrieved at 11 October 2020. 

 

Figure 2. Destinations of Indian outbound students per region 
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Sources: UNESCO Institute for Statistics. UIS Database accessible at: http://data.uis.unesco.org/. 

Retrieved at 11 October 2020. 

 

Figure 3. Outbound student mobility from India of a selection of countries by year 

 

Sources: UNESCO Institute for Statistics. UIS Database accessible at: http://data.uis.unesco.org/. 

Retrieved at 11 October 2020. 

 

Figure 4. Inbound international student mobility in India per region 
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Sources: UNESCO Institute for Statistics. UIS Database accessible at: http://data.uis.unesco.org/. 

Retrieved at 11 October 2020.  

 

Data from the UNESCO Institute of Statistics shows that the total number of Indian students overseas 

increased from 66,713 in 2000 to 375,055 in 2018.59 Yearly, hundreds of thousands of Indian students 

find a study abroad destination, often making use of loans to cover the expenses of the costly overseas 

master’s programmes. It is difficult to find consistent information on international student mobility 

over a longer period. Research is fragmented and often based on different methodological choices in 

different datasets. But using a combination of sources enables one to get at least a good insight into 

the most significant changes and continuities in India’s student mobility.  

In 2004, the number of Indian students studying abroad was estimated at 110,000.60 The top five 

destinations for Indian students displayed an overwhelming orientation to Anglo-Saxon countries in 

the student mobility: nearly 75,000 in the US, 14,000 in the UK, 14,000 in Australia, about 5,000 in 

Canada and 5,000 in New Zealand.61 Other European states besides the UK played a marginal role in 

this process in 2004. A study conducted by Ernst and Young in 2014, commissioned by the Federation 

of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FICCI), shows that the total number of Indian 

students going abroad increased but that the distribution pattern did not change substantially in the 

 
59 UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2020, http://data.uis.unesco.org/. 
60 Kapur and Mehta, “Indian Higher Education Reform,” 7. 
61 Kapur and Mehta, 7. 

0

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

35000

40000

45000

50000

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Asia Africa North America Europe Oceania

http://data.uis.unesco.org/


 

 

SADF Research Report N.6 

23 

RESEARCH REPORT 

years that followed. 62 From 2006 to 2010, the number of students rose from 158,215 to 253,753 

respectively and then decreased to 190,055 in 2012. In 2012, the US continued to be by far the most 

popular destination (49% went to the USA, and 15% to the UK and Canada). 

Figures 1 to 4 show the number and distribution of India students going abroad in the period from 

2014 to 2017, as provided by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics. It confirms the picture that the 

number of outbound students is on the rise but that the distribution pattern is quite consistent. North 

America, Oceania and Europe are the main regions attracting Indian students. Figure 3 gives a more 

detailed insight on the distribution over different countries and offers a sobering picture of the role of 

EU member states in India’s internationalisation. Only Germany attracts a significant number of 

Indian students, but this is modest compared to the Anglo-Saxon countries.  

Unfortunately, no such systematic statistics are available over the more recent period, but the latest 

annual report of the Indian Ministry of External Affairs gives some insight into the most recent state 

of affairs. The report states that the US remained the top destination for Indian students. In 2019, 

200,000 Indian students were enrolled at an American university. 63 Canada followed suit with almost  

176,000 Indian students in its higher education system. As already noted in the previous section, UK 

immigration recently reported a stark increase of Indian students in the past four years, from 19,000 

in 2015 to 30,000 in 2019.64  Other European member states showed a growth in Indian students as 

well but continue to lag behind. The Indian Ministry for External Affairs reports that about 10,000 

Indian students were in France in 2019. The number of Indian students that find their way to Germany 

shows a steady growth and rose from 4,070 to 13,740 in 2009-2010 and 2015-2016 respectively.65 In 

the academic year 2018/2019, 20,810 Indian students had enrolled in Germany.66 

The inbound student mobility shows a very different pattern, as figure 4 shows. India is becoming a 

popular destination for education and attracts students with its relatively high quality of education at 

an affordable cost. The West, however, is hardly part of that development. Roughly two thirds of all 

inbound students were from neighbouring countries. Twenty percent of the students came from the 

African continent. North America, Europe and Oceania followed with 3.3%, 1.0%, and 0.9% 

respectively. The most recent annual report of the University Grant Commission shows an increase 

in the number of students from abroad, but little change in the distribution of the students in terms of 

 
62 EY/FICCI, “Higher Education in India: Moving towards Global Relevance and Competitiveness” (EY/FICCI, 2014). 
63 Government of India: Ministry of External Affairs, “Ministry of External Affairs Annual Report 2019-2020,” 2020, 

183, www.mea.gov.in. 
64 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/63-increase-in-indian-students-choosing-to-study-in-the-uk 
65 Prasun Sonwalkar, “Indian Students Triple in Germany,” Hindustan Times, January 11, 2017. 
66 Sources: https://opendoorsdata.org/fact_sheets/india/.  
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nationality.67 In 2019, the total number of foreign students enrolled in India was 47,427. The highest 

share came from Nepal (26.8%), Afghanistan (9.8%), Bangladesh (4.4%), and Sudan (4.0%). 

Students from the US formed 3.2% of foreign students, and European countries were not in the top 

ten at less than 1%. 

These statistics show that the internationalisation of higher education had a strong impact on India, 

but also that the distribution of student mobility is very uneven. India attracts very few students from 

Western countries, and instead serves a role as a provider of education for neighbouring and African 

countries. Although Europe as an Indian student destination is on the rise, it is still marginal compared 

to Anglo-Saxon educational space, which comprises the US, UK, Canada, Australia and New 

Zealand.   

Some studies have looked deeper into the complex of factors that explain the Indian outbound student 

mobility patterns as described above.68 One of the key reasons for Indian students to search for 

educational opportunities abroad is simply that the Indian educational system is unable to accept all 

applicants, especially for master and doctoral studies.69 In a country of over 1.3 billion, there are less 

than 600 universities, and there are not enough seats in the programs to meet the demands. This makes 

the current system also highly competitive, which forms a further reason for students to explore 

opportunities in different educational systems. The quality of education at Indian universities is often 

mentioned as another major factor that explains the educational migration. 70  Only few Indian 

universities are rated to operate at par with international standards. Foreign universities are often 

considered to be more prestigious and degrees from foreign universities are generally valued higher 

in India’s labour market. 

The rise in outbound student mobility furthermore needs to be understood in the context of a widening 

of opportunities. An academic education abroad used to be the privilege of the most well-to-do 

 
67 University Grant Commission, “Annual Report 2018-2019,” 155. 
68 Sanjana Tewari, “Indian Human Capital in Europe: A Sociological Analysis of Employment and Life Strategies. Case 

Study: Rome and Saint Petersburg,” Working Papers: Centre For German and European Studies, no. 2 (February 2019): 

64; Aigul Abdumutalipovna Abzhapparova, “Features of the Educational Migration of Indian Students,” Rhetoric and 

Communications, no. 45 (2020): 35–48; EY/FICCI, “Higher Education in India: Moving towards Global Relevance and 

Competitiveness”; Shivali Tukdeo, “The Not-so-Hidden Power of Mobility and Education: Indian Diaspora, Knowledge 

Industries and the Development Imperatives,” Diaspora Studies 7, no. 1 (January 2, 2014): 56–69, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/09739572.2013.871892. 
69 Abzhapparova, “Features of the Educational Migration of Indian Students.” 
70 The National Knowledge Commission published a Note on Higher Education in which they diagnosed ‘a quiet crisis 

in higher education in India that runs deep’. Sanjay Seth characterised this ongoing crisis by ‘an unchanging, ossified 

curriculum, an overemphasis on exams and memory learning, grossly inadequate and often crumbling infrastructure, 

inflexible and sclerotic disciplinary divides, and declining research capacity.’ Sanjay Seth, “Higher Education in the 

Indian Social Imaginary,” The American Historical Review 120, no. 4 (October 2015): 1355, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ahr/120.4.1354. For a critical discussion of the level of India’s higher education system see also 

Kapur and Mehta, “Indian Higher Education Reform.” 
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Indians or those who were supported by governmental schemes for funding. In the past decades, 

however, studying abroad has become more feasible for India’s rising middle class. Banks have 

played a large role in this development and have been willing to support the children of middle class 

families pursuing a foreign degree against relatively low loans.71 

Opportunities for immigration form a final but important factor for young Indian students to go 

abroad.72 In their choice for a destination, Indian students take into account the possibilities to apply 

for a job after graduation. Especially those who took hefty education loans to finance their studies 

abroad are not helped by a decent job in their mother country, as they need a dollar salary to 

comfortably service their loan.73 Some countries, like the US and Canada, offer relatively attractive 

employment prospects after graduation and have a flexible immigration policy that allows highly-

educated Indians to search for a job after obtaining their degree. Also the UK, as already mentioned, 

has recently reopened its ‘graduate route’ for international students to make the country more 

attractive for international students like from India.74 

The job prospects in the EU after graduation are in general more limited, due to more stringent visa 

policies. The EU has tried to tackle this issue with the implementation of the Blue Card system, 

adopted in 2009, which allows member states to provide high skilled workers of third countries with 

working visa.75 The implementation of the Blue Card system, however, has for a variety of reasons 

been a slow and difficult process. Only Germany has embraced the Blue Card system on a larger 

scale and has used it for attracting high-skilled Indians to its labour market.76 From all 36.472 Blue 

Card visas issued to Indian nationals in the EU in the period 2012-2019, 32.966 were issued by 

 
71 Kapur and Mehta, “Indian Higher Education Reform.” 
72 Abzhapparova, “Features of the Educational Migration of Indian Students,” 39; Rahul Choudaha and Megha Roy, 

“Mobility Patterns and Pathways of Indian Engineers to the U.S.,” World Education News and Reviews, November 3, 

2015, https://wenr.wes.org/2015/11/mobility-patterns-pathways-indian-engineers-u-s; Gu, “India: Mapping Student 

Mobility From the World’s Number 2 Sender.” 
73 See for a good description of the dilemmas for Indian students in: Malini Goyal, “Indian Students with Foreign Degrees 

Returning Home: Lessons India Can Learn from China,” The Economic Times, March 23, 2014, 

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/nri/returning-to-india/indian-students-with-foreign-degrees-returning-home-

lessons-india-can-learn-from-china/articleshow/32505745.cms. 
74 British High Commission New Delhi, “UK Announces 2-Year Post-Study Work Visa for International Students.” 
75 The EU Blue Card system was adopted in 2009 as a directive regulating the admission, residence and rights of highly 

qualified third country nationals for employment. 25 EU countries participated in the directive, and Ireland, Denmark and 

the UK opted out. 
76 Over the period from 2012-2019, Germany issued 134.916 Blue Card visas of which 32.966 to Indian citizens (24.4% 

of total). Other member states have not used the system with the same intensity. France comes second and issued 7.107 

Blue Card visas of which 759 to Indian nationals (10% of total). Poland issued 5.257 Blue Card visas of which 686 to 

Indian nationals. Data provided by Eurostat. “EU Blue Cards by Type of Decision, Occupation and Citizenship,” Eurostat, 

October 29, 2020,  

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_resbc1.  
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Germany. It is also the only member state that has explicitly linked the prospect of a Blue Card in 

promoting its higher educational system among Indian students.77 

The opportunities after graduation to remain and seek employment ultimately depend on national 

regulations in the different member states. Some member states have created national policies that 

allow non-EU citizens to remain in the country to find a job after graduation to attract high skilled 

workers. Again, Germany has taken a leading role in this development. Since 2012, Germany allows 

international students to remain in the country for one year and a half after graduation, to look for a  

job that corresponds to their qualification. 78  During that time they can take up any kind of 

employment to support themselves. France has recently widened the visa policy for Indian students 

and provides the option of a 2-year employment visa in France after the completion of a post-graduate 

studies.79 

In the US, Canada and the UK, the opportunities to seek employment after graduation has led to the 

emergence of substantial diaspora groups of high-skilled Indian workers. Several studies have delved  

into the role of these diasporas in constituting knowledge transfers, epistemic communities, 

transnational business activities and in enhancing development in the home country.80 The role of 

India’s diaspora in the US in the emergence of India’s globalised IT sector is often presented as a 

case in point.81 

Some studies have looked into similar developments between India and continental Europe and 

observed some effects in Germany in the last fifteen years, but on a modest scale.82 The increased 

presence of Indian students and faculty in Germany has had a positive effect on constituting 

 
77 Ishani Duttagputa, “Germany’s Blue Card Scheme Giving Green Signal to Indians Students,” The Economic Times, 

n.d. 
78 CEPS Task Force on the Quantity and Quality of Human Capital in Higher Education, How to Keep a Competitive 

Edge in the Talent Game, 56. 
79 “India-France Mutual Recognition of Academic Qualifications.” 
80 Devesh Kapur, “Diasporas and Technology Transfer,” Journal of Human Development 2, no. 2 (July 2001): 265–86, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14649880120067284; Arthur G. Rubinoff, “The Diaspora as a Factor in U.S.-India Relations,” 

Asian Affairs: An American Review 32, no. 3 (October 2005): 169–87, https://doi.org/10.3200/AAFS.32.3.169-188; 

Hongxia Shan, “Knowledge ‘Transfer’ as Sociocultural and Sociomaterial Practice: Immigrants Expanding Engineering 

Practices in Canada,” European Journal for Research on the Education and Learning of Adults 11, no. 3 (August 20, 

2020): 1–15, https://doi.org/10.3384/rela.2000-7426.ojs1476; Devesh Kapur, “Ideas and Economic Reforms in India: The 

Role of International Migration and the Indian Diaspora,” India Review 3, no. 4 (October 2004): 364–84, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14736480490895723. 
81 Devesh Kapur, “The Causes and Consequences of India’s IT Boom,” India Review 1, no. 2 (April 2002): 91–110, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14736480208404628. 
82 Verena Schulze Palstring, “Das Potenzial Der Migration Aus Indien Entwicklungen Im Herkunftsland, Internationale 

Migrationsbewegungen Und Migration Nach Deutschland” (Berlin: Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge, 2015); 

Gabriela Tejada et al., eds., Indian Skilled Migration and Development: To Europe and Back, Dynamics of Asian 

Development (New Delhi: Springer India, 2014), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-1810-4; Carsten Butsch, “The 

‘Indian Diaspora’ in Germany – Emerging Networks and New Homes,” Diaspora Studies 11, no. 1 (January 2, 2018): 

79–100, https://doi.org/10.1080/09739572.2017.1398373. 
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institutional collaborations between academic institutions and business alliances83. Allowing for an 

increased access to employment opportunities for Indian graduates is therefore a critical factor in 

nurturing deeper epistemic links between Europe and India and could give further substance to the 

relationship with this emerging global power.  

 

4. New opportunities for higher education cooperation in India’s new National Education 

Policy of 2020? 

At the end of July 2020, the Indian government announced a large restructuring of India’s educational 

system by adopting the new National Education Policy (NEP). This constituted the first rigorous 

make-over since the second Education Policy of 1986 (except for some modifications in 1992 and 

the adoption of the Right of Education Act in 2005). The restructuring concerns all levels: primary, 

secondary and higher education and aims to ‘lay [the] foundation of the new India of the 21st century’  

and ‘make India future ready’, Prime Minister Narendra Modi declared.84 It is aimed at supporting 

India in becoming a globally competitive and vibrant knowledge society on par with the West and 

China. The policy sets the ambition for India to have ‘an education system by 2040 that is second to 

none.’85  

A considerable focus of the policy is on revitalizing India’s cultural identity and epistemological 

characteristics. Here the dominance of the Hindu-nationalist or Hindutva politics makes itself felt. 

The aspiration is to ‘restore India’s role as a Vishwa Guru’ – teacher of the world.  At the same time 

the policy builds firmly upon the logic of human capital theory with a neoliberal undercurrent. The 

policy identifies several problems and challenges for the educational system and  ‘envisions a 

complete overhaul and re-energising of the higher education system…’86 Although it remains to be 

seen how the ambitious policy proposals of the 480-page document will be implemented, it is likely 

that the policy forms a milestone in the further development of India’s education sector. In particular, 

the emphasis on a further internationalisation of India’s education system opens up new possibilities 

 
83 Rupa Chanda and Deeparghya Mukherjee, “Investment and Skilled Mobility Linkages Between India and the EU,” in 

Indian Skilled Migration and Development: To Europe and Back, ed. Gabriela Tejada et al., Dynamics of Asian 

Development (New Delhi: Springer India, 2014), 47–70, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-1810-4; Jean-Claude Bolay 

and Gabriela Tejada, “Globalisation Challenges and Knowledge Transfer from the Indian Scientific Diaspora,” in Indian 

Skilled Migration and Development: To Europe and Back, ed. Gabriela Tejada et al., Dynamics of Asian Development 

(New Delhi: Springer India, 2014), 185–212, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-81-322-1810-4. 
84 “New Education Policy Lays Foundation Of New India Of 21st Century: PM Modi,” Outlook India, August 7, 2020, 

https://www.outlookindia.com/website/story/india-news-new-education-policy-lays-foundation-of-new-india-of-21st-

century-pm-modi/358153. 
85 Government of India: Ministry of Human Resource Development, “National Education Policy 2020 Final (Summary),” 

July 2020. 
86 Government of India: Ministry of Human Resource Development, 34. 
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and opportunities for the EU to foster HEC, though it also poses further challenges for the EU and its 

member states. 

 

4.1 Making India more transparent for international collaborations in higher education 

One of the main aims of the NEP is to address the overly complex bureaucratic organisation and 

fragmentation of the Indian educational system. To counter the fragmentation of the system, the NEP 

proposes to transform institutes into multidisciplinary ‘higher education institutions’ (HEI’s), 

comprising universities and colleges, public as well as private, with each populated by more than 

3,000 students. Universities will provide graduate and undergraduate training, with some more 

research intensive and others more teaching oriented. The colleges will largely focus upon the 

undergraduate level, and either function in a cluster with a university or as a stand-alone institute. 

This new framework should make the field more transparent for governance as well as for students. 

The NEP has also announced a merging of the various regulatory institutes into one regulator. The 

to-be-formed Higher Education Council of India (HECI) will replace the University Grant 

Commission, the All India Council for Technical Education and the National Council for Teacher 

Education. The HECI will consist of four vertical pillars that will fulfil different roles. The first 

concerns the National Higher Education Regulatory Council, which functions as a single point 

regulator for all sectors, the medical and legal education excluded. The second will be a meta-

accrediting body called the National Accreditation Council. This new method of organizing is aimed 

at adding transparency and better governance in the education system. The centralizing tendency in 

the policy might suggest a continuation of the severe bureaucratization of the field, but the policy 

explicitly aims at a ‘light but tight’ regulation that provides higher education institutes with more 

autonomy, for example to set up international programmes and exchanges. 

 

4.2 Further aligning India’s higher education to Anglo-Saxon academic standards 

One of the most salient elements of the announced reform is the proposal to transform India’s higher 

education institutes into more holistic learning environments. By 2040, all Indian higher education 

institutes at the undergraduate level have to become ‘multidisciplinary’ learning centres.87 With this 

focus in mind, the Indian government hopes to shake off persistent tags or stereotypes such as the 

‘technological or IT-Indian’.88 The underlying idea is that the knowledgeable worker of the 21st 

 
87 ‘Multi-disciplinary’ is the absolute buzz-word in the NEP, as it is used over 70 times in the policy.  
88 For an insightful analysis of the historical roots of the stereotype of the technology savvy Indian’ read: Ross Knox 

Bassett, The Technological Indian (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2016). 
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century needs to develop cognitive skills on the basis of wider fields of knowledge. The policy adopts 

a framework of majors and minors to offer students a better variety of disciplines, like science, 

mathematics, statistics, Indology, sociology, languages, literature, music, philosophy, sports, art and 

dance.  

The announcement of the remodelling of higher education institutes has come with a strong discourse 

geared toward revitalizing India’s educational culture and identity by stressing a return to its cultural 

and epistemological roots. In the policy and the public debate it is emphasised that India’s new holistic 

learnings will be modelled upon India’s ancient universities, in Nalanda and Takshashila. 

Paradoxically, this de-Westernisation rhetoric does not prevent the policy from explicitly seeking 

further connection with the internationalisation of higher educational. The proposals for the 

multidisciplinary undergraduate training draw heavily from the concept of liberal arts education as is 

practiced today at the Ivy League colleges in the US and reaffirms a strong orientation at the Anglo-

Saxon education system. 

 

4.3 Searching for a better balance in incoming and outgoing student exchanges 

As described in section 3, India is more of an exporter of students than a destination for higher 

education, although it already attracts significant numbers of students from neighbouring countries. 

The new NEP sets the objective of making Indian higher education more accessible and more 

attractive to foreign students, teachers and researchers. India ‘will be promoted as a global destination 

providing premium education at affordable costs’, the policy states. This seems to be addressed in the 

first place by India’s historical ambition to take the role as the leader of the Global South. But the 

government seems determined to attract more Western students as well, as it announces steps to 

provide foreign students with a softer landing in India. Some studies observed that India’s challenging 

living conditions are one of the key obstacles for Western students that prevent them from a study 

experience in India.89  The NEP urges education institutes to set up a better supportive infrastructure 

and develop an ‘International Student Office’ that coordinates all matters concerned with welcoming 

and supporting foreign students.  

 

4.4 Opening up for foreign universities 

The NEP furthermore announced that the Indian government will open up the country to leading 

global universities to set up off-shore campuses. This proposal was already on the political agenda in 

 
89 EY/FICCI, “Higher Education in India: Moving towards Global Relevance and Competitiveness.” 
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2012/2013, when the concept Foreign Education Providers Bill was presented. The bill however 

could not count on a majority of the parliament, as it feared it would create unfair competition for 

Indian educational institutes and raise the costs of tertiary education. The draft education policy of 

2019 put the issue on the agenda again, while setting a limit for the top 200 universities. The final 

NEP gave a green light to this plan and announced a legislative framework facilitating the entry of 

foreign universities to offer education under their own brand name, as well as provide universities 

special dispensation regarding regulatory, governance, and content norms. 

With this decision, the Indian government seeks connections with a wider phenomenon that emerged 

over the past decades. Since the 2000s, several Western universities have set up offshore campuses 

on the explicit invitation by third countries. China, where the demand for higher education exceeds 

the supply, has been a particular centrepiece of this development. Top universities like Duke 

University and New York University opened campuses in China. 90  Offshore campuses also 

mushroomed in the Middle East, research shows.91   

The reasons for the Indian government to allow this form of Foreign Direct Investment in the 

education sector are multiple. It is hoped that the presence of leading Western universities gives a 

qualitative impulse to domestic education institutes by fostering competition. This could over the 

long term make the Indian higher educational landscape more attractive and stop the consistent flow 

of students that leave the country for schools in the US. Kapur and Mehta observed that Indians are 

spending ‘a staggering amount of money on higher education abroad’, while India’s own education 

institutions are ‘starved of resources.’92 The economic impact of Indian students that participated in 

the US’ education system in 2018 was estimated to be over 8 billion dollars.93 It is not only valuable 

resources that flow into foreign education systems. Allowing prestigious universities to set up 

campuses on Indian soil could stop the continuous brain-drain from bright students that end up 

working in the West after having completed their Masters degrees or PhDs.  

On the one hand, this new initiative opens up new opportunities for Europe to foster links with India’s 

educational sector, as the new policy facilitates wider arrangements for cooperation among 

educational institutes. The policy change also has a symbolic effect as it signals to Indian educational 

 
90 Currently the following Sino-foreign cooperation universities are active: Tsinghua-UC Berkeley Shenzhen Institute 

(Shenzhen), the Chinese University of Hong Kong (Shenzhen), Duke Kunshan University, NYU Shanghai, The 

University of Nottingham Ningbo China, Wenzhou-Kean University, Shanghai Jiao Tong University-University of 

Michigan cooperative program, and Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University. For more information read: Lin Jinhui, “Basic 

Relationships Among Scale, Quality, and Benefits in Sino-Foreign Cooperative Education,” Chinese Education & Society 

49, no. 4–5 (September 2, 2016): 254–70, https://doi.org/10.1080/10611932.2016.1237847. 
91 Cynthia Miller‐Idriss and Elizabeth Hanauer, “Transnational Higher Education: Offshore Campuses in the Middle 

East,” Comparative Education 47, no. 2 (May 2011): 181–207, https://doi.org/10.1080/03050068.2011.553935. 
92 Kapur and Mehta, “Indian Higher Education Reform,” 7. 
93 Open Doors, “Open Doors Fact Sheet 2019: India,” 2020, https://opendoorsdata.org/fact_sheets/india/. 
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institutes that foreign cooperation is highly valued and must be aspired to. Hence, the policy 

constitutes new momentum for European institutions to explore opportunities to set up new 

programmes, either as stand-alone institutes or in collaboration with Indian partners. On the other 

hand, it can be doubted whether Europe can profit from these new opportunities. Research into the 

phenomenon of offshore campuses shows that this involves mostly universities from the US and the 

UK. It is likely that the financing structures play a considerable role in this pattern. Whereas the 

university system in continental Europe is largely built on public funding, the Anglo-Saxon 

universities rely more on private resources, which creates a more entrepreneurial attitude towards 

education. There are a few examples of continental universities that started offshore education 

involving financial support from the host government, as for example in the case of Paris-Sorbonne 

University--Abu Dhabi.94 As the Indian government has not shown any intention to make public 

resources available, it is unlikely that European universities will be eager to set up a costly off-shore 

campus in India, funded by public resources. India’s opening up for foreign universities will more 

likely result in a further entanglement with the Anglo-Saxon education system. An opinion piece in 

the US newspaper Bloomberg already speculated about how the next 30 years in India would look if 

it were to allow the creation of a ‘Princeton Mumbai’, a ‘Harvard Hyderabad’ or an ‘Oxford 

Calcutta.’95 Although such a picture seems very unrealistic at the moment, it illustrates how the idea 

of a further enmeshment of India’s higher educational system with the Anglo-Saxon landscape 

resonates in public discourse.  

 

5. Concluding remarks and recommendations 

The EU’s current India strategy underlined India as a ‘natural partner’ in geopolitical terms that is 

committed to the same values of democracy, human rights and fundamental freedoms. India is 

recognised as a global power in which Europe sees a partner for upholding a rule-based global order 

centred on multilateralism. In this context, higher education is seen as an important dimension in 

which the relationship between Europe and India can be strengthened. With a fast-growing 

educational system, India is developing into an educational giant with an enormous potential for the 

EU to expand academic and educational ties. Moreover, by adopting the new NEP, the Indian 

government has reconfirmed its commitment to a further internationalisation of the education system. 

 
94 Stephen Wilkins, “Establishing International Branch Campuses: A Framework for Assessing Opportunities and Risks,” 

Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management 38, no. 2 (March 3, 2016): 172, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2016.1150547. 
95  Tyler Cowen, “The Future of U.S. Higher Education Could Be in India,” Bloomberg News, August 13, 2020, 

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-08-12/india-s-genius-plan-to-be-the-future-of-u-s-higher-education. 
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This has opened up new opportunities for the EU and its member states to constitute further links 

with India in the forthcoming years, either in terms of institutional cooperation or the mobility of 

students, academic staff or researchers. 

An analysis of the EU’s objectives and aims behind the strategy to foster HEC with India also gives 

reason for some criticisms. The need for more HEC with India is increasingly seen through the lens 

of a knowledge-based economy. The EU is enmeshed with what is described as ‘the talent game’ – a 

global competition over human resources that underpins a country’s economic and political status in 

the rapidly globalized world.96 India will play a pivotal role in this international competition due to  

its demographic composition and its relatively high quality educational system. Other geopolitical 

considerations for the need to strengthen cooperation, however, play a minor role. Several theoretical 

perspectives have pointed to the geopolitical role of higher education, either as an instrument for soft 

power or in building trans-national epistemological communities. For a truly strategic account of the 

potential of HEC with India, these perspectives deserve further consideration. In this regard, it is 

worth dwelling for a moment on the phrase that India is for the EU a ‘natural partner’. What should 

not be overlooked in this picture of a natural partner, is that the converging political values and 

orientations are to a great extent a product of a historically deep entanglement between the Indian and 

Western education systems. A strategic use of HEC would look beyond the economic gains and 

contributions to Europe’s knowledge economy and understand it also from an epistemic perspective.  

This paper has described how the EU has made considerable progress in fostering HEC with India in 

the past two decades. For this process, it could build on a set of frameworks and policy instruments 

that are developed to enhance the EU’s relations with third countries. Concomitantly, several 

European member states involved themselves in new initiatives to build deeper ties in higher 

education, with the UK and Germany as frontrunners. Seen from the European perspective, this has 

led to a steady increase in cooperation in the level of academic institutions as well as an increase in 

student and researcher mobility from India to Europe. From the Indian vantage point, however, it can 

be concluded that the role of Europe in the internationalisation of higher education is still rather 

modest. For a variety of reasons, the Indian educational sector has developed a strong orientation in 

the direction of especially Anglo-Saxon educational space. The challenge for the EU is to find new 

ways to foster HEC with India in the forthcoming years.  

One may question whether the existing instruments and frameworks, the ERC, Horizon 2020 and the 

Erasmus plus programme, are sufficiently equipped to match the EU’s ambitions. The logical 
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conclusion is that an extension of the resources and instruments would be welcome in this respect. 

But the report also showed that it is not simply a matter of providing more financial support, i.e. 

providing grants, fees and scholarships. Interestingly, the high costs for post-graduate education in 

the US – among the most expensive in the world – is on the macro level not an obstacle for Indian 

students to go abroad. It is not financial concerns but the reputation and international rankings that 

form an important pull factor, as well as job opportunities. Allowing for increased access to 

employment opportunities for Indian graduates from European universities – the development of a 

EU ‘graduate route’ – could further improve the attractiveness of the EU’s higher educational space. 

Information and reliable networks are key to fostering HEC between India and Europe, and the EU 

could play a considerable role in this. The recent activities of the European Commission to promote 

Europe’s education system at the student level is a good start and welcome initiative. But the EU 

could do much more and invest in institutionalising networks that can help fostering HEC with India. 

The EU could follow the example of Canada, Australia and the UK, which have set up autonomous 

institutes dedicated to the task of bringing together key and high-level stakeholders in the field and 

collecting and diffusing critical information.  Creating such an institution at the level of the EU could 

catalyse HEC between India and Europe by providing critical information to European institutes and 

students and support them in reaching out and establishing new overseas connections. Without new 

initiatives and activities, the EU will likely continue to play a very modest role in the further 

internationalisation of India’s higher education system and will miss an excellent opportunity to give 

further substance to an already fragile partnership with an emerging global power. 
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