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ABSTRACT 

We examine the impact of spatial mobility on enrolments in higher education. Candidates are 

grouped per their willingness to move and the district of placement. Findings point to a sizeable 

group who are voluntarily mobile or immobile. About 20% of students, however, were not 

placed in their first choice of destination. Using a logit model, estimation shows that candidates 

pushed away face a probability of enrolment about 17 percentage points lower than that of those 

who voluntarily stay in their home district. The availability of private sector alternatives in the 

home district has a role in the enrolment likelihood. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In competitive systems of higher education, understanding students’ behaviour when applying 

to, and enrolling in higher education institutions (HEIs) is crucial to effective policy and 

competitive institutional management. As shown by previous research (Christie, 2007), 

candidates’ spatial mobility significantly impacts access, and is thus a factor determining the 

landscape of higher education systems. Consequently, mobility is relevant to institutions’ 

planning and to their competition and marketing strategies broadly understood (McClelland and 

Gandy, 2012).

                                                 

* We thank the financial support of the Portuguese Agency for Assessment and Accreditation of Higher Education (A3ES). 
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Indeed, anticipating students’ migratory behaviour is helpful to peripheral and central HEIs 

alike. Those located in peripheral regions have fewer local candidates and, consequently, a 

greater dependence on mobile candidates from other regions to fill the necessary vacancies to 

effectively pursue their mission or even to survive. In fact, these HEIs are often at a competitive 

disadvantage, as local candidates are attracted to more bustling regions, with greater amenities 

and opportunities (Thissen et al., 2010). On the other hand, HEIs in central, highly populated 

regions usually not only have many local candidates, but can take advantage of the 

attractiveness of the region itself to draw further candidates from neighbouring regions. Still, 

the growing trend for students to study in their regions of origin in countries such as the UK 

(McClelland and Gandy, 2012) indicates that the competitiveness of these institutions might be 

ever less dependent on their marketing and other strategies, but rather on external factors related 

to regional development and attractiveness. 

In this work, we study the patterns of spatial mobility of Portuguese candidates to public HEIs. 

We intend to inform policymakers wishing to implement measures to tackle regional 

imbalances, such as the regional difference in educational attainment (Araújo et al., 2016), or 

to ensure the sustainability of the Portuguese higher education system, and to help HEIs, 

especially those in deprived regions, improve their competitiveness through a better 

understanding of the mobility of their prospective or potential students. To these ends, first, we 

classify candidates according to their willingness to move to an HEI outside their home district, 

and whether they were successfully placed in an HEI in the desired district of destination. We 

study each group according to several dimensions, viz. gender, age, high-school marks, field of 

study pursued in high-school, distance of the selected institution to the candidate’s home, and 

the provision of higher education in the home-district. Second, we estimate, for each class of 

candidate, the likelihood of enrolment in the programme and HEI in which the candidate was 

placed, controlling for those dimensions too. 

In the next section, we review previous work that bears on the topics at hand. Then, we present 

the Portuguese context, and elaborate on the empirical strategy to be implemented. After that, 

the main results are presented and discussed. Finally, we offer further conclusions. 

REVIEW: TO MIGRATE OR NOT TO MIGRATE? 

In the context of the knowledge economy (Corcoran et al., 2010), students are often described 

as potential “human capital”, a factor of production crucial for regional competitiveness, 

growth, and development (Rerat, 2014). Students migrating to another region to attend higher 
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education are more likely to stay after graduation, and thus to bolster the local stock of human 

capital. Migration of prospective higher education students is a species of the broader genus of 

human migration (Sá et al., 2004). It must thus be understood both as an investment decision 

(Mixon and Hsing, 1994), made with a view to ensuring greater future returns, and as a 

consumption decision, motivated by the amenities in the destination (Greenwood, 1975; Ghatak 

et al., 1996; Sá et al., 2004).  

Influenced by neoclassical theorists, the predominant way to treat student mobility is as an 

individual decision influenced by push and pull factors, usually the outcome of a rational 

decision-making process that takes into consideration the cost and benefits of each alternative 

(Raghuram, 2013). On the one hand, enrolling in an HEI close to home is attractive insofar as 

most candidates could remain in the family home, and thus avoid the often significant costs 

associated with accommodation and transportation. On the other hand, by not moving, 

candidates are limited to the provision made available by local institutions and to the amenities 

their home region offers (Khambhaita and Bhopal, 2015). 

Distance between HEIs and home region is one of the most crucial factors in students’ decisions 

(King, 2012). A distance discouragement effect (Sá et al., 2004) has been shown to affect the 

choice of institution (Parker et al., 2016), the choice of field of study (Khambhaita and Bhopal, 

2015), and even of participation tout court. Additionally, not only has it been shown that young 

people tend to have a preference for attending universities that are nearby (Gibbons and 

Vignoles, 2009; Parker et al., 2016), but ‘those from rural and remote areas’ tend to be ‘less 

likely to attend elite universities and more likely to attend community colleges’ (Parker et al., 

2016: 1160). This strengthens the thesis that distance is negatively correlated with student 

performance (Luo et al., 2006; Katsikas and Panagiotidis, 2011) and dropout rates (Lassibille 

and Gómez, 2008). In other words, living in remote communities, with low or no high education 

provision, may negatively affect equality of opportunity. This is reinforced by the fact that 

mobility or migration appears to be a selective process (Rérat, 2014). In fact, the effect of 

distance is likely to be more pronounced for low socioeconomic groups (Christie, 2007; Elder 

et al., 1996; Gibbons and Vignoles, 2009; James 2001), which not only often live in areas with 

fewer educational opportunities, but are endowed with less wherewithal to face the costs 

associated with migration (Parker et al., 2016).  

But financial are not the only costs of migration. For instance, non-traditional students might 

prefer the emotional security of remaining close to family and friends (Archer et al., 2003; 

Christie, 2007; Pugsley, 2004; Reay, 2001). In other words, immobility may be due to financial, 
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emotional or family reasons (Christie, 2007). Some studies (Pugsley, 1998) conclude that 

‘attending a local university was more about the importance of (maintaining) emotional bonds 

and kinship ties than about any understanding of the ranking amongst universities’ (Christie, 

2007: 2454). Therefore, the decision to be or not to be mobile ‘is not just a matter of economic 

viability (it is cheaper to live at home), but incorporates more complex factors relating to 

student’s family resources, community ties and aspirations and expectations’ (Patiniotis and 

Holdsworth, 2005: 82).  

The decision to stay at home may also be seen as a risk avoiding strategy (Patiniotis and 

Holdsworth, 2005). Predisposition to risk avoidance seems to be related to gender: Byrnes et 

al. (1999) show that males tend to be more open to risk-taking behaviour than females. This 

conclusion may suggest that females will be more likely than males to be immobile. 

Age has also been shown to affect candidates’ migratory decision (Sá and Tavares, 2017). 

Mature students are more likely to have family responsibilities, with concomitant financial 

constraints and, consequently, show less predisposition to migrate. Moreover, mature students 

are likely to be employed, at least in a part time job, which also limits mobility. Taking Osborne 

et al. (2004)’s argument, according to which career enhancement is the most important 

motivator to mature candidates, it is not surprising that they tend to choose an HEI close to their 

work place (Sá and Tavares, 2017). 

EMPIRICAL APPROACH 

The Portuguese context 

In Portugal, as in many other countries (Smith et al., 2014), the proportion of young adults 

currently accessing higher education is high (Tavares et al., 2008). The Portuguese higher 

education system, after the democratic revolution of 1974, lost its elitist status, evident in low 

participation rates, and entered a period of unprecedented expansion in the total number of 

enrolments (Magalhães et al., 2009; Tavares et al., 2008). This expansion was backed by a 

diversification process, which led to the creation of a polytechnic subsystem, and the emergence 

of a private sector. The goals of diversification were to facilitate access and to foster equity, 

increasing the geographic dispersion of HEIs, and using them to overcome existing regional 

inequalities and disparities. However, the private sector has concentrated its provision in the 

two main urban areas (Lisbon and Porto), and it is mostly public polytechnics that ensure 

regional coverage (Tavares and Brites, 2012). At present, all districts in Portugal have some 
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kind of higher education provision, either a university, or a polytechnic. Since the mid-1990s 

(Magalhães et al., 2009), there has been a declining number of candidates to higher education, 

raising concerns about sustainability, especially of institutions located in peripheral regions, 

less populated and, therefore, with fewer prospective students.  

Access to the Portuguese public higher education system is a centralised and a regulated process 

with a national system of numerus clausus determining the number of places for all study 

programmes (Sá and Tavares, 2017). In the application process, students rank their preferences 

in six possible combinations of programme/institution, which, combined with their grade point 

average, determine the outcome of the application. There are three major phases in this process, 

with central institutions usually filling all their available vacancies in the first. Still, many 

students choose not to enrol, especially those that were not placed in their first choice, and wish 

to try again at a later time. Remaining vacancies are advertised for a second and even a third 

phase, but the whole process takes more than two months, with second and third phase students 

enrolling after classes have already begun, which creates noteworthy management and 

pedagogical difficulties. 

Data and methods 

In this study, we use an administrative database with the information candidates make available 

when applying to public HEIs, as well as the outcome of their application. The database 

comprises the school-years from 2008 to 2015, and was made available by DGEEC (General 

Directorate for Statistics on Education and Science). This database contains, for each candidate, 

the individual rank of the six pairs programme/HEI that were chosen in each of the three phases 

of the application process, as well as candidates’ placement in each phase. In addition, the 

database contains information on candidates’ enrolment, grade point average, sex, age and 

district of origin. 

First, we classified students according to their willingness to move to attend higher education, 

as well as to the district of placement (see Table 1). We took into consideration each candidate’s 

district of origin, the location of his/her first choice, and the location of the institution of 

placement. We classified as voluntarily immobile any candidate who had as first preference an 

institution located in her home district and was placed in an institution in that district, whether 

the same or other. Involuntarily immobile is any candidate who had as first preference an 

institution located in a district different from his/her home district, but was placed in an 

institution located in his/her home district. A voluntarily mobile candidate is one who had as 
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first preference an institution located in a district different from his/her home district and was 

not placed in his/her home district. Finally, an involuntarily mobile candidate is one that, despite 

having as first preference an institution located in his/her home district, was placed in a different 

one. 

Table 1: Classification of candidates according to willingness to migrate and placement 

 First option Placement 

Voluntarily immobile Home district Home district 

Involuntarily immobile Other district Home district 

Voluntarily mobile Other district Other district 

Involuntarily mobile Home district Other district 

Second, we estimated a logit model to study the enrolment decision. The binary dependent 

variable is the decision to actually enrol in the programme and institution in which the candidate 

was placed. We controlled for the classification of candidates just described, the candidates’ 

grade point average for the first best alternative, gender, age, the existence of private provision 

in the home district of programmes in the same field as the desired programme, local population 

density, and year dummies. All variables are characterized in Table 2. 

About 88% of the placed candidates enrolled in the programme/institution of placement. The 

share of students that would prefer a different mobility situation (involuntarily mobile and 

involuntarily immobile) is about 12%. Girls represent about 58% of candidates. Most applicants 

are 19 years old or below (about 81%) and have attended an academic track in secondary 

education (95%). This is not surprising. Even though students in professional tracks are now 

about a third of high school students, they usually do not apply to higher education at all, as the 

syllabuses of professional courses do not prepare them to sit national exams, required by every 

IHE. Finally, although 90% of students live in districts where there is private offer of higher 

education, only 58% of them can find private alternatives in the same field of study as their first 

option.  
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Table 2: Description of variables used 

Variables      Description Mean St.error 

Enrolment 1 if the candidate enrolled in the programme of 

placement 

0.8848  

Mobility types:    

     Involuntary immobility 1 if involuntary immobile 0.0349  

     Voluntary mobility 1 if voluntary mobile 0.3768  

     Involuntary mobility 1 if involuntary mobile 0.0812  

     Voluntary immobility 1 if voluntary immobile 0.5071  

Female 1 if female 0.5785  

Age group:    

     Age 19 or below 1 if aged 19 or below 0.8055  

     Age 20-22 1 if aged 20 to 22 0.1503  

     Age 23 or above 1 if aged 23 or above 0.0442  

Grade point average Application grade point average (max 200) 145.5580 19.4476 

Secondary education track:    

     Academic track 1 if academic track in secondary education 0.9464  

     Professional track 1 if professional track in secondary education 0.0252  

     Recorrente Track* 

1 if recorrente, i.e. adult, track in secondary 

education 
0.0084 

 

     Equivalência Track** 
1 if equivalencia, i.e. foreign system, track in 

secondary education 
0.0200 

 

Private HEI available 1 if a private HEI is available in the home district 0.8988  

1st option programme available 

in private HEI 

1 if 1st option programme is offered by a private 

HEI in the home district 
0.5782 

 

Distance Time-distance from home district to HEI (mins) 52.9538 48.5182 

Population density Number of inhabitants by km2 408.5389 321.8933 

Year dummies:    

     2008 1 if year = 2008 0.1324  

     2009 1 if year = 2009 0.1351  

     2010 1 if year = 2010 0.1360  

     2011 1 if year = 2011 0.1260  

     2012 1 if year = 2012 0.1206  

     2013 1 if year = 2013 0.1116  

     2014 1 if year = 2014 0.1128  

     2015 1 if year = 2015 0.1255  

Number of observations: 335,250 

*The Recorrente track is a second educational opportunity for those who did not have it at their proper age. This 

professional advancement reasons. 

**The Equivalência track is a recognition of qualifications, studies and diplomas of foreign educational systems. 
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RESULTS 

Characterization of candidates by (i)mobility type 

As observed in other contexts (McClelland and Gandy, 2012), most candidates to public higher 

education institutions are voluntarily immobile. Indeed, from 2008 to 2015, between 48% and 

53% of candidates preferred an institution in their district of origin, and manage to be placed in 

one (Table 3). Their share increased between 2008 and 2015 by 4.6 percentage points, or over 

10%. This growing trend might be due to the economic crisis affecting Western Europe since 

2009, particularly Portugal, which reached its peak in 2012, when its negative GDP growth was 

4% (Eurostat, 2016). This has obvious consequences on students’ calculations of cost and 

benefits of moving away from home to study. It is therefore not surprising that this growing 

trend of immobility was accompanied by a significant reduction in voluntarily mobile students, 

from 40% in 2008 to about 36% in 2015. Despite this decrease, the number of voluntarily 

mobile candidates is still not negligible. An average of 37% of candidates, in 8 years, first chose 

and were allocated a place in a programme/institution outside their home district. The 

consideration of financial cost appears not to have had such a heavy weight for these students. 

Instead, mobility can be partly explained by the availability or absence of programmes in the 

candidate’s home district. Finally, it should be born in mind that leaving home to attend higher 

is often a step in the transition to adulthood and independence from the influence of family and 

home spaces (Christie, 2007) 

Relating the identified types of mobility with the availability of programmes in the candidate’s 

home district, it is possible to conclude that 60% of voluntarily mobile candidates could not 

find a programme in their home district in the same field of study as their first choice (Table 4). 

This suggests that part of this group might have “preferred" a programme/institution outside 

their home district not because they freely wanted to move, but because they were pushed away, 

given the absence of equivalent alternatives. Therefore, as voluntary decisions imply the 

existence of alternatives, the label of voluntary mobility must be taken, in this context, with 

caution.  

Candidates that either wanted to move away from home, but instead were placed in their home 

district (4%), or would have preferred to stay at home, but were pushed away (9%), were 13% 

of total candidates in 2015 (Table 3). This means that there is a group of candidates which are 

involuntarily allocated to a place they did not want to. The reasons behind these mismatches 

might be related to inefficiencies introduced by the numerus clausus system. For instance, 
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numerus clausus in most wanted programmes/institutions may be insufficient, or the 

distribution of places may not take into consideration regional imbalances. It is expected that 

these mismatches have consequences on enrolment decisions.  

73% of involuntarily mobile candidates had available alternatives in their home district (Table 

4). This means that these candidates might have been pushed away for other reasons, likely 

related with unattainable GPAs required for the preferred programmes/institutions in their home 

district. 50% of candidates who were willing to move but were placed in their home district - 

involuntary immobility - had no equivalent alternatives available in their home district. This 

shows that candidates were placed in fields of study other than their first best alternative. In 

contrast, 69% of voluntarily immobile candidates had available alternatives in their home 

district, which probably positively impacts the decision to enrol.  

Still, most candidates (60%) can find programmes in the field they want in their district of 

origin. 

Table 3: Willingness to move and district of placement, by year 

 Total 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Voluntarily immobile 50.7% 47.6% 49.4% 49.7% 52.1% 52.1% 52.8% 51.6% 51.2% 

Involuntarily immobile 3.5% 4.3% 3.6% 3.4% 3.1% 3.3% 2.9% 3.4% 3.9% 

Voluntarily mobile 37.7% 40.0% 38.8% 39.1% 37.3% 36.3% 37.0% 36.4% 36.0% 

Involuntarily mobile 8.1% 8.2% 8.3% 7.8% 7.6% 8.4% 7.3% 8.5% 8.9% 
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Table 4: Existence of a private alternative to first best programme in home district 

  Total 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Voluntarily 

immobile 

Available 69.4% 66.6% 67.3% 68.9% 69.3% 69.8% 71.2% 71.6% 71.0% 

Not available 30.6% 33.4% 32.7% 31.1% 30.7% 30.2% 28.8% 28.4% 29.0% 

Involuntarily 

immobile 

Available 49.7% 46.9% 44.9% 52.7% 46.2% 48.9% 54.5% 54.0% 51.9% 

Not available 50.3% 53.1% 55.1% 47.3% 53.8% 51.1% 45.5% 46.0% 48.1% 

Voluntarily 

mobile 

Available 39.8% 38.8% 39.2% 40.0% 40.0% 39.3% 40.2% 40.2% 41.0% 

Not available 60.2% 61.2% 60.8% 60.0% 60.0% 60.7% 59.8% 59.8% 59.0% 

Involuntarily 

mobile 

Available 72.8% 69.8% 71.5% 70.8% 70.2% 72.5% 75.8% 77.2% 75.3% 

Not available 27.2% 30.2% 28.5% 29.2% 29.8% 27.5% 24.2% 22.8% 24.7% 

Female candidates exceed male candidates in general, and in all types of mobility. It is 

noteworthy, however, that women are a relatively higher proportion of mobile candidates, 

whether involuntarily or voluntarily (Table 5). 

Table 5: Willingness to move and district where students were placed, by year and gender 

  Total 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 

Voluntarily immobile M 43.9% 44.4% 44.8% 45.0% 44.9% 43.1% 42.9% 42.3% 43.1% 

 F 56.1% 55.6% 55.2% 55.0% 55.1% 56.9% 57.1% 57.7% 56.9% 

Involuntarily immobile M 41.2% 42.2% 40.0% 40.2% 36.7% 42.5% 43.0% 38.2% 45.4% 

 F 58.8% 57.8% 60.0% 59.8% 63.3% 57.5% 57.0% 61.8% 54.6% 

Voluntarily mobile M 40.7% 41.4% 41.4% 41.3% 41.3% 40.0% 39.8% 39.6% 40.0% 

 F 59.3% 58.6% 58.6% 58.7% 58.7% 60.0% 60.2% 60.4% 60.0% 

Involuntarily mobile M 38.6% 40.7% 39.9% 36.7% 36.3% 39.1% 39.3% 36.8% 39.7% 

 F 61.4% 59.3% 60.1% 63.3% 63.7% 60.9% 60.7% 63.2% 60.3% 

Mobility types and the enrolment decision 

The logit model estimation results are not shown, as direct interpretation is not possible. Instead, 

we show estimated marginal effects in Table 6. Results are provided for two alternative model 

specifications, A and B, which differ in the inclusion of the type of secondary education track. 

The results do not differ very much either in terms of coefficient estimates and signs, or in terms 
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of their statistical significance. As such, we comment the results of model B as it is the one that 

enables the most comprehensive analysis. 

Results show that those candidates that find their mobility preferences satisfied are more likely 

to enrol. Indeed, voluntarily immobile candidates are more likely to enrol in the HEI of 

placement than any other type of candidate, a result which corroborates the significant weight 

given to financial costs associated with leaving home (Parker et al., 2016). The second group 

most likely to enrol is the one of voluntarily mobile candidates. This suggests that the more 

students get a match between their first preference and their allocation to a place, either towards 

mobility or immobility, the more they tend to enrol. Therefore, preference satisfaction 

positively impacts the decision to enrol. 

These overall results hide some interesting nuances. Actually, the enrolment rate is highest 

among males, although female candidates exceeded male candidates in general. This result 

suggests that there is a considerable number of females who are somehow lost between the 

process of application and enrolment to higher education. As the probability of enrolment is 

higher for candidates that get a match between their first preference and placement (voluntary 

mobility and immobility), maybe females are more dissatisfied with placement. 

Likewise, the better the candidate’s previous performance (GPA), the more likely enrolment is. 

Students who perform better in high school substantially increase their choice alternatives and 

thus the probability of getting a place in their first best alternative (Sá and Tavares, 2017). As 

school performance may be a proxy for student socio-economic background (Sá and Tavares, 

2017), one can argue that the lower the family background, the less likely students will match 

their first preference with placement and consequently the less likely are they to enrol. 

Furthermore, students attending a professional track in secondary education are more likely to 

enrol than those attending an academic track. This can perhaps be explained by the fact that 

only those students in professional tracks who are willing to make the extra effort to study for 

national exams can apply to higher education. 

The existence of private HEI in the district of residence seems to deter candidates from enrolling 

their public counterparts. In the decision-making process, when calculating costs and benefits, 

students and their families might conclude that, even though private HEIs have higher fees, the 

costs associated with accommodation and transportation of enrolling in a public HEI far from 

home can reach higher values. Therefore, when private HEIs are available in the home district, 

students tend not to enrol in public HEIs. Also the longer the distance candidates have to travel 
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to attend higher education, the less likely the enrolment is, which validates previous research 

on the distance discouragement effect (King, 2012; Parker et al., 2016; Sá et al., 2004). 

According to Walsh et al. (2017), the disutility effect of longer travel time leads to a significant 

decrease in welfare gains. 
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Table 6: Logit model for decision to enrol after placement – marginal effects 

Variables       (A)       (B) 

Involuntary immobility -0.0796*** -0.0815*** 

 (0.0035) (0.0035) 

Voluntary mobility -0.0506*** -0.0519*** 

 (0.0016) (0.0016) 

Involuntary mobility -0.1462*** -0.1470*** 

 (0.0025) (0.0025) 

Female -0.0234*** -0.0235*** 

 (0.0011) (0.0011) 

Age 20-22 -0.0113*** -0.0118*** 

 (0.0016) (0.0016) 

Age +23 -0.0134*** -0.0141*** 

 (0.0030) (0.0030) 

Grade point average 0.0019*** 0.0018*** 

 (0.00003) (0.00003) 

Professional track 0.0177*** 0.0183*** 

 (0.0033) (0.0032) 

Recorrente Track -0.0083 -0.0086 

 (0.0059) (0.0059) 

Equivalência Track -0.0296*** -0.0297*** 

 (0.0041) (0.0041) 

1st option programme available in private HEI  -0.0233*** 

  (0.0014) 

Private HEI available -0.0168***  

 (0.0020)  

Distance -0.0003*** -0.0003*** 

 (0.00001) (0.00001) 

Population density -0.0001*** -0.0001*** 

 (0.0000) (0.0000) 

Year dummies:   

          2009 -0.0041** -0.0042** 

 (0.0021) (0.0021) 

          2010 -0.0067*** -0.0066*** 

 (0.0021) (0.0021) 

          2011 -0.0057*** -0.0058*** 

 (0.0021) (0.0021) 

          2012 -0.0061*** -0.0062*** 

 (0.0022) (0.0022) 

          2013 0.0018 0.0018 

 (0.0022) (0.0022) 

          2014 -0.0022 -0.0020 

 (0.0022) (0.0022) 

          2015 0.0042** 0.0044** 

 (0.0021) (0.0021) 

Log likelihood -111,984.36 -111,875.39 

Number of observations 335,250 335,250 
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It is even more informative to look at the probabilities of enrolment for certain groups of 

students (Tables 7-12). Regarding gender, females are less likely to enrol when placed, as seen, 

no matter the mobility type. But the gender difference is greatest for involuntarily immobile 

and involuntarily mobile candidates, where there is no match between the first preference and 

the placement. If we accept that a mismatch implies, somehow, taking risks, females will likely 

avoid it (Byrnes et al., 1999). 

Table 7: Predicted probability of enrolment, by mobility type and gender (model B) 

 Voluntary immobility Involuntary immobility Voluntary mobility Involuntary mobility 

Total 91.9% 83.8% 86.7% 77.2% 

Female 91.2% 82.4% 85.6% 75.5% 

Male 92.9% 85.6% 88.3% 79.6% 

Note: Probabilities are predicted based on model B estimation results. 

 Again, candidates of all age groups whose mobility preferences are satisfied are more likely to 

enrol in the programme/institution of placement, especially voluntarily immobile candidates 

(Table 8). The probability of enrolment is lowest for students over the age of 23, as expected, 

since, as seen, older students tend to have greater family and work responsibilities. Still, the 

differences across age groups are small.  

Table 8: Predicted probability of enrolment, by mobility type and age group 

Track Voluntary 

immobility 

Involuntary 

immobility 

Voluntary 

mobility 

Involuntary 

mobility 

Aged 19 and below 92.1% 84.1% 87.0% 77.7% 

Aged between 20 and 22 91.2% 82.5% 85.7% 75.6% 

Aged 23 and above 91.1% 82.2% 85.4% 75.2% 

Note: Probabilities are predicted based on model B estimation results. 

There is no discernible change through time in probabilities of enrolment for each type of 

candidate, with the exception of involuntarily mobile ones, the probability of whose enrolment 

increased during the period considered (Table 9). 
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Table 9: Predicted probability of enrolment, by year and mobility type (model B) 

Year Voluntary immobility Involuntary immobility Voluntary mobility Involuntary mobility 

2008 92.1% 84.1% 87.0% 76.6% 

2009 91.8% 83.5% 86.5% 76.9% 

2010 91.6% 83.2% 86.3% 76.5% 

2011 91.7% 83.3% 86.3% 76.6% 

2012 91.6% 83.3% 86.3% 76.6% 

2013 92.2% 84.3% 87.2% 77.9% 

2014 92.0% 83.8% 86.8% 77.3% 

2015 92.4% 84.7% 87.5% 78.4% 

Note: Probabilities are predicted based on model B estimation results. 

The availability of private sector alternatives in the candidates’ home district appears to have a 

role in the enrolment decision, especially in the case of mobile candidates (Table 10). When 

candidates do not find private alternatives at home, they are more likely to enrol the 

programme/institution of placement. The difference in the probability of enrolment between 

those who have alternatives and those who do not is highest for students that are pushed away 

from home, i.e. involuntarily mobile students. This indicates that these students may be turning 

to their local private supply to avoid a migration that did not wish in the first place. 

Table 10: Predicted probability of enrolment, by mobility type and availability of local private sector 

alternatives to the first option programme (model B) 

Private alternatives of the 1st 

option programme 

Voluntary 

immobility 

Involuntary 

immobility 

Voluntary 

mobility 

Involuntary 

mobility 

Available 91.3% 82.6% 85.8% 75.7% 

Not available 93.1% 85.8% 88.5% 79.8% 

Note: Probabilities are predicted based on model B estimation results. 

 Females seem to be more sensitive to the existence of alternatives in their district of origin 

even though, as seen, they are a relatively higher proportion of voluntarily mobile candidates 

(Table 11).  
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Table 11: Predicted probability of enrolment, by mobility type and availability of local private sector 

alternatives for the first option programme (model B) 

Private alternatives of 

the 1st option 

programme 

Voluntary 

immobility 

Involuntary 

immobility 
Voluntary mobility 

Involuntary 

mobility 

Available 

Female 90.5% 81.2% 84.5% 73.8% 

Male 92.4% 84.6% 87.4% 78.2% 

Not 

available 

Female 92.4% 84.6% 87.4% 78.1% 

Male 93.9% 87.4% 89.4% 82.0% 

Note: Probabilities are predicted based on model B estimation results. 

Finally, students from professional tracks are clearly more likely to enrol than students in any 

other tracks, whatever the type of candidate. The reason, as noticed above, is one of self-

selection. Adults who took the Recorrente track are less likely to enrol than those in the regular, 

academic, track, but the differences are relatively small. This is unsurprising as most Recorrente 

students do the majority of their high-school years on the regular track but later switch to a track 

targeted at adults. Students who took alternative, foreign, programmes in high-school are much 

less likely to enrol, especially if they are involuntarily mobile candidates. 

Table 12: Predicted probability of enrolment, by mobility type and secondary education track 

Track Voluntary 

immobility 

Involuntary 

immobility 

Voluntary 

mobility 

Involuntary 

mobility 

Academic 91.9% 83.8% 86.8% 77.3% 

Professional 93.3% 86.3% 88.9% 80.5% 

Recorrente 91.3% 82.6% 85.8% 76.8% 

Equivalência 89.7% 79.8% 83.4% 72.2% 

Note: Probabilities are predicted based on model B estimation results. 

CONCLUSIONS 

This paper aimed at analysing the patterns of spatial mobility of Portuguese candidates to public 

HEIs and their impact on enrolment decisions. Candidates have been grouped according to their 

revealed willingness to move and the district where they were placed. The role of such mobility 

types in shaping the enrolment decision has been analysed.  
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Indeed, this study shows that most candidates to public higher education are voluntarily 

immobile and that this immobility trend has increased over the past years. Alongside, voluntary 

mobility has decreased, which suggests that financial costs may be playing a significant role on 

mobility decisions, especially in a country like Portugal, which suffered so heavily the effects 

of the economic crisis. Albeit voluntary mobility has decreased, it still represents a significant 

part of the universe of candidates. While apparently financial costs had less of an impact on 

these candidates’ decisions, perhaps because of a different social background (Christie, 2007; 

Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005), the significant absence of similar programmes in their home 

district might have pushed them away. This result suggests that there are still some disparities 

brought by the numerus clausus system that deserve further reflection. Other inefficiencies were 

detected, probably created by the numerus clausus system, which increases the GPA required 

for many programmes/institutions, seen by the non-negligible group of candidates involuntarily 

allocated to a place – involuntary mobility and involuntary immobility. This suggests that a 

sizeable group of candidates are being pushed away, either from home, or from their 

preferences. 

This study also shows that students who find their mobility preferences satisfied are more likely 

to enrol. Candidates that are pushed away from home face a probability of enrolment lower 

than the likelihood of enrolment of those who voluntarily stay in their home district. This means 

that a sizeable number of apt candidates are either not enrolling or postponing their enrolment 

in higher education, adding problems for institutional management. Enrolment probabilities are 

higher for male students, and lower for those students who had available private sector 

alternatives in the home district. Students who are pushed away from home face the lowest 

probability of enrolment when there is alternative, local, private supply of higher education. 

That probability increases when such private alternatives do not exist. 

These results contribute to a better understanding of the mobility of prospective students, 

essential for policymakers to implement measures to tackle regional imbalances or to ensure 

the sustainability of the Portuguese higher education system. It can also help institutional 

managers, especially those in deprived regions, improve their competitiveness. However, 

variables such as the socio-economic background of students or the quality of transportation 

between Portuguese districts were absent from this study and could also be explored in future 

research to better understand students’ mobility. 
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