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The following brief is part of a larger study by the authors on the economic impact of international students and is drawn from a 
pending proposal to create a California Global Higher Education Hub in the San Francisco/Bay Area. 
 
International students studying in the U.S. contribute an estimated $18.8 billion to the U.S. Economy in 2009-10 – which is 
probably a low estimate.i These students are increasingly a major source of “export” revenues and a “service” sector of the 
economy where the U.S. is highly competitive.  
 
The US Market 
As shown in Table 1, California and New York are the biggest players in international education – combined they represent about 
27 percent of the U.S. market share of these students, according to data collected by the Association of International Educators. 

 
California’s Market Share 
California’s estimated share of the US total market in international students is 13.9 percent, and 12.6 in tuition and fee revenue. 
Because public universities in California are the primary providers of higher education in the state (enrolling about 80 percent of 
all students), a higher proportion of international students is in these institutions. This helps account for the relatively lower fee 
revenue where, on average, out-of-state students are charged a tuition rate still below most privates – although this is changing. 
But their overall economic impact is larger, at 15.6 percent of the national total, than, for example, Ohio because of the higher 
cost of living in California. 
 
In which California colleges and universities are these students enrolled?  
 
Table 2 provides a list of the top twenty nationally accredited higher education institutions (HEIs) in California in terms of total 
enrollment of international students in 2009-10. It is an interesting mix. The University of Southern California (USC) is the largest 
in enrollment, with nearly 8,000 – indeed it has the largest number of international students in the nation.  
 

Table 1 - International Student Numbers and Economic Impact in Top Ten States – 2009-10 
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In USC’s case, increasing the presence of international students was not really about the money – it is a private university and 
international students pay the same tuition as domestic students. It may have to do with creating a more global environment. But 
the biggest objective was to substantially increase in the number of these students at the undergraduate level because of their 
relatively consistent higher test scores, thus helping to boost USC’s standing in national and world rankings. 

 
Other major universities follow USC, with 5,685 at UCLA (USC’s Los Angeles neighbor), Stanford with 3,934, Berkeley with 
nearly the same number at 3,883. But then the remaining HEIs include a mix of one small private and vocationally oriented 
institution (the Academy of Art University in San Francisco), a number of other University of California and California State 
University campuses, and impressive numbers at some five California Community Colleges (CCC) – local colleges that are not 
commonly thought of as destinations for international students.  
 
Among the publics, it really is about the money first, and perhaps other, more enlightened reasons after that. How else to 
account for the significant number of international students at some local community colleges? These colleges have certainly 
redirected resources to recruit abroad with the explicit goal of increased revenue. 
 
The search for additional revenue streams is a universal reaction of cash-starved public colleges and universities. But in the case 
of California, and probably elsewhere in the US, there is a select group of providers.  
 
The top twenty HEIs in enrollment controlled 61 percent of California’s total international student market last academic year; 
some 68 percent of the tuition revenue (at $1.1 billion), and 62 percent of the total estimated economic impact (at $1.8 billion) – 
discounting for a larger financial aid commitment by these institutions compared to their less competitive lower performers. 
 
A look at the top ten California HEIs indicates that the dominant players in terms of enrollment, and in tuition revenue, are even 
more concentrated, representing 43 percent of the enrollment of these students, and 54 percent of the related revenue. As 
shown in Table 3, international nationals are concentrated in a select group of community colleges with certain characteristics.  
 
Surprising Enrollment Numbers in the Community Colleges 
There are 110 California Community Colleges. Among our top 20 CCC performers, the top eleven or so have significantly higher 
enrollments, with Santa Monica Community College having by far the largest– some 3,212 when compared to the last college in 
this list, Riverside Community College, with only 281 students.  
 
The big community college players tend to be in relatively wealthy communities that, through local tax measures, provide much 
more robust funding for their colleges: Santa Monica, De Anza (in the heart of Silicon Valley), Foothill, Pasadena, and Santa 
Barbara. They then, it appears, have more resources for recruiting and developing networks. The other top players are also all in 
large metropolitan areas and are relatively large in terms of enrollment. 
 

Table 2 - Top 20 California HEI's by International Student Enrollment 2009-10 and Economic Impact 
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Seeking Tuition and Fee Income 
The tuition and fee income brought to these institutions is significant and will likely grow as they seek to expand revenue 
streams. UC, CSU and our sample top 20 CCC all have very similar enrollment totals for international students – ranging from 
19,679 at the CCC, and 19,095 at CSU - see Table 4.  
 

But fee revenue is very different among the institutional types, with UC generating nearly double what CSU earned, and nearly 
five times that of the CCC. This is because UC is charging much higher tuition and fees, now nearly approaching peer publics for 
out-of-state students and creeping up to elite privates.  
 
The market for international students is different for both CSU and CCC. At UC, most of the international students are in 
graduate and professional programs. Across the ten campuses, some 18 percent of graduate students are foreign nationals, with 
Berkeley at 27 percent; at the undergraduate level, the percentage in 2009 was around 4 percent – although there is a new goal 
at the UCwide level to raise the number of out-of-state US and international students to 10 percent, largely to draw increased 
income.ii  
 
Seeking additional revenue, Berkeley announced plans to increase that to 20 percent of all undergraduates. At CSU, almost all 
the international students are at the first-degree level, and obviously all CCC students are undergraduates. Because most 
international students within the UC system, thus far, are at the graduate level, there are different dynamics in attracting top 
international talent. It requires more generous and competitive financial aid packages as the University of California, and 
particularly the more prestigious campuses, compete with increasingly wealthy privates like Stanford and MIT to attract top 
graduate students.  
 
Hence, UC gives out much higher amounts in financial aid. Taking this into account, the net impact on the state economy is less 
varied among the public segments in California: CSU and the sample CCC group are almost exactly the same, generating $529 
million each, while UC pumps in about $648 million.  
 

Table 4 – International Students Enrolled in California’s Public Universities and Sample Community Colleges 2009-2010 

 

Table 3 – Top 20 California Community Colleges by International Student Enrollment 2009-10 and Economic Impact 
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However, if UC grew more dramatically at the first-degree level, the economic impact would be disproportionately more 
significant than, say, at the CCC because of the tuition revenue, and the net impact on the local labor pool. 
 
Again, this estimate of economic impact assumes that these international students are not displacing fee-paying “native” 
students – a big assumption in light of recent reductions in access to all three “segments” in California’s public higher education 
system.  
 
With or without a statewide or regional strategy, some increase in the number of international students in California is inevitable.  
 
Thinking Strategically 
There is a growing world demand, particularly for enrollment in a high profile state like California with an array of prestigious 
universities and known brand name HEIs; and at the same time, a thirst by public universities and colleges to draw in additional 
revenue, particularly in light of over two decades of real declines in state and local government support for public education. 
 
As we have noted in an earlier publication: 
 

States need to more fully comprehend that their collection of both public and private universities and colleges are national 
and global assets that can, by more actively recruiting, enrolling, and supporting international students, make states more 
economically competitive. The first states to more fully understand this, and follow-up with concrete policies and funding, will 
reap large benefits.iii 

 
In a pending study, we will offer a pathway for the San Francisco/Bay Area (SF/BA) to bolster its economic future via a higher 
education hub strategy. Currently, college and universities in San Francisco enjoy brand name recognition, anchored by two of 
the world’s most prestigious universities, UC Berkeley and Stanford, along with the University of California – San Francisco, and 
a network of CSU and community colleges. Collectively, they are attractive to talent from throughout the world, not least because 
they are part of California’s world-famous public higher education system.  
 
In our larger study to be published on-line via the CSHE website, we imagine a San Francisco/Bay Area (SF/BA) hub of public 
and private colleges and universities in the region, supported by a public-private partnership and intended to attract talent 
globally and to help create the world’s most attractive knowledge hotspot.  
 
                                                                 
i   Association of International Educators, “The Economic Benefits of International Education to the United States for the 2009-10 Academic 
Year: A Statistical Analysis, NFSA: New York, November 2010: http://www.nafsa.org/publicpolicy/default.aspx?id=23158;  
ii   See University of California Accountability Report – Graduate and Professional Student Profile, 2009: 
http://www.universityofcalifornia.edu/accountability/documents/accountabilityreport09_grad.pdf 
iii   See John A. Douglass and Richard Edelstein, “The Global Competition for Talent: The Rapidly Changing Market for International Students 
and the Need for a Strategic Approach in the US,” CSHE Research and Occasional Paper Series (ROPS), CSHE.8.2009, December 2009: On 
recent data regarding international graduate students in the US, see Sarah King Head, “US: Chinese help spur modest graduate increase,” 
University World News, Nov 10, 2010: http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20101110133853841 


