
Where do international students go after graduation? 
Most of them leave Nijmegen, as apparent from 

new figures. Vox wonders why – and spoke to three 
international graduates who decided to stay. 
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“I’m originally from Brasilia 

in Brazil. Thanks to Science 

without Borders, I was given 

the opportunity to spend 

one year of my Bachelor’s 

programme abroad. As I’m 

interested in water man-

agement, the Netherlands 

was a logical choice. I 

started out in Breda. After 

returning to Brazil, I felt as 

if I hadn’t yet completed 

my mission – there were 

still so many opportunities 

for me in the Netherlands. 

I came back and enrolled 

in the Master’s programme 

in Water and Environment 

in Nijmegen. 

I thought I would return to 

Brazil after completing my 

Master’s programme, but 

during a Summer School  

in Spain, I found myself 

browsing through vacan-

cies in the Netherlands. 

I applied for a job, was 

hired after a few Skype 

interviews, and came back 

to Nijmegen. I had already 

given up my room, so I  

had to stay with friends  

for a while. 

Last year I was hired by a 

livestock research institute. 

I study the relationship 

between cattle popula-

tions, water and the 

 environment. For my work 

I recently went to Ethiopia 

and Kenya, to study how 

the growing dairy industry 

there impacts natural raw 

material reserves. 

By now, I’ve really come 

to love the Netherlands, 

and I can’t imagine a life 

not surrounded by bicycles 

anymore. I’m sorry that 

I never learned to speak 

fluent Dutch, though; it’s 

something I miss, for 

example when I visit local 

farmers in the course of 

my work. And in Brazil, 

when I spontaneously 

invite friends for a drink, 

they do their best to come. 

Here, everyone is really 

busy: ‘That sounds great! 

How about a week on 

Wednesday?’”

THEY DID DECIDE TO STAY

‘Back in Brazil it felt  
as if my mission was  
not yet complete’

Name: Raquel de Paiva 
Serôa da Motta

Age: 26
From: Brazil

Studied in Nijmegen: 
Master’s in Water and 

Environment

N
ijmegen’s not a popular place for inter-

national graduates to settle. This is the 
overwhelming conclusion from statistics  
on where international students settle after 
graduation. Many internationals do stay 

in the Netherlands after graduating from Radboud 
 University. But five years after graduation, the large 
majority of them no longer live in Nijmegen, but in the 
Randstad or in technology hubs like Eindhoven. 

For the past few years, Nuffic, the Dutch organisation 
for internationalisation in education, has mapped how 
many international students remain in the Netherlands 
after graduation. This is becoming more relevant as the 
number of international students continues to grow. It 
would be a pity to see all these talented people leave the 
country as soon as they graduate. The Dutch government 
couldn’t agree more, and last year’s coalition agreement 
included the intention to make efforts to retain inter-
national talent in the Netherlands. Nuffic recently 
 published new figures on internationals who graduated in 
the Netherlands between 2006 and 2013. Nuffic follows 
students for five years after graduation, which is why 
more recent cohorts are not included. 

The figures clearly show that the international graduates 
who do stay are not likely to settle in Nijmegen. If we look 
at the whole country, we see that five years after gradua-
tion, 21,000 internationals still live in the Netherlands. Of 
these, only 475 live in Nijmegen. This is in sharp contrast 
to other cities, in particular Amsterdam (5130). But also 
cities like Utrecht (1195) and Eindhoven (880) score much 

better when it comes to international graduates. It should 
be noted, in this context, that Radboud University has 
 relatively few international students to start with. In 2013, 
the University awarded 525 diplomas to international 
 students, half as many as the 
 University of Amsterdam (1083). 
However, the number of international 
students is even lower in Eindhoven. In 
2013, 239 internationals graduated from 
Eindhoven University of Technology. And yet, 
Eindhoven is now home to 400 more inter-
national graduates from the 2006-2013 cohorts. 
Or take Utrecht University, that in 2013 awarded 539 
diplomas to international students, only 14 more than 
Nijmegen. Yet Utrecht is home to over 700 more inter-
national graduates.

FIVE YEARS AFTER 
GRADUATION THE 
VAST MAJORITY  
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“I was born in Romania, 

in a small village in 

 Transylvania. I grew up 

without Internet or colour 

TV. When my parents 

moved to Budapest, it was 

a huge change. I remained 

curious about other 

 countries, and I finally 

 ended up in Nijmegen. 

After completing my 

 studies in Nijmegen, 

I  studied for a while in 

 Aarhus and Swansea, and 

I spent some time in South 

Korea. I came back to 

Nijmegen for love: love of 

the city, the Ooijpolder, 

and a Brabant girl. I met 

her via the In Touch with 

the Dutch project, which 

links internationals to 

Dutch pen friends. We 

now live together in 

Nijmegen-Oost. 

I really admire the way 

things are organised in the 

Netherlands. It’s one big 

beehive, efficient and with 

a proactive mentality. The 

only thing I find difficult is 

the language. Older Dutch 

people in particular some-

times like to remind you 

that you don’t speak the 

language. 

The first months as a 

Nijmegen graduate were 

hard. Many employers 

don’t even invite you for an 

interview if you don’t speak 

Dutch. Luckily I already 

had some experience 

working as a cross-cultural 

trainer, teaching compa-

nies about Hungarian and 

Romanian culture. Now I 

work as a freelancer and 

teach training courses on 

other cultures, for example 

at the Radboud university 

medical center.

I plan to stay in Nijmegen 

for now, but my dream is 

to return to my home 

country one day. I own 

some land in Romania, 

which I inherited from my 

grandparents. There are 

farms on the land, which 

I would like to turn into 

holiday homes, to invite 

Western tourists to get to 

know Transylvania.”

THEY DID DECIDE TO STAY

‘Many employers don’t even invite you  
for an interview if you don’t speak Dutch’ 

Are Nijmegen students simply a lot more likely to return  
to their home country? Apparently not. A year after 
 graduation, 60% of them still live in the Netherlands.  
Five years after graduation, this still applies to 20% of 
them, which is quite a high percentage. There are no  figures 
on where Nijmegen international graduates settle precisely. 
It looks as if many of those who remain in the Netherlands 
relocate to other Dutch cities. 

Where internationals settle seems to depend on the 
work climate. For Joris Knoben, Professor of Business 
 Economics in Nijmegen and expert on the relationship 

Name: Szilárd Burján 
Age: 27

From: Hungary
Studied in Nijmegen: 

 Political Science

between companies and their environment, these figures 
confirm what he sees among his own students. “Most peo-
ple migrate to the Randstad. That’s where the interesting 
employers are: large internationally oriented  companies. 
Recent graduates are unattached and easily relocate to 
follow opportunities elsewhere. Incidentally, this is not 
only true of internationals; our Dutch graduates also 
often relocate to the Randstad.” 

Nijmegen doesn’t have much to offer when it comes  
to large multinationals, explains Knoben. Internationally 
operating companies rely on proximity to Schiphol. In 
addition, important services such as legal and financial 
consultancy agencies are also primarily concentrated in  
the Randstad. Knoben: “In the past few years, we see that 
large companies are spreading, for example along the A2,  
in Den Bosch and Eindhoven, where companies like ASML 
and Philips are located, and East, towards Utrecht. But this 
trend stops at Wageningen.” 

The ladder
When it comes to employment, Nijmegen mainly depends 
on the public sector. “For example hospitals,” says Knoben. 
“But these are places where knowledge of Dutch is a requi-
rement.” An exception to this rule is the University, where 
a PhD student can work in an internationally- oriented 
environment. But here too, the higher you climb the lad-
der, the more important language becomes. For a manager 
or dean, Dutch proficiency is a must. 

The figures show a big difference between the various 
sectors. While 41% of international graduates in technol-
ogy and science remain in the Netherlands and 34% of 
mathematics and computer science international 
 graduates, for the humanities and social sciences the  figure 
does not exceed 20%. Maybe the technology sector is less 
dependent on ‘language’, says Knoben, which is why inter-
national students get hired more easily. “Another explana-
tion has to do with the number of PhD positions. Technical 
study programmes offer a lot more PhD positions. It may 
be that internationals in these fields are more likely to be 
offered a PhD position and stay longer as a result.” 

Knoben points to figures from Statistics Netherlands 
(CBS) on the number of internationals who start their 
own company. Nijmegen heads the list: 10% of our inter-
national graduates end up starting their own business. You 
can interpret this positively: Nijmegen study programmes 
teach students how to be independent. But a more negative 
interpretation is also possible. Maybe the labour market in 
Nijmegen and surroundings has so little to offer interna-
tionals that they have no choice but to go independent. 

How can we make Nijmegen more appealing to interna-
tional graduates? The Municipality can stimulate local 
companies to adjust to non-Dutch speakers, thus increas-
ing the range of jobs for internationals. But according to 
Knoben, it would be more effective to make sure interna-
tionals have a good command of Dutch. “Otherwise they 
always remain on the company’s periphery. The most cru-
cial skill is social Dutch. You want to be able to chat with 
people at lunchtime; otherwise you quickly end up feeling 
isolated among your colleagues.” *

‘THE RANDSTAD HAS ALL THE 
INTERESTING EMPLOYERS: 
LARGE, INTERNATIONALLY 

ORIENTED COMPANIES’

Vox 2
09/2018

22 BACKGROUND



“When I came to Nijmegen 

ten years ago for an 

exchange programme, it 

was as if I’d moved from 

busy Riga to a small village. 

But I loved it; the people 

were super friendly. I was 

supposed to stay for six 

months, but my lovely 

German flatmate changed 

all that. We’re now married 

and live in Nijmegen. 

After the exchange pro-

gramme, I enrolled in the 

Master’s programme in 

Business Administration in 

Nijmegen. This Master’s 

programme turned out to 

be much harder than 

expected: for the first time 

in my life, I failed some 

exams. Luckily after work-

ing for a while as a student 

assistant at the International 

Office, I was offered a 

job in the University’s 

 marketing department. 

Although I’ve lived in 

Nijmegen for eight years 

now, a trip to Riga still 

feels like going home. It’s 

where my family lives, and 

I really miss them. The first 

three to four years, I was 

going back and forth 

between the two cities. 

‘I’m currently living in 

Nijmegen, but I actually 

come from Riga’ I would 

say, much to my husband’s 

frustration. But now I call 

Nijmegen my home. 

I like how direct the Dutch 

are. The thing that really 

took some getting used  

to was the food. How can 

you have only bread for 

lunch? Luckily, they serve 

soup everywhere on 

 Campus. I also don’t 

understand how such a 

rich country can have such 

a poorly organised health-

care system. The GP barely 

takes ten minutes to look 

at a patient. Whenever I 

get a cold, I have to 

repress the urge to get on 

the first flight to Riga.”

THEY DID DECIDE TO STAY  
‘But now I do call Nijmegen  
my home’

Name: Maria Kinast
Age: 32

From: Latvia
Studied in Nijmegen: 

 Business Administration

INTERNATIONAL MOSTLY GERMANS 

CBS figures on the origins of Nijmegen citizens born outside the Netherlands reveal 

where Nijmegen internationals come from. Once you eliminate coun-

tries with a history of labour migration and refugees, Germany heads 

the list by a wide margin: 2504 Nijmegen residents have German 

roots. Half of the German Nijmegen citizens are aged 15-30, 

which points to many German Radboud University and 

HAN University of Applied Sciences students. 

Germany is followed by China (673), the UK 

(560), Poland (460) and Italy (451). In total, 

Nijmegen is home to 24,000 residents 

born outside the Netherlands, which 

accounts for nearly 14% of the city’s 

total population. One in seven Nijme-

gen residents has foreign roots, although 

this figure of course includes many refugees 

and immigrant workers. 

Wessel Meijer, Head of the 
International Office:

“The basic facilities on Campus 

are certainly ready for them. Sign-

posting, websites, exam regulations 

– in short the most important 

 information for international stu-

dents – are all bilingual. All lecturers 

and staff members have had the 

opportunity to improve their 

 language and intercultural skills. 

And the Orientation Week is more 

and more attuned to the needs of 

international students. 

SSH& were unable to find accom-

modation for two hundred of the 

one thousand international stu-

dents in need of housing. We’ve 

found them rooms via the private 

rental market: via Dornick BV, 

owned by real estate agent Ton 

Hendriks, Guesthouse Nijmegen 

and Bungalow Park de Zeven 

 Heuvelen. Although it’s a bit of a 

challenge every year, so far we’ve 

always managed to accommodate 

all our international students.

I often hear from our international 

students that the public facilities in 

the city are in Dutch and not in 

English. In cities like Rotterdam 

and Amsterdam, where people are 

used to tourists, these things are 

better adapted to an international 

audience. But I also often hear that 

Nijmegen people are very friendly 

and helpful. Perhaps more than 

average as compared with the 

Randstad region. 

An area that does require attention 

are the adjustment problems and 

homesickness experienced by 

international students. This requires 

a lot of effort on the part of our 

 student counsellors and psycholo-

gists, who sometimes risk having 

more work than they can handle. 

Luckily, we have plans to improve 

this situation.”

more work than they can handle. 

Luckily, we have plans to improve 

this situation.”
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