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INTRODUCTION

International Campus

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Ralf Heisig

Among new students at German universities, one in five
now holds a foreign passport. The number of international
students in Germany has been rising continuously for
years and currently amounts to around 360,000.
Alongside the increased propensity towards education and
studying in Germany, international students are a significant
driver of the constant growth in the number of students.
The internationalisation of the education system, a high
standard of academic quality, prestigious degrees, the
absence of tuition fees and comparatively moderate living
costs are the main reasons for opting to study in Germany.
The places of study with the highest share of foreign new
students are Berlin, Munich, Aachen and Freiburg.

Ralf Heisig
Head of Research International Campus AG
T: +49 89-212 6880-131
M: ralf.heisig@ic-campus.com
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INSIGHTS
THE NUMBER OF INTERNATIONAL
STUDENTS IS GROWING RAPIDLY
The number of students from abroad
has been growing rapidly for some years.
Altogether, there are currently around
360,000 international students enrolled
at
Germany’s
426
state-recognised
universities. The number of foreign
students has thus more than doubled
since the 1998/1999 winter semester. Their
number has risen by almost 54% in the last
ten years alone (Chart 1), meaning that
one in eight students now holds a foreign
passport and the number continues to grow.
The number of foreign students has
grown by an average of 4.4% per year
in the last 20 years (Chart 1) and that of

international new students even by 5.5%
annually (Chart 2). If we examine the
individual university cities, Berlin (35%),
Munich (31%), Aachen (28%), Freiburg
(27%) and Frankfurt (25%) have the highest
quotas of foreign new students (Chart 3).
One in five new students at German
universities now holds a foreign passport.
Since the 2012/2013 winter semester, the
sharp growth of new students from abroad
is the reason for the overall increase in
new student numbers while the number
of German new students has largely
remained constant.

“The number of international students has more than doubled in the
past 20 years.”
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Chart I: Development of the number of international students
Source: German Federal Statistical Office, own calculations; Notes: Number in the winter semester of each year; CAGR: Compound Annual Growth Rate
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“One in five new students in Germany holds a foreign passport”
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Chart 2: Development of the number of international new students
Source: German Federal Statistical Office, own calculations; Notes: Number in the winter semester of each year; CAGR: Compound Annual Growth Rate

“More than 30% of new students in Berlin and Munich come from abroad”
Share
of
international
students

City
Total of students

Hamburg
101,660
18.6%

Düsseldorf
52,471

34.5%

Dortmund
53,312

Berlin
180,582

14.6%

Cologne
100,541

17.0%
28.4%

19.3%
24.5%

Frankfurt
65,504

Aachen
56,177

Stuttgart
60,901
Freiburg
33,288

21.3%
27.1%

30.7%

Munich
120,212

Chart 3: Cities with the highest share of international students
Source: German Federal Statistical Office, own calculations; Notes: International students total; Share of international new students
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KEY QUESTION
WHAT ARE THE REASONS FOR THE
POPULARITY?
Studying in Germany is very popular
when compared internationally. The
state universities have a high standard
of academic quality and do not charge
tuition fees – also not to foreign students.
Compared internationally, the academic
degrees have an excellent reputation.
Germany is perceived as a country where
it is possible to move around freely and
safely. This is an image that attracts young
people from all over the world.

THE FIZZ Berlin

The living costs in Berlin, for example, are
well below those of other major European
cities such as London or Paris (Chart 4).
As more than half of German universities
now offer international degree courses
with classes in English, the vernacular
plays no role for a student from China, for
instance, when choosing a European place
of study such as Paris, London or Berlin.
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After the USA, the UK, Australia and France,
Germany is now the most popular host
country worldwide for foreign students
(UNESCO Institute for Statistics). The influx
for master’s degrees is particularly large.
Since 2008, the number of international
master’s students in Germany has more
than tripled. With a share of almost 13%,
the People’s Republic of China including
Hong Kong and Macau remains by far
(altogether around 32,000) the most
important country of origin of foreign
students enrolled here (Chart 5).

“Living costs in Berlin are well below those of other major European cities such
as London, Paris or Milan.”
Housing
costs for
students

London
716 Euro

Berlin
460 Euro

Paris
700 Euro

Lisbon
350 Euro

Milan
683 Euro

Barcelona
400 Euro

Rome
500 Euro

Chart 4 : Living costs compared internationally
Source: Uniplaces 2016; Notes: Median of monthly rent in Euro (rounded)

“With more than 32,000 students, China is by far the most important country of
origin of international students in Germany.”
Percentage
of
international
new
students
Austria
4.0%

France
2.9%
Bulgaria

Russian
Federation
4.5%
Ukraine
2.8%

2.7%
Italy
3.2%

China
12.8%

Turkey
2.8%

2.8%
Cameroon

India
5.4%

Chart 5: Top 10 countries of origin of foreign student
Source: German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD) and German Centre for Higher Education Research and Science Studies (DZHW) ; Notes: Total and percentage
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FINDINGS
HIGH GROWTH RATES OF FOREIGN STUDENTS
HOLDING FOREIGN UNIVERSITY ENTRANCE
QUALIFICATIONS
The German Centre for Higher Education
Research and Science Studies (DZHW)
and the official federal statistics make
a distinction in terms of international
students studying at German universities
between those who have foreign
citizenship but have gained their university
entrance qualification in Germany and
those with both foreign citizenship and a
foreign university entrance qualification.

THE FIZZ Hannover

Of 340,000 foreign students in the
2015/2016 winter semester, around three
quarters hold a foreign university entrance qualification and the rest a German
university entrance qualification. Compared directly, the growth rates of foreign
students with foreign university entrance
qualifications are considerably higher
than those of their counterparts holding
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a German university entrance qualification. In other words, the most important
growth driver of the rising student numbers in Germany by far comprises foreign
students with foreign university entrance
qualifications.
Around 89% of foreign students with
foreign university entrance qualifications
plan to obtain a degree in Germany.
With a share of 38%, the engineering
sciences represent the most frequently
studied group of disciplines that has
also experienced the strongest growth
since 2010. The type of degree gaining
increasingly greater significance in this
respect is the master’s degree.

KEY FIGURES 2017
International students are the growth driver of the rising student numbers in Germany.
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FINDINGS
INTERNATIONALISATION OF THE
GERMAN HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM
A significant reason for the rapid rise in
the number of students from abroad
is the Bologna Process heralding the
harmonisation of academic courses
and degrees across Europe. Courses in
Germany have since 2002 been gradually
converted from the former diplom system
to bachelor’s and master’s degrees. The
establishment of comparable degree
courses has altogether fostered the global
mobility of students and also resulted in
a noticeable increase in the number of
international students in Germany.
The provision of degree courses taught
in English has been greatly expanded
in Germany in the last ten years.
Master’s degrees in particular are now
frequently offered in English. According

to the Higher Education Compass of the
German Rectors’ Conference, the German
universities alone currently offer a total of
more than 1,000 degree courses taught
exclusively in English. By comparison, this
figure stood at just 391 in the 2005/2006
winter semester.
Not only the major universities are
busy participating in
international
research projects and increasing their
attractiveness for foreign students, but
many smaller ones as well. The original
objective of the German government
and federal states of educating a total of
350,000 international students at German
universities by 2020 has thus already been
achieved and exceeded.
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