
Abstract  
Transnational student mobility is a major factor, which plays an ambiguous role 
in the dynamic process of international highly skilled migration. In this paper 
we try to attempt an approximate profile of the potential migrant student in 
Bulgaria, according to the migration incentives, intentions and expectations of 
highly educated young people from six reputable universities in the country. 
For this purpose a sample study is applied based on binary logistic regression 
analysis. Some of the conclusions contribute to a critical view and confutation of 
prevalent theoretical concepts in international migration. In addition, the model 
evaluates the impact of economic and other crucial determinants which have an 
effect on migration intentions.

JEL Classification: F22, J24, O15
Keywords: Highly Skilled Migration, Migration Potential, Student Mobility,
Bulgaria

South-Eastern Europe Journal of Economics 2 (2011) 187-206

Corresponding Address: University of Economics - Varna, 77 Kniaz Boris I blvd,
9000 Varna, Bulgaria   e-mail: vmakni@mail.bg

Thanks to the editor Theodore Lianos and to the referee for useful comments

STUDENT MIGRATION POTENTIAL:
THE CASE OF BULGARIA

VALENTINA MAKNI 
University of Economics - Varna 



V. MAKNI, South-Eastern Europe Journal of Economics 2 (2011) 187-206188

Introduction

The important role of the adequate availability of highly skilled people in any country 
and the effects that cross-border mobility can have on the national economy repre-
sent a challenge for the study of its migration potential. On completion of their de-
gree, students, as carriers of intellectual resources, are each country’s core potential, 
contributing to its economic growth, development and the building of a knowledge 
economy. The possibility of applying one’s acquired knowledge and skills is the best 
scenario after obtaining a university degree. In line with human capital theory, indi-
viduals prefer the country with the highest net utility. In the context of globalisation 
and encouraged student mobility within the EU, of global shortage and demand for 
specialists and highly skilled workers, young people are increasingly finding more 
alternatives for professional development on the international labour market.
 Therefore, the choice of their own country as the optimal option for personal ful-
fillment and development depends on many internal and external factors that, accord-
ing to the “push-pull” migration model, should retain the local highly skilled labour 
force or stimulate it to prefer a career at home or abroad. 
Similarly, the decision of students to opt for long-term migration or have a preference 
for their own country, influenced by both structural and micro-level factors, has an 
effect on potential brain drain or brain retention.
 The aim of this paper is to study the migration potential of Bulgarian students 
and to build an approximate profile of the potential migrant student. On this basis, 
some of the statements of the major classical and alternative theories on international 
migration are accepted or confuted empirically. This analysis follows the migration 
intentions of Bulgarian students by examining their incentives, expectations and mi-
gration experiences. Simultaneously, some structural features in the country such as: 
GDP, labour market and higher education trends are taken into account. A binary lo-
gistic regression is built to assess the impact of both economic and other determinants 
on migration intentions, by obtaining the net effect of the selected factor variables.
 The decision to study migration intentions of Bulgarian students is dictated by the 
fact that over the last two decades this highly skilled group has been affected by sig-
nificant dynamics. The percentage of student mobility in Bulgaria is one of the high-
est in the EU and the country is among the few with a decreasing gross rate of student 
enrollments (Makni, 2010). The analysis of migration potential allows us to identify 
some important aspects of the migration process of young and highly skilled people 
in Bulgaria. It sets the direction for outlining trends and effects of silent intellectual 
migration, for identifying possible policies that would reduce it and for seeking posi-
tive effects.
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2. Methodology

The study of student migration potential in Bulgaria is linked to the study of students’ 
intentions with respect to migration. It has been conducted in the form of an anony-
mous questionnaire distributed to full-time students in their third, fourth and fifth 
year/Master’s level from six reputable universities in Bulgaria. Within this popula-
tion of 16,478 students in five state-funded and one private university, the sample 
study is ensured through random selection of groups and study paths by year of study 
during students’ classes and course exams. The survey was conducted between April 
and July of 2008 with the assistance of lecturers in different subjects from the chosen 
universities. The questionnaires were self-completed by 851 students, representing 
the sample size of 5 % of the survey population.
 The choice of final-year students is justified by their closeness to graduation and  
more realistic attitudes with regard to migration. The six universities (five state-fund-
ed and one private) are selected for their fields of study – economics, and technical, 
social and medical sciences. These are courses with a strong relationship with the 
migration process. Thus the surveyed population is taken from three economic uni-
versities (in Sofia, Varna, Svishtov), one technical (in Sofia), one medical (in Varna) 
and one private with social fields of study (in Sofia). The sample includes 20 major 
subjects in the selected fields of study. It provides the opportunity to explore the opi-
nions of many students of key disciplines - economists, engineers, doctors and social 
scientists. 
 The results are based on the analysis of categorical data for which dichotomous, 
nominal, ordinal and ranking scales are used. The questionnaire sheet is divided into 
two sections. The first section addresses all surveyed students. To assess the net ef-
fect of the factor variables mentioned above in shaping attitudes towards migration 
a binary logistic regression model is built. It describes the statistically significant 
relationships and quantitative impact of selected factors on migration intentions. In 
particular, when all other conditions are equal, the model indicates how these inten-
tions change when the variable factor changes by an absolute unit, i.e. what is the 
chance of formation of emigration intentions.
 The second section of the questionnaire sheet is designed to determine only the 
category of the potential migrant students. Initially, the distribution indicator for re-
spondent eligibility is based on the probability of staying abroad for more than a 
month. The choice of criteria for the selection of the group of potential migrants from 
the resulting set is based on the stated purpose of the stay. The total number of poten-
tial migrants includes those who have indicated as the purpose of their trip - work, 
study/ training and settling permanently.
 The third step in determining the characteristics of potential migrants (PM) in-
volves splitting them into two categories according to the declared length of the stay 
abroad: long-term (intending to reside for more than a year) and short-term migrants 
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(less than a year). They are categorized in three major subgroups: potential labour 
migrants; potential migrants whose goal is education (study/training) and potential 
migrants whose purpose is to live abroad.1

3. Analysis of the results 

General migration intentions of surveyed students 

Overall, 57 % of respondents prefer to live and work in Bulgaria. Less than half of the 
students (43 %) indicate some general propensity to migrate. Some 34 % of the latter 
would like to work/study abroad for some time, but would return to live permanently 
in Bulgaria, which represents the percentage of those with intentions for temporary 
migration. One in ten manifested an intention to live and work abroad, which places 
them into the group of those willing to be absent from the country for a long period 
of time.
 Тhe results highlight a very high overall student mobility. Only 20 % have no in-
tention to leave the country, and for 80 % there is some possibility of staying abroad 
for more than a month. 
 According to the neoclassical macro theory of international migration, economic 
determinants set the basis for trans-border mobility (Lewis, 1954). Income differen-
tiations between countries and different unemployment levels are indicated as the 
major factors in migration.
 The socio-economic state of Bulgaria in the first decade of the transition towards 
a market economy has a powerful impact on migration processes in the country. The 
unstable economic situation, the privatization, massive shutdowns and contraction 
of entire sectors of the economy lead to tremendous job cuts in the 90's. As a result, 
strong pressure on labour supply arises and significant discrepancy between supply 
and demand due to the transformation of many sectors.
 In practice, income differences are often compared with the GDP indexes per 
capita. From 1990 to the present day, per capita GDP in Bulgaria has been way below 
the average EU-15 level. Thus, in 2008 it was the lowest in the EU - 38 % of those 
in EU-15 and 41 % of those in EU-27 (measured in PPS).2  According to the neoclas-
sical theory of international migration these circumstances ought to be a strong push 
factor for the Bulgarian population to leave the country.

1. We do not exclude from the group of short-term potential emigrants the so called “commuters” 
whose stay abroad is limited to several weeks to three months, since we believe that a certain 
portion of this particular type of external mobility has a role in the formation of Bulgarian tran-
snational social relations in the international area.

2.  Eurostat http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&language
=en&pcode=tsieb00
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 Indeed, the majority of the students wishing to emigrate have lower incomes. 
Those with the lowest incomes indicate the strongest intentions to emigrate (36 %). 
With the increase in income the overall propensity to emigrate drops. (Fig. 1)

Figure 1. Respondent structure by general migration attitudes, distributed according 
to the size of the disposable personal income

 Source: Field Survey, 2008

The Bulgarian labour market in the last two decades has passed through different  
periods – from an extremely high unemployment rate in 2001 (19.9 %)  to a relatively 
low (for the EU) rate in the last few years. In 2008 it was 5.6 % in comparison to 7% 
in the EU-27.3

 The problems of the Bulgarian labour market today are not too different from 
those of the EU labour markets – ageing labour force, quantitative and particularly 
qualitative imbalances between supply and demand; difficulties in integration of 
graduates into the labour market (Beleva, 2008). It is significant that in Bulgaria the 
youth unemployment ratio in 2008 was only 4 %, compared to the average 6.9% in 
the EU-27.4   

3. Employment in Europe 2009
    www.ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=4196&langId=en
4. The youth unemployment ratio is the unemployment of persons aged 15-24 relative to the total 

population of the same age; (Employment in Europe 2009 Report)
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 According to their employment status, 46 % of all employed students, wish for 
some type of migration. A much higher percentage (61%) of the unemployed prefer 
to stay in the country (Table 1). In practice, contrary to the neoclassical approach and 
in confirmation of previous empirical studies,5  most of the students with intentions 
to go abroad are employed and most of those with intentions to stay, are not working.

Table 1. Attitude intensity according to respondent employment status

 Source: Field Survey, 2008

Presumably the incentive for outward mobility is not so much the lack of jobs as the 
low level of work compensation, i.e. low income. Experience shows that both em-
ployed and unemployed people have migration intentions, and also those with high 
and low incomes. In this sense, a number of other non-economic determinants should 
be sought, which have an effect on the shaping of migration attitudes.
  The most famous amongst the alternative theories on international migration is 
the network theory. According to its main essentials the probability for cross-border 
mobility grows higher when nationals have relatives and friends abroad, since these 
social networks reduce the migration expenses and risks, and increase the expected 
net gain resulting from the migration (Stark, 1991).
 There are two types of migrant networks. The first arises locally in the sending 
country when the emigrants have relatives abroad. Indeed, the proportion of the stu-
dents who wish to emigrate is higher among those who have relatives abroad.. This 
implies that a family member abroad has some impact on shaping emigration inten-
tions.

5. Тhe share of persons employed in Bulgaria who intend to migrate always exceeds that of the 
unemployed (Kalchev, 2001).
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 Another way to build social networks and subsequently migrant ones is a personal 
knowledge of the international environment, i.e., a previous stay abroad. Of all stu-
dents surveyed, 32 % have previously pursued employment abroad. More than half 
(56 %) obtained their emigration experience by working in the USA and 42 % in an 
EU country (the majority of them in Great Britain, Germany and Spain). Of all ex-
migrants almost one in two plan another migration (Fig. 2).

Figure 2. Migration experience – worked abroad (Base: 266)

 Source: Field Survey, 2008.

For students, however, the choice definitely falls on the traditional immigrant coun-
tries – the USA and the northern European destinations, mainly Great Britain and 
Germany. Therefore, large distances are not at all a deterrent to high mobility. The 
theoretical claim of the gravity model of international migration, that larger distance 
between countries reduces the migration flow between them, is questionable, given 
that 82 % of ex-migrants have worked in the USA and Great Britain.6

6. The development and tests of the Gravity model, See Lewer, J and Hendrik Van den Berg (2008) 
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 Traditionally, men are more mobile than women and that has been confirmed in 
the Bulgarian reality in the first decade since transition. With the intensive globaliza-
tion processes in the 90s and the subsequent structural changes in the world economy, 
the ratio between men/women global migration flows has balanced gradually. In 2010 
almost half of international migrants were women (49%) and even more significant 
is that they represent a more-qualified flow than men (IOM, 2010). This gender trend 
is also reflected in the general Bulgarian migrant population. Since 2007 the majority 
of all Bulgarian migrants have been women. In 2008 for instance, they accounted for 
64% of the general migration flow.7

  The student survey confirms this trend. Only 27% of all male students have 
worked abroad, compared with 42 % of all female students; i.e., women today are 
more likely to be mobile than men. Moreover, the results indicate the prevailing ten-
dency of long-term migration for women and short-term for men (Table 2).

Table 2. Former migrant structure according to gender indicator

 Source: Field Survey, 2008

7. In Bulgaria official migration statistics started in 2007 and its methodology is unified with that 
of the European institutions, National Statistical Institute http://www.nsi.bg/otrasal.php?otr=19
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Logit analysis – a model of binary logistic regression
In our model, the dependent variable whose variations are observed is the students’ 
intention to migrate. For this purpose, it is studied as a dichotomous (alternative) var-
iable. All value frequencies corresponding to the preference for living and working 
in Bulgaria, i.e., to the absence of migration intentions are identified with code "0", 
and they form the base respondent group. All other meanings which include any type 
of migration intentions, both short- and long-term, take code "1", and form the target 
group of the dependent variable – respondents with general migration intentions. 
The formal logit model adopts the following form:8

  
                                                                      N    Ki-1 

Log [P(x) / 1 – P(x)] = ßo +  Σ  ßij * Xij
                                                                                  i=1     j=1

In order to construct the model, seven (independent) factor variables are included 
whose quantitative effect on the change in the defined dependent variable are ex-
amined - gender, permanent residence, personal income, employment, emigration 
experience, the presence of a household member abroad, and expectations of finding 
adequate occupation in Bulgaria after graduation.9

 Those meanings of the individual factor variables which presumably correspond 
to the characteristics which are possibly inhibitory to migration are chosen as the ref-
erence group (Table 3). The persons in the base group are those who correspond to all 
of the following values of the categories surveyed: female students, with permanent 
jobs, with average and higher income (above BGN 600), living in a town, without 
emigration experience, in whose household there isn’t a member abroad, and with 
clear expectations of finding an adequate qualified job after graduation. 

(1)

8. Where Р(х) is the probability that the respondent will develop intentions to migrate; N – number 
of the factor variables included in the model (N=7); For each independent variable (i) a set of (Ki 
– 1) number of dichotomous indicator variables Хij is created, where Кi is the number of possible 
answers to the given question. The ßij coefficients evaluate the net factor effects of the indicator 
variables on the formation of emigration attitudes. See: (Minchev and Boshnakov, 2007).

9. For the interpretation of the independent variables a set of fictitious (dummy) indicator vari-
ables was used, whose number is determined by the number (Ki) of categories for each vari-
able reduced by a unit, i.e. equals (Ki-1) dummy variables. For the purpose, it was necessary to 
determine the base (reference) group resulting from the independent variables which would be 
the basis for the interpretation. Respondents from the base group were given the characteristics 
corresponding to null values of the dummy variables. The remaining respondents take the value 
“1” only in the case of a corresponding value of the specific independent variable and “0” in the 
case of all its other values. Kotseva (2001) makes a good explanation of binary logistic models.
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Table 3. Description of the independent variables and the reference (base) group

 Source: Field Survey, 2008
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 Significant net effects are established with respect to four of the seven factors 
examined in the model, when all other conditions are equal, i.e., while keeping all 
other variables at a constant level. Indeed, migration determinant factors are employ-
ment, migration experience, household member abroad and expectations of finding 
an adequate qualified job.
 No significant net effects are found for gender, residence and income. The expla-
nation by gender may be found in the fact that the majority of female students are 
not tied to family life and children yet, making them as mobile as men. Moreover, 
according to human capital theory high qualifications and youth in general promise 
higher returns on investments in education (Sjaastad, 1962). As mentioned above, 
latest world statistics also prove an even lower impact of the gender factor on the 
quantitative aspect and its increasing role in the qualitative aspect.
 The permanent residence factor is also blurred, the reason being the fact that most 
of the students have high internal mobility, and often the latter precedes external mo-
bility. Our hypothesis is that high mobility, which the universities abroad offer under 
the student exchange programmes, presents large consecutive possibilities for youth 
drain. This gives rise to the so called “two-step migration” (OECD, 2010).
 Contrary to expectations, income is not a sufficient reason for the formation of 
migration incentives. The main reason for this is the students’ income being less a 
function of employment and therefore, not the main motive for migration.  
 By calculating the probability of the base group forming migration intentions we 
can determine the marginal effects for all other variables in the model by means of 
the formulae:10

Po = exp(ßo) / 1 + exp(ßo)

ΔРj = ßj*Po*(1-Po)

 After applying formula (2) the likelihood of the reference group of students devel-
oping migration intentions is only 19 %. (Po = 0.189). After applying (Po) to formula 
(3) it is determined for each indicator variable that the strongest net effect is reported 
for students who have some migration experience, the most pronounced result being 
for the case of long-term stay abroad (Table 4).

(2)

(3)

10. Po gives the probability to develop emigration intentions of a respondent from the reference 
(base) group, evaluated using the model’s constant; ΔРj measures the net change in the prob-
ability that the respondent will develop migration intentions under the influence of the change 
in the corresponding Хij characteristic with respect to the reference respondent category, all 
other conditions being equal.
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Table 4. Results of binary logistic regression for general emigration intentions*

 * В – regression coefficient; Sig – level of significance; dP – net change of the probability

 Source: Field Survey, 2008
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 Obviously, migrant networks have a crucial role in the formation of the definitive 
decision to migrate, especially when linked to a long-term stay abroad. This factor 
is a priority, anticipating all other factors. This confirms one of the hypotheses of 
the migrant networks theory, that at some point they can prevail over the economic 
determinants of cross-border mobility and exert a strong attracting pull-effect, from 
the perspective of the host country. 
  Significant results are obtained for the employment factor, where seasonal em-
ployment increases the likelihood of the formation of emigration intentions by 9 per-
centage points at a level of significance 0.01. A large part of migration intentions 
develop due to prospective seasonal employment of students abroad. The result for 
those not employed does not report a significant effect. The regression coefficient for 
this category is the lowest in comparison with those who are employed. 
 A strong marginal effect is reported also with students who do not have clear 
expectations for finding suitable employment after obtaining a university diploma. 
The uncertainty regarding adequate professional fulfillment on the Bulgarian labour 
market is a strong "push" factor in the decision to migrate.
 The presence of a household member abroad also increases the probability of the 
formation of migration intentions by 5 percentage points and confirms the important 
role of social networks in cross-border mobility.
 Based on the results of the model, no indicator variable reports an inhibitory effect 
on the migration intentions, except for the low income levels where the regression 
coefficient is a low negative (Table 4). The latter can be explained by the theoretical 
hypothesis that, in fact, international migration is not carried out by individuals at the 
lowest income levels because they are unable to bear the costs of migration (Parnre-
iter, 2000).
 The evaluated logit model confirms that migration experience begins to exert 
an increasingly greater, even leading role in the formation of migration intentions 
among people in the country. It is also a decisive factor in the mobility of the highly 
skilled, even more when their integration in the receiving countries is relatively high. 

Evaluation of potential student migration
We should underline the very short-term nature of the student migration potential, 
which is largely due to the students’ intention to engage in summer work abroad.  
Potential migrants (PM) account generally for about 45% of all respondents and 59% 
of them are short-term. The main purpose of the stay abroad is to perform work ac-
tivities (64%) and one in four aims to study or get training. Only 8% intend to live 
abroad. Therefore, the two main types of student mobility are economic and educa-
tional migration.



V. MAKNI, South-Eastern Europe Journal of Economics 2 (2011) 187-206200

 To identify the profile of PM more precisely two indicators are used - the scope of 
recruitment and the intensity of the intentions.11 The scope of recruitment evaluates 
the structure of the corresponding category of the students according to the selected 
variables. The intensity measures the relative share of the PM-category in the overall 
number of respondents for the respective indication.
 The structure of PM by gender is in favour of men, bearing in mind that their share 
is two times larger than the share of women surveyed. However, the intensity of the 
intention of women is much higher, both for short- and long-term migrants (Table 
5). The higher mobility of female students must be emphasized, and its longer-term 
orientation.
 The scope and intensity of potential migrants by income shows an obvious down-
ward trend with the increase in income of short-term migrants. The results are not so 
clear with long-term PM, where even those with the highest income occupy a signifi-
cant share. Therefore, low income is a leading motive primarily for short-term labour 
migration, but income in general is not a major determinant for long-term migration.
 Based on our analysis it becomes clear that international migration is present in 
people of all incomes. It becomes obvious that low incomes are not always an incen-
tive for external mobility, or high incomes for refraining from it. This is yet another 
argument which refutes the neoclassical theory of migration. Its arguments in favour 
of income differential have proved to be insufficiently substantiated and this is espe-
cially true for long-term cross-border mobility.
 PM by employment status has the highest share among seasonal workers for all 
migrants’ categories. The results give an indication that temporary migration is mo-
tivated primarily by the need to ensure a higher income from foreign employment. 
The presence of a permanent job somewhat reduces the intensity of the short-term 
intentions of students, but does not affect long-term attitudes.
 It is noteworthy that for income and employment, there are little variations in the 
intensity of long-term intentions. This is meaningful in drawing the conclusion that 
these socio-economic factors do not have a significant impact on long-term migration 
intentions. They constitute more powerful determinants of short-term mobility.
 An important factor is the duration of the previous stay abroad. A longer stay 
abroad leads to an increase in the volume of potential long-term migration. Similarly, 
the intensity of the intentions is highest in long-term PM who have resided abroad 
longer. In the case of the short-term ones it is highest among those who have been 
away from the country temporarily. PM-students without migration experience have 
the lowest intensity of intentions. Therefore, migrant networks form a spiraling mi-
gration process which becomes more intensive with the increase of the length of the 
stay abroad.

11. The two indicators are used by Bulgarian NSI to identify the socio-demographic profile of po-
tential emigrants in Population, Housing and Farm Census of 2001 (Kalchev, 2005).
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Table 5. Profile of potential long-term and short-term migrants by scope and intensity 
of migration intentions (%)

 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
     

Source:  Field Survey, 2008 
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 The expectations for adequate placement on the Bulgarian labour market after 
graduation give results that speak for themselves of scope and intensity. The intensity 
of the sentiments is overwhelmingly the highest in both categories of PM, suggest-
ing that the uncertainty about adequate placement on the local labor market and the 
frequent discrepancies between demand and supply of human capital continue to be 
a strong push factor for potential migrants from the country.
 The low ratings of the quality of higher education in Bulgaria also stimulate the 
intentions of students for transnational mobility. While lower ratings increased the 
number of potential long-term migrants, a good rating increased the share of short-
term migrants. With the lowering of the rating, the intensity of the intentions grows, 
both for short -and long- term PM. 
 Apart from the average rating given by the students for the quality of Bulgarian 
higher education, there are other indicators for migration: the increasingly lower edu-
cation costs since 1990 (Rangelova, 2007); the existing gap between education and 
practice; the lack of feedback between education and business; the centralization and 
lack of flexibility of the education process (Makni, 2010).
 Increased student mobility inside the EU, simplified access to foreign universities 
and other stimulating techniques on the side of the industrial countries for attract-
ing the highly skilled, will become major determinants in a massive decrease in the 
number of student enrollments in Bulgarian universities in the coming years.
 Combining all factors of migration gives rise to two unwanted phenomena - brain 
drain and brain waste. In fact, brain drain and brain waste12 deserve attention when 
it comes to migration of longer-term character. Based on our results, it can be con-
cluded that, in terms of potential long-term migration, the "brain drain" phenomenon 
predominates, since 69 % of long-term migrants intend to work in the high-qualified 
area and/ or their field of study. “Brain waste” covers about 31% of potential long-
term emigrants. It is related to professional fulfillment which is different from the 
qualification being acquired, namely in the services, construction and tourism areas. 
In both cases we witness waste of human capital for Bulgaria.
 Students with technical expertise have the highest emigration potential – and 
medical students the lowest (Table 6). Narrow technical specialisation certainly pro-
vides greater opportunities to work abroad. It is not by accident that the largest short-
age of specialists in industrial countries is generated precisely in the field of technol-
ogy. And since the technical and technological market in Bulgaria has not highly 
developed yet, it represents an additional "push" factor with respect to specialists.

12. Brain waste is a term, which explains the horizontal migration of individuals from a highly-
qualified to a low-qualified area of employment. The process in the national economy is known 
as internal brain waste and in a foreign economy as external brain waste. (Breinbauer, 2007).



V. MAKNI, South-Eastern Europe Journal of Economics 2 (2011) 187-206 203

 The low intensity of migrants from the medical sciences can be explained with the 
relatively low demand for high-qualified medical professionals in developed coun-
tries despite the increased labour shortages in health care. In addition, medical pro-
fessionals in Bulgaria are still able to have good careers locally.
 According to the year of study, the highest intensity of intentions is observed 
among third-year students. A logical explanation here is the fact that they still have 
not completed their education and most of them are temporary (seasonal) labour mi-
grants (60 %). By contrast, 69 % of long-term migrants in the last year of their study 
plan to work abroad while 19 % intend to obtain a foreign degree or to complete 
specialised training (Table 6).

Table 6. Intensity of the educational profile of PM*

 * The inconsistent % of students by university and year renders adequate only the analysis of 
PM intensity without an evaluation of their structure.

 Source: Field Survey, 2008
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 The predominantly temporary character of student potential migration is due to 
the still unfinished educational process. For this reason, the intensity of the intentions 
increases with the approach of the graduation date, which, for a large portion of stu-
dents in bachelor’s programs, in fact, is expected to take place outside of Bulgaria. 
This, in turn, increases the chance for the effect of "brain drain" to be observed be-
cause it provides an ideal opportunity for further professional development abroad.

4. Concluding remarks on the profile of the potential student migrant from Bulgaria

Students appear to be a particularly mobile group: on the one hand, thanks to the 
opportunities offered by higher education in the cross-border system of connections 
for the exchange of experience, cooperation and taking advantage of the summer 
months, and on the other, as a result of the increasingly attractive international con-
ditions for young high-qualified specialists due to the global competition for human 
capital of the highest level. Therefore, the modern student is rather flexible and highly 
mobile, responding to the new intensive processes in cross-border relations.
 High student mobility creates two contradictory challenges for potential migrants 
– first, it predetermines the predominantly short-term nature of student migration, 
in view of the incomplete higher education process during which potential migrants 
have the options to choose their professional path and gather international experi-
ence; and second – it allows future graduate specialists to make their choice of the 
optimal country for obtaining the highest return on their investment. Therefore, the 
modern student-potential migrant is mostly a temporary migrant. He has already 
gained international experience, which gives him the confidence and ambition to pre-
fer an environment which would meet his/her high requirements.
 The graduating contemporary student – potential migrant is a long-term migrant 
to a higher degree. He challenges the international labor market with good qualifi-
cations or with the acquisition of a foreign university degree that ensures adequate 
professional development in a global competitive environment.
 “Brain drain” prevails against “brain waste”, the first one being the leading one. 
The modern student - potential long-term migrant develops relatively high expecta-
tions for professional development abroad. The prospects of turning "brain drain" 
into "brain gain” depend on the degree of success and adaptation to the competitive 
conditions of the international environment and on the opportunities which the Bul-
garian labour market would offer to him when rewarding the international experience 
acquired.
 The modern student - potential long-term migrant is increasingly often a young 
highly skilled woman, with specific aspirations and expectations. The prospects of 
such a type of mobility are unfavorable to the demographic structure of Bulgaria 
- aggravated enough without this extra load. In this respect, clear, targeted and flex-
ible measures are needed for closer, even priority integration of high-qualified young 
women into the professional labour market.
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 The modern student - potential migrant, has migration experience and low expec-
tations of professional development in Bulgaria. The size of income and the prospects 
for employment are additional, but not necessarily decisive, factors when taking a 
decision about migration.
 The successful future of one efficient migration policy in Bulgaria is not in the 
retention of human capital, but in promoting its development and taking advantage of 
it in the country. With the increasing student mobility the best strategy would be the 
optimal replication of the international experience in economic, social and political 
culture. The potential for such a bold formulation resides in the young and qualified 
human capital of Bulgaria, enriched by and perceived through transnational realities.
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