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This paper is dedicated to the memory and legacy of Sir Cyril Taylor, 1935 – 2018, founder of AIFS 
and a ground-breaking visionary in the field of international education.  
 

 
 

Sir Cyril founded AIFS in 1964 and the AIFS Foundation in 1967 and dedicated his life to the 

enrichment of young people through education. He was the founder and Chancellor of 

Richmond, the American International University in London. 

For 20 years he served as advisor to ten successive Secretaries of State for Education on the 

Specialist Schools and Academies initiative. Due to his efforts, over 300 million British pounds in 

sponsorship funds were raised to help schools elevate their standards of performance. 

In 1989, Cyril was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II for his dedication and contribution to 

education, and in 2003, he was advanced to a Knight Grand Cross of the Most Excellent Order 

of the British Empire (GBE). 
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Foreword 
 

In today’s competitive economy, it takes more than a college degree to convince employers that 
graduates are ready for the workforce. Employers are looking for graduates who possess both 
technical knowledge and interpersonal skills, such as the ability to think critically, to work 
effectively as a member of a team, and to communicate across cultures. In this new, globalized 
era, study abroad has become one of the most powerful ways to prove to employers that 
graduates have the skills necessary to become valued members of the workforce. A growing body 
of research shows that there is a link not only between study abroad and improved graduation 
rates, but also study abroad and employability. 

In light of existing research, study abroad would appear to be a 
win-win for institutions and students alike. Colleges and 
universities are under increasing pressure to demonstrate their 
value by helping students to find a job after they graduate. 
Students, in turn, hope to see a return on their investment in 
postsecondary education. Through study abroad, institutions and 
graduates alike stand to gain ground on some key shared 
objectives: improved retention and graduation rates, as well as 
employment outcomes. 

Given the benefits of study abroad, we are encouraged to see that 
each year, the number of U.S. students who choose to go abroad 
has risen. In the 2015-16 academic year, 325,339 U.S. students received academic credit for study 
abroad, according to the 2017 Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange. This 
represents a 4 percent increase over the year before and the numbers of U.S. students going 
abroad have increased 46 percent over the last decade.  

Although the total number is at an all-time high, it is still the case that only about 10 percent of 
all U.S. undergraduate students (including community college students) will study abroad by the 
time they graduate.  In 2014, IIE launched Generation Study Abroad, an initiative to increase and 
to diversify study abroad participation by 2020. The more we can expand access to study abroad 
for Americans, the better prepared they will be to strengthen their career trajectories and to 
participate in the global economy.  

 
 
William L. Gertz 
Chairman,  
American Institute 
For Foreign Study 
 

 
 
Allan E. Goodman 
President and CEO, 
Institute of International 
Education 
 

In this new, globalized era, 

study abroad has become 

one of the most powerful 

ways to prove to employers 

that graduates have the 

skills necessary to become 

valued members of the 

workforce. 

https://www.iie.org/en/Research-and-Insights/Open-Doors
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Introduction 
 

Higher education faces unprecedented challenges in the 21st century economy. The historic 
mission of colleges and universities across the United States has been, first and foremost, to 
produce and communicate knowledge to future generations. That still holds true today, but 
schools are now increasingly tasked with another important objective – ensuring graduates’ 
future employability as the global competition for jobs intensifies. The majority of Americans 
agree that some form of postsecondary education is the surest path to a remunerative job, 
putting added weight on job seekers to obtain a degree.1 

While the new emphasis on employability is controversial in some higher education circles, there 
is no question that students and their parents today want to see a return on their investment in 
a postsecondary degree or credential. Even as college is perceived to be more necessary than 
ever, tuition prices have risen dramatically. As a result, obtaining a college degree often requires 
taking out student loans. Total outstanding student loan debt in the United States grew to $1.3 
trillion in 2016, and college graduates in 2015 left school with an average of $35,051 in debt, the 
highest amount in history.2, 3 

Given the rising costs associated with obtaining a degree, students and institutions alike are right 
to be concerned with graduates’ employment prospects and ensuring that the investment is 
worthwhile. In today’s competitive economic environment, an academic credential is no longer 
the guarantee of a job in the same way that it was in past decades. To better prepare graduates 
for future success in the job market, schools must carefully consider the value they can offer in 
terms of academic offerings and additional programming. A growing body of research suggests 
that study abroad is one high impact practice that higher education institutions can offer to help 
students cultivate the soft skills that are keenly desired by employers.  

IIE’s 2017 report, Gaining an Employment Edge: The Impact of Study Abroad on 21st Century Skills 

& Career Prospects, found that study abroad has an overall positive impact on the development 

of a wide range of 21st century skills, expands career possibilities, and has a long-term impact on 

career progression and promotion.4 In 2018, AIFS will publish the results of a new survey of 2,700 

study abroad alumni. Preliminary data found that 58 percent of respondents said that study 

abroad contributed to “developing skills and intercultural competencies which contributed to 

obtaining my first job after graduation.” In addition, 86 percent of respondents said that study 

abroad helped them to adapt in diverse workplace environments.5 

IIE and AIFS are not the only entities to have found a positive correlation between employability 
and study abroad. Other research, including those from the employer perspective, comes to 
similar conclusions. In this report, we will synthesize some of the existing research to create a 
comprehensive picture of the added value of study abroad and outline recommendations on how 
higher education institutions, industry, and graduates can better articulate the value of study 
abroad for the contemporary marketplace. 
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The Study Abroad ‘Ripple Effect’: International Experience Opens New 

Paths to Success 

Drew Tucker never would have guessed the new horizons that would open up after his 

first study abroad program. He had always possessed a deep curiosity about other 

countries and cultures. His first adventure abroad served as the catalyst for several more.  

Drew first studied abroad in Valencia, Spain, for a semester while he was enrolled at the 

University of Virginia. “I was eager to experience life in another country and put my 

Spanish language skills to the test,” says Drew. Shortly thereafter, he participated in a 

short-term winter abroad program focused on conflict and peace in Colombia. Later, he 

taught for a year as an English teaching assistant at a high school in Madrid, Spain, through 

the U.S. Department of State’s Fulbright U.S. Student Program.  

“I wanted to broaden my perspective by spending more time in a foreign country, building 

deeper relationships with Spanish people, and strengthening my Spanish skills through 

immersion,” he explains.  

During his Fulbright assignment in Madrid, Drew taught a variety of subjects in English in 

a public high school and prepared the school's Model UN team for a city-wide conference. 

In addition, he participated in a community service project in which he worked with several 

other English teaching assistants to teach English to immigrants and refugees at Acción 

Social Protestante, a local nongovernmental organization.  

“It was a great way to learn about the challenges of immigrants and refugees while 

investing in my community,” Drew says of the experience.     

Drew believes that his study abroad experiences have helped prepare him for a career with 

a multinational corporation.  

“It's tough to put what I have learned [into] words, but I feel like my experience abroad 

has given me confidence, communication and language skills, self-awareness, patience, 

and perspective,” Drew explains. “As a teacher in a Spanish public high school, I certainly 

learned how to communicate with and relate to a wide variety of people, in both English 

and Spanish, and I have found that general skill to be the most transferable thus far.” 

As a business analyst at Deloitte Consulting LLP today, Drew says he benefits from the 

many skills he learned during his experiences abroad.  

“I am more comfortable navigating multicultural environments,” he says. “My company 

certainly values my international experience, and with Deloitte offices all over the globe, I 

am always looking for ways to further grow my international experience!” 
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How Employers View Study Abroad 
 

Although employers commonly look for employees with a postsecondary degree or credential 
when hiring, many employers say that graduates are leaving school unequipped with the skills 
necessary to function successfully in the workplace.6 According to a Gallup-Lumina Foundation 
survey, 96 percent of chief academic officers believe that higher education institutions are very 
or somewhat effective in preparing students for the workforce. Yet, only 11 percent of business 
leaders strongly agree.7 This discrepancy underscores a divide in how employers and schools rate 
the value of higher education at a time when a postsecondary degree or credential is perceived 
to be more essential than ever for a remunerative career. 

Additional research echoes the Gallup-Lumina findings on a global scale. In a McKinsey & 
Company survey of young people and employers in nine countries, nearly 40 percent of 
employers with entry-level job vacancies said that they could not fill those positions due to a lack 
of skilled applicants. Another 60 percent said that new graduates were not adequately prepared 
for the world of work. Employers also reported gaps in technical skills and in soft skills such as 
communication, teamwork, and punctuality.8 

Promisingly, there is significant overlap in the skills that study abroad helps cultivate and the skills 
that employers say they want in a prospective employee. IIE’s report, Gaining an Employment 
Edge, surveyed more than 4,500 alumni of U.S. colleges and universities who took part in some 
form of study abroad between 1999-2000 and 2016-17. More than 70 percent said that their 
study abroad experience helped to significantly develop or improve their intercultural skills, 
flexibility and adaptability, self-awareness, curiosity, and confidence.  In addition, the majority of 
respondents said that study abroad helped to cultivate their interpersonal, communication, and 
problem-solving skills to some degree. 9 

  
Figure 1. 21st Century Workforce 
Skills, Adapted from Gaining an 
Employment Edge: The Impact of 
Study Abroad on 21st Century 
Skills & Career Prospects in the 
United States, by C. Farrugia and 
J. Sanger, 2017, Copyright 2017 
by IIE. 
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Figure 2. Impact of Study Abroad on 21st Century Job Skills. Adapted from Gaining an Employment Edge: The 
Impact of Study Abroad on 21st Century Skills & Career Prospects in the United States, by C. Farrugia and J. Sanger, 
2017. Copyright 2017 by IIE. 

International experience is also desirable in an increasingly globalized economy, particularly as 
employers are hiring for more international positions. A survey from the Economist Intelligence 
Unit noted that 90 percent of executives from 68 countries cite “cross-cultural management” as 
their top challenge in working across borders.10 As recently as December 2016, the QS Global 
Employer Survey Report found that six out of 10 employers around the world give extra credit for 
an international student experience, and more than 80 percent said that they actively sought 
graduates who had studied abroad.11  

In the United Kingdom, 75 percent of chief executives believe that they are in danger of being 
left behind by emerging economies unless young people learn to think globally; 74 percent are 
concerned that young people's horizons are not broad enough to operate in a globalized and 
multicultural economy.12 As global markets diversify, employers know that it is important that 
their employees possess the skills necessary to compete on a global scale, interact with people 
of diverse backgrounds, and demonstrate intercultural skills. 

According to a recent National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) survey,  employers 
projected a 7.2 percent increase in hiring for international positions among graduates in the class 
of 2017.13 This is an increase over the year prior, when respondents planned to increase 
international hiring for 2016 graduates by 5.2 percent.14 NACE also compiled a list of the most 
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desirable attributes employers are looking for in an employee – which correspond in large part 
with the attributes and the qualities that study abroad cultivates, according to IIE’s research. 

 

 

Figure 3. Attributes Employers Seek on a Candidate's Resume, Adapted from Job Outlook 2017, by National 
Association of Colleges and Employers, 2017. 

The European Union’s Erasmus exchange program, now known as Erasmus Plus, helped more 
than 200,000 students work or study abroad between 1987 and 2013. The program still exists 
today and continues to send students abroad. In a 2014 report, the EU investigated the link 
between student mobility and employability, surveying more than 56,000 Erasmus program 
participants, and found that, overall, international experience had a positive impact on their 
careers.15 For instance, more than one in three Erasmus students who participated in a job 
placement abroad were hired or offered a job by their host company. The study also found that 
the unemployment of Erasmus students five years after graduation was 23 percent lower than 
those who did not participate in an Erasmus program. 

European employers weighed in favorably on the value of study abroad: 64 percent of employers 
said that they would consider international experience favorably during the job recruitment 
process. Notably, this represents a jump from 2006, when only 37 percent said that they would 
consider international experience in the recruitment process, suggesting that study abroad has 
taken on greater value in employers’ estimation over the years.16 Furthermore, the Erasmus 
report found that 92 percent of employers said that they were looking for the sort of “transversal 
skills,” or soft skills, that study abroad cultivates, in addition to other attributes such as 
knowledge of the field and relevant work experience. The transversal skills that employers 
reported valuing in the Erasmus study include “openness to and curiosity about new challenges, 
problem-solving and decision-making skills, confidence, tolerance towards other personal values 
and behaviors.17  
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Study Abroad Cultivates Workforce Skills for Career Success  

Sarah Hendricks attended St. Thomas University in St. Paul, Minnesota, less than a mile from 

her childhood home. Though she did not go far for college, it expanded her horizons 

dramatically by giving her the chance to study abroad.  

“I would say my time abroad was the most transformative time of my life, so this was my first 

spreading of my wings,” Sarah explains. “After my time studying abroad I knew I could do 

anything I set my mind to. I gained a sense of confidence and independence I had never had 

before.” 

Sarah went abroad on a London Business Semester program with a cohort of 40 business 

majors. She and her classmates worked on projects that exposed them to different types of 

businesses, and gave them the opportunity to analyze business from an international 

perspective.  Sarah also completed the community service requirement for her business major 

in London by volunteering as a teacher’s assistant every Wednesday for the entire semester. 

She believes that her experience studying in London gave her skills that have a direct impact 

on her job today.  

“Studying abroad taught me to be resilient and adaptable,” she says.  “When you are with such 

a large group of people in a foreign country– things do not always go according to plan – which 

is very similar to my job. I work as a merchandise planner in corporate retail and we are always 

on our toes reading and reacting to sales. My time in London prepared me to be ready to make 

quick decisions and to be comfortable living in the grey.” 

As a merchandise planner for men’s apparel at the Target Corporation, Sarah also uses 

intercultural skills she learned from her time abroad in her day-to-day work.  

“While I was in London, I grew to understand the importance of cultural diversity within 

communities,” Sarah says. “This is something I keep top of mind when creating localized 

apparel assortment strategies for Target stores across the United States—my time abroad 

really taught me to look at business through a global perspective and truly helped me prepare 

for life outside of college and in the professional world.” 

Sarah credits her study abroad experience with being the crucial turning point in her life—

both personally and professionally. “Today, I am the person I am, because of my time studying 

abroad,” she says. 
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How Students View Study Abroad 
 

Research shows that students are likely to see a strong connection between good career 
outcomes and their international experiences in college. Students in the European Union and the 
United States alike choose to go abroad in order to improve their standing in the job market after 
graduation. They report that study abroad had a positive impact on their employment 
opportunities. More than 85 percent of respondents to the Erasmus study cited the “wish to 
enhance employability” as a motivation to study abroad.18 Upon their return, these students 
reported that their skills had improved even beyond their pre-departure expectations, with 81 
percent reporting that study abroad had an important impact on their transferable skills.19   

IIE’s Gaining an Employment Edge survey documented that many U.S. students found that study 
abroad had a positive impact on their careers.20 Long-term study abroad programs had the 
greatest impact on job offers and skill development, but all forms of international experience 
provided value and enriched students’ lives. Short-term study abroad programs, for instance, 
helped students to develop teamwork skills, a highly desirable trait in today’s job market. The 
report suggests that short-term study abroad might be a good option for students who lack the 
time to participate in a long-term study abroad experience, or who might benefit from developing 
their teamwork and leadership skills. 

Students who participated in study abroad with specific career objectives in mind were better 
able to articulate the skills they developed and the impact the experience subsequently had on 
their careers, the IIE report found. This suggests that intentional goal setting and reflection on 
the skills developed through study abroad has a greater influence on employability after 
graduation.  In addition, students who participated in highly structured study abroad programs 
were more likely to have career prospects in mind compared to those who described their 
programs as more loosely structured.21   

AIFS’s research also provides a picture of the long-term impact of study abroad on their program 

alumni’s lives and careers. The forthcoming AIFS alumni survey referenced earlier in this report 

will build on findings from the 2013 AIFS Study Abroad Outcomes survey. In the 2013 survey, 56 

percent of respondents said that studying abroad contributed to their “developing skills and 

intercultural competencies which contributed to obtaining my first job after graduation.” In 

addition, 80 percent of respondents said that their study abroad experience contributed to their 

ability to adapt to diverse workplace environments.22 

Intriguingly, the IIE report found that study abroad had a strong benefit for STEM (Science, 
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) majors who participated in an academic track 
outside of their major during their study abroad experience. Nearly half of STEM majors – 48 
percent – who participated in a study abroad experience outside of their major reported that 
study abroad contributed to a job offer. By comparison, only 28 percent of science majors who 
participated in a science-focused study abroad program reported that the experience 
contributed to a job offer.23 Survey respondents said participating in a program unrelated to their 
major helped students to develop soft skills. 
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WPI’s Career Services Helps Students Translate the Skills They Learned 
Abroad for Employers 
 
Although humanities students are still more likely to study abroad, more STEM 
students are going abroad than ever before. Some schools are designing study abroad 
programs for STEM students with their long-term career prospects in mind. 
 
Worcester Polytechnic Institute (WPI), a STEM focused university in Massachusetts, 
has initiated several innovative new academic programs that encourage students to go 
abroad. The institution was recognized as the best school for a scientist to study abroad 
by Popular Mechanics magazine in 2017. 
 
One such initiative is WPI’s Interactive Qualifying Project (IQP), a nine-credit-hour 
graduation requirement in which students work in interdisciplinary teams to tackle 
societal issues. WPI also offers a Global Projects Program (GPP), with more than 40 off-
campus project centers in the United States and abroad. Many students opt to go 
abroad through IQP and GPP and have worked in places as diverse as the pueblos of 
New Mexico and the foothills of the Himalayas. 
 
WPI has set a goal for students to return from abroad with a greater understanding of 
how those experiences can impact their future careers. Maggie Becker, director of 
career services at WPI, works with students to help them to incorporate the lessons 
they learned abroad into interviews with prospective employers. 
 
“I tell students to research companies and figure out where they sell their products. 
Then, they should leverage that international experience or exposure to help the 
company better understand their clientele or work in that area,” says Becker. 
“Something else that I've recommended to students is to look at what the most popular 
languages in a region or area are. They should also investigate which languages are 
being spoken on the floor in the manufacturing facility because often English is not the 
primary language. If students know a foreign language, they can highlight to employers 
their ability to speak that language. They can have a better relationship with 
technicians by speaking their language.” 
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STEM is an important part of the economy. Over the past decade, STEM occupations in the United 
States grew by 24 percent, compared to the 4 percent growth of non-STEM occupations.24 
Students in the STEM fields are increasingly opting to go abroad. In 2015-16, 25 percent of all 
students who studied abroad were majoring in the STEM fields.25  

Faculty support is critical to encourage more STEM students to go abroad. Traditionally, the 
curriculum for STEM majors is rigid in terms of degree requirements and offered courses, leaving 
little room for study abroad among STEM majors. However, more faculty are beginning to 
acknowledge that STEM students can learn a great deal from courses at institutions abroad and, 
in some instances, conduct scientific research abroad, all while gaining intercultural skills and 
building an international professional network. As more faculty begin to understand and promote 
the benefits of going abroad to STEM majors, we may expect to see a greater uptick in students 
in these majors going abroad.   

A growing number of higher education institutions are choosing to structure time into their 
curriculums for STEM degree participants to study abroad. In the past, the curriculum for many 
STEM degrees was too rigid to take a full year or semester abroad, but there are growing 
opportunities for STEM majors to study abroad through semester programs, as well as participate 
in research and internship abroad opportunities. IIE’s Global Engineering Education Exchange 
(Global E³), a consortium of more than 70 universities, offers one such model, exchanging over 
250 undergraduate engineers annually on a tuition-swap basis. 

While studying abroad is not an automatic guarantee of a job offer, students who choose to study 
abroad are making an investment in themselves that tends to pay off. A 2012 to 2015 study 
conducted by IES Abroad showed that study abroad alumni found employment within six months 
of graduating.26 Setting intentional goals prior to going abroad can help students better 
communicate the skills they learned abroad to employers, and enhances their future 
employment opportunities. 
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Connecting the Dots: Highlighting the Skills Students Gain 

through Study Abroad to Employers 
 

The benefits of study abroad on employability are clear. 
Nevertheless, institutions, study abroad officers, and faculty 
must do more to link study abroad to positive employment 
outcomes. Cultural intelligence and soft skills are highly 
valued in the current economy, and the onus is on job 
seekers to prove to prospective employers that they 
possess these skills, along with their other qualifications.27 
Campus study abroad offices and career services offices are 
well-served to collaborate to help students articulate the 
skills they learned through their study abroad experiences 
in their résumés and cover letters, and to effectively highlight them in interviews through 
coaching and mock interviews.  

As IIE’s Gaining an Employment Edge report demonstrates, students who sought to develop more 
work-related skills through study abroad reported more positive employment outcomes. In other 
words, establishing intentional goals prior to going abroad and reflection on skills developed 
through study abroad has a greater influence on employability after graduation.  

AIFS research finds that there are several best practices that colleges and universities can 
implement to help support students to link their study abroad and employability: 

 Cross-training of study abroad and academic advisors designed to have students consider 
if their choice of program abroad will help enhance their chosen career 

 Sessions upon returning to campus that focus on how students might describe study 
abroad on their résumé 

 Student handbooks that offer examples on how to present your international experience 
in résumés, cover letters, and interviews 

 Web pages which outline a process for students to self-reflect and assess their 
transferable skills as the result of studying abroad.28 

 

In short, helping graduates and employers to “connect the dots” between study abroad 
experiences and transferable skills for the workplace should be a priority for higher education 
institutions as they advise students on how to achieve their career goals.  

  

In other words, establishing 

intentional goals prior to 

going abroad and reflection 

on skills developed through 

study abroad has a greater 

influence on employability 

after graduation. 
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International Experience Can Change a Career Path—Even After College 

Even for young people already in the workforce, international experiences can alter—and possibly 
reshape—an entire career path. 

Tara Branch had always loved traveling and learning about other cultures. Although she would 
have liked to study abroad in college, it was not financially possible. After graduating, she worked 
in advertising and marketing for three years. Nevertheless, she still felt the call to go abroad. Tara 
decided to forge her own path by founding a nonprofit organization that specializes in 
international education. The program allowed her to go abroad to teach English to youth in Italy 
and Spain.  

“My experiences definitely reshaped my career,” says Tara. “I enjoyed marketing, but I felt like 
real interaction with people had been missing all of those years—I wanted to tie the two together 
and now use my education to promote things that bring me joy.  Working with people and 
teaching kids made me realize I still need a career that involves creativity, but interaction with 
people motivates me on a daily basis.” 

After returning to the United States, Tara shadowed different professionals to see which jobs 
might be the best fit. She decided to pursue teaching English as a foreign language as the next 
step in her career and get her TEFL certification (Teach English as a Foreign Language). 

“Employers were more interested in what I did abroad than some of the experiences I had in 
college and in the working world that related to the job they were offering,” says Tara. 

Tara now works as an ESL instructor for the Intensive English Program (IEP) at the University of 
Louisiana-Lafayette. “I told them that I didn't have a teaching certificate yet, but I was working on 
it at the time,” explains Tara. “I got the job because I taught abroad—there is no way I would have 
gotten it without my experience.” 

Teaching English abroad helped to shape how Tara teaches her ESL students in the United States. 
“I try to take things from my working experiences and as a native speaker for my students,” she 
explains. “I try to incorporate conversations and skills in my class they will find useful in their 
working world. For example, in my Listening, Speaking and Pronunciation (LSP) class, I teach 
students how to give speeches and conduct themselves. I also teach things like ordering food, 
giving opinions politely and how to conduct conversation and shake hands (in a working business 
environment).” 

Tara’s experience abroad launched her into the career she feels she was meant for and gave her 
valuable skills she needed in the workforce. 

“Going abroad gave me cross-cultural experiences, leadership skills, and compassion—all which 
are needed to be successful at any job,” she says. 
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Language Acquisition 
 

Learning a language through study abroad is a valuable skill. Although English is accepted as the 
lingua franca across most of the world, foreign language skills are still highly valuable in the global 
economy. It is estimated that the world economy will roughly double in size by 2042, growing at 
an annual average rate of 2.6% between 2016 and 2050. Growth is projected to largely be driven 
by emerging markets and developing countries. The economies in countries such as Brazil, China, 
India, Indonesia, Mexico, Russia, and Turkey, are projected to grow at an annual average rate of 
almost 3.5 percent over the next 34 years, compared to just 1.6 percent for Canada, France, 
Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and the United States.29 As developing nations 
become more of a force in the global economy, businesses would do well to develop their 
capacity to communicate in a diverse array of languages. 

 

 

Figure 4. Projected GDP Rankings, Adapted from The World in 2050, by PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2017. 

Language skills are important at home as well, as immigration reshapes the demographic profiles 
of countries across the world. In the United States, at least 350 languages are spoken at home, 
and, in the Los Angeles metropolitan area, more than half of the population speaks a language 
other than English at home.30 Spanish is the most prevalent language spoken in the United States, 
second only to English.31 Just a few years ago, in 2013, there were an estimated 37 million Spanish 
speakers in the United States -- a figure that is expected to rise to 40 million by 2020.32 In 2010, 
there were approximately 240,000 job postings aimed at bilingual workers, but by 2015, that 
figure had ballooned to approximately 630,000.33 The languages most in demand in the U.S. 
workforce are Arabic, Mandarin Chinese, and Spanish. 
 



 

19 
 

 

Figure 5. Top 10 Most Widely Spoken Languages (in millions), Data Retrieved from Ethnologue, 2017. 

Despite the value of foreign language knowledge, enrollments in language courses are in decline 
at colleges and universities across the United States.34 An American Academy of Arts and Sciences 
(AAAS) report, America’s Languages: Investing in Language Education in the 21st Century, found 
that only 20.7 percent of American adults speak a foreign language. By contrast, 66 percent of 
European adults are proficient in more than one language, while 25 percent speak at least two 
additional languages, and 10 percent are conversant in at least three.35 Study abroad is one way 
to address this deficit, as employers will increasingly be seeking employees with language skills.36 
An AIM Overseas report found that 72 percent of employers agree that knowing a second 
language adds strongly to the appeal of a candidate.37  
 

Diversity and Study Abroad 
 
As shifting demographics shape the linguistic profile of the United States, they also are changing 
the composition of the student population. The United States is more diverse than ever before. 
Millennials, classified as individuals born between 1982 and 2000, are the largest and most 
ethnically diverse generation in history, according to 2015 U.S. Census Bureau estimates.38 
According to the U.S. census, there are 83.1 million Millennials, outnumbering the 75.4 million 
Baby Boomers. In total, 44.2 percent of Millennials are racial or ethnic minorities.39 Americans 
under the age of five are even more diverse than Millennials, indicating that the United States 
will become even more diverse in the decades to come. In 2014, 50.2 percent of the youngest 
Americans were racial or ethnic minorities. By 2044, traditionally underrepresented racial and 
ethnic populations will hit majority status, according to the U.S. Census Bureau. The Lumina 

Foundation’s 2017 A Stronger Nation report indicates that despite the increasing enrollment rates 
for minority students in higher education, there remain vast inequalities in attainment across race 
and ethnicity.40 

Study abroad may serve as an important intervention in post-secondary achievement, retention, 
and completion rates. IIE’s 2017 publication, Underrepresented Students in U.S. Study Abroad: 
Investigating Impacts, provides a synthesis of existing research on the association of study abroad 
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with positive academic outcomes, degree retention, and completion rates for racial and ethnic 
minorities and other underrepresented students.41 A number of U.S. institutions have produced 
reports on the impact of study abroad which found that study abroad participants have higher 
post-secondary retention and completion rates than non-participants. The University of Texas-
Austin, for instance, produced a 2011 study evaluating graduation outcomes among the 2002 
freshman cohort. Of that student group, 60 percent of study abroad participants graduated in 
four years, compared to 45 percent of students who did not study abroad.42  A study from the 
University of Georgia System, the Georgia Learning Outcomes of Students Studying Abroad 
Research Initiative (GLOSSARI), shows that study abroad participation helped improve the gap in 
graduation and retention rates between minority and non-minority students.43 

Additional publications and specific advising resources have been developed by education 
abroad experts to examine the barriers that disproportionately impact specific underrepresented 
groups so that more can participate in education abroad.44 The proportion of U.S. minority 
students studying abroad has modestly increased over the past ten years. In 2005–06, 
underrepresented ethnic minorities made up 17 percent of all students who studied abroad; 
recent data shows that that number has increased to 28.4 percent in 2015–16.45  

Increasing the participation of underrepresented 
students in study abroad is a goal for many U.S. 
institutions. IIE’s Generation Study Abroad initiative has 
also identified increasing the participation of 
underrepresented students in study abroad as a key 
objective. The initiative maintains a Commitment Partner 
network of more than 800 institutions, organizations, and 
government agencies worldwide, who are focused on 
expanding participation for underrepresented student 
groups. Approximately 33 percent of the Generation 
Study Abroad U.S. college and university partners have pledged to increase the numbers of 
students from diverse backgrounds who study abroad.  

Many colleges and universities have made headway in recognizing the barriers to study abroad 
among students from diverse economic and social backgrounds, including first-generation 
students, low-income students, ethnic minorities, students with disabilities, and nontraditional-
age students. Gains have been made in this area with targeted outreach, recruitment, and 
funding.   

One program that has made significant inroads in increasing participation among historically 
underrepresented students in education abroad is the U.S. Department of State's Benjamin A. 
Gilman International Scholarship Program. Launched in 2001, the Gilman International 
Scholarship Program is a Congressionally funded program of the Bureau of Educational and 
Cultural Affairs, named after the late Congressman from New York. By supporting undergraduate 
students who demonstrate high financial need, the program has successfully expanded access 
among students who have been historically underrepresented in study abroad. Past Gilman 
scholars include first-generation college students, students in the STEM fields, ethnic minorities, 
students with disabilities, students attending Historically Black Colleges or Universities or other 
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minority-serving institutions, students attending community colleges, and students coming from 
U.S. states with less study abroad participation. In the 2015-16 academic year, 67 percent of 
Gilman scholarship recipients self-identified as belonging to a racial or ethnic minority group.46 
 
Non-traditional and underrepresented students make up a growing share of the college-going 
population.47 As this population enrolls in college and has access to education abroad 
opportunities to develop critical soft skills, they will have a competitive advantage on the job 
market.  
 

Value of Diversity for Employers 
 

Employers, too, are looking closely at the dividends that diversity brings to the workplace. 
McKinsey analyzed data from 366 public companies across a range of industries in Canada, Latin 
America, the United Kingdom, and the United States, looking at the relationship between racial 
and gender diversity in the leadership teams of companies and their financial performance. The 
report found that companies with leadership teams in the top quartile for racial and ethnic 
diversity are 35 percent more likely to have financial returns above the national median; gender 
diversity yielded a 15 percent greater likelihood of higher financial returns.48 Yet 97 percent of 
U.S. companies do not have senior leadership that reflects the diversity of the U.S. labor force.49 
The McKinsey report also suggests that more diverse companies (gender, ethnicity race, sexual 
orientation, age, and global experience) are better able to win and retain top talent, to improve 
their customer orientation and employee satisfaction, and are better at decision making, which 
ultimately leads to a cycle of increasing returns. A diverse workforce brings a variety of 
perspectives, new solutions, and innovation.  
 
Making diversity a priority also gives employers a competitive edge as they search for global 
talent, particularly with regard to attracting employees from the Generation Z and millennial 
demographics.50  As employers increasingly value diversity and a global mindset, study abroad 
can serve as a pipeline and foundation to grow, nurture, and retain diverse talent.  
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

All studies point to a similar conclusion: study abroad matters. College graduates are entering a 
workforce that is globalized to an unprecedented degree. Study abroad plays a vital role in 
helping prepare them to encounter diverse colleagues and clients over the course of their career. 
Higher education institutions should embrace study abroad as a vital component of how they 
prepare students for the global workforce. The following are a series of recommendations on 
how to better articulate the value of study abroad for the contemporary workplace:  

1. Education about the benefits of study abroad should start earlier—in recruiting 
students and in first-year orientation programs. If students are aware of study abroad 
opportunities earlier in their lives, they have the opportunity to be more intentional about 
fitting a study abroad experience into their college experience. They may also select a 
study abroad program that better matches their desired learning and employment 
outcomes.   
 

2. Collaboration between study abroad offices and career services offices is vital to helping 
students maximize the benefits of study abroad by contextualizing the employment 
opportunities that may result from studying abroad. Students will benefit from 
programming, coaching, and résumé preparation from the study abroad and career 
services offices on campuses that help them articulate the skills they gained while abroad 
to prospective employers. Study abroad and career services professionals should consider 
developing student e-portfolios or other tools that showcase knowledge and skills learned 
through study abroad that might be attractive to potential employers. An important part 
of articulating the benefits of study abroad and mastery of 21st century skills is through 
communication to employers. Beyond just a cover letter or résumé, an electronic 
portfolio that showcases how specific skills were learned through international 
experiences could be a valuable tool to further employability outcomes.  
 

3. Improve communication between colleges and industry to better articulate the job 
performance-enhancing skills that students gain while abroad. Campuses need to reach 
out to employers to underscore the skills that students develop while abroad and will 
subsequently bring with them into the workplace. This is another opportunity for career 
services offices and study abroad offices to collaborate.  
 

4. Study abroad programming needs to be more intentional to match with employment 
as well as academic outcomes—this includes traditional semester or year-long programs, 
short-term programs, experiential learning, volunteering, and internships abroad. When 
programs are structured with employability skills embedded into the program design, 
better outcomes related to 21st century workforce skills proficiency ensue.51  
 

5. Expand and promote internship opportunities abroad. Employers cite that internship 
experience is a highly desired when they are recruiting recent college graduates. An 
internship abroad provides students with the additional benefits of a workplace setting 
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within an international environment, which can further both the intercultural skills and 
the job-specific qualifications for employers. Because students in the current climate are 
more driven to seek a degree with future employment in mind, internships are an 
attractive study abroad option that should be promoted by colleges and universities and 
expanded.   
 

6. Higher education institutions should continue to encourage and support students of all 
backgrounds to study abroad. As the global economy expands and the United States 
becomes more diverse, it is critical for all students to develop intercultural and other 21st 
century skills desired by employers. Finding more ways to support underrepresented 
students to go abroad will help those students cultivate skills that will make them 
competitive in the workforce. As a result, employers will be able to recruit from a more 
diverse talent pool and meet their own goals of increasing diversity in the workforce. 
 

7. Study abroad programs should aim to recruit STEM students and STEM faculty should 
encourage international experiences as part of the curriculum, because many current 
and future job openings will be in the STEM fields. As the pace of demand for STEM jobs 
continues to grow in the United States and abroad, STEM graduates must be prepared to 
work in a global workplace. While intercultural and other 21st century skills may not have 
been part of the traditional STEM curriculum in past decades, they will now give STEM 
graduates a leg up in the global competition for jobs.  
 

8. Higher education institutions and study abroad providers should track study abroad 
student employment outcomes after graduation—not just for a first job after college, 
but for a longer duration to better measure the influence of study abroad on career 
outcomes over time. Surveys tracking alumni careers multiple years after graduation will 
also help to capture a more accurate picture of the long-term impact of study abroad.  
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