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Erasmus +: Countering populism through education

ince its inception in 1987, the Erasmus

(European Region Action Scheme for the
Mobility of University Students) program
has developed into one of the most successful
programs of the European Union, gaining in
significance and outreach over time. Although
only a modest number of 3,244 students
took part in the mobility scheme for higher
education students in its first year, the current
6-year Erasmus+ program aims with its €14.7
billion budget is to “provide opportunities
for over 4 million people to study, train, gain
work experience and volunteer abroad”' In
doing so, Erasmus plus contributes to the
European Commissions priority of “Jobs,
Growth and Investment” Celebrating its
30th anniversary this year, the European
Commission’s efforts to promote the Erasmus
program as a “civic experience’ that instils and
enhances a European consciousness among
its participants™ are now more important
than ever. Due to the numerous political and
economic crises the EU has faced and the
challenges that lay ahead, strengthening “civic
resources > such as trust and solidarity will
be crucial to sustaining EU legitimacy and its
future success.

With the UK’s decision to leave the EU,
as well as the increasing expression of
populist feelings on both sides of the Atlantic,
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2016 was a highly turbulent year. With regard
to Erasmus, critical voices have already been
heard asking what role, if any, Erasmus has to
play in this difficult time* and if its resources
would not be better invested elsewhere. But
the flagship program Erasmus+ might in fact
be one of the best tools the EU has to counter
nationalism and fight the tendencies that try
to undermine its very existence. Erasmus+
provides three very important constituents
that are essential to fighting populism and
an unhealthy amount of nationalism: it raises
levels of education and cultural awareness, it
offers opportunities and different perspectives
to its participants and, most importantly, it
can generate and heighten trust and mutual
recognition between individuals from different
countries and with different socio-economic,
cultural and religious backgrounds.

Academic mobility is multi-faceted and
even though Erasmus+ has grown
tremendously to also offer an abundance
of opportunities in professional training,
volunteerism and sport, education and
especially higher education remains

centerpiece to this day. Almost 50% out of the

its

9 million individuals who have participated
in the different initiatives and programs to go
abroad over the last 30 years, have been higher
education students?. Itis widely acknowledged


http://www.zei.uni-bonn.de/publications/future-of-europe-observer
https://www.zei.uni-bonn.de/publications/zei-insights

that students develop skills for life, including
increased cultural understanding, through
their participation in the Erasmus program.
As a result of being exposed to a different
learning environment and living abroad, often
for the first time, the students are encouraged
to think critically and unconventionally.
Their Erasmus experience can ultimately
empower the younger generation as well as
facilitate their growing into responsible and
participating EU citizens as it is often argued
that many young people take the EU and the
freedoms that come with it for granted.

H owever, in order for the EU to survive and
to flourish, young people need to realize
and acknowledge that they have an active role
to play in attaining that goal. Studies similar to
the one Kristine Mitchell carried out, provide
evidence that the Erasmus+ program leads
the participants to experience attitudinal
changes about Europe in that they are more
inclined to identify with the EU and relate
to individuals with different backgrounds®.
By increasing cooperation, collaboration and
cultural exchange in education, Erasmus+
offers tremendous benefits not only to its
participants with regard to their personal and
professional skill set but also to the EU. The
initiatives serve as some of the most effective,
visible signs of what the EU has to offer to the
younger generation. Ultimately, Erasmus+
is thus a useful means to “get in touch” with
young people and aid in them becoming more
EU-enthusiastic (again).

Astudy into the impact of Erasmus, which
was commissioned by the European
Commission in late 2014, also found that
young professionals who took part in the
Erasmus program and thus have international
experience are at an obvious advantage on the
job market. Not only are they more likely to
find and hold a job after graduation but their
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long-term unemployment rate is also only half
of that of those who did not go abroad’. What
is more, the study showed that the Erasmus
trainee scheme increases mobility as the
participants are more likely to move country
after graduation with one in three Erasmus
trainees being offered a permanent job by their
host company abroad?®. Especially in a time of
persisting high levels of youth unemployment
and economic hardship, these findings
are significant and underline the fact that
Erasmus creates valuable opportunities for its
participants. That is why the former European
commissioner Androulla Vassiliou urged
member states to find “additional funding
[...] to meet the financial commitments” of
the Erasmus program to ensure that these
opportunities for young people are secured
and expanded.

n Italy, youth unemployment is at a striking

40%, for example, and combined with the
refugee and financial crises, populist rhetoric
there and in other EU member countries often
falls on fertile ground with young, dissatisfied
individuals, who feel like they have no
perspective. In a Eurobarometer poll, 57%
of young EU citizens admitted that they feel
“marginalized and excluded from social and
economic life™ in their countries, giving way
to resentment and anti-EU sentiments. These
figures are alarming. Therefore, the expansion
of Erasmus+ and further investment into it
is more important than ever. The mobility
it allows for and opportunities it creates
especially in terms of professional training
and vocational education make it possible for
participants to develop vital skills.

But most importantly, Erasmus succeeds
in giving young professionals “the gift
of perspective”. Participant feedback shows
that they have come to appreciate their
peers’ diversity and are thus better equipped



to work in an increasingly interconnected
global market place'®. Also, taking part in the
Erasmus program has prepared them “for the
realities of emigration and an increasingly
competitive job market™' so that they are
less susceptible to xenophobic rhetoric and
destructive nationalism put forward by parties
in their home country.

his point is linked to the third and final

aspect of Erasmus having a positive
impact on levels of trust between individuals
from different countries. As the first Vice-
President of the European Commission Frans
Timmermans explained in an interview in
December, the concerning trend of spreading
nationalism might result in “societies [...]
becom[ing] increasingly suspicious of their
neighbors and partners”'*. Due to connecting
people and favoring mutual recognition and
understanding, the Erasmus+ initiatives
counteract this trend. Renowned institutions
like the British Council and the Goethe-
Institute are of the opinion that “building
trust is best done by developing people-to-
people relationships™’. Erasmus+ can be
said to generate trust among the participants
by allowing them to experience a feeling of
solidarity and sense of togetherness based on
their personal interaction, shared community
and social communication. This is thus
beneficial to the individuals but also to the EU
as an institution. Trust as a “civic resource” is
essential to any political system to function
well and operate in the long run. Promoting
a sense of Europe through Erasmus can
ultimately help the EU to solve its legitimacy
problem and overcome recent crises.
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ountering the widespread disillusionment

with the EU, the further expansion of
Erasmus+ gives the vast majority of EU
citizens from any professional, social and
cultural background the opportunity to
participate in one of the programs, broaden
their horizons as well as deepen their
understanding of other EU countries and
cultures. Erasmus+ contributes to erode what
the British politician Tim Farron refers to as
the “culturally rooted mistrust that sets nation
against nation” '*. Consequently, the goal of the
current and future strategy should above all be
to effectively expand the Erasmus+ initiatives
and efliciently deepen cooperation. The focus
here should especially be on increasing online
visibility and outreach as well as creating more
platforms like eTwinning to communicate,
collaborate and evoke the feeling of being
part of a community, which might ultimately
support and strengthen the development of a
European identity.

Sarah Gansen, ZFEI Fellow “Class of 2014”, is a
Graduate Academic Assistant for European and
International Networks at the International Office
of the University of Bonn.
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