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New international student enrollment at U.S. higher education institutions (HEIs) 
plummeted 6.6 percent for the 2017/18 academic year, doubling last year’s decline of 
3.3 percent, according to new data from the Institute of International Education (IIE). 
Although the direction and significance of enrollment changes differ by country and 
academic level, the overall downward momentum is a troubling reversal of recent trends 
(see Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1 New International Enrollment (IIE Open Doors Data) 

Despite the fact that the two-year downward trend coincides with the 2016 election, 
experts and observers covering the drop almost unanimously agree that the causes are 
numerous and cannot be explained by the political climate alone, notwithstanding the 
clear impact of recent policies and rhetoric. The myriad causes of this reversal raise the 
question of whether current conditions can support a recovery, or if we should expect 
further enrollment declines. 

https://www.iie.org/Research-and-Insights/Open-Doors/Data/International-Students/Enrollment
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The Complex Dynamics of International Student Mobility Into the U.S. 

The flow of international students into the U.S. is a complex process influenced by 
conditions and developments in source countries, competition from other countries 
interested in increasing their own inbound mobility, and domestic U.S. policies. Although 
the dynamics among these factors have historically been favorable to the U.S., changes 
in all three have led to what I have previously referred to as a new paradigm for 
international student recruitment. The table below provides a summary of developments 
affecting international student mobility into the U.S. 

 

While the number of international students has increased at a relatively stable clip for 
the last several decades, there is no reason why inbound student flows should be 
immune to fluctuations. Beneath the surface of the steady aggregate growth is a great 
diversity of factors prone to change independently of one another. For example, the 
King Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP) and the Brazil Scientific Mobility 
Scholarship Program (BSMP) led to a large influx of international students from Saudi 
Arabia and Brazil until KASP was drastically reduced in 2015, and BSMP ended in 
2016. 

Growth from China and India—the two countries that together comprise half of all 
international students in the U.S.—often mitigates decreases from other individual 
countries. While Indian enrollment tends to fluctuate, Chinese enrollment has grown at a 
remarkable rate for more than a decade, helping to maintain the aggregate growth. The 
28 percent decline in Saudi student enrollments during the two-year period from 
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2015/16 to 2017/18 resulted in a net loss of 16,855 students. Over the same period, 
Brazilian enrollment declined by 25 percent, a loss of 4,750 students. Concurrently, 
though, Chinese enrollment grew 11 percent, or 34,794 students, while Indian 
enrollment increased by 18 percent or 30,353 students, resulting in a net gain of 
international students. 

As a stabilizing force in a complex system governing inbound international enrollment 
numbers, decreasing enrollment from China or India can have a large impact on 
international student numbers in the U.S. Apparent shifts in this system are already 
occurring. Figure 2 (below) shows three simultaneous trends for Chinese students: 
increasing enrollment, declining year-over-year growth, and an increasing share of 
Chinese students as a proportion of all international students in the U.S. 

 
Figure 2 Chinese Enrollment Trends (IIE Open Doors Data) 

Although the number of Chinese students increased this academic year, growth has 
slowed incrementally and consistently since 2009/10. This year’s growth of 3.6 percent 
is a far cry from the 29.9 percent increase of 2009/10. If these patterns persist, Chinese 
enrollment may soon enter a period of contraction. More troublingly, over the 10-year 
period shown in Figure 2, Chinese students have gone from 13 percent of all 
international students in the U.S. to one-third (33.2 percent)—an indication that U.S. 
HEIs are increasingly reliant on a source country that has, at best, only tepid growth 
potential. 

While Indian enrollment reportedly grew 5.4 percent, student enrollments at the 
undergraduate and graduate levels shrank by 6.2 percent. The reported increase is the 
result of a 32 percent growth in Indian Optional Practical Training participation. The 
enrollment patterns of Indian students, who are highly conscious of both visa policy 
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changes and their own safety, may provide the clearest indications of enrollment drops 
that are due to the political climate. 

Adding to these concerns, the rapid and effective proliferation of internationalization 
efforts in other countries, and the enormous growth in the number of English Taught 
Programs have created a competitive international recruitment environment. In a 
reversal of roles, China and India are becoming major players in inbound student 
mobility. While growth in international students is largely the result of top-down 
internationalization efforts, the two countries’ relative success also attests to 
improvements in both the capacity and quality of their home educational systems. An 
interesting question is whether or when these improvements will diminish the cachet of 
an international degree for Chinese and Indian students. 

Can the U.S. Compete in the New Paradigm for International Recruitment? 

As governments and HEIs around the world adapt to attract and accommodate greater 
numbers of international students, the U.S. is taking brazen, retrogressive steps to 
alienate this important constituent of our colleges and universities. Despite the efforts of 
HEIs to maintain and increase their international student numbers, xenophobic public 
policies and rhetoric erect barriers to international student mobility and exacerbate the 
challenges schools face. IIE’s 2018 Enrollment Survey found, over the last three years, 
significant increases in the number of institutions reporting that 1) the social and political 
climate deters students from seeking to study in the U.S. (+19 percent); 2) international 
students feel unwelcome (+16 percent); and 3) students desire to leave the U.S. (+15 
percent). While presidential administrations come and go, it is difficult to determine what 
the long-term reputational damage to U.S. HEIs will be, or how dynamics abroad will 
change and consequently facilitate or debilitate U.S. inbound student mobility. 
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