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ABSTRACT
In the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, international exchange students and mobility researchers,
including ethnobiologists, are an important neglected group within academia. We highlight their challenges within academia and society, and propose solutions towards more academic flexibility, enhanced
mobility preparedness, and a better cultural immersion in host communities.
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SIGNIFICANCE STATEMENT
In academia, the COVID-19 pandemic has been characterized by a flurry of top-down decisions, but students
need genuine listening to the problems they face. Mobility scholars who temporarily reside in a foreign country
with a different culture are even more vulnerable, and their challenges are important to discuss, overcome, and
prevent. Based on our long-term experience as mentors of mobility scholars, and in organizing and managing
education and research mobility in the Americas, Europe, Africa and Asia, as well as our own participation in
research mobility, we try to initiate this important discussion.
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INTRODUCTION

Colombia who spends two semesters in Belgium and
Italy, and one in Sri Lanka). International mobility is
also important for the United States, where on average more than one million foreign students and scholars arrive each year for education and/or to conduct
research, with 52% pursuing STEM careers (Institute
of International Education 2019). Thus, international
exchange visits have practically become the norm in
academia. In the field of ethnobiology, there also exists a particular mobility of students and scholars affiliated with degree-granting institutions who, regardless of their country of origin, engage in projects involving local communities in the geographic South,
for instance to conduct research on Indigenous Knowledge Systems, or to reconcile nature, people, and policy in local ecosystem management and governance
(Dahdouh-Guebas et al. 2021).

In this paper, we highlight several ways in which
the COVID-19 pandemic hinders the mobility of international students and scholars (hereafter “mobility
scholars”), and the solutions we envision for the future. First, we briefly introduce the context of mobility, describe the challenges mobility scholars are facing during COVID-19, and reflect on solutions such
as academic flexibility, better cultural immersion, and
additional training in cultural competency to promote
pro-social values and behavior. For ethnobiologists,
attention to these issues during mobility in times of
COVID-19 is paramount. In our concluding remarks,
we emphasize the need to consult resources that embrace principles of interpersonal respect and behavioral kindness towards our neighbors and the environment, including those found in academic works
within and outside our own disciplines, and in unwritten socio-cultural rules of indigenous and other
traditional communities. Finally, we propose that increased online teaching and training, which are one of
the positive outcomes of the COVID-19 pandemic and
facilitate sharing STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics) expertise and language
immersion on a global scale, should continue after the
pandemic.

Current challenges of mobility scholars
Despite these promising economic incentives for
mobility, the whirlwind spread of the COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath have heavily impacted mobility scholars, compounding significant hurdles that
these scholars tend to face, especially those with home
countries in the geographic South. In academia, one
of the main problems is that administrators often do
not consider the significant efforts and time commitment required from foreign mobility scholars when
moving to a new country, learning a new language,
and living in a different culture. In the face of the
COVID-19 global health crisis, many scholars find
themselves struggling emotionally, socially, financially
and legally more than usual (Bavas 2020; Van Lancker
& Parolin 2020). For example, in 2020 the United
States extended and expanded immigration restrictions, citing the need for protecting the country’s own
workforce. Decisions such as these, and prolonged uncertainty about changing visa and green card rules
and regulations significantly increased anxiety in students, postdoctoral fellows and faculty members from
foreign countries (Subbaraman & Witze 2020). To
make matters worse, there exist reports around the
world of verbal backlash and online petitions against
international students spending their mobility abroad,
and in extreme cases there even have been physical assaults (Do 2020; Misérus 2020). It is quite ironic that
mobility scholars, especially those pursuing a degree
in ethnobiology, who tend to be acceptive of new cultural traditions and values, and predisposed to assimilate into new environments away from their families
(Zumajo-Cardona 2021), would end up being targeted
as carriers and spreaders of COVID-19. With the extent of this public health crisis now affecting the entire world, and consecutive outbreaks taking place in
most countries, these negative experiences may only

Context: Economic incentives for mobility
In spite of the global financial recession of 2008
and the redistribution of global power within the new
international political order, the past few decades
have witnessed an exponential growth in the number
of international students and researchers in various
subdisciplines of the social sciences and STEM. These
mobility scholars cross national borders to pursue
higher education and research, participating in multilateral (South-South, North-South, and South-North)
educational exchange programs funded by national,
regional, and global scholarships. For example, for
2021-2027, the European Commission is investing 30
billion Euros in the Erasmus+ program that supports
education, training, youths, and sports in Europe.
This budget includes scholarships with the Erasmus
Mundus educational excellence label aimed at increasing student and research staff mobility within and beyond the European Union’s (EU) borders (European
Commission 2018). Over 75% of these scholarships
are given to non-European students and researchers
from the geographic South in Latin America, Africa
and Asia, who spend part of their mobility in Europe,
but may also be hosted by a non-European partner
country on an entirely different continent than the
one from which they originate (e.g. a scholar from
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increase in number and intensity, and ethnobiology
along with other scientific disciplines are being called
upon to reshape in the COVID-19 aftermath (Ladio
2020; Vandebroek et al. 2020).
We fear that the COVID-19 pandemic, in combination with an increased likelihood of racial stereotyping, harassment, and bullying of mobility scholars,
may have long-lasting negative effects on the participation of foreign scholars in international exchange
programs. This comes in addition to lockdowns and
restrictions of on-site access to laboratories and universities, and the associated loss of essential learning
and research opportunities (Baker et al. 2020), in
which students are experiencing substitution of interactive face-to-face lectures with remote assignments,
suspended laboratory training and hands-on field excursions, and loss of in-person interactions with peers
(Dickerson 2020; Schüller & Colus 2020). Curiously,
mobility internships that were considered of great importance and essential for capacity-building in the
pre-COVID-19 era are now explicitly being labelled
as non-essential to justify cancellation or replacement
by literature studies and virtual assignments.
A diminished pool of international mobility scholars would leave us with the prospect of less experienced worldly individuals in global education, research, and on the job market. Specifically, within
the environmental and social sciences in general and in
ethnobiology in particular, hands-on training, teamwork, and field experience are all paramount. Paradoxically, some institutions have communicated a priori that we are all in this global health crisis together,
and that therefore COVID-19 is not to be considered a case of force majeure in submitting research
assignments such as graduate student dissertations.
Even worse, some have obliged their students to add
a default generic statement to their dissertation that
the process of data collection, research methodology,
and/or other scientific work could be affected by lockdowns and preventive measures to curb the spread of
COVID-19, regardless of whether or not this was actually the case. In turn, this could contribute to unfair negative profiling by future employers, academic
supervisors and mentors.

Solutions related to
COVID-19 challenges

and

structors, mentors, and supervisors; (2) a better cultural on-boarding of mobility scholars before and after arrival, through cultural immersion and cultural
competency training.
(1) Flexibility. Academic instructors, mentors,
and supervisors at host institutions are intermediaries
between mobility scholars and institutional authorities, and are therefore well-placed to understand the
challenges that both groups face. Supervisors and
mentors, who closely follow the work of mobility scholars, are in the best position to judge if any parts of
the research have been extraordinarily affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic, curfews and other social distancing measures. Ideally, generic statements in dissertations that some universities now require could
be replaced by a case-specific concise assessment initiated by the mobility scholar’s mentor and reviewed
by the members of the dissertation committee. Where
no impacts on research were encountered, this should
be explicitly stated as such. Pending ethics review, an
additional statement related to the COVID-19 pandemic printed on the degree may also help to contextualize the academic performance of students and
scholars, providing a supportive explanation where
weaker grades were obtained due to the pandemic,
or to emphasize the remarkability of excellent grades
despite the pandemic.
Finally, achievements should also be considered in
light of challenges to mental health and well-being
experienced by mobility scholars and other students,
which in many cases have worsened since the pandemic and associated curfew periods (Son et al. 2020;
Kumari et al. 2020). Particularly, those isolated
in student housing and other guest accommodations,
which is nearly always the case for mobility scholars, have reportedly experienced significantly compromised psychological well-being (Cruyt et al. 2020).
Also, interactions and other social networks have deteriorated (Elmer et al. 2020). It is worth mentioning that these examples also extend beyond mobility
scholars to other (international and domestic) workers
in academia (Serralta et al. 2020). Thus, beyond flexibility, universities and other research institutions can
spend more attention to teambuilding activities that
help to address the mental well-being of all students,
researchers, and staff in academia (Figure 1).
(2) Cultural immersion and cultural competency
training. Exchange programs at universities and other
institutions rarely prepare students and researchers
to live and study abroad, and assume instead all too
often that they are already self-prepared. However,
preparation through voice-over-IP or video conferences before arrival, along with a plan for intentional
cultural immersion after arrival, are invaluable (Ventura et al. 2017). This is even more relevant in the
face of a long-lasting public health crisis and can be

beyond

To cool down the heated mobility debate, we argue
for the following solutions. The academic community
can anticipate and mitigate possible negative experiences for mobility scholars by advocating for: (1)
more flexibility from academic authorities and administrators towards solving challenges and barriers faced
by these scholars, in close consultation with their in3
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Figure 1. TROPIMUNDO mobility scholars on Bidong Island in Terengganu (Malaysia) enjoying a break
from studies with safely-distanced exercises at the beach. Program Managers and Coordinators have always encouraged such activities to mitigate social isolation and improve mental health. TROPIMUNDO stands for the
Erasmus Mundus Joint Master Degree in Tropical Biodiversity and Ecosystems, composed of 12 full partners in
Belgium, France (incl. French Guyana, Guadeloupe and La Réunion), Italy, Cameroon, Madagascar, Sri Lanka
and Malaysia, in which students have an obligatory mobility of two semesters in different European countries
and one semester in a tropical country, necessitating repeated language immersion and cultural on-boarding.
Photograph courtesy of Jessica Micklem.
done sensitively, by engaging in a narrative inquiry
with the scholar’s own cultural beliefs, norms, and values. Cultural immersion is an experience that aims to
promote pro-social and societal values, by increasing
cultural awareness and understanding, tolerance, and
integration of students, and is even more critical for
those who engage in international mobility for field research in collaboration with local communities in the
geographic South, e.g. for environmental, anthropological or other ethnoscience-oriented projects. Especially during such fieldwork, mobility scholars should
be keenly aware of their responsibility to proactively
assist in always keeping local communities safe, and
of the right of self-determination of these communities. A special training course in cultural competency, incorporating required modules of cultural and
medical anthropology, ethics, social justice and antiracism, as well as tailored medical education modules
on COVID-19 or general epidemiology, can build a
missing skillset for mobility scholars who plan to work
directly with Indigenous and traditional communities
around the world. Cultural competency training was

developed in medical education to improve communication, understanding, and supportive interaction
between healthcare providers and patients from diverse cultural backgrounds (Paasche-Orlow 2004), but
can be extended to other disciplines in which students
and scholars need to interact mindfully with individuals and communities whose values, beliefs, worldviews
and behaviors may differ from their own. Such training will prepare ethnobiology mobility scholars better to take on the responsibility of community liaison
during fieldwork, while receiving continued guidance
from their mentors and supervisors. By setting up
safe and socially-distanced, consensus-building community meetings, mobility scholars can facilitate an
environment in which local communities feel safe
to express their opinions, voice their concerns, and
search for solutions together (Vandebroek 2017). Importantly, the academic community should encourage and recognize such activities as essential learning outcomes of training and fieldwork, and acknowledge researcher-community partnerships as indispensable academic accomplishments. Crucial to this is also
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that mentors and supervisors of mobility scholars in
host institutions prioritize developing long-term collaborative agreements with academic colleagues and
community leaders in the countries and study areas
where research takes place, maintain committed relationships, share the results of research, and publish
together (cf. Dahdouh-Guebas et al. 2003).

actions to be consolidated beyond the current pandemic, while proactively addressing important challenges for mobility scholars, including universal internet access, time zone differences, financial constraints,
family obligations, language proficiency, and mental
health. Finally, face-to-face lectures, hands-on laboratory training and field excursions, and in-person interactions with peers should be re-established as soon
as it is safe again for the sake of mental well-being.

Concluding remarks
Since COVID-19 is here to stay, international students, mobility researchers, their mentors and supervisors, local communities, and administrators in
academia are at the forefront of finding new and better ways to relate to each other. We do not need to
reinvent the wheel, and suggest that learning from cultural competency curricula and philosophy works, religious scriptures, history books, and unwritten sociocultural rules is helpful in this context (UNEP 1999).
Moreover, such an approach is applicable across the
world, within our own culture and that of others. For
example, global case studies have shown iconic examples of changes in community attitudes towards anthropogenic environmental degradation by engaging
in a dialogue based on lessons from worldviews and
from scriptures or unwritten local socio-cultural rules
on biological conservation (Palmer & Finlay 2003). In
a similar way, these resources might guide us as educators, administrators, and researchers to build bridges
with mobility scholars and local communities as we
strive to reconnect to ancestral principles of interpersonal respect and basic behavioral kindness towards
our neighbors and the environment (Albuquerque &
El-Hani 2020; Gonçalves-Souza et al. 2020; Ladio
2020).
From an organizational point of view, curfews and
other social distancing measures have forced institutions to make a rapid transition to videoconferencing and online teaching tools, with generally fair
student satisfaction (Dost 2020; Fatani 2020). Such
transitions are extremely valuable to make education
and research available to students and researchers
who do not (yet) have the opportunity to become
a “live” (physical) mobility scholar, although not all
students have equal access to high-quality remote
learning. During COVID-19, numerous initiatives of
“internationalization-at-home” and remote research
collaboration have come into existence, and we argue
that these should not disappear in a post COVID19 world. By default, mobility scholars participate
in at least two, often uncoordinated, academic worlds
by representing institutions in their home and host
countries. During mobility, one of these academic
institutions will always be farther away than the
other. We can bridge this divide virtually, and should
strive for recently promoted online tools and inter-
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