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Japan and South Korea rapidly emerge as key players in global student mobility, leveraging their 
robust education systems, innovative programs, and favourable policies. This briefing outlines 
critical trends and data from 2024, providing actionable insights for decision-makers.

Key Insights in Brief

• Student Influx Growth: 

In 2024, Japan witnessed a 12% year-on-year 

increase in international students, bringing the 

total to over 350,000. China, Vietnam, Nepal, and 

India were the primary contributors.

•

• Preferred Fields of Study:

Technology, robotics, AI, and sustainability 

programs attract students worldwide, supported 

by Japan’s reputation for cutting-edge research 

and innovation.

• Government Initiatives:

1 - The "300,000 International Students Plan" has  

     been expanded to target 400,000 by 2030,  

     with new scholarships and relaxed visa 

     pathways.

2 - Enhanced work-study policies allow students 

     to gain practical experience in sectors like IT 

     and engineering.

• Top Cities:

Tokyo, Osaka, and Kyoto are the top education 

hubs due to their blend of cultural heritage and 

modern infrastructure.

Japan: 
Bridging Tradition and Innovation

• Rapid Growth: 

South Korea’s international student numbers 

surged by 15% in 2024, exceeding 200,000. Major 

source countries include China, Vietnam, 

Mongolia, Uzbekistan, and Indonesia.

• Focus Areas:

Strong emphasis on STEM fields, particularly 

biotechnology, AI, and green energy solutions. 

Korean pop culture also drives demand for 

Korean language and cultural studies.

• Government Support:

1 - The "Study Korea 300K Project" has been 

     instrumental in expanding scholarships, 

     streamlining visa processes, and increasing

     the number of English-taught programs.

2 - Employment incentives for international 

     graduates in strategic industries.

• Top Cities:

 Seoul, Busan, and Daejeon emerge as global 

education hubs, offering world-class universities 

and thriving student communities.

South Korea: 
A Technology-Driven Magnet



Comparative Advantages

 Challenges and Opportunities

• Language Barriers:

Despite growth in English-taught programs, over 

60% of courses in Japan and South Korea are 

delivered in the native language, creating 

accessibility issues.

• Cost of Living:

Tokyo and Seoul rank among the top 20 most 

expensive cities globally, posing affordability 

concerns for students from low-income 

countries.

Challenges:

• Cross-Border Partnerships:

1 - Japan’s collaboration with European 

universities to develop joint robotics programs 

has seen a 15% rise in dual-degree enrollments.

2 - South Korea’s partnership with the US to 

enhance semiconductor education is expected to 

attract 5,000 additional students by 2025.

• Diversifying Source Countries:

Targeting untapped markets such as 

Sub-Saharan Africa (currently accounting for less 

than 2% of enrollments) and Latin America.

• Digital Integration:

Investments in hybrid and online programs saw 

a 40% increase in international enrollments in 

2024, particularly for working professionals.

Opportunities:

Aspect

Academic Strengths

Government Policies

Cultural Appeal

Top Student Source Regions

Robotics, AI, sustainability, 
and cultural studies

Expanded scholarships and 
work-study options

Deep heritage with modern 
innovation

Southeast Asia, South Asia, 
China

Biotechnology, AI, green 
energy, and K-culture

Streamlined visas and job 
market integration

Pop culture and high-tech 
lifestyle

Southeast Asia, Central Asia, 
China

Japan South Korea



Actionable Recommendations for Decision-Makers

Advocate for increased scholarships and reduce 

bureaucratic hurdles for international students, 

focusing on lowering visa processing times by 20%.

Policy Refinement:

Enhance campus facilities, build affordable student 

housing, and provide more transportation subsidies 

in high-demand cities.

Infrastructure Development:

Utilise digital campaigns to highlight Japan and South 

Korea’s unique cultural and technological strengths, 

focusing on social media and virtual fairs.

Marketing Strategies:

Establish global alumni networks and mentorship 

programs to strengthen institutional reputation and 

attract new applicants.

Engage Alumni:

Develop stronger university-industry partnerships to 

provide clear career pathways for international 

students.

Industry Linkages:

01

02

04

05

03



Japan, historically renowned for its technological 

innovation and academic rigor, experienced a 21% 

year-on-year increase in international student 

enrollment in 2023, continuing its upward 

trajectory into 2024. 

As of mid-2024, Japan hosts approximately 312,000 

international students, with aspirations to achieve 

a benchmark of 400,000 in the coming years. This 

growth has been fueled by initiatives such as the 

“300,000 International Students Plan”, which aims 

to position Japan as a global education leader by 

enhancing scholarship programs, streamlining 

visa processes, and promoting English-taught 

programs in premier universities. 

Furthermore, Japan's investments in high-demand 

fields such as artificial intelligence, robotics, and 

sustainable technologies have made it a magnet 

for students seeking cutting-edge expertise.

Both nations are also addressing critical demographic challenges, particularly declining 
birth rates and ageing populations, by integrating international students into their 
economies. 

In Japan, international graduates are increasingly being absorbed into its workforce, with 
over 60% of students transitioning to employment within the country post-graduation. 

South Korea has similarly streamlined pathways for student-to-work transitions, with a 
focus on industries such as ICT, biotechnology, and engineering. These policies not only 
sustain higher education institutions but also contribute to long-term economic and 
societal resilience.

Similarly, South Korea has emerged as a 

formidable contender, with its higher education 

sector recording a 23% surge in international 

student numbers in 2023, reaching a historic high 

of over 200,000 students in the first half of 2024. 

By 2027, South Korea aims to attract 300,000 

international students, backed by initiatives like 

the Study Korea Project. 

These efforts are underpinned by significant 

government investments, such as the expansion 

of English-medium instruction programs and 

financial incentives, including scholarships  and 

reduced tuition fees for foreign students. South 

Korea’s reputation as a global cultural 

powerhouse, driven by its dominance in K-pop, 

K-dramas, and other cultural exports, has further 

amplified its appeal as an educational 

destination.

In the evolving landscape of global student migration, Japan and South Korea have emerged as 
dynamic education hubs, leveraging strategic policies, robust infrastructure, and cultural influence to 
attract a growing influx of international students. The year 2024 has been a pivotal milestone for both 
nations, as they cement their positions as key players in the global education sector, driven by a 
combination of ambitious national targets, innovative programs, and favourable migration policies.

Introduction



Japan and South Korea’s rise as education hubs 

are also bolstered by their consistently high 

rankings in global university evaluations. Japan 

boasts 48 universities in the QS World University 

Rankings 2024, with the University of Tokyo and 

Kyoto University securing top-tier positions. 

South Korea follows closely, with 38 institutions 

featured in the same rankings, led by Seoul 

National University and KAIST. Such academic 

excellence, combined with a growing focus on 

research collaboration and international 

partnerships, underscores their commitment to 

fostering a global learning environment.

This report offers a comprehensive analysis of the 

policies, trends, and opportunities shaping the 

internationalisation of higher education in Japan 

and South Korea. It provides actionable insights 

for directors, policymakers, and institutional 

decision-makers, emphasising how these nations 

are transforming demographic challenges into 

opportunities for growth and global engagement. 

By exploring student mobility patterns, the 

strategic alignment of education with labour 

market needs, and the broader impact of cultural 

diplomacy, this research aims to inform and 

inspire innovative approaches to global education 

collaboration.



• Slower Post-COVID Growth
According to the British Council, the rapid 
recovery in international student numbers 
observed post-COVID has begun to stabilise. 
While demand remains robust, the pace of 
growth is slowing due to geopolitical 
challenges, inflation, and housing crises in 
some leading destinations.

a - In Canada, for example, the issuance of 
international student permits was capped at 
437,000 for 2024, reflecting a 10% decrease 
compared to 2023.

b - The UK experienced a tightening of 
student visa rules, notably restricting 
dependents of international students, which 
has impacted student choices from regions 
like South Asia and Africa.

• Regionalisation of Student Mobility
There is a notable trend toward 
regionalisation, with students opting for 
destinations closer to their home countries 
due to reduced costs, cultural familiarity, and 
government-backed scholarships. 

Emerging destinations in Asia, such as Japan, 
South Korea, and Malaysia, have significantly 
benefited from this shift.

a - In 2024, Asia accounted for over 20% of 
global outbound student mobility, with many 
intra-regional exchanges driven by ASEAN and 
other bilateral agreements.

• Diversified Program Preferences
STEM programs remain the most popular 
globally, but there is an increasing interest in 
fields like climate change, sustainability, AI, 
and digital technologies. 

Countries that align their academic offerings 
with these demands, such as Japan and South 
Korea, are attracting higher numbers of 
students.

• The Role of Soft Power in Student Attraction
Cultural exports such as K-pop, anime, and 
Korean dramas have played a pivotal role in 
reshaping global perceptions and increasing 
student interest in Asian nations. 

According to data from 2024, South Korea 
witnessed a 15% increase in applications from 
North America and Europe, while Japan 
observed a 10% growth in applications from 
Africa, highlighting the global reach of their 
cultural diplomacy.

The year 2024 marks a dynamic phase in international student mobility, shaped by global economic 
shifts, evolving immigration policies, and growing regional competition. 

Traditional host countries such as the United States, the United Kingdom, and Australia continue to 
attract large volumes of international students, but emerging hubs like Japan and South Korea are 
gaining prominence due to their targeted strategies and favourable policy environments.

Global Student Migration Trends in 2024

Current Trends in International Student Mobility



• Enrollment Growth: By mid-2024, Japan hosted 
approximately 312,214 international students, 
with aspirations to reach 400,000 by 2030.

• Top Source Countries: China, Vietnam, Nepal, 
and Indonesia remain the leading contributors 
to Japan’s international student population.

• Policy Initiatives: Programs such as the 
"300,000 International Students Plan" and 
expanded English-medium instruction (EMI) 
programs have removed traditional barriers for 
non-Japanese-speaking students.

Japan’s reputation for technological innovation 
and academic excellence, combined with targeted 
government initiatives, has significantly boosted 
its appeal to international students.

Japan is also addressing labour 
shortages through education. More than 
60% of international students transition 
into the local workforce post-graduation, 
particularly in IT, healthcare, and robotics 
industries.

Positioning of Japan and South Korea in the Global Landscape

Japan’s Strategic Role

• Enrollment Growth: South Korea’s 
international student population grew to 
200,000 by mid-2024, with a goal of reaching 
300,000 by 2027.

• Global Visibility: The Study Korea Project, 
alongside scholarships and reduced tuition 
fees, has made education accessible to 
students from diverse socioeconomic 
backgrounds.

• Key Drivers: South Korea’s prominence as a 
cultural hub, powered by K-pop, Korean 
dramas, and digital technology innovation, has 
significantly boosted its attractiveness.

• Employment Pathways: South Korea offers 
streamlined visa-to-work transitions for 
international students in high-demand fields 
like biotechnology, AI, and engineering.

South Korea has strategically combined cultural 
influence and academic competitiveness to 
position itself as a top destination.

South Korea’s Cultural and 
Academic Appeal

• Japan boasts 48 universities in the QS World 
University Rankings 2024, with the University of 
Tokyo and Kyoto University among the top 100.

• South Korea is home to 38 institutions in the 
rankings, including Seoul National University 
and KAIST, known for their cutting-edge 
research and innovative programs.

Both nations feature prominently in global 
university rankings.

Academic Excellence

Both Japan and South Korea share a commitment 
to academic excellence, cultural diplomacy, and 
addressing demographic challenges by integrating 
international students into their labour markets. 
These nations demonstrate how targeted policies 
can effectively attract and retain global talent.

Shared Strengths and 
Complementary Approaches





In recent years, Japan has placed a 
strategic focus on internationalising its 
campuses to adapt to the globalised 
nature of education. Universities are 
introducing more programs taught in 
English, enhancing facilities, and 
fostering an environment that embraces 
cultural diversity. 

The rise in international students in 
Japan reflects this shift, with the country’s 
higher education system becoming 
increasingly aligned with global 
academic standards.

• National Universities: 
Prestigious institutions such as the University 
of Tokyo, Kyoto University, and Tohoku 
University are leading hubs for research and 
development. These universities are primarily 
funded by the government and are globally 
renowned for their cutting-edge programs.

• Public Universities: 
Funded by local governments, these 
institutions play a significant role in meeting 
regional educational demands while 
contributing to national growth.

• Private Colleges: 
Nearly 80% of Japan’s higher education 
institutions are private, catering to a wide 
range of academic fields and hosting a large 
proportion of international students.

Japan has rapidly positioned itself as a key global player in the international education landscape, 
blending academic excellence, technological innovation, and cultural richness. Historically known for 
its advanced technological infrastructure, world-class research institutions, and rich cultural heritage, 
Japan’s higher education system has embraced globalisation as a central tenet of its development 
strategy.

The Japanese government has proactively introduced reforms and initiatives designed to attract international 
students and make its universities more accessible. These efforts have included increasing English-taught programs, 
streamlining visa processes, and offering extensive scholarship opportunities. As of 2024, these measures have led to 
Japan hosting over 312,000 international students, achieving the goals of its ambitious "300,000 International 
Students Plan."

Japan’s higher education system is widely regarded for its robust emphasis on research, innovation, and quality 
education. With over 1,200 universities and colleges, the country offers diverse opportunities for students across 
various disciplines, including science, technology, engineering, mathematics (STEM), humanities, and social sciences. 
Japan’s higher education landscape is composed of:

Japan: A Rising Star in 
International Education

Overview of Japan’s Higher Education Landscape



• This milestone reflects the success of targeted policies, such as expanding English-taught programs, 
streamlining admissions processes, and improving living conditions for international students.

• The government continues to focus on providing financial support, improving academic facilities, and 
building partnerships with foreign institutions to sustain and exceed this achievement.

The "300,000 International Students Plan," launched in 2008, aimed to increase the number of international 
students in Japan to 300,000 by 2020. 

Despite delays caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, Japan surpassed this target in May 2023, with 312,214 
international students enrolled in higher education institutions and Japanese language schools.

The Japanese government has been instrumental in transforming the country into a global education hub. 
Several policies have been implemented to enhance Japan’s appeal to international students while promoting 
cultural exchange and knowledge-sharing.

Policies Driving Internationalisation

1. “300,000 International Students Plan”

• Increased the number of English-medium instruction (EMI) programs, particularly in graduate studies. As 
of 2024, more than 500 undergraduate and postgraduate programs are offered entirely in English.

• Collaborated with foreign institutions to develop dual-degree and joint-degree programs, enabling 
students to experience education across multiple countries.

• Introduced preparatory programs for international students to ease their transition into Japanese higher 
education.

Language barriers have traditionally been a significant challenge for non-Japanese-speaking students. To 
address this, universities across Japan have:

2. Enhancements in English-Taught Programs

• Scholarship Programs: Initiatives such as the Japanese Government (MEXT) Scholarship provide 
generous funding to cover tuition, living expenses, and travel costs for students pursuing undergraduate, 
graduate, or research programs.

• Visa Reforms: The introduction of more straightforward visa application procedures, longer-term student 
visas, and post-graduation work visa options has made Japan a more attractive and accessible 
destination for international students.

Recognising the financial and logistical challenges faced by international students, Japan has implemented 
significant reforms, including:

3. Scholarship and Visa Reforms



• Technology and Robotics: 
Japan is a global leader in advanced 
technologies, robotics, and artificial 
intelligence (AI). Universities collaborate 
closely with industries to provide hands-on 
experience and research opportunities for 
students. For example, the University of 
Tokyo and Kyoto University are at the 
forefront of robotics research.

• Sustainability: 
Japan is actively addressing global 
challenges such as climate change and 
sustainable development. Institutions like 
Kyoto University offer specialised programs 
in environmental science and sustainable 
technologies, attracting students who are 
passionate about these fields.

Japan’s focus on innovation and sustainability has made it a hub for students pursuing studies in 
cutting-edge fields.

Popular Academic Fields and Institutions

1.  Focus on Technology, Robotics, 
     and Sustainability

• University of Tokyo: Known for its 
groundbreaking research in STEM and social 
sciences.

• Kyoto University: Renowned for its 
contributions to sustainability and life sciences.

• Osaka University: A leader in robotics, 
engineering, and innovation.

• Waseda University and Keio University: 
Prominent private universities offering diverse 
English-taught programs.

Japan’s top universities have consistently 
ranked among the best in the world, thanks to 
their strong academic reputation, faculty 
expertise, and state-of-the-art facilities. These 
include:

2. Top Universities Attracting 
    International Students

• Employment Assistance: Universities 
collaborate with employers to provide 
internships, job placements, and career 
counselling services tailored for international 
students.

• Post-Graduation Work Visas: Students 
graduating from Japanese institutions can 
easily transition to work visas, particularly if 
they secure jobs in high-demand sectors.

• Global Talent Integration Program: This 
initiative helps match international students 
with companies seeking bilingual or 
multilingual employees.

Japan’s policies not only aim to attract students but also to retain them as part of its skilled workforce. Recognising 
the demographic challenges posed by an ageing population, the government and industries are actively 
integrating international graduates into the labour market.

Labor Market Integration for International Students

1. Pathways to Employment in Japan

• Information Technology: With a growing 
demand for expertise in AI, cybersecurity, and 
software engineering, IT companies are actively 
hiring international graduates.

• Engineering and Manufacturing: Japan’s 
reputation as a manufacturing powerhouse 
ensures consistent demand for engineers in 
robotics, electronics, and automotive industries.

• Healthcare: As the country grapples with an 
ageing population, international graduates 
trained in healthcare and life sciences are 
critical for addressing labour shortages.

Japan’s industries are increasingly reliant on 
international talent to address skill gaps. Some 
key sectors include:

2. Key Industries Hiring International
    Graduates





South Korea has become a beacon of educational excellence, attracting an increasing number of 
international students. The nation’s strategic focus on globalising its education system, combined with its 
cultural influence and economic dynamism, positions it as one of the top destinations for international 
students in East Asia. South Korea’s higher education system is renowned for its innovation, academic 
rigour, and impressive research output. Moreover, the government's active policies and strategic initiatives 
aimed at welcoming international students contribute significantly to the country's rising prominence in 
global education.

South Korea: The Cultural Powerhouse
of Education

In recent years, Japan has placed a 
strategic focus on internationalising its 
campuses to adapt to the globalised 
nature of education. Universities are 
introducing more programs taught in 
English, enhancing facilities, and 
fostering an environment that embraces 
cultural diversity. 

The rise in international students in 
Japan reflects this shift, with the country’s 
higher education system becoming 
increasingly aligned with global 
academic standards.

• Top Universities: 
South Korea is home to world-renowned 
institutions such as Seoul National University 
(SNU), Korea Advanced Institute of Science 
and Technology (KAIST), Pohang University of 
Science and Technology (POSTECH), and 
Yonsei University. These universities 
consistently rank among the best in Asia and 
globally, particularly in STEM fields (science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics). 
The country is also known for its growing 
prominence in the arts, business, and social 
sciences.

• Diverse Programs: 
South Korean universities offer a wide range 
of programs, including undergraduate, 
postgraduate, and doctoral degrees, many of 
which are increasingly available in English. 
This shift to English-medium instruction (EMI) 
programs has made South Korean education 
more accessible to international students.

• Global Collaboration: 
South Korea has fostered strong academic 
exchange programs with leading universities 
across the globe. These partnerships include 
joint degree programs, research 
collaborations, and student exchange 
initiatives.

South Korea's higher education landscape is characterised by a robust network of public and private universities, 
known for their academic excellence and international partnerships. The country has made substantial strides in 
modernising its education system, with an increasing emphasis on research, technology, and global engagement.

Overview of South Korea’s Higher Education Landscape



• Scholarships and Financial Incentives: 
South Korea offers various scholarships to 
international students, including 
government-sponsored programs like the 
Global Korea Scholarship (GKS), which 
provides full funding for students from 
partner countries to study in South Korea. 
Additionally, many South Korean universities 
provide partial or full tuition waivers, living 
stipends, and accommodation allowances. 
These incentives are designed to reduce 
financial barriers for international students, 
making it easier for them to pursue higher 
education in the country.

The Study Korea Project is one of the primary 
governmental initiatives aimed at attracting 
international students. The government has 
allocated substantial funding to enhance 
educational infrastructure, improve living 
conditions for foreign students, and create a 
more inclusive academic environment. 
Additionally, South Korea aims to host 200,000 
international students by 2027 as part of its 
long-term goal to further integrate itself into the 
global education network.

South Korea’s government has developed comprehensive strategies to internationalise its higher 
education system and make the country an attractive destination for international students.

Government Initiatives and Strategic Goals

1.  Study Korea Project and 
     Related Policies:

The government has streamlined visa procedures 
to make it easier for international students to 
obtain and extend student visas. After completing 
their studies, international graduates can also 
apply for post-study work visas, facilitating their 
integration into South Korea’s labour market.

2.  Visa Reforms

• University of Tokyo: Known for its 
groundbreaking research in STEM and social 
sciences.

• Kyoto University: Renowned for its 
contributions to sustainability and life sciences.

• Osaka University: A leader in robotics, 
engineering, and innovation.

• Waseda University and Keio University: 
Prominent private universities offering diverse 
English-taught programs.

Japan’s top universities have consistently 
ranked among the best in the world, thanks to 
their strong academic reputation, faculty 
expertise, and state-of-the-art facilities. These 
include:

2. Top Universities Attracting 
    International Students



Global Recognition:
South Korean universities are 
consistently ranked among the top 
universities globally. For instance, 
Seoul National University regularly 
ranks among the top 100 universities 
in the world, with high marks for 
academic reputation, research 
output, and faculty quality. The 
country's commitment to 
internationalisation and research 
innovation is one of the key drivers 
behind this recognition.

Over the past decade, South Korea has become a 
global cultural powerhouse, with K-pop (Korean 
pop music), K-dramas, and films achieving 
worldwide popularity. 

The global rise of K-pop stars like BTS, 
BLACKPINK, and EXO, along with the international 
success of K-dramas such as Squid Game and 
Parasite, has brought unprecedented attention to 
South Korea. 

This cultural phenomenon has not only increased 
South Korea’s visibility but also sparked greater 
interest among international students who wish 
to experience the country’s vibrant culture 
firsthand.

South Korea’s cultural diplomacy plays a pivotal role in attracting international students. The country’s cultural 
exports, particularly in entertainment and media, have significantly enhanced its global profile.

Role of Cultural Diplomacy in Attracting Students

1.  Impact of K-pop, K-dramas, 
     and Cultural Exports: The global popularity of K-pop and K-dramas 

has contributed to an increasing demand for 
the Korean language. 

Many South Korean universities now offer 
Korean language programs to international 
students, enhancing the country's attractiveness 
as a study destination. 

The government’s King Sejong Institute has 
expanded its network of language centres 
around the world, further promoting the Korean 
language and culture globally.

2. Korean Language Programs:

South Korea’s top universities offer cutting-edge 
programs in engineering, technology, artificial 
intelligence, and business. KAIST and POSTECH 
are at the forefront of research in engineering 
and applied sciences. 

Yonsei University and Seoul National University 
offer comprehensive programs in business, 
economics, and social sciences. International 
students often choose South Korea for its 
advanced research infrastructure, state-of-the-art 
laboratories, and opportunities for hands-on 
experience.

South Korea is widely recognised for its academic excellence, particularly in research and innovation. The 
country consistently ranks among the top in global education rankings, especially in fields such as science, 
engineering, and technology.

Academic Excellence and Global Recognition

1.  Top Universities and Programs for 
     International Students:



The South Korean government has implemented 
policies to facilitate the integration of 
international graduates into its labour market. 
Graduates of South Korean universities can apply 
for post-study work visas, which allow them to 
work in South Korea for a certain period after 
graduation. 

These work visas are particularly aimed at 
students who have completed degrees in 
high-demand sectors such as IT, engineering, and 
healthcare.

South Korea’s efforts to integrate international students into its labour market are essential for its long-term 
economic growth and innovation. With a rapidly ageing population and a need for skilled talent in fields such 
as technology, healthcare, and engineering, international students are seen as a crucial resource for the 
country's workforce.

Pathways to Employment and Economic Contributions

1.  Integration of International Graduates 
     into South Korea’s Workforce:

South Korean universities collaborate with 
industries to provide internships and job 
placement services for international graduates. 

Additionally, many companies in South Korea 
actively recruit international graduates, especially 
those who are fluent in multiple languages and 
possess expertise in fields such as information 
technology, engineering, and business.

2.  Support for International Graduates:

International students contribute significantly 
to South Korea’s economy. According to the 
Korean Ministry of Education, international 
students and their families spent over $2 billion 
in 2020 alone, primarily on tuition fees, living 
expenses, and cultural experiences. 

Additionally, international graduates contribute 
to South Korea's workforce by filling skill gaps 
and bringing global perspectives to local 
businesses.

3. Economic Contributions:



1. Government-Driven Internationalisation Policies:

Japan and South Korea, two of East Asia’s most developed economies, have established themselves as 
leading global education hubs. Both nations have strategically leveraged their strengths in research, 
innovation, and cultural appeal to attract international students. 

However, their approaches to higher education internationalisation differ in key aspects, reflecting their 
distinct policy priorities, demographic challenges, and economic goals. This comparative analysis explores 
the similarities and differences in their strategies, unique strengths, challenges, and lessons that other 
countries can learn from their models.

Comparative Analysis:  Japan vs. South Korea
as Global Education Hubs

Key Similarities and Differences in Strategies

Similarities

• Both Japan and South Korea have launched 
large-scale government initiatives to 
internationalise their education sectors.

• Japan’s Global 30 Project (2008) and Top 
Global University Project (2014) aimed to 
increase the number of international 
students and enhance the global 
competitiveness of Japanese universities.

• South Korea’s Study Korea Project (2004) 
and Global Korea Scholarship (GKS) 
program focus on attracting international 
talent through scholarships, streamlined 
visa processes, and industry partnerships.

2.      Emphasis on STEM and Research Excellence:

• Japan’s universities, particularly the 
University of Tokyo, Kyoto University, and 
Tohoku University, are recognised for 
cutting-edge research in robotics, AI, and 
engineering.

• South Korea, through institutions like KAIST, 
POSTECH, and Seoul National University, 
has emerged as a global leader in 
information technology, semiconductor 
research, and biotech.

3.    Scholarships and Financial Aid for 
       International Students

• Japan offers MEXT (Monbukagakusho) 
Scholarships, covering tuition, living 
expenses, and airfare.

• South Korea’s Global Korea Scholarship 
(GKS) provides full financial support for 
international students.

4.      English-Taught Programs Expansion:

• Both nations have increased 
English-medium instruction (EMI) programs 
to cater to international students.

• Japan has over 800 degree programs taught 
in English, while South Korea has 
aggressively expanded EMI programs across 
its top universities.



Differences

Factor

International Student Target

Demographics

University Ranking Strategies

Post-Study Work Opportunities

Aim for 400,000 international 
students by 2030.

The ageing population and 
declining birth rates drive the 
need for international talent.

Focuses on elevating 
domestic universities in 
global rankings (e.g., Top 
Global University Project).

Offers relatively longer 
post-graduation work visas 
and pathways to permanent 
residency.

Aims for 200,000 international 
students by 2027.

Faces similar demographic 
challenges but relies more on 
technological and economic 
policies for growth.

Cultural Influence on 
Student Attraction

Relies on traditional cultural 
appeal (anime, literature, and 
historical significance).

Leverages Hallyu (Korean 
Wave)—K-pop, K-dramas, and 
esports—to attract 
international students.

Encourages global partnerships 
and international collaborations 
to enhance academic reputation.

Initially restrictive but has 
recently improved post-study 
work opportunities for STEM 
and tech graduates.

Japan South Korea



Unique Strengths of Each Nation 
as Education Hubs

Japan’s Unique Strengths:
• Top Research Universities: 

Strong global reputation in robotics, 
artificial intelligence, and automotive 
engineering.

• Long-Term Career Pathways: 
Easier transition from education to work 
through Japan’s point-based immigration 
system.

• Safe and Stable Environment: 
High quality of life, low crime rates, and 
extensive public transport networks.

Lessons for Other Countries from 
Japan and South Korea’s Models

• Invest in Cultural Diplomacy: 
South Korea’s use of K-pop, K-dramas, and 
esports to attract students highlights the 
role of cultural influence in education 
marketing.

• Integrate Industry Partnerships:
 Japan’s collaborations between 
universities and corporations (e.g., Sony, 
and Toyota) provide students with research 
funding and employment pathways.

• Develop Clear Post-Graduation Work 
Policies: 
Countries looking to internationalise 
should provide clear, structured post-study 
work opportunities to retain global talent.

• Expand English-Taught Programs: 
Offering more EMI programs is crucial to 
attracting non-native speakers.

South Korea’s Unique Strengths:
• Technological Innovation Hub: 

Advanced research in semiconductors, 
cybersecurity, and biotech.

• Cultural Soft Power: 
The Hallyu wave boosts South Korea’s 
visibility and attractiveness among young 
international students.

• Dynamic Job Market: 
Increasing employment opportunities in 
tech, IT, and creative industries.



Japan and South Korea are both facing significant demographic challenges due to declining birth rates and ageing 
populations. The need to sustain economic growth has led both nations to shift their focus toward internationalisation 
in higher education to attract global talent. International students are now seen not only as contributors to the 
academic landscape but also as potential long-term workforce participants who can help mitigate labour shortages.

Challenges and Opportunities in Japan and 
South Korea’s Higher Education Landscape

Addressing Demographic Shifts Through 
Internationalisation

• Japan’s "Designated Activities Visa" (特定活動ビザ) allows international graduates to stay in the country for up to 
two years while seeking employment.

• The government has expanded eligibility for work visas under its "Highly Skilled Professional" (HSP) Program, 
offering fast-tracked permanent residency (in one to three years) for graduates with high salaries and 
qualifications in critical industries.

• Recent updates to the Immigration Control and Refugee Recognition Act have introduced more flexible conditions 
for graduates from Japanese universities to switch to work visas without requiring employer sponsorship.

Japan has recognised the necessity of retaining highly skilled international students to counter its demographic 
decline. As a result, the government has introduced several policies aimed at making it easier for graduates to 
remain in the country and transition into the workforce.

Japan’s Approach: Relaxing Immigration Policies and 
Workforce Integration

1. Easing Post-Graduation Work and Residency Regulations

• Japan’s Employment Service Centers for Foreigners, managed by Hello Work, offer:
a - Career counselling sessions in English, Chinese, and Vietnamese.
b - Job placement services that match students with industries facing labour shortages (e.g., IT, engineering, 
healthcare).

• The JETRO (Japan External Trade Organisation) Internship Program connects international graduates with 
Japanese firms seeking global talent.

2. Career Support and Industry Integration

• Japan has prioritised STEM, finance, and manufacturing sectors for international graduate employment.

• In-demand sectors such as nursing, elderly care, and AI development are benefiting from targeted recruitment 
programs.

3. Targeting Specific Skill Sectors

• Universities in Japan, such as Tokyo Institute of Technology and Kyoto University, have developed corporate 
internship programs in partnership with Toyota, Sony, and SoftBank to increase job placement rates for foreign 
graduates.

4. University-Industry Collaborations



• The D-10 Job-Seeking Visa allows international students to stay in Korea for up to two years after graduation while 
searching for employment.

• The government has introduced the E-7-4 Visa, providing a pathway to permanent residency for foreign 
professionals with specialised skills.

• The Specialised Employment Visa (F-2-7) is a point-based system. Graduates with Korean language proficiency and 
degrees from top universities receive additional points.

South Korea has also taken steps to retain international students by improving post-graduation work 
opportunities and diversifying its student population.

South Korea’s Approach: Enhancing Post-Study 
Work Visas and Expanding Student Diversity

1. New Post-Study Work Visa Policies

• South Korea has shifted recruitment efforts toward Vietnam, India, Central Asia, and Africa to reduce over-reliance 
on Chinese students.

• Bilateral agreements with India and Vietnam have created specialised academic and vocational training exchange 
programs.

2. Attracting Students from Key Growth Regions

• The "Work and Study in Korea" (WASK) Initiative offers career mentorship and networking events with South 
Korean firms.

• The Korean Job World Platform, launched in 2023, serves as a dedicated employment portal for international 
students seeking jobs in South Korea.

3. Government Support for Employment Integration

• Universities such as KAIST and Seoul National University are collaborating with Samsung, Hyundai, and LG to 
create customised internship and hiring programs for foreign students.

4. Boosting University-Industry Ties



• While English-medium instruction (EMI) programs have increased, daily life and most professional 
workplaces in both countries still require proficiency in Japanese or Korean.

• The JLPT (Japanese Language Proficiency Test) N2 or TOPIK (Test of Proficiency in Korean) Level 4 is 
often required for job applications, limiting opportunities for non-fluent graduates.

• Some universities now offer free language training courses alongside degree programs to improve 
employability.

Despite improvements in policies, international students in Japan and South Korea still face significant challenges 
that may deter potential applicants.

Overcoming Barriers to Global Student Engagement

1.  Language Barrier

• Major cities such as Tokyo, Osaka, Seoul, and Busan have some of the highest living costs in Asia.
• While scholarships such as MEXT (Japan) and GKS (South Korea) help cover tuition, many students still 

struggle with high accommodation and daily expenses.
• To address this, regional universities in smaller cities are offering tuition discounts and subsidised 

dormitory housing to attract more students.

2.  Cost of Living

• Despite improved post-study work policies, many companies still prioritise domestic applicants over 
international graduates.

• Limited networking opportunities and cultural differences in workplace norms make it difficult for some 
students to secure jobs.

• Some sectors, particularly humanities and arts, offer fewer employment pathways for foreign graduates 
compared to STEM fields.

3.  Employment Challenges

• Establishing dual-degree programs between 
top universities in both countries (e.g., Tokyo 
University & Seoul National University).

• Creating shared research initiatives in fields 
such as semiconductors, AI, and sustainable 
energy.

Both Japan and South Korea have significant opportunities to expand their influence as regional education hubs 
by fostering stronger collaboration at institutional and governmental levels.

Future Opportunities for Collaboration and Growth

1.  Joint University Programs

• Expanding transnational education 
partnerships in ASEAN and South Asia to 
establish satellite campuses of Japanese and 
South Korean universities.

• Collaborating with institutions in Thailand, 
Indonesia, and the Philippines to facilitate 
credit transfer agreements and student 
exchange programs.

2.  Regional Higher Education Hubs

• Encouraging cross-border research collaborations 
in AI, cybersecurity, biotechnology, and smart cities.

• Strengthening startup incubation programs for 
international graduates, providing funding and visa 
incentives for foreign entrepreneurs.

• Leveraging 5G and metaverse technology to create 
virtual learning platforms that connect students 
globally.

3.  Tech and Innovation Exchanges



• Why It Matters: 
Online and hybrid learning removes geographical barriers, allowing international students to start courses 
remotely before transitioning to in-person study.

• Recommendations:
a - Develop blended degree programs where students complete the first semester online before 
      moving to Japan or South Korea.

b - Offer micro-credentials and short-term certification programs that provide flexible learning options 
      for students hesitant about full-time relocation.

c - Utilise AI-driven personalised learning to enhance engagement and accommodate diverse learning 
     paces.

1.  Expand Online and Hybrid Learning Models

• Why It Matters: 
A lack of support in housing, language, and 
career services can lead to student 
dissatisfaction and high dropout rates.

• Recommendations:
a - Establish on-campus international student 
support centres offering free Korean/Japanese 
language training, career guidance, and housing 
assistance.

b - Expand mentorship programs that pair 
international students with local students and 
alumni for better social integration.

c - Offer customised career workshops for 
international students, helping them navigate 
cultural differences in job applications and 
interviews.

2. Enhance Student Support Services
• Why It Matters: 

International faculty members bring diverse 
teaching perspectives and improve global 
competitiveness.

• Recommendations:
a - Implement scholarship and recruitment 
programs to attract professors from diverse 
cultural and academic backgrounds.

b - Offer dual-appointment faculty positions in 
collaboration with universities from Europe, 
North America, and ASEAN, allowing shared 
research projects.

c - Increase faculty exchange programs, 
particularly with institutions in the US, UK, and 
China, to enhance academic diversity.

3. Encourage International Faculty Hiring

Policy Recommendations for 
Directors and Decision-Makers

Insights for Higher Education Institutions

As Japan and South Korea strive to strengthen their positions as global education hubs, higher education 
institutions, policymakers, and industry leaders must adopt strategies that enhance international student 
recruitment, improve student support systems, and ensure long-term sustainability. The following policy 
recommendations provide actionable insights based on recent trends and best practices.

Higher education institutions play a pivotal role in making Japan and South Korea attractive study destinations. 
By modernising their academic offerings and student support systems, they can increase international enrollment 
and retention.



• Why It Matters: 
China has historically been the largest source of international students for both Japan and South Korea, but 
geopolitical tensions and economic shifts have led to declining enrollments.

• Recommendations:
a - Expand recruitment efforts in Latin America, Africa, and Southeast Asia by establishing local offices, 
conducting roadshows, and creating country-specific scholarship programs.

b - Strengthen government-backed initiatives such as Japan’s JASSO scholarships and South Korea’s GKS 
(Global Korea Scholarship) to attract students from non-traditional markets.

c - Develop regional marketing campaigns tailored to each market’s cultural and economic realities. For 
example, promoting affordable STEM and business programs in India and Vietnam.

1.  Target Emerging Markets

• Why It Matters: 
Many international students struggle to secure 
jobs post-graduation due to visa limitations and 
employer reluctance.

• Recommendations:
a - Establish mandatory internship programs 
with top corporations (e.g., Sony, Toyota, 
Samsung, Hyundai) that provide work 
experience and potential job offers.

b - Develop work-study programs allowing 
international students to work part-time in 
high-demand sectors while studying.

c - Create joint research and employment 
agreements between universities and tech hubs 
in AI, robotics, cybersecurity, and biotech to 
retain skilled graduates.

2.  Strengthen Industry-University 
     Collaborations • Why It Matters: 

Today’s students rely heavily on digital platforms 
when choosing study destinations.

• Recommendations:
a - Launch localised social media campaigns on 
platforms like TikTok, YouTube, and WeChat 
featuring real student testimonials, campus 
tours, and career success stories.

b - Partner with educational influencers and 
study-abroad YouTubers to showcase life in 
Japan and South Korea.

c - Offer virtual reality (VR) campus tours, 
allowing prospective students to explore 
universities remotely.

3. Use Digital Marketing & Social Media

Strategies to Enhance International Student Recruitment
Both Japan and South Korea need to diversify their student recruitment strategies to attract talent from new 
markets and provide a competitive edge.



• Why It Matters: 
Restrictive visa policies discourage international students from staying post-graduation, leading to talent 
loss.

• Recommendations:
a - Introduce permanent residency pathways similar to Canada and Australia, where international graduates 
can obtain PR status after working for a set number of years.

b - Expand post-study work visas to allow graduates to work for up to 5 years before applying for residency.

c - Establish a digital nomad visa that allows remote workers with international degrees to live and work in 
Japan or South Korea.

1.  Develop Sustainable Visa Policies

• Why It Matters: 
Cross-border research collaborations enhance a 
nation’s academic reputation and attract 
top-tier talent.

• Recommendations:
a - Increase government funding for joint 
research initiatives with institutions in Europe, 
the US, and ASEAN.

b - Establish global research consortia in 
emerging fields such as green technology, AI 
ethics, space exploration, and quantum 
computing.

c - Provide grants for international PhD students 
and postdoctoral researchers, encouraging them 
to remain in the country long-term.

2. Invest in International Research 
    Collaboration • Why It Matters: 

The global influence of K-pop, anime, gaming, 
and K-dramas can be strategically used to 
enhance Japan and South Korea’s appeal as 
study destinations.

• Recommendations:
a - Incorporate pop culture and tourism into 
education marketing campaigns by hosting 
study fairs at K-pop concerts, anime 
conventions, and esports events.

b - Create cultural immersion scholarships that 
allow international students to experience 
Japan’s and Korea’s cultural industries through 
short-term exchange programs.

c - Strengthen government-backed 
"edu-tourism" programs, where potential 
students visit universities while exploring local 
cultural attractions.

3. Leverage Cultural Diplomacy

Recommendations for Long-Term Sustainability 
and Global Positioning
To maintain long-term competitiveness, Japan and South Korea must develop policies that ensure the sustainable 
integration of international graduates into their economies.
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About Worldwide Educonnect Inc:
Enabling Global Education Opportunities
At Worldwide EduConnect, we offer a comprehensive solution designed to empower international 
educational institutes and elevate their global presence through strategic student mobility initiatives.

By partnering with Worldwide EduConnect, educational institutions can achieve 
sustainable growth, expand their global footprint, and deliver exceptional educational 
experiences to students worldwide. We empower universities to maximize the return on 
student mobility and transform the future of global education.

How We Help

In-Depth Research and
Market Discovery
We conduct rigorous research to 
identify key opportunities and market 
dynamics, enabling institutions to 
make informed decisions on 
international expansion and student 
recruitment strategies.

Enhanced Branding and
Visibility
Our expert team enhances the 
visibility and reputation of 
educational institutions in target 
markets, attracting prospective 
students and building trust among 
stakeholders.

Streamlined Application
Process
We simplify the enrollment journey 
for international students through our 
Application Hub, ensuring a seamless 
and efficient process that enhances 
student recruitment efforts.

Strategic Partnerships
Development
We facilitate the development of 
strategic partnerships with local 
institutions and organizations, 
optimizing collaboration 
opportunities and student exchange 
programs.

Comprehensive Agent
Management & Training
Our comprehensive agent 
management services include training 
and ongoing support to ensure 
effective representation and 
recruitment of international students.


