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Abstract

The existing body of literature on educational diplomacy and talent flows should be
broadened with insights from understudied countries and geographic areas. Such a research
direction is relevant to the balanced mobility considerations included in the Asia-Europe
Meeting Education Process. This study concerns the increasing inflow of students in Latvia
from Asia. It is motivated by the growing interest across the Asia-Europe Meeting partner
countries to analyse international student pathways. Compared to the world’s leading higher
education destinations, Latvia does not operate a wealth of resources for educational
diplomacy. However, since educational diplomacy is a relatively novel term in the Latvian
setting, the impact of Latvia’s granted scholarships and the overall pool of international
students welcomed in Latvia remains an understudied area of the general international
interconnectedness of the country with Asia and beyond. It is a promising area for further
exploration of how ties fostered through higher education support the Latvian diplomatic
aspirations spanning well beyond the rather narrow academic focus on the talent flows across
the higher education destinations of the Baltic Sea Region, as well as policy and academic
attention paid to the Latvian diaspora worldwide. The shifting student pathways and
collaborative networks invite paying continuous attention to the evolving interconnections
across Europe and Asia.
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Introduction

Student flows are among the widely debated topics of the Asia-Europe Meeting (ASEM). As
the subsequent sections of the article elaborate, ASEM regularly discusses the prevailing
destinations of internationally mobile students with an overarching interest in promoting
balanced mobility. The increasing number of students from Asia enrolling in Latvian higher
education institutions is an example that deserves more attention. Based on the latest thinking
relevant to educational diplomacy and how it fits in a broader context of diplomacy studies,
the article explores what new dimensions such international pathways of individuals could
bring to Latvian diplomatic aspirations.

The article explores what the potential educational diplomacy resources are of Latvia. The
aim is to explore educational diplomacy as an emerging thematic area of scholarly enquiry
and a potential new dimension of the overall corpus of Latvian diplomatic ambitions and
objectives. To answer this question, this article taps into the often-adopted core-periphery
dichotomies. The distinction between student-sending countries and receiving hubs is
witnessed in the literature examining international talent flows, especially regarding the
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prevailing focus on Latvia as a source of human capital outflow. The multilateral framework
of ASEM is brought into perspective to highlight how the international talent pool hosted by
Latvia sets a favourable context for the overarching goals of ASEM to foster ties between
Asia and Europe.

The first part introduces educational diplomacy in a broader context of several strands of
diplomatic studies. It outlines significant threads of scholarly enquiry related to the
diplomatic dimensions of international higher education pathways. The second part
elaborates on ASEM, its earlier intellectual footprint in Latvia, and Asia-Europe dynamics in
Latvia that go beyond the ASEM-tagged initiatives. The third part indicates a statistical
background and analytic considerations on the international student flows coming to Latvia
and the intricacies associated with the existing data sets. The fourth part reviews the core-
periphery dichotomies of talent flows affecting Latvia. Additionally, the fourth part pinpoints
some understudied aspects. The concluding part sums up key findings.

Contextualising Educational Diplomacy

Diplomacy encapsulates how states and various other entities represent themselves (Hare,
2023, 6). Educational diplomacy explores the role of students, teachers, and exchange
programmes in public diplomacy (Bislev, 2017, 83-84). It “utilizes education as a means to
accomplish foreign policy goals such as the cultivation of goodwill and the shifting of
perceptions of the host nation to facilitate improved foreign relations with other countries”
(Yousaf, Fan and Laber, 2020, 166). Educational diplomacy emanates from the study of
international engagements of American higher education institutions (Mékinen, 2016, 184).
Universities and individual academics are distinguished as highly effective non-governmental
public diplomacy agents (Riordan, 2005, 191). University alumni have been identified among
those parts of society that have relatively recently won policy and scholarly attention (Huijgh,
2013, 68). This article might be considered one of such examples more, focused on the
student international pathways and the acquisition of academic degrees, training experience,
ties and familiarity with other countries than the native one.

Cultural diplomacy is a vaster area of diplomacy studies. It incorporates education,
universities and exchange programmes as components of a broader thematic spectrum that
comprises science, technology, arts, traditional mass media, the film industry and sport
(Krenn, 2017, 40, 124, 135; Parrish, 2022, 1520-1521). In such a constellation, cultural
diplomacy is part of a broader realm of public diplomacy (Gienow-Hecht and Donfried,
2010, 14). Thereby, educational diplomacy is nested within cultural diplomacy and an even
more general framework of public diplomacy. To attest to the depth and richness of these
areas of scholarly enquiry, it should be added that each of these diplomacies has its own
“information battles”, manner to develop and maintain “stores of goodwill”, as well as “gift”
exchange traditions and inventions that surpass the scope of this article (Cull, 2022, 18-19;
Naddeo and Matsunaga, 2022, 121).

Furthermore, drawing attention to these three thematic scopes of diplomacy studies is based
on the observation that cultural diplomacy glosses over the role of education, universities and
exchange programmes (Carta and Higgott, 2021). Recent studies show that cultural
diplomacy does not go into the functional heterogeneity of cultural centres established
worldwide by various countries in terms of discerning and examining in more specific terms
their public outreach, educational, training and advanced research functions (Carta and
Badillo, 2021; Higgott and Proud, 2021; Macdonald and Vlaeminck, 2021; Trobbiani and
Pavon-Guinea, 2021). Language lessons, three cycles of higher education and cultural events
each have their unique characteristics and value as diplomatic resources. At the same time,
educational diplomacy adds more profundity and draws attention to various far-reaching
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considerations related to higher education and research institutions, exchange programmes
and the experiences of students.

Studies revolving around the United States (US) prove that universities are valuable venues
for the individual and collective exploration of what a nation, region and city stand for in
complex episodes of history (Guerlain, 2004), its public engagement (Weerts and Freed,
2016) and what values it aspires to instil in its academic staff, students and other audiences
exposed to its intellectual routines and training offer (Bouchet-Sala, 2004; Robert, 2004;
Barrier, Quéré and Vanneuville, 2019). Individual institutions are said to increasingly act
beyond the traditional notions of state sovereignty in pursuing specific strategies and
motivations weaved within a broader “cobweb of interests” (McGill Peterson, 2014, 3;
Surowiec and Manor, 2021, ix). Educational diplomacy allows drawing upon a more detailed
account than the concise notes on former efforts to attract more students from abroad to
pursue a more cosmopolitan standing of a university (Schroth, 2008, 195). The educational
diplomacy and literature relevant to its core thinking draw more detailed findings on
universities and other types of advanced study centres as considerable resources for
strengthening specific goals of foreign policy and diplomatic aspirations.

The observed small renaissance of diplomacy studies comes with some perplexities
(Weisbrode, 2023, 37). The blurred boundaries between educational diplomacy and other
strands of enquiry characterising diplomacy studies cannot be explained only by public
diplomacy having diverse understandings across the full spectrum of contributing authors
(Arceneaux, 2021, 10; Walker, Fitzpatrick and Wang, 2022). Additionally, educational
diplomacy has a hardly discernible border or, in other words, very tightly knit interlinks with
science diplomacy. Both applaud the potential of universities and academic staff. Science
diplomacy publications ornate universities with their own foreign policies (Gast, 2021) and
refer to them as “engines of global collaboration” (Lee et al., 2021). Educational diplomacy,
science diplomacy and connectivity studies are interested in people-to-people ties (Suttmeier,
2010, 25; Becker et al., 2021; Lyons, Lips and Obonyo, 2021). This article is too concise to
claborate on further nuances of this complex interlink between educational and science
diplomacies'. Therefore, these short remarks aim at introducing the reader to this challenging
scholarly nuance (Sabzalieva et al., 2021, 151; Knight, 2023) and then turn toward the details
of the topic of this article by borrowing insights from all the adjacent and thematically close
areas of scholarly enquiry. What remains to be added is that other countries have shown
receptiveness to this line of thinking, though with their distinct approaches to educational
diplomacy, planning and a constellation of instruments.

What a significant number of the earlier cited research have in common is a reference to soft
power and new public diplomacy. The logic of soft power (Nye, 2017) is known as a basic
assumption of ‘attractive’ power among new public diplomacy scholars (Hocking, 2005, 33).
These are often referenced building blocks in educational resources elaborating on “a soft
power arms race” (Ohnesorge, 2020, 145, 299) and case studies that seek to advance the
overall thinking on educational and cultural diplomacies (Trilokekar, 2010; Krenn, 2017, 15;
Ramdas, 2021). The diversity of actors is brought into the picture of national brand and
interest representation (Hemery, 2005, 203; Gienow-Hecht, 2019, 770). Higher education as

! One excellent empirical example for a future study of this intertwined complexity is the Quad Fellowship. This
fellowship opens doors to the United States universities to bring together the brightest graduate minds from
Australia, India, Japan and the United States who specialise in science and technology (The White House,
2021). The Quad Fellowship is positioned as a component of the people-to-people exchange and education.
However, due to its focus on advanced researchers and distinct science fields, it could be an attractive
empirical example for the studies of both educational and science diplomacies.
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an area of “policy competence” (Drezner, 2020, 9), and universities as an embodiment of
brilliance (Patalakh, 2017, 153) and hosts of foreign-born faculty staff (Ertem-Eray and Ki,
2022, 21), are positioned as promising means for a country to improve understanding among
foreigners of its goals and the value of an internationally joined-up approach in reaching its
pursued milestones. Educational exchanges are classified as part of the active approach to
soft power, meaning these are instruments for the purposeful dissemination of an actor’s soft
power resources on an international scale (Ohnesorge, 2020, 88, 204). In French-speaking
circles, ‘diplomacy of influence’ (la diplomatie d’influence) is a term that often echoes ideas
captured by educational diplomacy and soft power literature (Billion and Insel, 2013;
Delcorde, 2019; Martel, 2013; Tenzer, 2013).

Subsequent examples bring more country-specific and multilateral insights that span beyond
the emblematic inception of the Fulbright Programme, and the US Institute of International
Education supported by the Carnegie Endowment, grants for educational development abroad
issued by the Rockefeller Foundation, as well as long-term impacts on institutions and
individual career pathways shaped by the Ford Foundation International Fellowships
Programme and institutional grants (Poupeau and Discepolo, 2002, 46; Gienow-Hecht and
Donfried, 2010, 15; Guilhot, 2017; Krenn, 2017, 54, 80; Paddayya, 2018, 110; Campbell,
Lavallee and Kelly-Weber, 2021; Kilias, 2021). All in all, the study of educational diplomacy
benefits from various national contexts and worldwide developments, including the attention
paid to how these instruments leave imprints not only on individual academic and
professional pathways but also are echoed in bilateral and multilateral settings among
countries. It shows the vast resources at the disposal of countries to pursue contextually rich
and ambitious educational diplomacy. Likewise, it deserves attention as an extensive
repository of lessons learnt, which might help such countries as Latvia navigate this segment
of novel diplomacies.

Australia is another Anglo-Saxon example of a significant international study destination
addressed in the existing body of educational diplomacy. Several decades have passed since
the inception of Australia’s thinking on the role of higher education as a significant
component of the country’s international standing (Byrne and Hall, 2013; McConachie,
2019). Overall, it seems to share notions of an agency similar to the subsequently mentioned
Chinese example. Students, as future professionals, maintain an imbrication between the
institutions they graduate from and work for (Carter, 2015, 484).

The shifting international geopolitical landscape and emerging points of gravity (Gharlegi,
2019; Miiller et al., 2021) are mirrored in the dynamics of educational diplomacy studies.
The Chinese official positioning of students being considered as people-to-people or brand
ambassadors (Custer ef al., 2019), various internationalisation measures (Shen, 2018), and its
achievement in 2015 of becoming the third internationally leading student destination have
generated research interest (Huang, Jin and Li, 2016, 41; Wu, 2019, 620; Yousaf, Fan and
Laber, 2020, 166; Mulvey, 2021). Moreover, increased offers of China-funded scholarships
and rising investments in research have not gone unnoticed (Johnson et al., 2021, 17, 67).
Students are not the sole element of the unique brand of educational diplomacy crafted by
China (McGill Peterson, 2014, 2-3; Wang, 2016). The Confucius Institutes, with their various
spill-over effects, constitute another component (Yang, 2010, 241; Gazeau-Secret, 2013, 105;
Gallarotti and Sautedé, 2017, 184-185; Brazys and Dukalskis, 2019b; Kauppi, 2019, 745;
Huang, 2021). Further, growing engagement across Africa shows the dynamic South-South
ties (King, 2014). Besides BRICS collaboration in physics and astronomy guided by mega-
science (Kahn and Puri, 2017), the BRICS Universities League is seen as a means for China
to extend its public diplomacy (Lei and Sordia, 2017). This is a brief overview of the overall
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scholarly enquiry into various strands of Chinese educational diplomacy, not an exhaustive
summary.

Due to the high hopes associated with higher education and its produced future ambassadors
of shared values (Rasgotra, 2005; Ravi, 2014; Amaresh, 2020), educational diplomacy is a
term that is also linked with studies exploring regionalism in higher education and research
domains, with the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation as one of such
examples spanning well beyond the South Asian University (Nair, 2013, 38; Pandey, 2018,
14). In the South Asian setting, interlinks between educational diplomacy and people-to-
people contacts are established (Pandey, 2018, 14). Student ambassadorship qualities of
internationally oriented talents are echoed elsewhere in India (Kochhar, 2021; Singai and K,
2021). It provides a background for a broader exploration of such interconnections across
Asia and Europe.

Education is one of the components of Russian public diplomacy (Tsvetkova and Rushchin,
2021, 55). Russia is among the leading study destinations for students from the
Commonwealth of Independent States (Vinokurov, Libman and Pereboyev, 2015, 14).
‘Exchange diplomacy’—recognised for being “the most two way form of public diplomacy”
(Ohnesorge, 2020, 156)—is a term that researchers interested in exploring the Russian
context have used to analyse the role of short-term mobility of students in fostering ties
among countries (Mékinen, 2016, 183). Over the past years, Russia’s higher education
institutions have sought to attract more students from abroad to “raise their revenues and their
status” (Fominykh, 2020, 120). Another noteworthy public diplomacy resource are the
Russian Centres for Science and Culture established across the world (Fominykh, 2020, 129).

South Korea is among Asia’s emerging regional higher education hubs (Istad ef al., 2021, 3).
“Korean foreign aid has been directed towards building scientific and technical
schools/universities, with some addressing capacity building.” (Moon and Shin, 2016, 825)
The Global Korea Scholarship programme attracts research attention to exploring its public
diplomacy performance and deficiencies in fostering ties with other countries through study
experience (Ayhan and Gouda, 2021; Hong, Jeon and Ayhan, 2021). Since 2007, another
notable public diplomacy resource is the King Sejong Institutes established across the world
to promote cultural awareness and Korean language learning opportunities (Eom, Kim, Roh
and Lee, 2019; Lien, Tand and Zuloaga, 2022, 10-11; Picciau, 2016, 97).

The funding programmes of the European Union (EU) tailored for academic mobility, higher-
education networking, research, and capacity-building—for example, Erasmus(+) and EU
Framework Programmes—have benefited from some preliminary attention demonstrated by
the researchers keen on examining the EU public and educational diplomacies with an
empirical focus on the Eastern Neighbourhood (Chaban and Elgstréom, 2020; Bobotsi, 2021;
Piros and Koops, 2021), the US (Thiel, 2023) and the international resonance at large
(Chamlian, 2019; Fanoulis and Revelas, 2023, 55). Jean Monnet Centres of Excellence are
locally rooted hubs of EU studies established across the world. “EU Support to Higher
Education in the ASEAN Region” (EU-SHARE) is an EU-funded project example of how the
Union attempts to assist Asia in identifying the latest trends in higher education. EU-SHARE
helped pinpoint challenges and opportunities worth further exploration, such as the
internationally growing attractiveness of the Singaporean higher education offer buttressed by
the Singaporean scholarship offer to students from the member states of the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) (Chong, 2022, 16-17; Lim, Anabo, Phan, Elepafio and
Kuntamarat, 2023, 34).

Besides, what remains outside the scope of the primary considerations embraced by the
reviewed writers on educational diplomacy are certain strains that internationalisation and
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talent attraction have put on some academic staff (van Houtum and van Uden, 2020; Nicholls,
Henry and Dennis, 2021). This seems to be a so-to-say domestic or science communication
backstage (Davies, 2021, 211). It might not apply to all national and regional contexts where
educational diplomacy is discussed. The administrative challenges are not brought into the
picture when educational diplomacy's advantages and cherished potential are articulated.

Latvia Within and Beyond the Asia-Europe Meeting

ASEM was created in 1996 as an informal platform for dialogue and cooperation between
Asia and Europe (Badel, 2016, 60). Its overarching goals are fostering political consultations,
the advancement of economic ties and responses to global challenges, often themed under the
cross-cutting focus on connectivity (Hellendorff, 2016; Tertrais, 2016, 139; Lechervy, 2016,
119, 123). The history of ASEM, its founding fathers and the logic of its inception, as well as
the development of certain domain-specific strands, are widely documented and addressed
from diverse angles (Camroux, 2006; Hwee, 2006; Robertson, 2008; Gaens et al., 2015;
Angress and Wuttig, 2018; Gaens and Khandekar, 2018; ASEM Education Secretariat, 2019).
This article does not strive for a mere repetitiveness of earlier accomplishments and
observations within a broader context of the dynamics of formal and informal international
organisations (Capannelli, Lee and Petri, 2009, 27; Stone and Moloney, 2019, 1-2). Instead,
this article seeks to shed light on understudied dimensions that implicitly contribute to
fostering ties and enhancing mutual familiarity across Europe and Asia. Following the ASEM
Education 2030 Strategy Paper (ASEM, 2021, 7), higher education is a valuable means for
increasing the overall awareness among young generations about the intricacies of political
dialogue, economic cooperation and internationally resonating challenges. Asia-Europe ties
developed in Latvia remain understudied. Latvia-based Asia-Europe interactions thus deserve
more scholarly attention.

The ASEM Education Process defines the essence of the forum’s role in higher education.
Established in 2008 during a ministerial meeting held in Berlin (Germany), the ASEM
Education Process supports collaboration in the education domain within ASEM through
political interactions on political and senior official levels (Munusamy and Hashim, 2020,
471). Four thematic priorities of the ASEM Education Process are quality assurance and
recognition, engaging business and industry in education, balanced mobility and lifelong
learning, including technical and vocational education and training. Two transversal priorities
of this process are digitalisation and sustainable development. "The four strategic objectives
outlined in the ASEM Education Strategy 2030 [...] provide the basis for cooperation over"
this "decade: 1) enhancing connectivity between Asia and Europe by boosting inclusive and
balanced mobility and exchanges; 2) promoting lifelong learning, including technical and
vocational education and training [...]; 3) fostering the development of skills and
competences; and 4) creating more transparency and mutual understanding on recognition,
validation and quality assurance." (ASEMMES, 2021, 2) This article addresses in more depth
one of the thematic priorities of the ASEM Education Process and the strategic objective of
the ASEM Education Strategy—balanced mobility— by exploring in greater detail the pool
of Asian talent hosted by one understudied ASEM partner country. However, it does so by
offering some relevant insight to better understand the talent flows that contribute to the rest
of the five thematic strands of the ASEM Education Process and the strategic objectives of
the ASEM Education Strategy.

The 2™ ASEM Education Ministers’ Meeting facilitated the establishment of the rotating
secretariat for the ASEM Education Process (Munusamy and Hashim, 2020, 474). This
administrative support body facilitates convening meetings associated with the ASEM
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Education Process. Various ASEM partner countries host the secretariat temporarily. Latvia
has never hosted this secretariat.

Several ASEM initiatives effect Latvian higher education and research. Besides regular
participation in various ASEM formats, in 2015, during its EU Presidency, Latvia hosted the
5" ASEM Education Ministers’ Meeting (ASEMMES). The internationalisation process of
Latvian higher education does not prioritise the ASEM Education Process. Nevertheless, the
ASEM Education Process provides various opportunities for students and researchers of
Latvian origin or Latvian institutional affiliation to be eligible for participation. For example,
the higher education staff of institutions in Latvia participated in and contributed academic
publications to the ASEM Lifelong Learning Hub (see Birzina et al., 2012; Degueldre and
Reynders, 2021, 32). Since ASEM Duo Fellowships are not administered nationally by each
ASEM participating country, an overview of students enrolled in Latvian universities who
participated in past fellowships is not included in this article. The ASEM Summer Schools is
another example of ASEM-endorsed international study opportunities for students. The
ASEM Summer School 2022 “Civic Engagement and Sustainable Development” hosted
online by the Asia-Europe Institute of the University of Malaya (Malaysia) and
Aschaffenburg University of Applied Sciences (Germany) attested to the success in
promoting a more balanced virtual mobility of students, researchers and academics between
Asia and Europe.

However, ASEM, ASEM-endorsed initiatives or the Asia-Europe Foundation activities (see
Le Thu, 2014, for a concise overview) do not capture the complete picture of interactions
across Europe and Asia. Therefore, this article builds on other country specific case studies of
the role of higher education and advanced training in promoting closer ties between Asia and
Europe, such as Vietnam (Quang Minh, 2016). This article looks at the potential of the
educational diplomacy of Latvia towards Asia without restricting the focus solely to the
ASEM explicit developments and ASEM-tagged geographical and online mobility patterns.

Unlike some of the main study destinations mentioned in the earlier sections of the literature
review, Latvia does not operate a wealth of resources that would correspond to the
educational diplomacy study. Latvia does not fund major cultural or research institutes
abroad. Information and study centres established in Chennai (India) in 2014 and Colombo
(Sri Lanka) in 2016 are exceptional examples of university-led outposts that facilitate access
to information about higher education in Latvia.

On an ad hoc basis, the embassies of Latvia host either introductory sessions to inform
diverse audiences about study opportunities in Latvia or informative and networking
occasions tailored to researchers in the advanced and senior stages of their academic careers.
International short-term schools for all cycles of higher education students are another form
of introduction to the teaching and research offered in Latvia. Higher education institutions in
Latvia regularly organise their own schools or host events anchored in supranational and
transnational initiatives, such as those funded by various EU programmes, Summer
Universities of the Council of the Baltic Sea States, Nordplus programmes etc.

Similarly to some of the previously mentioned countries, Latvia offers study and research
scholarships to students from more than 40 countries. Besides scholarships funded by Latvia,
higher education and research facilitation programmes sponsored by other countries,
multilateral forums or EU programmes enable many foreign students and researchers to
pursue a specific academic stage in Latvia. The growing number of international students
enrolling in Latvian higher education institutions is the central element and the most
promising area for a study of the educational diplomacy potential of Latvia. It brings one
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more dynamic example to the existing literature on the shifting landscape of international
student mobility and research encounters.

This composition of institutional, national, macro-regional, supranational and international
initiatives demonstrates that Latvia's implicit educational diplomacy has evolved against the
country’s participation in different international, multilateral and bilateral frameworks, each
with its distinct goals, logic and means of implementation. Interactions across Asia and
Europe are only one of its dimensions. Most importantly, not all Asia-Europe students'
mobilities associated with Latvia are pursued under one programme or initiative. Thus, these
educational pathways do not follow the same goals. Overall, a multitude of factors come into
play in how the talent pool from Asia in Latvia is formed and evolves over time.

However, one item that might be common to these international pursuits is the increased
administrative workload on the Latvian public authorities responsible for migration and
welcoming higher education institutions. Among the brainstorming ideas to tackle this
periodic increase of applications for visas and residency permits and the required investment
of human resources to process these applications was to prolong the work hours of
corresponding staff at public authorities and higher education institutions (Ministry of
Science and Education, 2019). This periodic wave of heightened administrative workload is
not a significant obstacle to the overall hosting of international students. In a broader context
of various aspects discussed on the recent trends and prospects for the international standing
of higher education in Latvia, this is one of many areas listed where there is room for
improvement, not a cause of significant concern.

Latvia as an International Study Destination

Focus on higher education and the international exchanges that accompany it is chosen with a
full appreciation of the recent research conclusions that “Europeans have rediscovered their
enthusiasm for globalisation, including free trade and immigration” (Darvas, 2020, 26).
Latvia is among these enthusiasts, with considerable attention turned towards “the open
European space” (Lapina and S¢eulovs, 2014, 407) and the opportunities it offers both to
Latvians and foreigners from across the globe.

Firstly, in roughly three decades, Latvia has experienced a breath-taking evolution of its
higher education sector from being preoccupied with higher education as a domestic
developmental tool (Auers, Rostoks and Smith, 2007, 16) to its study programmes becoming
an attractive offer to students from various parts of the world. International outreach extends
to helping Ukraine establish European Studies (B&rzina, 2015, 25). The logic of technical
assistance is also echoed in the earlier findings on the availability of higher education in
Latvia to students from post-Soviet Eurasia (Chankseliani and Wells, 2019, 12). The Latvian
Education Development Guidelines 2021-2027 confirm the country’s commitment to
strategically prioritising internationalisation in higher education (Cabinet of Ministers, 2021,
46-47).

Researchers in Latvia have recognised globalisation as one of the key strategic drivers of
higher education quality and outlined the role of the Bologna Process (Nikitina and Lapina,
2017, 57; Degtjarjova, Lapina and Freidenfelds, 2018, 392). From the perspective of a
country with a projected shortage of highly skilled labour (Biagi, Castafio Mufioz and Di
Pietro, 2020, 11, 16), international competition for students is also among the considerations
guiding higher education institutions in their pursuit of attracting applicants (Melnikova and
Zascerinska, 2016, 101; Rika, Roze and Sennikova, 2016, 422). Personal experiences of such
international competition is documented in the academic literature on the Latvian diaspora
(Lulle and Buzinska, 2017; Kasa, 2019). European countries' indicators show a considerable
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outflow of young, highly skilled talent from Latvia (Rocca, 2020, 12). While maintaining
continuous research attention towards the attractiveness of the higher education offer among
residents of Latvia (for example, Tarvid, 2014), small-scale cross-country comparisons with
nearby countries facilitate sporadic contextualisation of certain aspects of student
performance, interests and academic pathways as learners and future professionals, workforce
of a knowledge economy (Kirch, 2018). Young, highly skilled individuals of Latvian origin,
are among the groups that have attracted the attention of researchers in migration studies
(Aksakal and Schmidt, 2019; Emilsson and Mozeti¢, 2019; Lulle and Bankovska, 2019).
Their findings offer further insight into the multi-faceted talent flows across the Baltic Sea
Region, and diverse considerations drive each student and young professional. These findings
attest to how densely Latvia is intervowen in the collaborative and interactive patterns of the
Baltic Sea Region.

Table 1. Number of foreign students studying in Latvia?
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Secondly, two parallel dynamics are noteworthy. Since Latvia’s accession to the EU and
joining ASEM in 2004, many foreign students have chosen Latvian higher education
institutions as their study destination (Table 1). This upward dynamic is coupled with an
increasing number of individuals from Asia studying in Latvia. These students have obtained
previous education in another country than Latvia. Due to their interest in acquiring higher
education, they might be considered the potential “brand-builders” of Latvian institutions
(Mazais, Lapina and Liepina, 2012, 525). Over the most recent years, the most widely
represented countries have been India, Uzbekistan and Russia (Roga, Lapina and Miiiirsepp,
2015, 929; Ministry of Education and Science, 2021, 19).

Correspondingly, Table 2 of the rather recent foreign student dynamics (2014-2021) depicts
that ASEM participating countries are not the only ones that top the Asian list of the most
widely represented countries among the mobile individuals pursuing their studies in Latvia.
Such a broader contextualisation beyond the participating entities of ASEM clarifies that the
upward trend of student arrivals to Latvia is not a special characteristic of the ASEM
participating countries. Additionally, it demonstrates the much larger volume of talent flows
that occur outside of the framework of ASEM-tagged initiatives. Rather, it mirrors the
general rise of international mobility of students world-wide, including its echoes in the

2 Statistics of the number of foreign students were composed of all individuals who do not hold a passport or
another type of identity document issued by Latvia. Those are both students who are enrolled in full time
studies at a higher education institution in Latvia, as well as students who pursue exchange studies in Latvia.
The table captures a selection of years taken from the annual report of the Ministry (Ministry of Education and
Science, 2021b, 19).
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Latvia-specific context. An exceptional national case (located beyond Asia but) placed next
to Asian examples in Table 2 is Ukraine. It is based on the earlier noted avid engagement of
the EU with the Eastern Neighbourhood in higher education and academic domains, as well
as Latvia’s contribution to the development of academic quality in Ukraine. Student inflows
in Latvia with Ukrainian educational background helps contextualise the considerable
proportion of student inflows formed by Asian countries.

Table 2. Students with prior education obtained in Asia and Ukraine studying in Latvia3
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While these might seem like tiny numbers of student inflow to larger and more populous
countries, for Latvia—a country with a population of roughly two million and a pool of
foreign students not reaching 11 000 individuals—those with a prior education from India
form a considerable share. Overall, students choose a wide range of study programmes in
Latvia. No specific thematic concentration is in overwhelming demand (Auers and Gubins,
2016, 6). For roughly half of the students from Asia, Latvia was the priority study destination
(Apsite-Berina et al.,, 2020, 517). Even without displaying the allure of world-class
universities (Sitnicki, 2018) and making no claims of soft power that is characteristic among
the world’s most emblematic institutions, the Latvian higher education offer proves to be
internationally competitive, not just some parts of it.

The statistics on students who learned elsewhere before their studies in Latvia indicate
individuals who enrolled in a programme at a Latvian higher education institution to obtain
an academic degree. Table 2 does not include statistics on exchange students, meaning
students who pursue at Latvian higher education institutions short-term mobility of several
weeks, an exchange semester, or several exchange semesters. Likewise, these statistics do not
depict those students of foreign nationality who pursue consecutive two or three cycles of
higher education studies in Latvia because they rest immobile in terms of their choice of
country for higher education. Overall, Table 2 is a generalised starting point for an

3 Statistics obtained from the open-access data base of the National Statistical System of Latvia (2022)
maintained by the National Statistics Bureau of Latvia. The statistics state students by country, where previous
education was attained, not their country of citizenship. The position of Russia within the ASEM context has
shifted from the “Third/Pacific Group” comprising Australia, New Zealand, and Russia (Korhonen, 2013, 39)
to being considered as part of Asia (Blanchemaison, 2016, 133; Degueldre and Reynders, 2021, 94). The
abbreviation “ENP” placed next to Ukraine stands for the European Neighbourhood Policy — a framework for
addressing countries from both Eastern and Southern European neighbourhoods.
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educational diplomacy study, not a fine-grained statistical picture. For example, it does not
provide a clear view of students' citizenship, only where they have pursued their previous
studies.

Nevertheless, none of the countries (except Russia) indicated in Table 2 are known as
overwhelmingly popular destinations for degree-seeking Latvians. All in all, Table 2 is
sufficient for further elaboration on why the current mobility trends are a good point for a
departure to address the earlier expressed concerns about the future of ties across Europe and
Asia.

Over the last two decades, both in Europe and Asia, concerns were voiced about the lack of
interest among Asian students in pursuing their studies in Europe, opting for the US and
Australia instead (Commission of the European Communities, 2001, 19-20; Picciau, 2016,
103; Rana et al., 2016, 86). Latvia can be taken as an example of how this student mobility
gap is narrowing. The increasing numbers of students who have obtained their prior
education in one of the countries in Asia and choose to pursue their next academic stage (or
part of it) in Latvia demonstrate some progress. It provides some encouragement for cautious
optimism. Having more students from Asia studying in Latvia contributes to the ASEM
overarching goal of bringing Europe and Asia closer through daily encounters and study
experiences among students. A closer look into other national statistics of EU member states
would help to clarify whether Latvia faces a unique situation or there is room for some more
widely shared optimism about Europe’s ability to address (to a certain degree) the earlier
identified challenge. Of course, this observation does not address the more recent shift in
attention towards balanced mobility in encouraging more European students to choose Asia
as their study destination (Degueldre and Reynders, 2021, 94). This ASEM consideration is
left outside of this article and deserves to be addressed separately.

This article shies away from providing very detailed prescriptions for the potential pathways
to developing the Latvian approach to educational diplomacy due to the following
considerations. The birds-eye-view approach adopted in this article acknowledges the
challenge of distinguishing between the various implications that increased international
student mobility might have on individual academic and professional career trajectories.
While ASEM-endorsed initiatives strive for more balanced mobility of students, they cannot
predefine the following steps a beneficiary might take in pursuing an individual path in the
job market in the country of origin or elsewhere. The same complexity and unpredictability
apply to the future life stages of foreign students hosted in Latvia. What choices a student
makes after studies in Latvia and how that tallies with or diverges from the goals of balanced
mobility, brain circulation or talent attraction, and workforce retention logic are not
predefined, carved in stone, or subject to stringent regulation by public authorities. This
uncertainty is an exciting and uncharted field for a more nuanced study of educational
diplomacy, namely, how it unfolds in various national, macro-regional, and international
contexts.

Shifting Notions of Latvia’s Centralities and Peripheries

This article broadens awareness about the newfound potential to foster closer ties between
Asia and Europe beyond the encounters facilitated by the ASEM-tagged initiatives, such as
the ASEM Fellowships and ASEM Summer Schools. Additionally, it brings some new
perspectives on the international positioning of Latvia in various dynamics characterising the
knowledge economy. Several earlier publications portray Latvia as a peripheral location
through a one-sided focus on the diaspora of Latvia (King, Lulle and Buzinska, 2016; King et
al., 2018). The Centre for Diaspora and Migration Research of the University of Latvia, the
World Congress of Latvian Scientists and the World Latvian Economics and Innovations
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Forum are among the most visible Latvia-based hubs of expertise on the research potential
and collaboration practices and opportunities for Latvians doing research and working across
the world. Latvia’s attempts to support remigration and continuous academic and foreign
policy interest in bringing the Latvian diaspora into the picture (Klavins, Rostoks and
Ozolina, 2014; Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2018, 23, 2019, 25, 2020, 27-28, 2021, 25;
Klavins, 2021, 11), including from a comparative perspective (Birka and Klavins, 2020), are
noteworthy. However, this body of analysis represents a distinctively one-sided perspective
on Latvia. A narrow focus on the country as awaiting solely individuals with certain types of
affiliation to Latvia back to their motherland or encouragement for these individuals to
maintain economically beneficial ties with Latvia neglects a much broader picture of Latvia
as a country that is enriched by the talent arriving (and departing) from across the world.

More attention paid to the influx of students who have obtained their earlier academic
degrees outside of Latvia and their future paths after completion of studies in Latvia widens
the thematic scope of diplomatic studies revolving around Latvia. Additionally, it might bring
new insights into studying human capital transformations and the impact of shorter migration
experiences on mastering intercultural social skills. As the literature on the trans-local
character of student life and student ambassadorship depicts, individual exposure to foreign
contexts and interactions abroad entails an opportunity to master bridge-building across
cultures and national or local contexts. International students are a vital group of
internationally mobile human capital. Remarks that refer to the alumni being considered as
Latvian ambassadors (Chankseliani and Wells, 2019, 12-13) show that public authorities in
Latvia display some receptiveness towards the core thinking of educational diplomacy.

The limited inventory of Latvia’s educational diplomacy resources—scholarships and student
experiences—remains understudied. It deserves more scholarly attention beyond this concise
article. Riga, the capital of Latvia, hosts most (but not all) of the higher education institutions
where international students are enrolled. Nevertheless, it should not be neglected that
studying the intellectual ecosystem of each higher education institution or city might offer an
even more nuanced picture of the student ‘ambassadorship’ features. Due to the overall
limited pool of doctoral students at the Latvian higher education institutions and the tiny
number of international students among them, it does not seem plausible to study science
diplomacy in the Latvian setting. Thus, the conceptually blurred boundaries between
educational and science diplomacies identified in the academic literature in one of the
previous sections of the article do not resonate. This conceptual murkiness does not pose
major issues for a study tailored to Latvia.

Conclusion

On the basis of the world’s leading examples and the academic and grey literature on these
excelling higher education hubs, this article identified several educational diplomacy
resources for Latvia. In accordance with the overall aim set out in the introduction, this article
conveys several threads for further scholarly enquiry and policy considerations tied to
Latvian diplomacy.

First, various exciting dynamics can deepen the general understanding of the multi-faceted
student, academic, and research interactions across Asia and Europe beyond those tagged
with the ASEM logo. In the Latvian context, the relatively understudied bottom-up dynamics
and multi-faceted people-to-people-based connectivity stem from the growing international
student presence and mobility. Those are talent flows that occur mainly outside the ASEM-
tagged initiatives' framework but remain relevant for the overall thinking on the balanced
mobility tied to the ASEM Education Process. More and more students from Asia choose
Latvia (and, with it, Europe) as their study destination. It is not a trend restricted solely to the
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ASEM participating entities. To embrace these developments, this article puts forward an
innovative research agenda to study in greater detail tertiary students enrolled in Latvia who
have obtained prior education in Asia. It is an important topic for furthering knowledge of
Asia-Europe relations in diplomacy studies and higher education. Likewise, it would
contribute to the continuous research enquiry into how, where, and on what occasions Europe
and Asia are brought together through increased daily encounters, study experiences, and
people-to-people contacts.

Additionally, a closer analysis of these dynamics would provide a more comprehensive
picture of Latvia as an active part of the overall European higher education landscape. A
more nuanced study of the pool of international students and the pathways taken by receivers
of Latvian scholarships would complement the existing (and rather one-sided) body of
literature dedicated to the academic and professional tracks of young and highly mobile
individuals of Latvian origin.

Then, educational diplomacy is a promising anchor for such future exploration. Though it
should not be forgotten, educational diplomacy has evolved as a somewhat one-sided
research pattern. It places students as the cherished agents of diplomatic potential at the
centre stage to bring together nations and (along with them) their interests.

Consequently, scholarly thinking on educational diplomacy has shown little consideration of
the managerial aspects and administrative burden that has already proven to be challenging in
specific academic contexts in Europe. Thus, balancing out the enthusiasm for welcoming to
the country young and ambitious knowledge seekers with corresponding implications on the
new administrative, managerial, social, and economic considerations brought across the
spectrum of institutions involved in the processing and servicing of such student flows would
introduce a more balanced and comprehensive picture of the educational diplomacy.

While students form an essential part of an internationalisation strategy for higher education,
research institutions, and countries, they are not the only component. Thus, a plethora of
diverse dynamics could be studied in more detail to build the overall empirical picture of
explicit and implicit educational diplomacy practices. Of course, the breadth and scope may
vary from country to country. The world’s leading study and research destinations employ a
remarkably vast range of educational, cultural, and public diplomacy resources. However,
even small states with lean institutions and compact student pools, such as Latvia, offer
diverse pathways for exploring educational diplomacy potential and practices with or without
the broader contextual background of cultural and public diplomacies.

Next, the reviewed literature reveals an interesting nuance. While Latvia is benefiting from
an influx of increasing numbers of international students, especially from Asia, including its
notable points of gravity—India and Russia—the academic considerations at the Latvian
higher education and research institutions and cross-country collaborations remain anchored
within the eastern areas of the Baltic Sea Region. The geographical scope widens when
individuals of Latvian origin who study abroad are brought into the overall picture (as part of
the diaspora). It expands across the western shores of the Baltic Sea Region and even further.
There is room for broadening the overall horizon. This article is one of such first attempts to
explore other dimensions of how Latvia fits within the global shifts of higher education and
research cores, peripheries, networks, and talent flows. Furthermore, this article highlights the
intertwining effects of educational diplomacies and ambassadorships that come along with
the rich competence and expertise background obtained by each internationally mobile
student.
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After, it is worth noting that recently the higher education nuances of Latvia have attracted
interest not solely among researchers of Latvian origin or doing research at Latvian higher
education institutions. Such an increasing pool of engaged researchers enriches the overall
reflections with new considerations and diverse perspectives, including notions of ‘Latvian
ambassadors. Thus, it is an overall dynamic area of scholarly enquiry where more empirical
insights from Latvia would help bridge some geographic coverage gaps.

Finally, following the latest thinking of the ASEM Education Process, it is worth considering
for future educational diplomacy studies to touch upon the balanced mobility considerations
that guide students from Latvia to embark on or defer pursuing studies in Asia. This research
angle would help to keep multiple vectors on the scholarly agenda. The study mobility should
be continuously examined as a multi-directional process.
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