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Social and Cultural Capital Across
Borders:

Exploring the Backgrounds and Aspira-
tions of Vietnamese Students in Germany

CHRISTINE MORITZ

This article investigates how Vietnamese students explain their choice to study in Germany,
by drawing on data from eight semi-structured interviews. The students’ accounts revealed
that they all possessed specific, pre-existing social and cultural capital related to Germany. In
terms of outcomes, all students focused on gaining a form of transnational institutionalized
cultural capital, as they view a German bachelor’s or master’s degree primarily as a vehicle for
further transnational mobility and personal and career development, rather than necessarily
seeking to remain in Germany or return to Vietnam after their studies. This article also
highlights how existing links between East Germany and Vietnam which developed prior
to the 1990s continue to influence student mobilities by shaping the specific forms of
embodied cultural capital, institutionalized cultural capital and social capital available to
students. These insights add to the body of literature which seeks to extend Bourdieu’s
theoretical concepts to the transnational activities of East Asian and other globally mobile
elites. (Marginson, 2008; Norén-Nilsson, Savirini & Uhlin, 2023).
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he Vietnamese government has a stated

policy of encouraging out-migration for the
purposes of work and education, but desti-
nations are chosen by individuals and the reasons
for these individual choices are under-researched.
Considerable attention has been paid to certain
Vietnamese migrant communities in various coun-
tries, with the Vietnamese community in Germany
being a prominent example (see for example Wolf
& Lowman, 1990; Schwenkel, 2017). However, these
studies have typically focused on labour migrants
who arrived during significant historical periods, for
instance during a period of cultural exchange be-
tween communist countries and the former Deut-
sche Demokratische Republik [German Democratic
Republic], otherwise known as East Germany (for
convenience, and to distinguish it from the contem-
porary German state, this is hereafter referred to
as the DDR). Students from Vietnam have received
less attention, perhaps because they are expected
to reside in the destination country only temporarily.
This investigation seeks to shed light on the
reasons for Vietnamese students’ choice to study
in Germany, considering their educational histories
and backgrounds. In doing so, it contributes to ex-
isting literature about how the growing number of
internationally mobile East Asian students makes
the decisions regarding their study choices (Kenway
& Fahey, 2014), but also sheds greater light on the
social backgrounds and attitudes of university-ed-
ucated Vietnamese citizens who either plan to live
abroad for a time or have already done so, who now
constitute an important subgroup of Vietnamese
society in their own right. To do this, | employ the
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theoretical concepts introduced by Bourdieu, with a
particular emphasis on social, economic and cultur-
al capital, to shed light on the complex reasons for
people’s actions as they navigate social fields.

The first part of this article outlines key con-
cepts from this theoretical framework and provides
contextualizing information on the current state of
research on Vietnamese and German higher edu-
cation as well as international student mobility. The
second part of this article details the research pro-
cess and results.

Theoretical Background

This article utilises Bourdieu’s theory of elite repro-
duction, with reference to the concepts of social,
cultural, and economic capital, to analyse how Viet-
namese students leverage and accumulate different
forms of capital in their pursuit of higher education
in Germany. Situated within social conflict theories
of education (Chernoff, 2013), Bourdieu’s approach
views education as a key mechanism through which
social inequalities are reproduced under the guise
of meritocracy (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu'’s theories
of capital describe social mechanisms for the ‘distri-
bution of material resources and means of appropri-
ation of socially scarce goods and values’ (Bourdieu
& Wacquant, 1992, p.7) While Bourdieu described
four primary forms of capital — economic, cultural,
social and symbolic - it is the three first that are
central in this analysis.

Economic capital refers to financial resourc-
es and assets, and their equivalents. Cultural cap-
ital takes two forms: Embodied cultural capital is
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Bourdieu’s explanation for how the external, social
world is transposed into an individual's internal self
or ‘second nature’ (Moore, 2008, p.110); and /nstitu-
tionalized cultural capital refers to one specific way
in which cultural capital can be given a more per-
manent value through legitimation by the state, for
instance through university diplomas that give ac-
ademic credentials. Social capital is the network of
connections possessed by an actor, which can po-
tentially be ‘called in" and converted to other forms
of capital. (Bourdieu, 1986)

Although Bourdieu’s theories originated in the
France of his day, recent scholarship has extend-
ed his work to transnational settings (Amelina et
al, 2012; Koh & Kenway, 2016; Marginson, 2008).
This paper seeks to build on this work by taking a
‘multiscalar’ approach (Koh & Kenway, 2016) which
takes into account the accumulation of social status
through education on a variety of geographic ‘lev-
els’, which the recipient may subsequently interact
with in distinct ways.

Higher Education in Vietnam: History and Current
Challenges

To contextualise the findings in this paper, the next
section gives a brief overview of the development of
Vietnamese higher education, as well as the growth
of the foreign student population in Germany.

The mismatch between the type of high-
er educational content which is perceived to be
‘prestigious’, and actual workforce needs, has been
observed by researchers to be particularly acute
in Vietnam (St George, 2014), due to the fact that
Vietnamese higher education developed out of a
system of competitive state examinations, designed
to prepare young men for civil service. Under this
system, ascent into the bureaucracy was, in theory,
wholly dependent on merit. Eventually, the highest
of these qualifications, Tien si became conflated in
the Vietnamese understanding with the Soviet ‘doc-
tor of science’ title, and thereafter with the PhD in
its current form (St George, 2014, p.97). This histor-
ical background contributed to the idealization of
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theoretical, research-oriented university qualifica-
tions as the best preparation for elite careers.
Modern higher education policy in Vietnam
reflects a structural-functionalist attitude towards
higher education (Collins, 1971) in which an increase
in absolute numbers of students is seen as a key
to economic and social development, and the de-
velopment of private and foreign higher education
options are actively encouraged. To promote these
goals, the Vietnamese government has published
a number of laws and guidelines on higher educa-
tion development over the last few decades. For
instance, in parallel to the publication of the up-
dated Education Law of 2005, the Vietnamese gov-
ernment also published its Resolution no. 14/2005/
NQ-CP, otherwise known as the Higher Education
Reform Agenda or HERA in English (Parajuli et al,
2020; Pham 2018), which aimed to open up Higher
Education in Vietnam to for-profit institutions and
foreign investment, in order to massively expand
both the overall quantity and quality of provision:
‘To expand the training scale, attaining the rate of
200 students and 450 students for every 10,000
people by 2010 and 2020 respectively'(Th Vi n
Phdp Lu t,2005) for the purpose of ‘satisfying the
requirements of national industrialization and mod-
ernization, international economic integration and
people’s learning demands’ (ibid.). These laws and
policies have contributed to a massive increase in
overall higher education enrolment in the country,
including in privately owned institutions; from 2000
to 2010, total enrolment more than doubled from 0.9
million to 2.3 million students (Parajuli et al,, 2020).

International Students in German Higher Education
Like many other countries, Germany has seen a
meteoric growth in its international student pop-
ulation; numbers rose from 394,665 to 469,485
in the 6 years from 2018-2024 alone (Kelmendi,
2024). Unlike many other countries in Europe and
elsewhere, however, German public universities still
charge no additional fees for international students.
Instead, all students pay the same ‘semester fees),



which range from around 100-300 euros. In fact, in
a previous survey carried out by Study in Germany
(2025) international students quoted affordability
as the most important consideration in their choice
of study destination, at 35.3% of those surveyed. In-
stead, the major barrier to entry remains the fact
that most bachelor’'s degrees at public universities
are taught through the German language.

Research Process

In summary, this research seeks to investigate how
a particular group of international students chooses
and navigates a non-marketised higher education
system in Europe, and to what extent the different
forms of capital and existing social and historical
ties may be significant in such an environment.
Specifically, the central question of investigation is
how Vietnamese students in Germany explain the
reasons for their choice to study there.

The article contributes with insights on what
existing forms of capital this group leverages in or-
der to study in Germany, and any similarities in the
typical backgrounds, goals and attitudes amongst
this group of students. In addition, the research
seeks to understand what forms of capital (social,
economic or cultural) the interviewees anticipated
to gain from studying in Germany.Eight semi-struc-
tured interviews were conducted during the spring
term of 2025, with each lasting around 45 minutes.

To gather background information about the
history and current processes behind Vietnamese
students coming to Germany to study, | interviewed
two university lecturers, ‘Linda’ and ‘Chi" who dif-
fer from the other interviewees in that they were
not students at the time of the interview, and they
had not completed a degree in Germany during the
past 10 years. Linda is a German citizen born in the
DDR who married a Vietnamese man and lived in
Vietnam for several decades, before returning to
Germany. Due to her various professional roles (de-
tailed in the interview below), her experiences and
insights provided valuable background information

on how multifaceted historical and institutional ties
between the German and Vietnamese governments
and higher education systems developed, and how
they continue to impact student decision making to
this day.

Chi both lectures at a German university and
works with a private agency recruiting Vietnamese
students and assisting them in their journey to study
in Germany. In interviewing her, | chiefly sought to
understand the role of private education agents in
contemporary student journeys, and to what extent
this might influence individual students’ choices
and motivations. As it turns out, however, the major-
ity of Vietnamese students studying in Germany do
not use such agents. Chi herself estimated that the
number of students taking this route to be perhaps
10%, with most support ceasing once the student
has graduated from their ‘Studienkolleg’ the agency
initially arranged for them and moved on to their
main university. Indeed, none of the students | ulti-
mately interviewed had used an agency.

In arranging the student interviews, my main
selection criteria were designed to take a purpo-
sive sampling approach (Bryman, 2016), meaning
that the individuals were selected based on cer-
tain criteria — namely that they should self-identify
as Vietnamese, have completed their schooling in
Vietnam, and then have come to Germany with the
intention of studying for a university degree.

Findings

1. Evolution of Vietnamese Student Mobility
to Germany in Recent History

The first interview conducted was with Linda, a
university lecturer who was heavily involved with
the system bringing foreign students to Germany
during the DDR. Linda began working at the Herder
Institute at the Karl Marx University (now the Uni-
versity of Leipzig), which was the foundation college
responsible for students coming to study in the DDR
from the rest of the world, in the 1970s and 1980s.
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Figure 1 Research participants

Interview
Number

(in order

of date
conducted)

Pseudonyms

Sex

Role/
Interview
Focus

Interview
Location

Main
Interview
Language

Degrees
studied in
Germany

Linda

Lecturer

Face-to-face

German

N/A

Chi

Lecturer

Zoom

German

(Old  Style
Integrated)
Master's in
Sinology and
German Lin-
guistics

Hoa

Student

Face-to-face

English

Master of
business
communica-
tions

Bachelor of
Business
Communica-
tions

Son

Student

Zoom

English

Bachelor of
Electrical En-
gineering

Binh

Student

Zoom

English

Bachelor in
Business In-
formatics

Ngoc

Student

Zoom

English

MBA

An

Student

Zoom

English

Bachelor in
Business
Psychology

Tran

Student

Zoom

English

Bachelor in
Business Ad-
ministration
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At the time, all arriving Vietnamese students had
to study there, typically for one year. The Vietnam-
ese government decided which subjects students
should study, and stipends were sponsored by the
DDR government. The students studied a very
broad range of fields, including German Language
and Linguistics, Archival Sciences, Natural Sciences
and Law to name just a few. As Linda (2025-03-
06) explicates, “the assumption of the Vietnamese
(government)...in the 1970s and 1980s was that they
really needed (qualified) people in every field”.

This suggests that, even at that time, the Viet-
namese government took the technical-functional
view (Collins, 1971) that encouraging as many stu-
dents as feasible to acquire university level educa-
tion would be instrumental in overall social devel-
opment.

Some vyears later, Linda was working at the
German Embassy in Hanoi, where she was responsi-
ble for Die Akademische Prtifstelle, the government
agency responsible for validating foreign academic
qualifications for German immigration and employ-
ment purposes (Deutsche Vertretung in Vietnam,
2025). There, she realised the access conditions
had worsened in the intervening years, because
students applying needed a school leaving certif-
icate, university entrance exam, and an additional
two semesters of study at undergraduate level in
Vietnam, before they could even enter a foundation
college in Germany. However, there was a recogni-
tion at the German Embassy of the soft power ben-
efits of Vietnamese students studying in Vietnam,
as they were aware that many of the people then
at the top of government departments were gradu-
ates from the DDR, who had a continuing interest in
good relations with Germany due to their previous
experiences there.

In this way, significant cultural and institution-
al capital has been built up in northern Vietnam in
relation to Germany and German educational con-
nections. Strikingly, in a sign that these links con-
tinue to influence mobility up until the present day,
all of the students interviewed grew up in Hanoi,
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apart from Binh, whose family home is in Hai Phong,
three hours away, but who was nonetheless raised
with the expectation that she would attend Hanoi
National University (if she did not go abroad). Al-
though the students interviewed for this research
were certainly not selected as a representative
sample of the entire Vietnamese student population
in Germany, this is nonetheless very notable, given
that the author made no attempt to select students
from a particular geographic origin within Vietnam.
These findings therefore give insights into
how current educational links between Vietnam
and Germany are a continuation of the links that
were build up between the DDR and Vietnam, and
how these affect students’ individual choices in the
present day. The existing social capital and relation-
ships built up between them historically are kept,
even once political reality has radically shifted.

2. Existing Forms of Capital which Students Lever-
age to Study in Germany

Existing Economic Capital
All the students interviewed make use of econom-

ic capital or its equivalent, in the sense that they
were all able to focus exclusively on studying Ger-
man or English prior to going to Germany, typically
for 6 or 9 months. Bourdieu (1986) points out that
additional time spent on education represents a
common elite reproduction strategy by ensuring
the conversion of existing economic capital into fu-
ture embodied cultural capital and institutionalized
cultural capital. Except for Ngoc, who improved her
English and prepared for the IELTS exam while still
working, all did this with financial support from their
family. No one mentioned working part time or re-
ceiving financial aid prior to leaving Vietnam. How-
ever, overall, the students interviewed seem to have
leveraged greater levels of social and cultural than
economic capital. Several mentioned now work-
ing to support themselves, and nearly all explicitly
emphasized low/no tuition as a decisive reason for
choosing Germany for their studies.
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Personal Links

All the student interviewees mentioned that the
decision to study in Germany was initiated through
family links, and that the seeds for the decision
were planted at a young age. Son’s father had spent
a year working in a factory in the DDR. All the other
interviewees had either an aunt or older sister al-
ready living in Germany and were strongly encour-
aged to go and study abroad by their parents, who
viewed Germany as the natural choice, given their
personal links to the country. This strongly sug-
gests that existing social capital in the form of these
contacts, as well as the embodied cultural capital
perceived to have been gained by those who had
already emigrated to Germany are a key facilitating
factor in the decision-making process.

3. Forms of Capital Which Students Seek to Acquire

Perception of Educational Quality and Subject

Choice

Many of the interviewees mentioned educational
quality as a key reason for choosing to study abroad.
Almost all the interviewees said the idea that study-
ing abroad is better than studying in Vietnam is
generally accepted within their social circles back
home, and never really questioned. As An (2025-
04-23) said: ‘In my bubble..people always talk about
studying abroad!

On the other hand, when mentioning their
reasons for choosing Germany specifically, the an-
swers given were much more concrete. Apart from
the affordability issue, which was mentioned by ev-
ery single interviewee, many also cited Germany’s
reputation for educational quality in their specific
subject area. Son mentioned Germany'’s reputation
specifically for technical subjects. Ngoc stated out-
right that “I would like to come to Germany because
| think the education here is very good”, citing more
opportunities for discussion, supportive lecturers
who were willing to explain content to the students,
as well as the opportunity to develop “critical think-
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ing” skills— which she perceives to be lacking in the
Vietnamese educational system. Chi also suggest-
ed that most of the students who come to study
in Germany nowadays do so to study technical
subjects or business (which is consistent with the
subject choices of the students interviewed — see
figure 1. This suggests the desire to gain institu-
tionalized cultural capital in the form of education-
al credentials, as well as technical and professional
skills, which are a form of embodied cultural capital
(Moore, 2008).

Career and Future Plans

Most of the interviewees did not have a strong
opinion on whether they wanted to stay in Germa-
ny permanently, stating that the decision hinges on
whether they find a job which suits them and allows
them to fulfil their other personal and professional
aims. Many felt, however, that it was important to
continue working in Germany for some time after
graduating, as this would be looked on more favour-
ably if they tried to get a professional job in Vietnam
in the future.

“In my opinion, when | already spend 4 years to
study here in Germany, | think | should find a job
here and work here for a period of time. | think if |
just go back to Vietnam, it will be hard to find a job”,
(Binh, interview 2025-04-15).

It seems, therefore, that the interviewees do not
view remaining in Germany as a necessary precon-
dition to immediately acquire additional economic
capital once they have finished their degrees. In-
stead, some view spending a few more years in Ger-
many as a way of further enhancing the embodied
cultural capital they can claim from their individual
experiences, while others believe that the institu-
tionalized cultural capital gained from their degrees
will be sufficient to work in a country of their choice.
This suggests once again that students seek to ac-
cumulate forms of cultural capital which are explic-
itly transnational in nature, and which can be con-



verted into additional economic capital in future. In
other words, the participants view the German qual-
ification and skilled work experience as a form of
transnational institutionalised cultural capital with
exchange value (Bourdieu, 1996) across multiple
national fields, rather than being tied exclusively to
the German labour market.

Conclusion

The experiences of international students world-
wide are a significant current issue in the sociology
of higher education, while the rapid expansion of
Vietnamese higher education is a salient topic with-
in Vietnamese society. This research has shown how
students who choose to study in Germany leverage
existing social capital and embodied cultural cap-
ital, for instance through relatives living in Germa-
ny, as well as existing community and educational
links. They are less likely to leverage large amounts
of economic capital, in terms of course fees or high
upfront agency fees, though they all invest consid-
erable amounts indirectly in terms of additional time
and effort spent on language education prior to ar-
riving in Germany. The findings also highlight the
importance of existing educational and institutional
links, the foundation of which were laid between the
DDR and northern Vietnam prior to 1990 and con-
tinue to influence patterns of educational exchange
between Germany and Vietnam today.

This research adds to the growing literature
within Bourdieu’s framework which seeks to tran-
scend the ‘methodological nationalism’ of his orig-
inal studies on educational advantage (Amelina et
al, 2012, in Kenway, 2016), and analyse the specific
mix of cultural, social and economic capital lever-
aged by East Asian students as they navigate chal-
lenges and opportunities in international education
to acquire various forms of cultural capital which
they expect to translate fluidly across geographical
spaces. These processes and challenges may be
markedly different to those faced by students at-
tending elite schools or universities in their home
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country (Ong, 1999; Kenway and Fahey, 2014). An-
alysing these processes can help us to enrich our
understanding of how the use and acquisition of
various forms of social, cultural and economic capi-
tal play out across borders.

Christine Moritz holds a MSc in Asian Studies
from Lund University.

Email: moritzchristine475@gmail.com
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