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Abstract
The main interest of this article is directed to the question, in 
how far the foreign cultural and educational relations, which 
Cameroon has with China and Germany, affect the internation-
al mobility of Cameroonian graduates. This paper is based on 
results of an empirical study in Cameroon which examined the 
German as well as the Chinese mechanisms within their respec-
tive cultural and educational institutions for international mo-
bility in higher education based in Cameroon. Furthermore, 
the motives of Cameroonian students for their choice of desti-
nation are elaborated upon.

Keywords: mobility in Higher Education, foreign cultural and 
educational policies, Cameroon, China, Germany

Zusammenfassung
In diesem Beitrag wird der Frage nachgegangen, inwieweit die 
auswärtige Kultur- und Bildungspolitik Kameruns mit der 
Volksrepublik China sowie mit der Bundesrepublik Deutsch-
land Auswirkungen auf die internationale Mobilität kameru-
nischer Studierender im Hochschulbereich haben kann. Dieser 
Beitrag basiert auf einer empirischen Studie in Kamerun. Ver-
glichen wurden in dieser die Mechanismen der Hochschulmo-
bilität, die seitens der deutschen sowie der chinesischen auswär-
tigen Kultur- und Bildungspolitik in Kamerun implementiert 
werden. Ferner wurden kamerunische Studierende hinsichtlich 
ihrer Motive, ein Studium in Deutschland respektive China 
durchzuführen, befragt. 

Schlüsselworte: Hochschulmobilität, auswärtige Kultur- und 
Bildungspolitik, Kamerun, China, Deutschland

Introduction
“Nĭ  hăo”, or “Guten Tag”? – today large numbers of Cameroo-
nian graduates decide to learn Chinese or German as a foreign 
language; these are mandatory assets for their international 
mobility in higher education (cp. Tab. 1). In comparing Ger-
many’s and China’s foreign cultural and educational policies, 
striking differences occur: whilst the Peoples Republic of China 

(PRC) offers various scholarships to Cameroonian students 
starting from undergraduate level, the Federal Republic of Ger-
many has nothing similar to offer. Reasons for this are seen in 
the strategies implemented by the respective governments, 
which appear to be clear cut by the PRC, for instance, concer-
ning the criteria for a study visa and the number of available 
study visas. This is less well defined in German foreign policy. 
Consequently, the Chinese Government provides flexible me-
chanisms for international mobility in higher education from 
undergraduate level onwards, whereas similar arrangements are 
clearly not provided by the German government.

Conceptual framework of cultural and 
educational policies

This contribution mainly concentrates on cultural and educa-
tional policies which are generally considered as the “third pil-
lar” of foreign policies, aside from political and economic po-
licies (Schneider, Kaitinnis, 2016, p. 9 f.). Cooperation on 
education can be regarded as one form of external relations 
exercised by intermediate parastatal organisations such as the 
German Goethe Institute (GI) and the German Academic 
Exchange Service (Deutscher Akademischer Austausch Dienst, 
DAAD) which is the national German institution for interna-
tional academic cooperation), or the Chinese Confucius Insti-
tute (CI) and its headquarters Hanban (Confucius Institute 
Headquarters, Hanban, 2014). The “third pillar’s” influence 
abroad is considered to be sustaining, visible and as an imme-
diate instrument, since its integration in the host countries 
reaches the populations directly and individually (Auswärtiges 
Amt, 2015). Overall, foreign cultural and political institutions 
are meant to enable direct dialogue, sustaining relations, peace- 
building and prevention of conflicts, as well as collaboration 
with partner institutions, the local society, and intercultural 
and international exchange. Consequently, interventions con-
sisting of providing education opportunities in foreign coun-
tries are classified as ‘soft power’ strategies (cp. Adick, 2016; 
King, 2013), which, according to Joseph Nye (1990, p. 154 ff.) 
stands for non-military forms of international policy imple-
mentation based on technological advancements, education 
and economic power. Soft power is, therefore, the capacity to 
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do or change something and to let this appear as legitimate 
from the perspective of others (ibid., p. 167 ff.). In the follow-
ing paragraphs, the local effects of foreign education and cul-
tural policies within the context of international mobility in 
higher education will be discussed with the example of Came-
roonian graduates.

Higher education mobility as a means for 
cultural and educational foreign policy

One means of higher education mobility are scholarships given 
to qualified students. Next to ca. 100 language-relat ed under-
graduate and postgraduate scholarships yearly awarded by the 
CI, the Chinese government awards about 30 undergraduate 
and graduate study grants to highly qualified Cameroonian 
students. Scholarships are part of Sino-Cameroonian cultural 
and educational relations. In the academic year 2017/18 the 
Chinese government, for instance, awarded about 132 scholar-
ships to top Cameroonian students (cp. Tab. 1); the grants were 
related to the following courses: mining, industrial fishing, 
medicine, accounting, finance, management and logistics, re-
newable energies, environmental sciences, network and tele-
communication, agriculture, computer sciences, information 
technology, electricity, internation al relations, international 
law, Chinese language. The scholar ship holders receive a 
month  ly stipend of about 252.000 CFA (app. 380€) plus the 
coverage of the university fees.

The CI scholarships are awarded to Chinese language 
students who have passed the necessary minimum points in the 
Chinese language proficiency test HSK (Hànyǔ Shuǐpíng 
Kǎoshì  tests: written: HSK and oral: HSKK), which is com-
parable to the British TOEFL examination. The various schol-
arship programmes depend on the level of language compe-
tency; as for instance, for lower HSK-levels there are four-week 
scholarships or a one-semester study with home-stay experi-
ence in a Chinese family and studies in traditional Chinese 
Medicine and Taiji culture. Higher HSK-levels qualify for 
scholarships for Master’s or Bachelor’s Degrees in Teaching 
Chinese as a foreign language. Compared to the German lan-
guage courses offered at the GI, the course fees per session (ca. 
12–13 weeks) at the CI are quite moderate of 40.000 CFA 
(app. 61 €), whereas they are threefold at the GI amounting to 
135,000 CFA (app. 206 €).

In contrast to the Chinese policy the criteria for eligibi-
lity for a German study visa consist of the Cameroonian  
baccalaureate, German language competencies of at least B1 
level of the European reference framework of language learn-
ing, as well as financial resources, either in the form of a schol-
arship or held in a bank account (Deutsche Botschaft Jaunde, 
2018). Currently, the German government does not offer any 
direct higher education mobility mechanism in form of a 
structured undergraduate scholarship programme, which 
enables direct entry into German universities. Nonetheless, 
Germany remains a highly desired destination for Cameroon-
ia n students. For instance, in 2015, Cameroonian students 
were the 9th largest group of international students in German 
universities, counting 6.672 students. Their number has been 
constantly rising, in the year 2005 counting 5.245 and in 2010 
reaching 5.383 Cameroonian students (Burkhart et al., 2016, 
p. 17). As the understanding of the German language is man-
datory in order to apply for a study visa there are annually high 
numbers of Cameroonians German language students: about 
1.900 at five universities, 4.000 at language training centres 
and about 2.800 at the Goethe Institute, which remains Ger-
many’s leading actor in promoting the German language a -
broad (Auswärtiges Amt, 2015, p. 11). Both the CI and the GI 
referred to their directly managed schools. While the GI coor-
dinates the PASCH-initiative (Partnerschulnetzwerk) operated 
in five Cameroonian-run middle schools (college and lycee) 
which are part of the PASCH network, the CI coordinates 
Chinese expatriates who are teaching Chinese lessons at seven 
private Cameroonian schools.

Research design
In May 2018, the author undertook a small study in Yaoundé 
to examine the motivations of Cameroonian graduates aiming 
to study in Germany or in China. For this purpose, 67 German 
language learners at the Goethe Institute and 71 Chinese lan-
guage learners at the Confucius Institute were interviewed. 
Both groups answered equal questions on standardised questi-
onnaires written in French, which were slightly adapted to the 
specific learning institution the contacted students attended, as 
well as to the circumstances related to their desire to study 
abroad. For instance, the students contacted at the CI were all 
planning to apply for Chinese language learning related  

Table 1: Comparing the spread of Chinese and German language learners in Cameroon; 
Source: Confucius Institute, Yaoundé ; Auswärtiges Amt 2015; Ndukong 2017.

Chinese German

(Under)graduate scholarships provided by the foreign go-
vernment per year

130 0 (undergraduate)

Foreign language learners in the Cameroonian compulsory 
school system (applies for the year 2015)

ca. 2.000 ca. 220.000

Directly managed Cameroonian middle-schools (2017) 7 5

Language Students at the foreign cultural and political institutions 
(Goethe Institute or Confucius Institute)

ca. 8.000 ca. 2.800
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scholarships. Notwithstanding, these students explained, once 
they started studying in China with the support of a CI schol-
arship, they would try to apply for a second scholarship awar-
ded by the Chinese government, to prolong their stay and 
study a different course. Hence, their answers given in the ques-
tionnaire need to be read and understood against this back-
ground. Also, the financial situation of German language learn-
ers was different. As there are no undergraduate scholarships 
for Cameroonians to study in Germany, the students were 
more or less forced to self-support their stay in Germany and 
this fact had also been explicitly addressed in the questionnaire 
issued to them.

Students of different learning grades were contacted in 
both institutions in order to have a heterogeneous sample. 
Furthermore, they were asked to give information on their so-
cioeconomic background, aspects of their academic aspirations 
and ambitions in life. The questionnaires were evaluated accor-
ding to quantitative social research methods. Descriptive ana-
lyses were conducted to compare the different motives stated 
by Cameroonian students in light of their chosen destination. 
Apart from the student’s survey, expert interviews with emplo-
yees of the DAAD, the CI and the GI were conducted.

Motives for higher education in China or 
Germany

The groups of language learning students show differences, par-
ticularly in terms of age: While the eldest German language 
learner is 26 years old, the eldest Chinese language learners are 
almost 10 years older (cf. Tab. 2). Reasons for this can be  
related to the different visa policies. The Chinese scholarship 
programmes express vantages in promoting the language acqui-
sition of university graduates, professionals or civil servants and 
include these applicants up to the age of 35, provided that they 
declare to return to their company after their study stay in 
China.

The Chinese demand of competent Chinese speaking 
Cameroonians has already been notified by Cameroonian stu-

dents, who have claimed they wanted to learn Chinese, since 
the Sino-Cameroonian political and trade relationship is based 
on a solid political foundation and subsequent job opportuni-
ties appear to be plentiful (cf. Tab. 3). Moreover, they positively 
value the flexible visa policy as well as the high academic  
standards offered at Chinese universities.

Such pull-factors stressed by the German language  
learners differ from the ones mentioned by the Chinese  
language learners (cf. Tab. 3). The interviewed students plan to 
study in Germany because they want to meet high academic 
standards there (31 %) and attain an internationally accredited 
university degree (12 %). Moreover, the question of paying 
university fees is highlighted here, too, and the fact that no such 
fees are demanded in German higher education makes  
Germany appear attractive, since these study aspirants are not 
granted scholarships which cover such expenses. Furthermore, 
the students hope to live in a country with a modern lifestyle 
and benefit from better job prospects after graduating from 
university.

The high academic and technological standard met in 
Germany corresponds strongly with the choice of the interview-
ees’ attempted study subject (cf. Tab. 4). German language 
learn ers plan to study subjects in engineering (22 %) or infor-
mation technology (25 %) or health and medical science  
(14 %). Other subjects are e.g. social sciences, fashion design 
or International Relations, linguistics/translation. The picture 
is different in respect to the Chinese language learners. More 
than half of them plan to professionalise their Chinese lan guage 
competences at a Chinese university (56 %), or to study eco-
nomics (14 %). Only few decide to study engineering  
(4 %), health and medical sciences (6 %) or information tech-
nology (6%). These results, however, have to be read cautious-
ly, as already explained before, Cameroonian students studying 
in China may have the opportunity to apply for a second  
scholarship for another study course other than Chinese  
language and culture.

Table 2: Age of students in the sample; Source: own research data; n. s.: not specified.
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Discussion
The results of the study point out the differences between the 
currently implemented German and Chinese foreign cultural 
and educational policies. Chinese language learners straightfor-
wardly argue that they see clear chances in studying in China, 
since scholarships are provided directly from undergraduate 
level – this, however, is not the case for German visa aspirants. 
The scientific literature discusses traditional donor countries as 
shying to enable young academics to study abroad as from un-
dergraduate stage, because they fear they might not plan to 
return to their home countries (Nordtveit, 2011, p. 106 f.). 
“Other Western countries are following the same pattern, and 
rather give scholarships to postgraduate students. This makes 
it possible for the donor country to consider the mature stu-
dents; if they are very good, they can be kept in the host coun-
try. If they are arriving in the donor country when they are too 
young, they don’t want to go back to Cameroon, whereas older 
people with a family are willing to go back” (ibid.).

This must not necessarily be the case; though a huge 
number of Cameroonians do stay in Germany, many of them 

Motive of Confucius Institute 
Students (N = 71)

numbers in % Motives of Goethe Institute 
Students (N = 67)

numbers in % 

1. Learning a foreign language 26 1. High academic standards 31
2. High academic standards 20 2. Internationally accredited degrees 12
3. Easy to migrate to 14 3. No school fees 9
4. Better working conditions 

after university studies
12 4. Modern technology/life 9

5. Political and trade relations 9 5. Better working conditions 
after university studies

8

Table 3: Top-5-Motives for higher education mobility in percent; Source: own research data.

Table 4: Choice of sudy subject in percent; Source: own research data; 
N. A.: no answer given.

return to Cameroon. The Centre for International Migration 
and Development (Müller, 2019) counted about 64 Cameroo-
nian returnees between 2015 and 2018 (numbers of returnees 
who are supported by other agencies are however not included), 
who have resettled via the mobility programmes offered by the 
GIZ and the Center for International Migration and Develop-
ment (CIM). All of them were noticed to be university gradu-
ates. Most of the interviewed German language students aspire 
to return to their home country, Cameroon, after their study 
stay in Germany. They attempt to gain necessary competencies 
and knowledge in Germany which they hope to later imple-
ment for Cameroon’s development and technological advance-
ment.

Hence, German foreign education policies appear to 
remain lip confessions which are not put into meaningful and 
effective practices in the case of Cameroon. In fact, the propa-
ganda to ‘expand university access in Germany’ which was pro-
mulgated by the German Vice President of the house of repre-
sentatives (German Bundestag), Ulla Schmidt, in the year 2006 
has since then not yet been implemented here, as demanded:
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“Beyond mere language acquisition, continuous educational sup-
port is also a long-term concern of foreign cultural and educational 
policy. From German foreign and partner schools or study programs 
of the German Academic Exchange Services to alumni activities: 
At the end of the educational support are highly qualified people 
who are permanently connected to Germany by their educational 
biography. For this reason (…) we must also make greater efforts 
to expand university access in Germany. This is especially true in 
the context of rising immigration” (Schmidt, 2016, p. 2).

Currently, the PRC is actively sponsoring more than 
70,000 African students with study visas at Chinese universities 
(Kappel, 2018, p. 3) and in so doing continuously puts into 
practice its cooperation plans with African countries, as stipu-
lated in the FOCAC (Forum on China-Africa Cooperation) 
plans of actions which finally leads to intensified public diplo-
macy ties with the African societies. Thereby it attempts to 
heavily benefit from Chinese speaking Cameroonians they had 
previously invested in training for. Moreover, it can also be 
argued that the PRC practices forms of soft power or even 
hegemonic policy, as elder Chinese language students are  
issued scholarships and visas to continue their studies in China 
and can later serve as useful gatekeepers to the Cameroonian 
companies they had been previously working with. This finding 
can be corroborated with prior research, which also emphasises 
the current urgent need of Chinese companies in Cameroon 
for translators, interpreters etc. who are competent in speaking 
Chinese (Nordtveit, 2011). Discriminating by age would  
hence torpedo their business objectives of recruiting gatekeep-
ers to the Cameroonian economy.

The results of the interview study presented here reso-
nate with the fact that there is a great demand for Chinese 
speaking Cameroonians since the PRC ‘has become Africa’s 
largest trade partner’ (IOSC, 2013). Especially now, as the PRC 
is implementing macro infrastructural projects involving vast 
parts of African regions e.g. as part of the new Silk-Belt Road 
projects (IOSC, 2015). China’s Information Office of the State 
Council (IOSC, 2013) constitutes that in the year 2017 Came-
roon’s exports to China augmented to the sum of about 788 
Million US Dollars, compared to app. 180 Million US Dollars 
in the year 2008 (ITC 2018). Although the PRC is a compa-
rably new partner in development cooperation, Africa has 
received 3.4 billion US Dollars of development aid from the 
PRC in the years between 2000 and 2014 (Chandran, 2017). 
The PRC’s foreign development aid, which has been part of the 
FOCAC agreements, is now officially institutionalized as Chi-
na has recently installed its “International Development Coo-
peration Agency” which shifts the country’s position from a 
recipient to a donor country (IOSC, 2018). In how far Si-
no-Cameroonian cooperation will continue to be a “win-win-
sit uation” as it is at times referred to, needs to be evaluated in 
future, since the agency came into existence only in April 2018.

Compared to the economic involvement of the PRC in 
Cameroon, Germany’s cooperation is of minor relevance (Statis-
tisches Bundesamt, 2018), likewise its influence as a donor coun-
try, since development aid with Cameroon amounted to (only) 
125,5 Million Euro (BMZ, 2018). The German-Cameroonian 
trade volume also stagnates on a low level of 43,680 Million Euro 
in the year 2017, which is only one fifth of the sum traded  

between China and Cameroon. The Afro-German development 
cooperation is anchored in the 2017 Marshall Plan for Africa, 
following its main objective to create new job perspectives, 
educational institutions and vocational training for young Afri-
cans and to establish structures enabling a prospective future for 
them (ibid., p. 5; 10), and in so doing, such a policy at least 
implicitly tries to minimize motives for their migration from 
their home countries. However, education and international  
mobility programmes between Cameroonian and German  
higher education institutions are not part of the package.

Summary
This contribution has aimed to examine in how far the foreign 
cultural and educational policies, which Cameroon shares with 
China and Germany, affect the international mobility of 
Cameroonian graduates. This has been demonstrated by means 
of an exploratory survey at the Goethe Institute and the  
Confucius Institute in Yaoundé.

The differences in motives for international mobility in 
higher education of the two compared samples of students re-
flect the strategies of foreign educational policies implemented 
by the PRC and Germany. Whereas the PRC attempts clear cut 
goals for economic investments and development cooperation, 
Germany does not provide such a specified strategy for either 
economic or cultural and educational cooperation with Came-
roon. Also, the visa policies are opaque and the mechanisms for 
undergraduate higher education mobility to Germany are  
virtually non-existent.

Due to this lack of clarity, it was not possible, however, 
to exactly define, in how far the visa policy is related to German 
foreign cultural and educational policies or cooperation mea-
sures with Cameroon. Hence, it would be interesting to find 
correlating data which portray the strategies of education  
cooperation between Cameroon and Germany and to figure 
out the exact mechanisms of higher education mobility provi-
ded to Cameroonian students planning to study at a German 
university.

Also, long-term trends and experiences with the Chine-
se scholarship policies need to be observed as well as what be-
comes of the Cameroonian students studying in China after 
their return to Cameroon, or to another country, or how many 
of them will remain in China. 
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