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EDITORIAL

Since UK voters voted ‘yes’ to  
leaving the European Union on  
23 June 2016, initial disbelief 

within many institutions of higher learn-
ing has given way to a weary acceptance 
of a set of new political norms in society. 
We appear to have entered a new world 
in which once ‘great’ countries are now 
floundering, and where universities, 
home to countless ‘experts’, are increas-
ingly seen as being part of the problem, 
rather than a key element of the solution. 

Brexit therefore poses a fairly existen-
tial threat to universities in the UK itself, 
but what does it mean for universities in 
other countries in Europe and beyond? 
What lies ahead for the collaborative 
initiatives which international educa-
tors in Europe hold dear, from student 
mobility and curriculum alignment to 
research collaboration and the mobility of 
academic staff? 

In this issue of Forum magazine, we have 
sought to collate a range of different 
perspectives on Brexit, from the United 
Kingdom and further afield, from individ-
uals and from associations, from experts 
and from practitioners. We are delighted 
that Professor Sir Anton Muscatelli, 
Principal of the University of Glasgow, 
agreed to be interviewed for this issue. In 
addition to his role at the University of 
Glasgow, Professor Muscatelli is Chair 
of the UK’s Russell Group of universities 
and a member of the Scottish Govern-
ment’s Standing Council on Europe. His 
interview therefore provides a fascinating 
insight into the evolving political situation 
within the UK and the responses which 
have been formulated. 

Other UK authors (including Vivi-
enne Stern, Director of Universities UK 
International) look to the future relation-
ship between UK institutions and their 
European partners, with reflections on 
new opportunities for partnerships in 
research. Beyond the UK, contributions 
from Ireland, Spain, the Netherlands and 
India all seek to shed light on different 
aspects of Brexit and its likely effect on 
higher education. 

Although the final shape and form 
of Brexit are not yet fixed, and the ‘soap 
opera’ of British politics continues, most 
international education practitioners in 
Europe have now mapped out a range 
of scenarios for their work against both 
a ‘hard’ (otherwise known as ‘no-deal’) 
Brexit and a ‘soft’ Brexit negotiated in 
tandem with the European Union. In 
particular, guidance has been issued and 
re-issued to staff and students on the likely 

continuation of EU funding to support 
mobility to and from, and research with, 
the UK. 

For me, Brexit continues to be enor-
mously challenging both personally and 
professionally. Born in Britain, but now 
living in Ireland after spending nearly 20 
years in Australia, I very much consider 
myself to be a global citizen. I hold an un-
dergraduate degree in French from a UK 
university and subsequently took Masters 
qualifications in French institutions. I now 
work in a globally-focused, outward-look-
ing role in international education, where 
national boundaries have little meaning 
and national identity is not a unitary 
construct. From my conversations with 
other EAIE members, I know that many 
others share my concerns. We worry that 
Brexit represents a certain failure of the 
internationalisation of higher education in 
the UK, and wonder whether this might 
eventually happen in other countries too.

With this issue of Forum, our inten-
tion has been to provide new and practical 
insights on working in European interna-
tional higher education in a post-Brexit 
context. Perhaps we will also provide some 
reassurance to those who are directly af-
fected by Brexit (in terms of residency and 
work rights). Although it has now been 
nearly three years since the original Brexit 
vote in the UK, there is evidently still a 
long way to go before the true ramifica-
tions of Brexit are clear. As such, while 
we wait for Brexit to run its full course, 
we trust that this issue will provide some 
solace along the way.
— DOUGLAS PROCTOR, EDITOR
PUBLICATIONS@EAIE.ORG
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IN CONVERSATION WITH

LAURA E. RUMBLEY 
EAIE 

Sir Anton 
Muscatelli

In the hope that a very forthright question here at the start 
is not inappropriate: Are you personally for or against Brexit, 
and why?
am: I’m very happy to answer that question. I am personally 
against Brexit, and I’ve been very vocal against it. I’m doing that 
in a personal capacity, because clearly, as a university, the Univer-
sity of Glasgow cannot take political positions. But I am allowed 
to take a personal position, and that’s as an economist first and 
foremost, but also as somebody who feels strongly about what 
universities should be about.

As an economist, there’s no doubt that Brexit will have a mas-
sive negative economic impact on the UK – that’s been quantified 
and agreed upon by the vast majority of economists. It’s going to 
have a serious impact on our economy relative to where we would 
have been had we decided to stay in the EU – anywhere from 5 to 
10 percent of GDP by 2030, depending on the type of Brexit. And 
that’s a serious fact.

As an educator, I also feel very strongly that what the EU has 
given us over the last decades has been increasingly a very open and 
mobile model in which there is increasingly freedom of movement 

Professor Sir Anton 
Muscatelli wears many 
hats in the ongoing Brexit 
debate. As Principal 
of the University of 
Glasgow and one of the 
UK’s top economists, 
Professor Muscatelli offers 
a nuanced look at the 
freedom of movement 
in Europe and what’s 
ultimately at stake – for 
education and for the 
wider European society.
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and for talent to move across Europe, 
and that benefits not only the UK but the 
whole of Europe.
 
What is the most significant challenge 
for university leadership in relation to 
Brexit and the UK’s future relationship 
with the EU? Does the answer to this 
question vary from a ‘UK perspective’ 
versus a ‘Scottish perspective’?
am: In terms of the biggest impact Brexit 
will have on the sector, there’s no doubt 
that will be on the people dimension of 
what we do. In Glasgow we have between 
2500–3000 EU students who are wonder-
fully talented, and they come here to study 
partly because of the freedom of move-
ment, and partly because we’re able to treat 
them like home students here in Scotland. 
Furthermore, about 21% of my academic 

I am personally against Brexit; that’s as an 
economist first, but also as somebody who feels 
strongly about what universities should be about

colleagues at the University of Glasgow 
are from other EU countries. That is talent 
we don’t want to lose.

Then of course there is a funding 
dimension. I think the UK being part of 
the European research area through Ho-
rizon 2020 and student mobility through 

Erasmus+ has been a huge advantage to 
us as a country, but also I think it’s been 
beneficial to the EU. And what I would 
like to see, whatever shape Brexit takes, 
is for us to participate in Horizon Europe 

(the next research framework in Europe 
post-2021), and we also want to be a part 
of Erasmus+ going forward. Whether we 
stay in the EU or not, we want to remain 
associated with these programmes.

From the Scottish perspective, the 
only difference between Scotland and 

the rest of the UK is that EU students 
currently study for free in Scotland. 
They’re treated like home students, and 
that’s been hugely beneficial to the talent 
we’ve been able to bring in. Scotland is 

Photo courtesy of University of Glasgow
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experiencing demographic decline, and 
therefore freedom of movement in the EU 
has been beneficial to us as a country. And 
that is another reason why Scotland has a 
particular need for freedom of movement 
– economically, culturally and education-
ally going forward.

In addition to your role as Principal of 
the University of Glasgow, you wear 
a number of other hats – including 
Chair of the Russell Group and Chair of 
the Scottish First Minister's Standing 
Council on Europe. How has scenario 
planning around Brexit differed or 
converged between these roles?
am: As Chair of the Russell Group, I’m 
effectively chair of a trade association, and 
as such we obviously have focused very 
much on the things that matter to higher 
education – student funding, student 
mobility, freedom of movement and the 
future immigration regime. These are the 
things that matter. As such we have been 
particularly lobbying the UK government 
around these matters. 

As Chair of the First Minister’s 
Standing Council on Europe, our role is 
purely advisory. We don’t make policy; 
we advise British government on policy. 
We’re a non-political, independent group, 
and therefore it’s a wider role in the sense 
that we’re not just concerned with higher 
education but with all aspects of how 
our relationship with the EU impacts on 
Scotland and its economy and society. In 
that role I’m acting more as an economist 
and the advice we’re giving is then taken 
by government and formulated into policy.

What do students and staff at the 
University of Glasgow make of Brexit 
developments and their implications 

for the future of Scotland’s universi-
ties? Do you have any indications of 
how students may be considering the 
effects of Brexit on their future –  
careers and otherwise?
am: For students from the EU who are 
already here, I think they have to consider 
what Brexit means. The students who have 
already arrived before Brexit of course 
have been able to apply for pre-settled 
status; their time here does count towards 
gaining settled status in the UK, so they 
perhaps see it differently from those who 
might come in the future. 

If I have to generalise, there’s been 
quite a lot of concern from my colleagues 

for the EU citizens among our staff. 
We’ve needed to support them for applica-
tions for settled status. Some have wanted 
to apply for British citizenship. And we’ve 
had to make sure that we can support 
them through that. But I think generally 
there’s been quite a feeling of concern 
after the referendum vote in 2016 about 
what this means for the UK’s relationship 
with Europe.

One view of Brexit is that it represents 
a failure of the internationalisation 
of higher education in the UK. Does 
Brexit highlight a need to rethink 
what internationalisation is and how 
it should be acted upon – not only in 
the UK but also in the wider context of 
the EU? 

am: I think I would disagree that Brexit 
represents a failure of the internationali-
sation of higher education. I think there 
are many causes behind the Brexit vote, 
but I don’t think higher education was a 
major issue. I think that those who voted 
for Brexit tended to be those who felt left 
behind by what had happened to the UK 
economy, certainly since the great financial 
crisis in 2007–2008, and arguably some of 
the cuts in public spending since 2008 also 
had an impact. People had concerns about 
the level of public services. And in those 
situations it’s very easy to blame EU mi-
gration as having affected that, but there’s 
absolutely no evidence whatsoever that EU 

immigration generally had an impact on 
UK living standards. 

So I would say that I don’t think it 
represents a failure of internationalisa-
tion. If anything, I think it represents a 
failure of society to explain the bene-
fits of free movement of talent. As an 
economist, I know that when you are 
able to guarantee free movement of talent 
– whether it’s within or indeed beyond 
Europe – that is beneficial to the host 
economy as well as to the economy that 
perhaps experiences emigration as well, 
because ultimately there are economic 
linkages which come from those move-
ments of people. So frankly, I think it 
perhaps represents a failure of us who 
favour a liberal and open world economy 
to explain the benefits of that.

The only benefit I can see, to be honest, comes 
from the fact that it’s exposed some of these 
debates around freedom of movement
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Although Brexit has been described in 
international higher education circles 
as a highly negative development – in 
both philosophical and practical terms 
– is there potential for any positive 
outcomes over the short or long term?
am: I don’t think there is a direct benefit. 
The only benefit I can see, to be honest, 
comes from the fact that it’s exposed 
some of these debates around freedom 
of movement, around the benefits that 
come from attracting talent from around 
the world. For instance, in the UK we’ve 
recently seen some opinion polls which 
show that, after a number of years where 
immigration was viewed as a negative, all 
of a sudden we think that people view it 
as a positive. So it could be that the debate 
itself post-referendum has allowed us to 
finally come to grips with some implicit 
assumptions about the costs and benefits 
of immigration. 

I actually think that’s very positive 
for the UK – all the causes of Brexit 
had nothing to do with that and I think 
the fact that we’ve been able to have an 
open debate may actually be the prelude 
towards hopefully a more liberal and open 
society. I’m an optimist.

You were born in Italy and lived in the 
Netherlands before coming to Scot-
land. How does your personal story 
influence your thinking about the reali-
ty of removing automatic freedom of 

movement within Europe for staff and 
students at your institution?
am: I did move around when I was a child 
and I grew up in different countries. Dur-
ing those times there wasn’t any freedom 
of movement; it was much more restrict-
ed. I have seen the shift toward more open 
and freer movement for our students, who 

now have the advantage of being able to 
study and work in different places. 

There are two dimensions to this: 
first, in the European dimension, it has 
really helped to create a much more 

cohesive society. I think we are creating 
real European citizens, people who feel 
that they don’t just belong to one of the 
28 member countries, but they genuinely 
have a European identity as well. But 
more generally, even beyond Europe, 
what it’s creating is a much more inter-
nationally-oriented student body, one 
that genuinely is multicultural and which 
embraces global values. 

I think I certainly have been influ-
enced by my own experience growing 
up in different countries where you have 
a different perspective, and I think all 
students are now getting that perspective, 
and they’re using this to their advantage. 
And we mustn’t lose that.

I think we are creating real European citizens, 
people who feel that they don’t just belong to one 
of the 28 member countries, but they genuinely 
have a European identity as well

Photo: Shutterstock
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Explore Finnish  
higher education
Join us for one of our campus 
visits and attend the session 
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Visit www.eaie.org/helsinki

From refugees to 
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and diversification

REGISTER TODAY
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MONEY MATTERS 
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internationalisation
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SUCTI: A tale of administrative 
staff internationalisation 
Devoting resources to training administra-
tive staff can help institutions to reach the 
‘happily ever after’ phase of international- 
isation.

http://ow.ly/ABim50uLs8G

27 
MAY

EAIE report offers indicators of 
successful internationalisation
What leads to successful internationalisa-
tion? The newest report in the EAIE Barom-
eter series offers nine key indicators.

http://ow.ly/xdae50uLs25

16 
APR

The UK’s new 
internationalisation strategy
The UK has released its post-Brexit 
international education strategy, which is 
sure to have ripple effects across Europe.

http://ow.ly/T2Hb50uLs6z

14 
MAY

Integrating internationalised 
learning outcomes
Getting academics on board and integrat-
ing learning outcomes into the greater 
internationalisation strategy can often be 
equal parts challenging and rewarding.

http://ow.ly/QK7v50uLrXA

13 
MAR

In between Forum issues, visit the EAIE blog for news, views and 
insights, anywhere and at your fingertips. Just grab yourself a 
comfy seat and start browsing!

New tools for the credential 
evaluator’s toolbox
Credential evaluators face a variety of 
challenges in today’s changing world, but 
familiarising yourself with the latest tools 
and practices can help.

http://ow.ly/WBE950uLsbT

13 
JUN

Streamlining sustainability  
within the university? 
How can universities better tackle the 
Sustainable Development Goals? It starts 
with integrating the SDGs into institutional 
strategy.

http://ow.ly/JrSB50uLs4v

18 
APR

EAIE BLOG SPOT
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Develop the practical skills you 
need to succeed

Save the date!
www.eaie.org/autumn-academy-2019
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25–28 
AUGUST
41st Annual EAIR Forum 2019 in 
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Responsibility of higher  
education systems: What? Why? 
How?
www.eairweb.org

10–12 
SEPTEMBER
THE World Academic Summit 
2019 in Zurich, Switzerland
How talent thrives
www.timeshighereducation.
com/summits 
worldacademic/2019

15–18 
OCTOBER
Australian International 
Education Conference (AIEC) 
2019 in Perth, Australia
Leading the way
www.aiec.idp.com/home

18–22 
NOVEMBER
EAIE Autumn Academy in 
Budapest, Hungary
www.eaie.org/training

24–27 
SEPTEMBER 
31st Annual EAIE Conference 
and Exhibition in Helskinki, 
Finland
Encompassing all voices
www.eaie.org/helsinki

25–26 
NOVEMBER 
EAIE Spotlight Seminar in 
Berlin, Germany
From refugees to international 
students
www.eaie.org/spotlight-
seminar-refugees

6–9 
NOVEMBER
CIEE Annual Conference 2019 
in Brooklyn, USA
Study abroad 2019: Opening 
doors to increase diversity in 
study abroad
www.globaleducationconference. 
ciee.org

21–23 
NOVEMBER
2019 European Quality Assur-
ance Forum in Berlin, Germany
Supporting societal 
engagement of higher 
education
www.eua.eu/events/33-2019-
european-quality-assurance-
forum

17–18 
NOVEMBER
ACA Annual Conference 2019 in 
Bled, Slovenia
The engaged university. Linking 
the global and the local
www.acaevents.events.idloom.
com/the-engaged-university-
linking-the-global-and-the-local
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international higher education conference

Register by 06 September
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