203

Re-rigging a flagship: The Mexican Government’s CONACYT scholarship
programs and the contested worth of international mobility in higher education.

Kieve Stone Saling

KTH Royal Institute of Technology, Stockholm, Sweden

Research Domains

International contexts and perspectives (ICP)

Abstract

Limited theoretical approaches have been employed to understand scholarship programs for
international student mobility. Amongst scholarship programs offered by the governments of rapidly
developing countries, human capital theory is frequently utilized as a principal rationale. Subsequently,
programs are often studied in an “evaluative mode”, using the same theoretical point of departure. Such
analysis provides a stark, unsophisticated and binary understanding of “brain drain” and leaves aside
more complex questions related to international mobility and “brain circulation”. This paper uses the
case of Mexico’s CONACYT and the orders of worth approach within economics and sociology of
conventions (EC/SC) to analyse annual reports, white papers and interviews with sponsored students,
illuminating valuation processes and attempts at coordination and examining the tensions and
contestations between actors involved in such programs. Such tensions have recently erupted in Mexico
making the case of CONACYT especially noteworthy. The findings provide insights into these recent
developments.

Full paper
Introduction

The Mexican government’s scholarships supporting degree studies abroad were awarded through its
National Council for Science and Technology (CONACYT). These represented Mexico’s flagship programs
sponsoring international student mobility (ISM). The primary rationale undergirding these programs was
human capital theory (HCT) (Lopez-Murillo, 2020). Notwithstanding their long history and growth in
recent decades, contestation intensified amongst the actors involved. Sponsored students’ return-rates
was a main area of contestation. Despite actions taken to address coordination problems, a break
occurred with the current government. CONACYT was sharply criticized, senior staff unceremoniously
dismissed, and core programs paused. CONACYT was subsequently restructured to include the
humanities within its core remit (and is now called CONAHCYT); its international scholarship awards
were almost completely eliminated. Funds and programming were redirected towards domestic degree
scholarships. The contestation around CONACYT, its apparent inability to justify the value of specific
programs under criticism and finally, a reorientation of programs away from ISM provides a case rich for
analysis. The chosen theoretical approach within the economics and sociology of conventions (EC/SC)
allows for a complex understanding of this case and challenges that similar programs in other countries



may face amidst changing geopolitical landscapes and shifting conventions around work, often
oversimplified within a “war for talent” discourse.

Literature review summary

Studies of CONACYT fall within a growing sub-field of HE research focused on scholarships for ISM
(Engberg et al., 2014; Akerlund, 2015; Perna et al., 2015; Pietsch, 2016; Campbell, 2017; Dassin et al.,
2018; Campbell & Neff, 2020; Scott-Smith & Tournés, 2021; Ye, 2021). A recent doctoral dissertation and
subsequent article (Lopez-Murillo, 2020, 2023) analyses CONACYT-sponsored doctoral alumni using the
capabilities approach while other studies critically analyse inequalities in CONACYT’s awards processes
(Andere, 2004; Arceo Gomez et al., 2019). CONACYTs programs are reviewed in commissioned studies
and derivative articles (Salazar et al., 2000; Luchilo, 2008, 2009; OECD, 2008). A parallel body of research
on highly skilled migration and diaspora policies is valuable to understanding the Mexican case —a
nation where a significant percentage of highly educated citizens reside abroad (Meyer, 2001; Aupetit,
2004, 2006; Tigau, 2011; Tigau et al., 2017; Gémez-Flores et al., 2022; Gérard & Lebeau, 2023).

Theory and method

This study utilizes a theoretical framework based in the pragmatist institutionalism of EC/SC (Diaz-Bone,
2018) and specifically the orders of worth (OW) approach (Boltanski & Thévenot, 2006).

The study leverages empirics including CONACYT annual reports, white papers, presidential speeches,
news reports, and interviews with ten CONACYT-sponsored alumni who studied master’s programs in
Sweden in the prior decade. This empirical material is analysed using an OW approach, illuminating
valuation processes utilized by varied actors involved in sponsored ISM and revealing key contestations
and justifications.

Findings

CONACYT has represented the value of sponsored alumni and their studies primarily through HCT-
framed “Market” justifications. In analysing CONACYTs representations, “Civic” and “Industrial”
justifications also being employed.

Sponsored alumni describe the value of their studies in manifold ways. However, they prominently rely
on justifications associated with Project/Network valuation processes (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2018), not
through HCT. Non-return is a common theme. They refer to individual self-making projects and the
value of international networks above market (salary-level) or civic (giving back) valuations. Industrial
(knowledge transfer) justifications are largely depreciated.

Discussion and conclusion

CONACYT has relied on HCT to provide justification for how its programs contribute to the common
good. Given recent developments, this justification has proven ineffectual. It is also strongly at odds with
student’s own representations. While capabilities approach-based studies have provided new ways of
understanding benefits to students involved in ISM, they also fail to conceptualise around non-return.
Researchers working on large scale skilled migration research have detailed how a highly-skilled
diaspora works within the discourse of “brain circulation” and have theorized around understandings of



the value of ISM via actor-network theory . Such actor-networks prove difficult to evaluate although
they harmonize with the findings of the current study, expressly around the coordination of modern
forms of work. Despite CONACYTs interest in diaspora research (and apparent recent interest in actor-
network evaluation), alternative understandings have been eclipsed by dominant neoliberal framings
that privilege HCT and “war for talent” discourses — where non-return represents a binary loss for the
home country. A lack of quantifiable market-based “proof” of alumni’s contributions provided powerful
critics with clear avenues to question the programs’ effectiveness in reference to the common good,
contributing to their dissolution.
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