
41© The Author(s) 2018
D. Cairns et al., Mobility, Education and Employability in the European Union, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-76926-4_3

3
The Erasmus Impetus

In previous publications, we have defined international conviviality as a 
driver of participation among students, with the communal nature of the 
Erasmus being one of the reasons for the programme’s longevity (Feyen 
and Krzaklewska 2013; Cairns et al. 2017). In this part of our discussion, 
we develop this theme further and explore motives for participation from 
the standpoint of young people wishing to engage with the programme. 
Even acknowledging the fact that Erasmus is a product of European 
Union policymaking, a topic of discussion throughout this book, the pro-
gramme itself would not have continued to function if there had been an 
insufficient level of interest from students. Their views are therefore placed 
at the centre of our discussion for the duration of the chapter.

Motivations for undergraduates to enrol in exchanges can of course be 
linked to class background, mobility being seen as a particularly  valid 
practice by the privileged (Andreotti et al. 2013), more specifically as a 
kind of institutionally organised gap year for youth (Vogt 2018). Students 
may also feel the pressure to follow an internationalization logic that pre-
vails within universities (see also Brooks and Waters 2011). But the idea 
of moving while studying is also very much present in personal imagin-
ings of the future: for example, a recent research project using Italian data 
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investigated forms of mobility that have become ‘anticipated’, including 
the wish to move abroad though Erasmus (Cuzzocrea and Mandich 
2016). The findings of this study suggest that mobility is at times seen as 
an entry ticket to bypassing uncertainty and difficulties at home, provid-
ing what are in effect alternative life chances. Even more generally, a will-
ingness to be mobile is portrayed as an important trait of cosmopolitan, 
postmodern youth.

The reasons for moving abroad thus become related to the desire to have 
a different kind of life: doing something on the outside that leads to bio-
graphical change on the inside. If we take this proposition seriously, it 
becomes easy to see the appeal of the Erasmus programme, something that 
has led us in the past to focus on  the study of how ‘mobility inten-
tions’ emerge, with young people asked to identify how to leave and where 
they think they will move (e.g. Cairns and Smyth 2011). The possibility of 
Erasmus, as opposed to individuals, fulfilling this transformative function 
leads us to rethink some of the basic assumptions prevalent in youth mobil-
ity literature, including the idea of the decision to move abroad being a 
product of weighing up push and pull factors. Traditionally, the former 
relate to prevailing conditions in the sending society, typically adverse 
social and/or economic conditions that act as constraints on personal and 
professional development. In contrast, pull factors refer to the attractive-
ness of the other place, again, with specific emphasis on social and eco-
nomic factors. Within the youth phase, the mobility decision-making 
process is less explicitly oriented around issues such as salary levels or wel-
fare conditions, but rather more lifestyle focused, albeit with recognition 
of the importance of enhancing employability (see Chap. 2). We can 
therefore deduce that deciding to participate in Erasmus might be the 
product of feeling constrained at home in terms of possibilities within a 
current educational habitus and the prospect of finding space in which to 
reflect and re-orientate oneself towards different goals in another country.

Putting this into simpler terms, what we will explore in this chapter is 
the impetus to participate in Erasmus, revisiting some established ideas 
from relevant literature, refreshed through the use of material from two 
different empirical sources. Firstly, we make use of written motivation 
statements produced by candidates for the programme in an Italian uni-
versity. This material is used as naturally occurring data to investigate 
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what sort of justifications students believe evaluators expect them to 
make, thus making themselves into a mirror for established institutional 
discourses. Secondly, we have conducted interviews with young people 
who have recently completed Erasmus exchanges, with our analysis 
focused on how their motivations changed as a result of the experience. 
Using this material, we are able to illustrate the Erasmus impetus as it 
exists among prospective Erasmus students and what happens to this 
desire during a stay abroad, providing what we hope will be an original 
perspective on this issue.

�Push and Pull Factors in Written Motivations

Our empirical material enables us to compare and contrast how the logic 
of employability within Erasmus is framed among different people and at 
different times. As a first step, we will analyse ideas from the written 
motivation statements. This material was gathered at a university in 
Sardinia, Italy, in  a university that has long-standing participation in 
Erasmus. In regard to ‘motivations’, we are basically referring to the state-
ments provided by Erasmus applicants to the sending institution. The 
nature of this material, as written discourse, is different to that of inter-
view transcripts, in that candidates have an opportunity to organize and 
edit their justifications, a process that involves pragmatic considerations 
being incorporated so that a place may be more readily obtained. There is 
hence a kind of ‘natural artificiality’ inherent in this material that tells us 
as much about what applicants perceive the programme is looking for as 
it does about their personal motivations.1

That this material is drawn from the application process means that 
this is a form of naturally occurring data, albeit non-representative in the 
sense that we are focusing on one case study institution and can only use 
what the university has permitted us to analyse. What we do have are 
300 motivation statements as inserted into the Erasmus application form 
by students between 2015 and 2017. Both undergraduate and postgrad-
uate students were included from a variety of degree programmes at the 
university. These 300 statements were randomly selected out of a larger 
sample of approximately 500 cases. Permission to consult and use the 
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material for this book was obtained from the university, although the 
statements did not contain names or biographical details of the student 
applicants.

What this material constitutes is a means to obtain an original perspec-
tive on motivation to participate in the programme, with analysis aimed 
at identifying key ideas mobilised in the application procedure. This 
allows us to examine students’ initial perceptions of Erasmus and how a 
dialogue is initiated between potential participants and an institution. 
Additionally, we can view the procedure as an introduction to the world 
of applying to European institutions for money, a procedure that may be 
repeated many times subsequently depending upon later education and 
career path choices. We therefore have the chance to look at first formal 
experiences of accessing European grant funding, a procedure which is in 
itself part of the socialisation into competitive education systems and 
international labour markets.

�Push Factors

As a means of introduction, we can illustrate some of the main themes 
emerging from the students’ statements. Firstly, in looking at ‘push fac-
tors’, we have a very strong endorsement of cultural factors, specifically 
the idea that other places have something different to offer compared to 
the home region; for example:

I’d like, in the first place, to learn to relate to other cultures given the dif-
ficulty that one has here in Sardinia. Living in a relatively small island, 
there is not enough exchange of new ideas. 

We can see here a direct reference to the ‘small’ nature of Sardinia. This 
theme is expounded upon in another statement which makes specific 
reference to the lack of ‘space’ for young people:

I live in a country which leaves increasingly less space for young people, 
which makes it hard to see a worthwhile perspective of what our future will 
be. I do not want to be content with Italy, despite how beautiful it is. The 
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world is certainly too big to be able to know it all, but step-by-step, one can 
broaden and improve his or her views, and one can only do this by travel-
ling, exploring and being thirsty for knowledge.

It is important to note that this is not a negative typification of the 
departure point. On the contrary, Sardinia is regarded as ‘beautiful’. 
What is sought is something different, or something extra, rather than an 
escape being narrated in terms of negative experience. Motivations can 
also be multiple, as demonstrated in the following account:

The motivations which push me to participate in the Erasmus experience 
are several and all tied to the end of making myself a person who is increas-
ingly aware and equipped with a mental mind-set broader than what an 
island can give. I am a very curious girl, I love my land, Sardinia, but I am 
also convinced that in order to be able to appreciate that, and judge, I must 
be able to confront it with different cultures that allows me to develop a 
major critical spirit.

This final statement underlines the need for contrast in these young 
people’s lives. We might therefore argue that what can be gained is a bet-
ter appreciation of one’s home rather than, or as well as, an understand-
ing of other places, enabled by a shift in geographical location.

�Pull Factors

In looking at the factors that attract these young people abroad, profes-
sional concerns are very prominent. For example:

I’d like to enrich my CV with an experience before being inserted into the 
world of work. I believe Erasmus changes a bit your life and opens your 
mind to new countries. I want to be given this possibility because 
2017–2018 will be my last academic year before graduation.

This account is consistent with some of the employability themes we 
looked at in the previous chapter, and foreshadows a theme to be explored 
in Chap. 5 of this book, namely the idea that Erasmus offers soon-to-be-
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employed young people a kind of moratorium experience. It is therefore 
interesting to observe that while a desire to leave Sardinia can be expressed 
in terms of cultural limitations, moving abroad is associated with enhanc-
ing work readiness. Several references were also made to the importance 
of the English language in this process:

I would like to participate to this experience in order to improve my 
English language fluency, to have the possibility to confront myself with a 
culture different from my own, to understand, being on the spot, see how 
various juridical systems work differently when applied in our country.

Finally, we also need to bear in mind that there are certain academic 
pathways that more or less require mobility episodes to take place, or 
where a major benefit can be made from a stay abroad:

I have decided to participate in this experience because I would like to 
continue my studies in a foreign country, considering that the course in 
Biomedical Engineering in [city] does not offer a postgraduate degree. 
Studying abroad is a great opportunity which must be taken seriously and 
that allows personal and professional growth. This is accompanied with a 
direct confrontation with a new culture and a new language.

This situation relates specifically to graduates seeking postgraduate 
opportunities not present in home universities. We can therefore see that 
the mobility impetus changes as an educational trajectory progresses, 
with additional and perhaps more complex considerations emerging at 
later stages.

�Motivations: Recurring Themes

What we are basically highlighting here is that there are different motiva-
tions. Many of these we already know about through reading Erasmus 
literature. While there are different themes in this research field, one 
recurring idea is concerned with the idea that Erasmus students possess 
the ability to help engineer a new European ethos, one that is grounded 
in civic consciousness (e.g. Papatsiba 2006). The experience of mobility 
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is viewed as a specific aspect of youth citizenship, including the fact that 
they do not locate themselves on either side of a geographical boundary, 
constituting a kind of ‘unicum’ (Ieracitano 2015, p. 110).

This conceptualization is similar to the idea that what we are witness-
ing is the construction of ‘the new mobile European’ (Recchi 2013). A 
question raised by this literature concerns the necessity of mobility in 
order to become a European citizen, in a context were mobile Europeans 
are assumed to be the ‘champions’ of citizenship (Recchi 2013, p. 12). 
This can lead researchers to ask just how pro-European can Erasmus stu-
dents become, or if they were already staunchly pro-European before par-
ticipating in the programme, if they are able to ‘lubricate’ the European 
labour market through obviating European borders, being ready and 
available for whatever opportunities may arise (Wilson 2011). This ideal 
is placed into a framework emphasising attention on civic duties (Mitchell 
2012), with the assumption that there should be a closer correlation 
between ‘European’ and ‘the EU’ (Wilson 2011, p. 1117).

In explaining why these academic tropes have emerged, it may be that 
educated young people, being in a state of status flux, are seen a potential 
ambassadors for an ideal type of European identity by certain theorists. 
As such, the European institutions might also think that they can take 
advantage of the fact that students are in a ‘natural’ state of identity refor-
mulation. We cannot however assume that learners are necessarily inter-
ested in this role, particularly should they be shown to be more concerned 
with the process of discovering themselves rather than their continent. 
Events of recent years, especially the spectre of Brexit, have also some-
what dented prospects for European unity, implying that dis-unity and 
separation may be the future rather than more integration between EU 
member states.

Rather than concern with European identities, what we have actually 
found emerging in the motivation statements is a recapitulation of what 
are now classic themes in student mobility literature: personal develop-
ment, academic progress, linguistic development and cultural explora-
tion (see Maiworm and Teichler 1997; Murphy-Lejeune 2002; 
Krzaklewska 2008). Looking at one of these issues, improving foreign 
language fluency, we find copious numbers of students seeking to use 
Erasmus mobility for this end.
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I would like to participate because I believe it is a big occasion to get to 
know new places, new people, new cultures, and a new language above all 
else. I think it is a great starting point for personal growth far away from 
home. I believe that all this could help me to be not only a better graduate 
and [better] professional, but also a better person.

It is interesting that the development of this faculty is linked to per-
sonal development and all-round self-fulfilment, as well as professional 
concerns. We would therefore argue against a separation of these two 
faculties. This is also expressed in terms of independence and becoming 
more mature:

My fundamental aim is to improve the language, certainly thanks to an 
immersion in the host country I have the possibility to learn it more 
quickly. No doubt Erasmus will help me to win the friendship of people 
from all over the world and develop new and diverse cultural skills. Thanks 
to this experience I will have the opportunity to put myself at stake, and 
really understand how much I am worth. This surely will make me more 
mature and more independent. This is because of having to go alone to a 
foreign country: far away from parents and usual friends one is compelled 
to learn and overcome obstacles on one’s own.

In summarizing this debate, we would argue for a need to ground our 
understanding of Erasmus in fundamentally human terms, as opposed to 
mirroring EU policy discourse or popular academic research tropes. Ideas 
of independence, autonomy and maturity are at the core of these justifi-
cations for seeking Erasmus mobility, with a development of one’s own 
capabilities associated with the construction of an ability to explore the 
wider world rather than making a tangible contribution to strengthening 
EU institutions or bringing to life a shared European identity.

�Employability and the Erasmus Impetus

In looking at employability as a normative category, Garsten and Jacobsson 
(2004, pp. 276–277) have discussed what is required for such a category 
to function after being ‘established, normalised and internalised’. This 
involves both education and training, and for the unemployed, labour 
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market activation. And as we also noted in the previous chapter, policy 
agendas need to focus on enhancing existing capacities, since practically 
all people possess a work aptitudes of some sort, also taking into account 
subjective factors such as having the right attitude and how people pres-
ent themselves to employers. It is also clear that across Europe, national 
education systems wish to encourage the right attitude towards work, 
with mobility programmes forming one means of doing this.2

‘Employability’ itself has become something of an educationalists 
mantra, although not necessarily accompanied by a grounding in the 
complexities of the process, and we can detect some signs of this dis-
course having been taken on board by Erasmus applicants. But what is 
also clear is that these young people have little or no coherent idea about 
what an employability enhancement process entails. Take the following 
example:

What pushes me to be wanting to do this experience is fundamentally the 
will to demonstrate to myself and to others that I can handle life all by 
myself, even in a place far away from home, outside of my comfort zone. I 
am sure that this adventure will enrich me in everything, in the human 
experiences as well as in the study ones. Surely it is an important decision 
which, useless to deny, scares me a bit. Despite this, I know that applying 
is the right choice for what concerns my education as a Law student, as a 
European citizen, and, undoubtedly, as a person.

While there is nothing particular alarming about this statement, it is 
characterized by vagueness, lacking grounding in specific decisions or 
measures to be taken. What we have instead are familiar ideas such as 
‘comfort zone’ and ‘human experiences’. In other words, this is a very 
formulaic stating of an objective that actually requires innovative plan-
ning and reflection to be achieved. What is more candid is the acceptance 
of insecurities and weakness. Such a position is however inconsistent with 
how employability ought to be represented, since young people are meant 
to demonstrate confidence and assurance to employers.

Reflecting on this approach, it becomes apparant that projecting a 
degree of honesty may be seen as important, in defining the starting posi-
tion for improvements in personal and professional circumstances to take 
place, although this may not necessarily be useful in the process of 
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enhancing employability. We can also observe this approach in the moti-
vation statements of those who have already participated in Erasmus 
learning processes:

Having already had a period of Erasmus mobility, I can say I have made the 
best choice of my life. It is an experience that makes you grow a lot, both 
from the academic standpoint, because it puts you in contact with different 
methodologies, and from the human point of view given that one finds 
oneself having to deal on his or her own for everything. Even now, one 
month after my first experience, I am continuing to learn, and this makes 
me even more conscious of the fact that there is always something new 
awaiting us. And this motivates me to want more, because knowledge is an 
advantage, and I want to be advantaged.

The Erasmus student is therefore a work-in-progress. Those who have 
had prior Erasmus experience find themselves seeking more as the task of 
self-actualization is incomplete. While this might be viewed as a justifica-
tion for the current Erasmus+ approach of having mobility opportunities 
at different stages of education and training trajectories, there is also a 
risk that the programme creates incomplete subjects: people who have 
taken on board some aspects of employability, or interculturality for that 
matter, but not enough to completely re-orient their careers in a more 
spatially diverse direction.

�Motivations Revisited: A Retrospective 
Viewpoint

The material on written motivation is an interesting source for what stu-
dents will write in order to meet official approval. Yet, that these motiva-
tions are produced within an institutional setting means that they may 
not be revealing the ‘real’ reasons for wanting to participate in the pro-
gramme; this might also explain the vague or even elusive quality of some 
of the ideas we have brought to light. To explore this matter further, the 
second part of this chapter will analyse interview material that also 
focused on motivations, conducted with students who have already com-
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pleted their exchanges and are now at a point where they are deciding 
what to do next with their completed, or very soon to be complete, 
degree. In doing so, we can take a retrospective view of motivations and 
consider the extent to which it was possible to realize aspirations within a 
framework of institutional exchange, including the efficacy of formal and 
informal learning processes.

The interviews were conducted during summer 2017 in a regional uni-
versity in Germany, partly in person and partly via skype. These students, 
found at an Erasmus student day, were both former Erasmus students 
and prospective candidates. Personal contact was followed by an invita-
tion to be interviewed via email, sent via the international office of the 
university. Seven students were interviewed via this process. This method 
does not enable the construction of a representative sample, meaning that 
we have to take into account potential ‘biases’, such as the fact that 
attending a student day could in itself be viewed as a sign of pre-existing 
interest in the programme. We also need to consider that these students 
are based in a country that is geographically central in Europe, which 
provides a ‘natural’ advantage for mobility exercises, something that con-
temporaries in outlying regions do not enjoy. That German students have 
a strong adherence to Erasmus mobility is also clear from looking at pub-
lished statistics (see Chap. 1), although the university itself hosts many 
students from rural areas, where the potential for intercultural encounters 
may be limited.

�Changing Motivations?

Our initial impression of the motivations of the interviewed students is 
that a much greater degree of strategic planning is observable compared 
to the positions revealed in the motivation statements. While this may be 
due to a shift in spatial location, from Italy to Germany, it might also be 
that the popularity of student mobility in the latter country has led to its 
practice becoming somewhat taken for granted. Erasmus has, for want of 
a better word, become mundane. One reason for this relates to prior 
experience of mobility especially for those who have lived within a border 
community, where living across borders is a familiar practice. This is 
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demonstrated in the case of Hans, a German Erasmus student with plans 
to study in Hungary:

I was born in Aachen, close to the border between The Netherlands and 
Belgium, so maybe this is also one reason why I was abroad, I was just 
growing up next to the border, so going abroad, and it’s just something 
absolutely typical to me. I’m very familiar with going abroad because many 
friends of mine lived next to the border and I grew up in a little town […] 
directly beside the border with The Netherlands, with one very famous 
street where the left hand side is Germany and the right is in The 
Netherlands. So of course some friends lived on the right side, some other 
friends on the left side, so it was just totally familiar that you go abroad.

Going abroad therefore signifies familiarity rather than dislocation due 
to the close proximity of other countries. In regard to what happens to 
motivations for Erasmus among mobility habituated students, it seems 
that they become less concerned about developing new skills or enhanc-
ing employability and more oriented around personal issues. For exam-
ple, one female interviewee had a rationale for doing Erasmus in Poland 
that was less about developing intercultural skills and more about satisfy-
ing her own interests.

It was not very pragmatic, it was really not much about liking the city or 
something, because we [the interviewee and a long-time friend] both have 
never been to Poland before, so it was really pretty much all the same to us, 
we didn’t know any other cities, we didn’t really know any history or cul-
ture, anything of Poland, but we really felt like getting to know something 
new and because of my background in Luxembourg I already knew a lot of 
[…] France, I have been to Spain several times, so I have been to a lot of 
places in Western Europe […]

What seems to (re)define Erasmus motivation is prior experience of 
mobility, including a personal history of intra-European migration. That 
this student undertakes mobility with a friend also has implications for 
engagement with the host society, and other exchange students, a point 
she discussed extensively in the interview. The programme is thus used 
differently for those who already know how to practice mobility and 
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those who are moving abroad for the first time, a theme we will develop 
in Chaps. 5 and 6. Individually driven and collectively practiced mobility 
have different meanings. Suffice to say, an exchange visit made by an 
experienced traveller risks becoming inherently touristic or even an exer-
cise in narcissism, particularly when shared with a close friend or partner, 
totally losing sight of employability and interculturality due to an exten-
sive focus on personal exploration.

Another factor that seems to change orientations towards exchange 
visits relates to incoming students to Germany from countries of origin 
where Erasmus is relatively novel. This is demonstrated by Mira from 
Serbia, who also holds a managerial position in a student international 
organisation. She relates how this prior involvement helped her through-
out the whole Erasmus experience:

I always say that [the association] helped me get the Erasmus because in 
Serbia Erasmus is very competitive, so only the top students can get it, 
which was the case of the generation of people that went to [my] university 
[…]. So, it was only the ones who were very good students, plus they had 
to have some extracurricular activities, some very impressive ones, so it […] 
helped me to come up with a very nice application and also help me with 
every other aspect, because I was in contact with the Erasmus students, I 
know what they look for, what they feel, what they would like to improve 
or not, so basically I knew, for example, how to take the best advantage of 
Erasmus. So I didn’t waste any time, I knew it was also the time for me to 
get into a different education system, so what I did, because I had already 
passed all the exams at my university, so I actually didn’t need that many 
credits, I took some classes that I couldn’t take anywhere in Serbia, so I 
took three classes that don’t exist in my country, and that’s from like the 
educational part. For my personal part I tried to have a very busy schedule, 
to travel almost every second week, sometimes almost every week and I also 
took the classes, so it would give me freedom, you know, to travel on Friday 
or on Monday, something like that.

Being in such a position clearly puts an exchange student under addi-
tional pressure to perform and set a good example, but also opens up the 
possibility of taking advantage of educational opportunities not present 
at home. In this way, we can see that there is more value in Erasmus for 
such students, in contrast to those from societies wherein exchange visits 
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have been routinized. Another source of inspiration that can provide a 
change of emphasis during an Erasmus visit is observation of the talents 
possessed by other people. Returning to the account of Hans, he explained 
how this can be inspirational:

I met a lot of extremely high potential people, one person who is speaking 
five languages, planning a diplomatic career, with that CV you just have an 
open mouth, you just wonder how they did that in their lifetime, and this 
was something also very interesting to me because you just were floored 
[…] by these people, and you know, this is what you did in your life and 
this is what they did their lives. […] in comparison to those you know, they 
are doing everything for their career, and this was something new to me, a 
personal thing that became clearer or nearer to me […] to the point that I 
decided to myself that I’m willing to do this and to be engaged in my 
career, but only to a certain point as […] I want to have a family, I want to 
have kids, or children, and to have a life full of quality in different aspects, 
and so these high engaged career people to me do not have that living 
quality.

We can therefore observe the value of a ‘role model’, in part as a source 
of inspiration but also as kind of warning. Crucial to this evaluation is the 
idea of what constitutes quality of life. Hans does not want to be an 
achiever at any cost. While on the one hand he rejects the idea that hav-
ing a good life is associated with free time, making reference to his lack of 
interest in the ‘partying and drinking culture’ of Erasmus, he also values 
family life and doing things like taking a walk along the Danube.

�Conclusion: Contrasting Motivations?

What we are trying to demonstrate in this chapter, but obviously not prove 
given that we do not have sufficient evidence, is diversity in motivations for 
undertaking Erasmus, with contrasts between nations and, perhaps, across 
regions within participating countries. A major differential appears to 
be pre-existing level of employability. The aspiring Italian students we looked 
at previously were not ready to start competing in the labour market in 
many cases, while the interviewees discussed above were quite close to being 
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job-ready, or at least better able to produce reflections about what is needed 
by the labour market, where there is a high level of competition, and how 
they cope with this demand. It is also noticeable that there is a contrast in 
attitudes towards the fact that Erasmus is funded by European taxpayers. 
The interviewees were focused on extracting the maximum amount of funds 
out of Erasmus for their own benefit while the candidates where trying to 
demonstrate what they could contribute to the programme.

This is not a criticism of these students, who are probably just demon-
strating a realistic attitude, as well as conforming to the individualized, 
neo-liberal attitudes that prevail within many European societies. Seeing 
Erasmus as a revenue stream is in fact a common practice and something 
that we will observe in subsequent chapters of this book in regard to uni-
versities (Chap. 4) and civil society organizations (Chap. 8). It may also 
be that the rather florid approach of the Erasmus applicants is a reflection 
of not yet having being exposed to some of harsh realities of life, and hav-
ing to re-position oneself as just one competitor among many seeking 
support from agencies such as the European Commission for the project 
of self-realisation. In any case, the distinction between ‘career oriented’ 
and ‘experience oriented’ Erasmus students, put forward by Krzaklewska 
(2008), probably deserves to be enriched by additional nuances and 
meanings given the changing nature of labour market challenges.

Looking back at the motivation statements there also seems to be a 
generic faith in the fact that the mobility experience will be beneficial, 
somehow, whereas the interviewees have more direct applications in 
mind. It may be the case that before an exchange takes place, it is 
imagined as kind of moratorium period prior to the start of full adult-
hood. This idea has been defined in Psychology literature as being a 
‘niche’ in which a young person can find his or her place through self-
experimentation (Erikson 1968). In this process, time-taking is con-
ceptualized as something that allows young people who are not yet 
ready yet to assume ‘an adult role’ to delay doing so by ‘provoking 
lightness’ and ‘playfulness’ (Erikson 1968, pp.  157–185). In this 
phase, emphasis is put on spending time with friends, engaging in 
leisure and lifestyle pursuits (Brannen and Nilsen 2002, p.  520). 
Exchange visits can in theory be used as moratoria. However, the 
Erasmus ‘format’ we introduced in the previous two chapters intro-
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duces personal and professional imperatives. Exchange students are 
thus put into a position wherein there is a danger of oscillating wildly 
between wanting to have the time of their lives and enhancing practi-
cal labour market readiness skills.

The interviewees who participated in this study, while sometimes 
advocating having a good time, and a time of discovery during the 
exchange, distance themselves from a hedonistic party culture often 
associated with Erasmus students, and are eager to discuss their own 
goals within the boundaries of the programme’s framework. While this 
can be a bias of the sample, which as we said, was strongly self-selected 
in regard to engaging with people who actively wanted to talk to us 
about their opinions and experiences, the difficulty of meeting the aims 
of having a good time and becoming ready for work might explain the 
emphasis on foreign language learning, since this in some ways ticks 
both the conviviality and employability ‘boxes’. Whether or not Erasmus 
actually creates moratoria during exchange visits is another matter. The 
benefit of conducting interviews with those who have completed 
Erasmus tell us something about what actually happened rather than 
what people think will take place. This is a theme that will be explored 
further in Chaps. 5 and 6, but for now we can say that students may 
become a lot less idealistic when confronted with challenges awaiting 
them in the labour market.

While a great deal of expectation exist in relation to the political and 
civic goals of the programme (see also Wilson 2011), our material shows 
that other dimensions of motivation, guided by individual interests, are 
also be important and arguably, conceptually more interesting, particu-
larly when revealing links with the neoliberal logic that informs the 
employability focus of the European institutions; creating competition 
for jobs rather than creating jobs so as to minimize costs for employers. 
We can therefore see a kind of repositioning of the self through mobility, 
although not necessarily in a manner that will please European policy-
makers concerned with having a more explicit recognition of European 
values and the addressing of social problems via Erasmus; perhaps they 
do not appreciate that individualized success is more of a European value 
than tolerance or civic conscientiousness. Young people, therefore, do not 
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go abroad via Erasmus on a whim, and neither do they necessarily create 
value for European societies in terms of communal activities and political 
participation. 

Notes

1.	 One specific element that is important to underline here is the aforemen-
tioned pragmatism of the statements, namely the fact that this material is 
meant to convince a committee that the applicant is worthy of receiving 
funds.

2.	 For instance, university graduate career booklets can be considered a 
means for demonstrating the correct attitude. For an exploration of this 
theme in the UK and Italy, see Cuzzocrea (2009).
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