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The body of research examining the connection between learning abroad and increased
employability continues to grow. Looking back to the Trooboff, Vande Berg, & Rayman’s 2007
article in Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, their recommendations for
exploring and strengthening this connection still continue to guide the field: 1.) design programs
so that students may develop specific skills, 2.) continue research on this topic, and 3.) help
students learn to speak about their experience in ways that employers can appreciate.
As dialogues about the priority employability should have in higher education have become more
frequent among employers, students and educators, examining the learning outcomes
associated with education abroad participation has grown more important. The National
Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE, 2017, 2019) includes Global/Intercultural Fluency in
its Key Career Readiness Competencies and a number of employer surveys (see below) rank this
skill set with high importance. The skills that define intercultural competence align closely with
transferable skills valued by employers; helping students articulate this connection when
speaking about these newly-acquired skills solidifies the employability value of education abroad.
This list shares current research across relevant categories to offer perspective about the
employability agenda, the perspectives from employers, student outcomes as well as resources
for advising and reflection/training sessions with students.
1.

HIGHER EDUCATION AND THE EMPLOYABILITY AGENDA
Student employability has become a pressing priority since the disruptive economic
conditions of 2008 and given the global economic impacts of the Covid pandemic. The
concept of employability is driving higher education policy worldwide as governments see
their economies inextricably linked to a trained workforce. A universal concern has emerged
about the effective transition of students to the workplace.

▪

Berquist, B. & Potts, D. (2014). Researching outcomes of international learning mobility:
Taking the next steps. Research Digest 1. International Education Association of
Australia. https://www.ieaa.org.au/documents/item/256

▪

Dacre Pool, L., & Sewell, P. (2007). The key to employability: Developing a practical model
of graduate employability. Education + Training, 49, 277–289.
https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910710754435

▪

D’Angelo, A., & Pang, M. (2019). The intersection of education abroad and career
readiness, and the role of international educators. In Brewer, E., and Ogden, A. (Eds.),
Education Abroad and the Undergraduate Experience. (pp. 199-212). Stylus & NAFSA:
Association of International Educators.
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▪

Jones, E. (2013). Internationalization and employability: the role of intercultural
experiences in the development of transferable skills. Public Money and Management,
33(2), 95–104. https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09540962.2013.763416

▪

Matherly, C. & Tillman, M. (2018). Linking learning abroad and employability. In Coelen, R.
& Gribble, C. (Eds.), Internationalization and Employability in Higher Education.
Routledge.

▪

Matherly, C., & Tillman, M. (2015). Higher education and the employability agenda. In
Huisman, M., de Boer, J., Dill, H., & Souto-Otero, D. (Eds.), The Palgrave International
Handbook of Higher Education Policy and Governance (pp. 281-299). Palgrave McMillan.

▪

NAFSA: Association of International Educators. (2020). Developing a globally competitive
workforce through study abroad. https://www.nafsa.org/policy-and-advocacy/policyresources/developing-globally-competitive-workforce-through-study-abroad

▪

Nolting, W., Donohue, D., Matherly, C. & Tillman, M. (2013). Career impact and global
workforce development in Internships, Service Learning, Volunteering Abroad:
Successful Models and Best Practices. (pp. 63-69). NAFSA: Association of International
Educators.

EMPLOYER PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATION ABROAD
A review of research on employer perspectives on the value of education abroad – in
particular, study abroad and internships – reveals growing evidence in the past decade that
hiring managers value specific skills and competencies which students develop from
purposefully designed education abroad programs.

▪

British Council. (2013). Culture at work: The value of intercultural skills in the workplace.
https://www.britishcouncil.org/research-policy-insight/policy-reports/culture-workintercultural-skills-workplace

▪

Hart Research Associates. (2015). Falling short? College learning and career success.

Selected findings from online surveys of employers and college students conducted on
behalf of the Association of American Colleges & Universities.
https://www.aacu.org/leap/public-opinion-research/2015-survey-falling-short

▪

Institute of International Education & American Institute for Foreign Study Foundation.
(2018). Study abroad matters: Linking higher education to the contemporary workforce
through international experience. https://p.widencdn.net/zfaw8t/Study-Abroad-MattersWhite-Paper

▪

Kaplan (2016). Going global - Are graduates prepared for a global workforce?
https://kaplan.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/09/Going-Global-Are-graduates-preparedfor-a-global-workforce-EIU-Kaplan-WhitePaper-2016.pdf

▪

Molony, J., Sowter, B., & Potts, D. (2011). QS global employer survey report: How
employers value an international study experience. QS Intelligence Unit.
https://content.qs.com/qs/qs-global-employer-survey-2011.pdf

▪

National Association of Colleges and Employers. (2017). Career readiness defined.
http://www.naceweb.org/career-readiness/competencies/career-readiness-defined

▪

National Association of Colleges and Employers. (2019, March 29). The four career
competencies employers value most. NACE Center. https://www.naceweb.org/careerreadiness/competencies/the-four-career-competencies-employers-value-most
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▪

Tillman, M. (2012). Employer perspectives on international education, in Deardorff, D.K.,
de Wit, H., Heyl, J., & Adams, T. (Eds.), SAGE Handbook of International Higher Education
(pp. 191–206). Sage Publications. http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781452218397.n11

▪

Trooboff, S., Vande Berg, M., & Rayman, J. (2007). Employer attitudes toward study
abroad. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 15, 17–33.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ878375.pdf

IMPACT OF EDUCATION ABROAD ON STUDENT CAREER OUTCOMES
There has been a steady evolution of research findings supporting the proposition that
international experience contributes to both student career development and postgraduation employability. However, the direct relationship between employability and
education abroad is mixed and sometimes overstated. Research about the impact of
international internships on employability is less robust and presents an important area for
future inquiry; specially to determine whether the learning outcomes from virtual education
abroad programs provide students with comparable value to their post-graduation
employability.

▪

Crossman, J., & Clarke, M. (2010). International experience and graduate employability.
Higher Education, 59(5), 599-613. https://www.jstor.org/stable/40602422

▪

DiPietro, G. (2019). University study abroad and graduates’ employability. IZA World of
Labor. 1-12. https://doi.org/10.15185/izawol.109.v2

▪

ERASMUS+ (2019, May 20). A turning point in the lives of 5 million students. European
Commission. https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/news/erasmus-impactstudies_en

▪

Farugia, C. & Sanger, J. (2017). Gaining an employment edge: The impact of study abroad
on 21st century skills & career prospects in the United States. Institute for International
Education. https://www.iie.org/Research-and-Insights/Publications/Gaining-anemployment-edge---The-Impact-of-Study-Abroad

▪

Hubbard, A. C., Rexeisen, R. J., & Watson, P. (2018). AIFS study abroad alumni outcomes: A

longitudinal study of personal, intercultural and career development based on a survey
of our alumni from 1990-2017 Volume 2. AIFS Study Abroad.
https://www.aifsabroad.com/advisors/outcomes-2018.asp

▪

IES (2016). Career outcomes of study abroad students: 2012 -2015.
https://www.iesabroad.org/system/files/resources/career_outcomes_of_study_abroad_st
udents.pdf

▪

Matherly, C., Tillman, M. & Wiers-Jenssen, J. (2020) Employability: How education abroad
impacts the transition to graduate employment. In Ogden, A., Streitwieser, B., & Van Mol,
C. (Eds.), Education abroad: Bridging scholarly and practice (pp. 110-119). Stylus.

▪

Orahood, T., Kruze, L., & Pearson, D. (2004). The impact of study abroad on business
students’ career goals. Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad, 10, 117130. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ891452.pdf

▪

Potts, D. (2020), Career outcomes of learning abroad: National report. International
Education Association of Australia (IEAA). https://www.ieaa.org.au/documents/item/1787

▪

Potts, D. (2018). Learning abroad and employability: Researching the connections.
Research Digest 13. International Education Association of Australia.
https://www.ieaa.org.au/documents/item/1267
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▪

Potts, D. (2015). Understanding the early career benefits of learning abroad programs.
Journal of Studies in International Education, 19(5), 441-459.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315315579241

▪

Waibel, S., Rueger, H., Ette, A., & Sauer, L. (2017). Career consequences of transnational
educational mobility: A systematic literature review. Educational Research Review, 20,
81-98. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2016.12.001

RESOURCES ON STUDENT ADVISING
To maximize the benefits of their international experience, students must effectively
communicate what they learned to prospective employers. Employers do not presume that
a prospective new hire has acquired skills and competencies merely because they have been
abroad in an applied learning program. Purposefully designed integrated advising strategies
- before, during and after students return to campus- will support successful translation of
the value of education abroad.

▪

Anderson, C., Christian, J., Hindbjorgen, K., Jambor-Smith, C., Johnson, M. & Woolf, M.
(2014). Career integration: Reviewing the impact of experience abroad on employment
No. 1. CAPA and University of Minnesota Learning Abroad Center.
https://umabroad.umn.edu/sites/default/files/2015_CareerIntegration_No1_0.pdf

▪

Anderson, C., Christian, J., Hindbjorgen, K., Jambor-Smith, C., Johnson, M. & Woolf, M.
(2017). Career integration: Reviewing the impact of experience abroad on employment
No. 2. CAPA and University of Minnesota Learning Abroad Center.
https://umabroad.umn.edu/sites/default/files/2017_CareerIntegration__No2_0.pdf

▪

Anderson, C., Christian, J., Hindbjorgen, K., Jambor-Smith, C., Johnson, M. & Woolf, M.
(2020). Career integration: Reviewing the impact of experience abroad on employment
No. 3. CAPA and University of Minnesota Learning Abroad Center.
https://umabroad.umn.edu/sites/default/files/2020-CAPA-Career-Integration-3.pdf

▪

Center for International Mobility: CIMO (2014). Hidden Competences.
https://na.eventscloud.com/file_uploads/239876b8fbc245d9bc93d61f81363f3a_Faktaa_1_
2014_Hidden_Competences.pdf

▪

Chapman, V., Stevens, C., & Tillman, M. (2013). Helping students translate study abroad
for the job search. NAFSA: Association of International Educators.
https://www.nafsa.org/professional-resources/learning-and-training/helping-studentstranslate-study-abroad-job-search

▪

EAIE. (2017). Internationalisation and employability: New models for the
professionalisation of career services [Executive summary]. https://www.eaie.org/ourresources/library/publication/Conference/internationalisation-employability.html

▪

Gardner, P., Gross, L., & Steglitz, I. (2008). Unpacking your study abroad experience:
Critical reflection for workplace competencies (CERI Research Brief 1-2008). Collegiate
Employment Research Institute (NJ1). https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED509854

▪

Hindbjorgen, K. & Hall, B. (2018). Incorporating education abroad into your career plan.
NAFSA: Association of International Educators. https://shop.nafsa.org/detail.aspx?id=340

▪

Tillman, M. (2014). Resources for career integration & study abroad. Gilman Scholarship
Web Symposium Series. https://www.slideshare.net/MartinTillman/final-pp-2014gilman-web-symposium-1
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▪

Tillman, M. (2011). Student guide to study abroad & career development. American
Institute for Foreign Study: AIFS.
https://www.aifsabroad.com/advisors/pdf/Tillman_AIFS_Student_Guide_Career.pdf

▪

West, C. (2017, January). Leveraging global experiences in the job market. International
Educator.
https://www.nafsa.org/sites/default/files/ektron/files/underscore/ie_janfeb17_job_market.
pdf
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