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‘Study-abroad influencers’ and insider knowledge: how new
forms of study-abroad expertise on social media mediate
student mobility from India to Germany

Sazana Jayadeva

Department of Sociology, Murray Edwards College, University of Cambridge, Cambridge, UK

ABSTRACT
This paper examines new forms of study-abroad expertise on social media
and their role in mediating Indian student mobility to Germany. Firstly, it
explores how mutual-support Facebook and WhatsApp groups—used by
prospective international students in India to support each other through
the process of applying to German universities—have contributed to the
emergence of new forms of education consultancy, offered by Indian stu-
dents or graduates of German universities, whom I call ‘Student Guides’.
In addition, it shows how some Indians studying in Germany have started
‘Study in Germany’ YouTube channels, aimed at aspirant student
migrants, and have become important ‘study-abroad influencers’. The
paper analyses how these new forms of study-abroad expertise offer pro-
spective international students social and cultural capital important for
successful student migration, apart from shaping their imaginative geog-
raphies of Germany, and embedding them in cultures of mobility.
Furthermore, the paper highlights how these new forms of study-abroad
expertise intersect with, and critique, a more ‘traditional’ study-abroad
expert: the professional education consultant. The paper draws on a
digital ethnography of ‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp
groups and YouTube channels, as well as interviews with the YouTubers,
Student Guides, and Indian students in Germany.
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Introduction

It is widely acknowledged in the scholarship on international student migration that prospective
international students’ social networks and commercially-run education consultancies play an
important role in mediating student mobility. Less studied is the significant impact of social
media on both of these migration infrastructures, and the implications this has for international
student mobility. This paper will contribute to addressing this gap through examining new forms
of study-abroad expertise on social media and their role in mediating postgraduate student
mobility from India to Germany. More specifically, the paper will explore how mutual-support
Facebook and WhatsApp groups—used by prospective international students in India to support
each other through the process of applying to German universities—have contributed to the
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emergence of new forms of education consultancy, offered by Indian students or graduates of
German universities, whom I will call ‘Student Guides’. In addition, it will show how some Indians
studying in Germany have started ‘Study in Germany’ YouTube channels, aimed at aspirant stu-
dent migrants, and have become important ‘study-abroad influencers’. The paper analyses how
these new forms of study-abroad expertise offer prospective international students social and
cultural capital important for successful student migration, apart from shaping their imaginative
geographies of Germany, and embedding them in cultures of mobility. Furthermore, the paper
will highlight how these new forms of study-abroad expertise intersect with, and critique, a
more ‘traditional’ study-abroad expert: the professional education consultant. In doing so, it will
make an important contribution to understanding contemporary mobilities, especially from the
Global South.

Conceptually, the paper will draw on Xiang and Lindquist’s (2014) concept of ‘migration infra-
structure’, which they use to describe the actors, institutions and technologies that mediate
migration. They see this infrastructure as being composed of five interrelated dimensions: the
social (migrant networks), the commercial (recruitment intermediaries), the technological (com-
munication and transport), the regulatory (state apparatus and procedures for documentation,
licensing, training and other administrative processes), and the humanitarian (NGOs and inter-
national organisations). They illustrate how, through focusing on the everyday spaces and practi-
ces through which migration is organised and negotiated, and examining the intersections
between these different infrastructures, a deeper understanding of mobility can be achieved.
Following Xiang and Lindquist, in this paper I will illustrate how developments in the techno-
logical infrastructure, namely increased access to and use of social media, has impacted both the
social and commercial infrastructures mediating student mobility from India. I will argue that
understanding the evolving migration infrastructure facilitating international student migration is
crucial for understanding contemporary student mobilities, particularly from the Global South.

The structure of the paper will be as follows: I will first outline how existing scholarship on
international student migration has discussed the social and commercial infrastructures media-
ting international student mobility, as well as the impact of social media on these infrastructures.
After outlining my research context and methods, I will briefly discuss ‘Study in Germany’
Facebook and WhatsApp groups and how they were used by prospective international students
in India to support each other through the process of going to Germany for study, focusing par-
ticularly on how education consultants were discussed within these groups. Following this, I will
explore new opportunities for education consultancy that have emerged in these groups as well
as new forms of study-abroad expertise that have emerged on YouTube. The final section of this
article will place these findings in conversation with existing scholarship.

Infrastructures of mobility: social networks, education consultants, and social media

Social infrastructure
Existing scholarship has demonstrated that a prospective international student’s social networks
have significant impact on whether they decide to go abroad to study as well as their study des-
tination (Beech 2015; Collins 2008; Brooks and Waters 2010). For instance, having people in one’s
social network who have experience of study abroad can make it possible to get explicit advice
and guidance about study abroad (Collins 2008). It can also lead to the development of cultures
of mobility, which can normalise and encourage going abroad to study, as well as influence
where one chooses to study (Beech 2015). Furthermore, a number of scholars of international
student migration have drawn on and developed Said’s (1985) concept of ‘imaginative geogra-
phies’ to discuss how prospective international students bring together information acquired
through their social networks—among other sources—to construct understandings and imagin-
ings of what study abroad, and even study abroad at a particular country, city, and university
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might look (Beech 2014; K€olbel 2020). Such imaginative geographies can have substantial influ-
ence on study-abroad-related decisions (Beech 2014). In this way we can see decisions about
study abroad and student mobility as being relational, embedded within and produced through
social networks (Manderscheid 2014; Brooks and Waters 2010).

As people with greater economic capital are more likely to belong to transnational social net-
works and be embedded in cultures of mobility, social networks tend to replicate privilege
(Beech 2015; Brooks and Waters 2010). Nevertheless, scholars such as Dekker and Engbersen
(2014), writing in the context of migration more broadly, have argued that social media can
allow a migrant or prospective migrant to maintain as well as usefully expand their social net-
works, thereby facilitating migration. Dekker and Engbersen (2014) describe four ways in which
this can unfold. Firstly, social media can lower the threshold for migration by helping migrants
maintain strong ties with their family and friends. Secondly, it offers an effective way for a pro-
spective migrant to re-establish contact with people to whom they are weakly tied (i.e. their dis-
tant acquaintances), who may have useful migration-relevant information. Thirdly, through
joining a social media platform, a prospective migrant can connect with others signed up to that
platform who are previously unknown to them but to whom they are latently connected
through the structure of the social media platform of which they are members—for example,
through creating and/or joining communities based on interest rather than prior acquaintance
(Haythornthwaite 2005). Indeed, it has been argued that weak ties—and latent ties, one might
add—may be especially valuable for organising migration, as they link social groups with access
to different resources and information (Granovetter 1973). Finally, Dekker and Engbersen (2014)
describe how some social media platforms are open to everyone and can serve as a public
sphere in which non-official, ‘backstage’ (Goffman 1959) information relevant to organising
migration can be shared. They thus argue that through enabling a prospective migrant to pro-
ductively expand their social networks and access valuable cultural capital needed for organising
migration, social media can both enable and encourage migration.

Returning to the scholarship on international student migration: the possibilities that social
media creates for expanding social networks beyond existing contacts, accessing valuable study-
abroad-related information, as well as sharing stories and images of study abroad with those
back home, have been acknowledged (Beech 2014, 2015; K€olbel 2020). However, only a small
number of studies have provided detailed empirical investigations of how social media mediates
international student mobility. For instance, Collins (2012a), in his study of student migration
from South Korea to New Zealand, offers a fine-grained analysis of how Korean prospective inter-
national students, international students, and returnees sought and shared information on study
in New Zealand via social media, including through the creation of communities of interest on
the topic. He argues that such informal interactions online might be just as important in encour-
aging student mobility to New Zealand as official promotions by state agencies. Similarly, in
another paper, I have explored how ‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups
brought together prospective international students from India who were previously unknown to
each other, enabling them to actively collaborate and support each other through the process of
applying to German universities (Jayadeva 2020). In this paper, I will further contribute to analy-
sing new intersections between the technological and social infrastructures mediating student
mobility, through exploring how Student Guides on Facebook and WhatsApp, and Study-Abroad
YouTubers, enabled students to widen their social networks, and to what effect.

Commercial infrastructure
A key actor in the commercial infrastructure mediating student mobility is the education consult-
ant or agent.1 Education consultants play a pivotal role in shaping international student migra-
tion, including influencing the destinations to which students travel for study (Collins 2012b;
Beech 2018). They provide prospective international students guidance with selecting and
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applying to universities abroad, and many offer assistance with preparing for tests like the IELTS
(International English Language Testing System) and GRE (Graduate Record Examinations), apply-
ing for visas, and organising travel and accommodation—what some Indian consultants refer to
as ‘A to Z processing’ (Jayadeva and Thieme 2022; Collins 2012b). It can be argued that educa-
tion consultants too, like prospective international students’ social networks, contribute power-
fully to the imaginative geographies these students build about study abroad. With higher
education constituting a key export industry for many countries in the Global North, universities
commonly partner with education consultants, paying these consultants a commission for every
student they recruit on the university’s behalf (Beech 2018).

Despite their key role in mediating international student mobility, there has been relatively
limited scholarly attention focused on education consultants (Beech 2018; Tuxen and Robertson
2019). The studies that exist have examined a range of topics—from education consultants’
engagements with prospective international students (Collins 2012b; Tuxen and Robertson 2019),
to the evolving relationships between governments, universities, and education consultants
(Collins 2012b; Beech 2018), to consultants’ initiatives to professionalise their service (Thieme
2017). Some of this existing research has highlighted instances of problematic conduct by educa-
tion consultants towards the students who seek their services, from engaging in outright fraudu-
lent and exploitative practices (Fittante 2023; Adhikari 2010) to being profit-driven actors who
place their business interests before their clients’ interests (Marom 2023; K€olbel 2020). Students
with limited knowledge of overseas education have been discussed as especially vulnerable to
being misled and manipulated by these actors (Tuxen and Robertson 2019). However, consul-
tants have also been discussed as providing students with valuable information, support and
guidance needed to successfully go abroad to study (Collins 2012b; Thieme 2017).

Research on education consultants has presented different perspectives regarding from where
education consultants’ expertise is seen to arise. In some studies, consultants’ expertise and the
trustworthiness of their guidance is seen to stem from first-hand experience with education
migration (Collins 2012b). Other studies, however, have shown that education consultants will
not have necessarily studied or even travelled abroad themselves, or visited the universities they
partner with or promote (Beech 2018). Yet, they may nevertheless be valuable middlemen
because they hold the same cultural and local understanding as the students, which may
help them gain students’ trust (Beech 2018). In their study of the brokerage of international
higher education in Mumbai, India, Tuxen and Robertson (2019) draw a distinction between
‘education agents’ and ‘education counsellors’: while education counsellors were more elite
actors with first-hand experience of study abroad, which they believed offered them superior
insight into study abroad, education agents did not have the economic capital that was
necessary to acquire such experiential knowledge of overseas education. Although my interlocu-
tors did not make distinctions between different categories of education consultants in India
(beyond broad distinctions between ‘genuine’ versus fraudulent consultants), questions of what
constituted study-abroad expertise were central both to critiques of ‘traditional’ education con-
sultants that circulated in the social media communities I studied, and to the ways in which
Student Guides and ‘Study in Germany’ YouTubers presented themselves, as I shall describe in
this paper.

This paper will contribute to the scholarship on education consultants by exploring how the
technological infrastructure—and new intersections between the social and technological infra-
structures—have impacted the commercial infrastructure mediating Indian student mobility, and
to what effect (Xiang and Lindquist 2014). More specifically, the paper will examine how
‘traditional’ education consultants are discussed and perceived by prospective international stu-
dents and international students from India in ‘study abroad’ social media communities as well
as new forms of consultancy that have emerged within these communities. In so doing, the
paper will address both the dearth of scholarly attention to education consultancy on social
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media and add to the emerging body of scholarship on education consultants in India (Tuxen
and Robertson 2019; Fittante 2023).

Research context and methods

The number of Indians studying in Germany has more than doubled between the academic
years 2015–2016 and 2020–2021 (DAAD 2021, 2022), making India the second largest source
country of international students at German universities, after China (DAAD 2022). The majority
of Indians studying in Germany are enrolled on information technology and engineering Master’s
courses (DAAD 2022). Germany’s increasing popularity as a study destination among Indian stu-
dents is related at least partly to the fact that German public universities—which constitute the
majority of education provision in the country—charge low or no tuition fees, even for inter-
national students. Furthermore, in recent years, German universities have started offering a large
number of Master’s courses in English, making higher education in the country more accessible
to non-German speakers.

The fieldwork for this paper was conducted between 2017 and 2018. Fieldwork was divided
into three strands: First, I conducted digital ethnographic fieldwork in four Facebook groups and
fifteen WhatsApp groups used by prospective international students, almost all of whom were
applying to postgraduate engineering courses in Germany, to navigate the process of going to
study in Germany. After obtaining permission from group administrators and introducing my
research to group members through a post detailing my project, I observed the daily activity in
these spaces and had informal conversations with members about their reasons for wanting to
study in Germany and how they were getting along with their applications.

In the course of conducting this digital ethnographic fieldwork, I encountered and subse-
quently conducted interviews with six Student Guides (SGs), who—as I will explain in greater
detail later in the article—supported aspirant student migrants with the process of applying to
German universities, for a fee. The SGs I interviewed were all male. One was in the final stages
of applying to German universities himself, and was based in India. Three were current students
at German universities, while the remaining two had recently graduated from German univer-
sities and were working in Germany. My interviews with the SGs explored how they had navi-
gated their own application journeys, how and why they had become interested in becoming an
SG, and their activities as an SG thus far. I remained in contact (via WhatsApp or Facebook) with
most of these SGs for the whole fieldwork period, even meeting several times for follow-up con-
versations with one of them. One of these SGs had a WhatsApp group for his clients, which I
included in my digital ethnographic fieldwork.

The second strand of fieldwork involved an analysis of the four ‘Study in Germany’ YouTube
channels that were active during the time of my fieldwork (one of which was co-run by two stu-
dents). I watched the videos uploaded on these channels—from the channels’ inception (all the
channels had been started in 2017 or 2018) until the end of my fieldwork period—and went
through their comments sections to produce an analysis of the videos’ main themes as well as
the manner in which viewers (largely aspirant student migrants in India) engaged with the vid-
eos and the YouTubers. I also conducted interviews with four of the five YouTubers—three male,
one female—all of whom were international students in Germany at the time. These interviews
examined how these students had decided to start YouTube channels, their experiences making
videos thus far, and their interactions with their audiences.

The third strand of fieldwork, which I draw on only partially in this paper, involved interviews
with 36 Indians studying in Germany, four recent graduates, and five applicants, about how they
had navigated, or were navigating, the process of going to Germany for study. Only seven inter-
viewees were female, which is reflective of the fact that the majority of Indians studying in
Germany are male. The interviewees came from across India. Although everyone described
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themselves as coming from ‘middle-class’ families, there was a lot of variation in socio-economic
background. The majority said that the low-cost education offered by Germany was what had
made it possible for them to consider studying abroad, and it would have been unaffordable, or
at least very difficult, for them to study in countries like the US or Australia. Only a minority had
strong connections to people who were studying at or had graduated from a German university
and could offer guidance with navigating the application process. Based on my digital ethnog-
raphy of the ‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups, the background of the aspirant
student migrants I met through these groups appeared to be broadly similar to those of the
interviewees.

The vast majority of interviews were conducted in person, while some were conducted via
Skype. All interviews were recorded with permission and transcribed in full. I analysed my inter-
views and the fieldnotes from my digital ethnography using ATLAS.ti, drawing on both inductive
and deductive approaches. The project was granted ethical approval by the German Academic
Exchange Service.

‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups

The vast majority of my interlocutors—the students I interviewed in Germany and the prospect-
ive international students I met in the social media groups—experienced the process of organis-
ing to go abroad for study as complicated and stressful. It involved understanding the education
landscape, job markets, and visa policies of various study destinations, and picking one; shortlist-
ing universities and courses that matched one’s interests and to which one had a chance of get-
ting admission; preparing university and visa application documents; writing exams such as the
IELTS; obtaining loans (if necessary); and organising accommodation and travel. Successfully
completing these various steps required considerable research, preparation, and paperwork.

In this context, ‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups had come to be seen as
an important tool for navigating the process of going to Germany for study. In what follows, I
will offer a brief account of how these groups operated (see Jayadeva 2020 for a more detailed
analysis), and of the narratives about education consultants that circulated within them, which
will serve as important background for the next section on forms of education consultancy that
had emerged within these groups.

Started by prospective international students in India or by Indians currently studying in
Germany, these groups brought together people in India—previously unknown to each other—
who were interested in studying in Germany. At the time of my fieldwork there were several
large Facebook groups broadly focused on study in Germany, as well as dozens of extremely
specialised WhatsApp groups for people interested in applying to particular universities and
courses. Most of my interlocutors were members of one or two Facebook groups and several
WhatsApp groups. These online groups functioned as a ‘community of practice’ (Wenger 2004),
with members actively collaborating and supporting each other through the process of applying
to German universities and organising to go to Germany for study. An ethic of encouragement
and support characterised the groups. Even when group members were in direct competition for
places at universities, they appeared to view each other as allies. They readily shared information
with each other and celebrated each other’s victories. In interviews and informal conversations
with me, and in exchanges with each other, members typically presented their contributions to
the group as being driven by the desire to ‘give back to the group’ or ‘return the favour’.

Some group members, alongside their participation in the groups, had sought or were seek-
ing the services of commercial education consultants based in India. Nevertheless, when consul-
tants were discussed by group members, they were typically portrayed as being very ambivalent
actors (see Jayadeva and Thieme 2022 for a more detailed analysis). On the one hand, education
consultants were discussed by some group members as being established sources of expertise,
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whose experience of assisting people with applying to universities abroad and whose partner-
ships with foreign universities could facilitate successful student migration (cf. Collins 2012b;
Thieme 2017). On the other hand, many viewed consultants as engaging in unethical and
manipulative practices in order to further their business interests—even when these might be in
conflict with their clients’ best interests (cf. Marom 2023).

While existing scholarship has noted how partnership models, where universities pay consul-
tants for every student they recruit on the university’s behalf, incentivise consultants to direct
students towards the universities with which they partner (Beech 2018), the impact of such mod-
els on student mobility to study destinations with less marketised higher education systems has
not been explored. Given that most German universities charged low or no tuition fees, they did
not partner with consultants (and pay them commissions) in order to recruit international stu-
dents. My interlocutors said that, as a result, many consultants in India did not recommend
Germany as a study destination to their clients because the commission they typically received
from their partner universities in other countries far exceeded what they could charge a client
interested in applying to a German university. Many described how when they had approached
consultants to get support with applying to German universities, they had been actively advised
against going to Germany, and countries such as the USA, Canada, or Australia had been aggres-
sively recommended to them instead. Consultants who did offer support with applying to
German universities would charge a fee (since they were not receiving commissions), which
could sometimes be very high. Furthermore, members of the ‘Study in Germany’ social media
groups questioned how helpful it would be to use the services of a consultant, given that most
consultants lacked both personal experience of study in Germany as well as professional experi-
ence with supporting students to study there.

Indeed, a strong anti-consultant narrative had crystallised in the groups through posts written
by members detailing their negative experiences with particular consultants and other members’
comments in reaction to such posts, as well as through ‘awareness-raising’ posts about the dan-
gers of using a consultant. Members’ requests for information about good consultants were
often met with comment after comment to avoid consultants in general. For example:

Pls dont go for consultant. Because they will only look u as money paying machine. Not as student any
more. Better take help from [college] seniors or post in this group, people are ready to help u out.

The collective expertise available through the social media groups was frequently presented
as a superior alternative to seeking the services of a consultant, and, indeed, a growing number
of aspirants appeared to rely to a great extent on such peer support in navigating their applica-
tion journeys. A regular joke was that the social media groups were the ‘best consultancy in
India’ with the highest rates of success in terms of admissions and visa approvals. The groups
thus mediated aspirant student migrants’ engagement with consultants in important ways and,
indeed, had emerged as a crowd-sourced consultancy of sorts.

Student guides

Apart from being mutual-support groups where prospective international students could collab-
orate on the application process—and despite the anti-consultant narratives that circulated in
the groups—the ‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups I studied were also market-
places in which study-abroad expertise could be bought and sold.

After spending significant time in the groups while navigating the process of going to
Germany for study, some group members, whom I will call ‘Student Guides’ (SGs), began to offer
other group members assistance with this process for a fee. While in most cases, SGs were stu-
dents or recent graduates living in Germany, some were still advanced-stage applicants them-
selves. Over the course of my fieldwork, I came across and interviewed six SGs. It was difficult to
estimate the total number operating in the groups as they were typically ‘undercover’ (discussed
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below). SGs varied a lot in how they operated: they might do consultancy work almost full-time,
or part-time alongside their studies or work; they might offer ‘A-Z processing’ like a ‘traditional’
education consultancy, or might offer assistance only with some parts of the application process
such as helping an applicant evaluate their academic profile and shortlist universities and
courses accordingly; they might be one-man shows or might collaborate with other SGs.

On the face of it, the services that SGs offered were similar to those offered by ‘traditional’
education consultants in India (Jayadeva and Thieme 2022). However, SGs differed from education
consultants in that the social media groups were strongly implicated in how they operated. Most
of the SGs I interviewed credited the groups with having helped them acquire expertise in the
application process. The large amounts of time which most of them had spent in these groups—
typically when they themselves had been applicants—asking and answering questions, viewing
other members’ questions being answered, and participating in discussions, were all experienced
as having served as an important part of the ‘training’ through which they had developed expert-
ise. In addition, very importantly, all credited the groups with making them aware of the fact that
their own lived experience—of the application process and, in most cases, of studying and living
in Germany—was highly sought after and could have monetary exchange value.

Moreover, SGs recruited their clients through the groups. Entering a group gave SGs access to
a large number of aspirant student migrants, i.e. their potential clients, all conveniently grouped
together. Indeed, the groups were viewed as prime real estate; just like having an office in the
right part of a city was important for ‘traditional’ education consultants (Collins 2012b), being in
the right groups was very important for many SGs. The existence of such groups, which brought
together people from all over India, meant that SGs could have an extraordinarily large geo-
graphical reach. Sitting in Hamburg, one of the SGs I interviewed had clients from villages,
towns, and cities across India (and even a few from Pakistan, Egypt and Afghanistan). Apart from
participating in Facebook and WhatsApp groups related to study in Germany, some SGs would
also enter groups for aspirants interested in study in other countries and then work on diverting
these aspirants to Germany. Through participating in the groups, SGs not only connected with
aspirants, but often also became aware of each other’s existence, which, in some cases, led to
collaborations. Once recruited, all communication with clients typically took place via social
media platforms and email.

Finally, the norms of altruistic exchange within the groups—and the related anti-consultant
narratives—strongly shaped how SGs operated in two main ways: they did not directly market
themselves and they explicitly distanced themselves from ‘traditional’ education consultants in
India. I will now discuss these points in turn. Because the groups were characterised by an ethic
of altruistic peer support, SGs needed to operate according to this logic in order to be able to
recruit clients. SGs who directly advertised their services faced backlash. Instead, most SGs first
performed their knowledge and expertise through being a good group member and answering
other members’ questions. After becoming ‘visible’ in this way, they would offer, via private mes-
sages to individual members, further support for a fee. However, these strategies could still
sometimes fail. On several occasions, I saw group members share screenshots of private mes-
sages they had received from an SG, as a way of ‘outing’ this person as a consultant and accus-
ing them of sullying the altruistic space of the group with their commercial motivations, as well
as rubbishing their claims of offering support beyond what was available through the groups.
While many group members were against consultants, in principle, and felt that the groups met
their information and support needs, there were some who were happy to pay a ‘genuine’ per-
son for extra personalised support, which is why SGs managed to get business. The group mem-
bers who used the services of SGs typically felt that they did not have enough time, interest, or
confidence to manage all the work involved in organising to go abroad for study by themselves,
and were relieved to have an SG supporting them. Some SGs additionally ran their own
WhatsApp groups, composed mainly of their own clients, where they could more freely advertise
their services.
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SGs also took pains to distance themselves from ‘traditional’ education consultants in India.
This was done in two main ways. The first way was by emphasising their ‘student’ identity in
opposition to consultants, who were discussed as being ‘businesses’. As businesses, consultants
were framed as being profit-driven and manipulative. In contrast, SGs presented themselves as
being ‘genuine’ and having a friendly desire to help fellow students make use of the opportunity
of coming to Germany for study. Some SGs described how they themselves had suffered at the
hands of evil consultants and were now keen to protect innocent students from this fate. A
second way in which SGs distanced themselves from education consultants was by stressing
their ‘insider knowledge’ of the application process to German universities, the German higher
education landscape, and student life in Germany, which they presented as stemming from the
fact that they were (or had been) international students in Germany and engineers themselves—
unlike consultants, who, they argued, typically knew very little about engineering courses, nor
had first-hand experience of study and life in Germany.

Here, I will present a case study of one SG, whom I will call Ashok2, who was a student at a
German university. Ashok had become an SG after spending substantial time in the ‘Study in
Germany’ social media groups as a regular member. At the time that I met him in the spring of
2018, Ashok told me that he had 150 people applying to German universities through him, and
was charging each of them 500 Euros for his service. He offered support with everything from
shortlisting universities and courses to preparing application documents to organising travel. For
clients coming to cities near him, he provided additional support upon arrival. As one of his cli-
ents told me, ‘he helped with accommodation and initial part-time job also. [Ashok] also picks
up his students [clients] from the airport. It’s very nice. Otherwise it’s scary to come.’ Unable to
manage the workload by himself, Ashok enlisted some of his clients—whom he referred to as
his ‘boys’—to assist him, giving them discounts in return. Ashok’s boys discreetly promoted his
services in the social media groups.

In his interviews and conversations with me, Ashok would discuss how Germany was making
study abroad accessible, for the first time, to a lot of people in India who, because of their socio-
economic positions, had never imagined they could study abroad. On one occasion, he observed:
‘The problem is that everyone has a place in Germany, but they don’t know how. If they know,
then they can come.’ Indeed, Ashok regularly spoke of ‘saving’ various categories of students
who had been suffering as a result of the bad job market for engineers in India and had been
misled by consultants about their prospects of study in Germany. This included academically
weak students who had been told by consultants that they would not get admission at German
state universities, and students who had been convinced by consultants to apply to one of the
few private fee-charging universities in Germany or a fee-charging university in Eastern Europe
(where the consultants received commissions). Ashok cited his insider knowledge of the German
higher education system as enabling him to support such students to gain admission at state
universities in Germany.

Not all the SGs I interviewed devoted as much time to working as a Student Guide as Ashok,
nor charged as much as Ashok did. On the other end of the spectrum was an SG whom I will
call Naveen. He was a Master’s student in Germany, and had used the groups to navigate his
own application journey. Once he began his postgraduate degree in Germany, he had taken on
a handful of clients each semester, charging each one 25 Euros. He offered his clients support
with shortlisting universities and courses and provided some feedback on application documents.
For Naveen, consultancy work offered useful ‘pocket money’, which allowed him to work fewer
hours at his part-time job, and did not interfere with his studies. There were other SGs I inter-
viewed who fell somewhere in between Ashok and Naveen in terms of their scale of operation.

Collins (2012b) argues that in migration scholarship, a distinction is often drawn between
agents, who are viewed as profit-oriented and part of the migration industry, and intermediaries,
who operate within the social networks of migrants and are seen as altruistic. In contrast, he
shows how the Korean education agents in his study of student mobility from Korea to New
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Zealand could be seen as operating between these worlds. These agents accumulated social cap-
ital through a shared ethno-nationality with their clients; through being referred by their clients
to others in their networks also interested in study abroad; and through offering their clients
support and guidance beyond the services for which they received commissions. It was this
social capital that enabled them to contribute to the export education industry. Similarly, the
‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups may be seen as offering SGs an unprece-
dented way and place in which to cultivate social capital and become embedded in networks of
prospective international students. As Indian international students in Germany (or prospective
international students or recent graduates), SGs could openly join and participate in these net-
works, accumulating social capital through sharing information and guidance for free and getting
to know and be known by others in these groups—which allowed them to develop and carry
out their commercial endeavours undercover.

Importantly, while commercial motivations no doubt prompted the work SGs did, they also
appeared to enjoy this work and to derive great satisfaction from making aspirant student
migrants in India aware of the possibility of affordable higher education in Germany and provid-
ing them guidance and support with applying to German universities. Two of these SGs, on their
visits home to India, had travelled to universities in smaller cities and towns—from where stu-
dents would ordinarily be less likely to go abroad for study—and held sessions for undergradu-
ate students on postgraduate education in Germany. They all had significant impact on their
clients’ study-abroad-related decisions and applications and contributed to anti-consultant narra-
tives already prevalent in the groups.

‘Study in Germany’ YouTubers

While the services offered by SGs closely resembled those offered by ‘traditional’ education con-
sultants, another different variety of expert guidance came from a handful of what I will call
‘Study in Germany’ YouTubers. Indeed, YouTube was a very important part of the social media
constellation that mediated student mobility from India to Germany. At the time of my fieldwork,
there were four YouTube channels focused on study in Germany, run by Indians studying at
German universities. These YouTubers created content to support people in India with an inter-
est in coming to Germany for study as well as to create awareness about opportunities for study
in Germany. Videos made by ‘Study in Germany’ YouTubers would circulate through and be
regularly referenced in the Facebook and WhatsApp groups, and some YouTubers ran their own
such groups, in which they actively participated. There were variations between the YouTubers
in terms of scale of operation: while two were more ‘hobby’ YouTubers, making videos as and
when they had time, the other two devoted significant time to their channels and could be con-
sidered to have emerged as important microcelebrities and influencers within the ‘Study in
Germany’ social media communities.

Unlike traditional celebrities who may have a wide global reach and remain distant from their
audiences, microcelebrities are famous to only a niche group of people and their fame and
popularity depend on the relationship they are able to build with their audience, and in this
sense, may be seen as co-constructed with their audience (Marwick 2013; Senft 2008).
Influencers have been discussed as a category of microcelebrity who ‘accumulate a relatively
large following on blogs and social media through their textual and visual narration of their per-
sonal lives and lifestyles, engage with their followers in “digital” and “physical” spaces, and mon-
etize their following by integrating “advertorials” into their blogs or social media posts’ (Abidin
2018, 86). There is now a large body of research that has examined various genres of influencers,
from fitness influencers (Reade 2021) to knowledge influencers (Maddox 2022) to lifestyle influ-
encers (Abidin 2017a). Although many of these influencers may be seen as playing an educative
role by imparting information and guidance of various types to their audiences, there have been
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very few studies that have focused on influencers who make content related to formal educa-
tion. While there has been some scholarly attention paid to how school teachers participate in
the micro-celebrification process on TikTok (Vizca�ıno-Verd�u and Abidin 2023), there has been sur-
prisingly little study of student influencers—despite the fact that, in recent years, there has been
a growing number of influencers who produce content related to study and student life. This
paper will begin to address this gap through an examination of microcelebrities and influencers
in the space of study abroad, with particular focus on the most widely subscribed ‘Study in
Germany’ YouTube channel at the time of my fieldwork, which was run by a (then) Master’s stu-
dent called Bharat3. At the time of writing this article, Bharat’s YouTube channel, ‘Bharat in
Germany’, has over 335,000 subscribers and his videos had been watched over 26 million times.
The vast majority of Bharat’s subscribers were Indian and ranged from people who had taken a
decision to apply to German universities to people who were vaguely considering it.

Studies on influencers have illustrated how cultivating an image of authenticity as well as cre-
ating a sense of intimacy with one’s viewers are crucial for both achieving and monetising celeb-
rity status (Berryman and Kavka 2017). In what follows, I will discuss how Bharat, drawing on the
affordances of YouTube (and Facebook and WhatsApp), built connections with his viewers and
established himself as a trustworthy and reliable source of information and guidance on study in
Germany. As has been described in research on other influencers, videos on Bharat’s channel
could be broadly divided into ‘content’ videos and ‘lifestyle’ videos (Berryman and Kavka 2017),
or ‘anchor’ and ‘filler’ material (Abidin 2017b). Bharat’s ‘content’ videos or ‘anchor’ material con-
tained information and guidance about study in Germany, and was what Bharat was primarily
known for among his viewers. On the other hand, his ‘lifestyle’ videos or ‘filler’ material allowed
viewers to enter his private life and get to know him better.

At the time of my fieldwork, Bharat’s ‘content’ videos fell into three broad categories: videos in
which Bharat presented information and guidance to his followers, videos in which Bharat was in
dialogue with another Indian student in Germany and, finally, videos in which Bharat took his
viewers on virtual tours in Germany. In the first category of ‘content’ videos, Bharat would typic-
ally be seated at his desk in his home, talking to the camera in an informal manner, addressing
his viewers in the way in which one would speak to a friend. It was not uncommon to see his
cats or his wife walking around in the background, further conveying a feeling of being in conver-
sation with a friend in the intimate setting of their home. Videos in this category focused on a
number of topics, from the differences between the types of higher education institutions in
Germany, to how to shortlist universities, to the job market for graduates in Germany.

The second type of ‘content’ videos that Bharat made featured him in conversation with one
or more other Indian international students. These videos were typically on topics in which his
audience had expressed interest, but on which he did not have much personal experience (for
example, a study programme outside his area of specialisation). In such cases, he would invite
students with first-hand experience relating to the topic of interest to join him on his channel
and share their experiences with his viewers. Similarly, he made videos with Indian ‘Study-
Abroad’ YouTubers in other countries like the USA, Canada, and Australia, in which they would
compare what it was like to be an international student in their respective study destinations.
Through his channel, then, aspirant student migrants could meet other Indians in Germany and
beyond, significantly increasing the kind of social capital to which they had access. Importantly,
it was not because Bharat’s social networks were so extensive that he was able to get Indians in
Germany and other countries to participate in his videos. Rather, it was precisely because of the
popularity of his channel, and the service it was seen to offer to other Indians, that his guests
were eager to appear in his videos. The social networks that Bharat drew on were, in this sense,
co-created by him and his viewers through the popularity of his channel.

The third type of ‘content’ videos Bharat made were ones through which his viewers were
able to visit Germany virtually. Through the lens of the camera he took his viewers on a tour of
the university at which he was studying, to supermarkets and an Indian store to show them
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what was available and how much things cost, to other students’ apartments to offer a sense of
university-provided accommodation in Germany, and so on. As part of a series called, ‘Day in
Life of a Student in Germany’, he got other Indians studying in Germany to contribute videos,
filmed on their smartphones, documenting a typical day in their lives, which allowed viewers to
get a glimpse of the campuses of the universities at which these students studied, the accom-
modation in which they lived, the part-time jobs at which they worked, and the places where
they socialised.

Finally, in his ‘lifestyle’ videos, Bharat allowed viewers to enter his private life and learn more
about him and his wife, Alina. Viewers were given tours of their apartment, brought into their
kitchen while they were cooking dinner and taken along to birthday and family celebrations, as
well as to Christmas markets and other local festivities. Viewers also learnt more about the cou-
ple’s love story and their everyday life through Q&A videos, ‘Cheesy Couple tag’ videos—typically
filmed in the couple’s bedroom, living room or kitchen—and so on. Many called Bharat ‘bhai’
and Alina ‘bhabhi’ (elder brother and sister-in-law, respectively, in Hindi), and Bharat referred to
his viewers as the ‘BIG [Bharat in Germany] Family’. Knowing Bharat in this way contributed to
him being seen as a trusted friend and guide by his viewers—the big brother of the BIG fam-
ily—and underlined his authenticity as an Indian studying in Germany, leading to people viewing
his study-abroad-focused videos as offering reliable advice and information.

In making his YouTube content, Bharat was in regular dialogue with his viewers. Many of his
videos were based on questions he had received from viewers via YouTube comments or the
lively Facebook or WhatsApp groups he ran, and others were livestreamed, so that viewers could
ask questions in real-time. In many cases, topics presented in YouTube videos were further dis-
cussed in the Facebook and WhatsApp groups. The affective relationships that Bharat and his
viewers had formed via his YouTube channel were thus further developed through the commu-
nity-building affordances of Facebook and WhatsApp groups (Wellman 2021). Like many other
celebrity YouTubers, Bharat and Alina organised meet-ups with their viewers, which amplified
viewers’ feelings of intimacy towards Bharat as well as reinforced imaginaries of a large BIG
Family. During the time of my fieldwork, for instance, they undertook an ‘India tour’, travelling to
seven different Indian cities to give seminars and hold Q&A sessions on study in Germany.

Bharat was widely credited with helping his viewers understand the German higher education
landscape, inspiring and motivating them to seriously consider study in Germany (in some cases
instead of another country), and demystifying and helping viewers effectively navigate the appli-
cation process. He regularly received YouTube comments such as the following:

Because of you only I dreamed about Germany…will meet you there… very soon.

Bharat, your videos helps a lot for aspirants like us. I am sharing your channel to all the whatsapp groups of
students i am into. Keep doing more of these. god bless.

Thanks for all your work [… ] you are one of the big reasons Indians move to Germany.

Some students told me that their parents had become confident about letting them study in
Germany after having watched Bharat’s videos and visited Germany virtually through his channel.
Sobia, one of the students I interviewed in Germany, explained that when she had been applying
to German universities, she and her mother had been avid watchers of Bharat’s channel. She
described how every morning, prior to leaving for work, she had set up her laptop for her mother,
who would then watch Bharat’s videos all day and take notes. ‘I’m the only child of my parents,
and that too a daughter,’ Sobia told me. ‘Watching Bharat’s videos gave them a lot of confidence
to send me to Germany’. Indeed, she explained that when she had received admission letters from
a university in the Netherlands, one in Norway, and one in Germany, her parents insisted she
choose Germany—even though the other two universities were more prestigious in the university
league tables—because they felt more confident sending her to a country they knew (through
Bharat’s channel). ‘I came to Germany because of Bharat!’, Sobia concluded laughingly.
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Like the Student Guides, Bharat criticised education consultants for being profit-driven actors
who lacked lived experience of study abroad. In one video, for instance, he listed and then cri-
tiqued the five most common ‘excuses’ people made to use the services of an education consult-
ant. The first ‘excuse’ was saying that consultants had a great deal of experience with study
abroad. To this he retorted:

How do they have experience, guys? They have never been through the process themselves. Whatever
knowledge they have about this whole topic about sending people to Germany or Australia or Canada or
US is from what they read on Facebook posts, on the embassy websites, university websites—and that’s it.
[… ] They don’t know how different kinds of universities are, they don’t know how it is to study in those
universities.

While Bharat strongly distanced himself from education consultants, Study-Abroad YouTubers
like him may be seen as constituting a new form of education consultancy, drawing on strat-
egies of monetisation which characterise the influencer industry—including partnerships with
companies and the selling of one’s own products (e.g. Hendry, Hartung, and Welch 2022;
Berryman and Kavka 2017). Over the period of my fieldwork, Bharat partnered with the providers
of various products and services relevant to Indian students in Germany—from platforms to pur-
chase insurance, to a German language teacher, to the Goethe Institute—making videos about
the products and services they offered for his channel. In addition, Bharat himself offered a range
of products and services which his viewers could choose to purchase, including, at the time of
my fieldwork, online appointments with him to get more personalised guidance on study in
Germany, and a book he wrote about moving abroad. He also briefly used a Patreon account,
which allowed viewers to subscribe to different packages of content and personalized guidance
from him.

While Bharat’s channel is not fully representative of the other ‘Study in Germany’ channels that
were active at the time of my fieldwork, the other channels I studied also combined ‘content’ vid-
eos with ‘lifestyle’ videos, and critiqued education consultants in similar ways. Similar to the
Student Guides, all the YouTubers I interviewed stressed their desire to help people in India take
advantage of the great opportunity of higher education in Germany. Indeed, in some videos, they
would speak to their audiences like motivational speakers, encouraging them to study abroad.
For example, in a few of his videos, Bharat talked about unemployment and underemployment
among engineering graduates in India, and encouraged his viewers to come to Germany for
study. Another YouTuber, who had himself studied in a semi-rural part of the south Indian state
of Tamil Nadu, told me that he had chosen to make his videos in Tamil rather than English, in
order to be able to reach and inspire people in small towns and villages in his home state to con-
sider study in Germany. In an interview with me, he discussed how, especially for people who
were not from metropolitan cities, study abroad was not viewed as a feasible option:

[When I was finishing my Bachelor’s degree], I felt going abroad was something unreachable for normal
people, people from normal engineering colleges. [I wanted] to show people that if [I] did [it] you, you can
also do it. [… ] [I was able to come to Germany, and] I felt the same thing should also happen to other
students who studied with me in my university. Because they were also very good in their subjects. Why
they couldn’t come? It was just because they didn’t have that awareness, that exposure.

Discussion

To return to Xiang and Lindquist’s (2014) concept of migration infrastructure, in this paper I
have illustrated how developments in the technological infrastructure—widespread access to
social media platforms among prospective international students in India, and the ways in which
people are engaging with these platforms—have had tremendous impact on both the social
infrastructure and commercial infrastructure mediating Indian student mobility. To begin with
the social infrastructure: existing research on international student migration has rightly argued
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that the social networks to which a person belongs are closely linked to the economic capital
they possess, and so can reproduce privilege (Beech 2015). Related to this, in the scholarship on
higher education more broadly, it has been argued that the kind of information that a prospect-
ive student can access is patterned by social class (Brooks 2008). While those from more privi-
leged backgrounds tend to rely largely on ‘hot’ sources of knowledge, i.e. informal information
passed on by family members and other social contacts based on their own personal experien-
ces, their peers from less privileged backgrounds are more reliant on ‘cold’ sources, such as
league tables and university marketing materials (Brooks 2008). My paper, however, illustrates
how ‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups and YouTube channels have allowed
prospective international students in India a chance to usefully expand their social networks, not
just re-establishing weak ties but also activating latent ties with both other prospective inter-
national students in India and international students in Germany, in novel ways (cf. Dekker and
Engbersen 2014). Through these expanded networks and spaces, prospective international stu-
dents could access support, guidance, ‘backstage’ information (Goffman 1959) and ‘hot’ sources
of knowledge (Brooks 2008), which they would have otherwise been unable to access, and which
many viewed as crucial for successfully navigating the process of going abroad to study.

Existing scholarship has illustrated how the imaginative geographies that prospective inter-
national students build of study abroad—bringing together information from people in their
social networks (including on social media), from the marketing campaigns of universities and
state education bodies, from their own experiences of travel abroad, and even from films and
television—have significant influence over their decisions to study abroad and their study desti-
nations (Beech 2014). This paper adds to this scholarship by demonstrating how for Indians seek-
ing to study in Germany (and likely elsewhere), ‘Study Abroad’ social media communities are
now key spaces in which imaginative geographies of study abroad are built collaboratively over
time. Furthermore, the fact that many aspirant student migrants spend large amounts of time in
these social media spaces may be seen to have normalised, to some extent, the idea of going
abroad to study, as well as the idea of studying in Germany (a relatively non-traditional study
destination for Indian students) and to have embedded these aspirant student migrants in cul-
tures of mobility (Beech 2015). Especially for those of my interlocutors who came from small
towns and villages where, they emphasized, no one was thinking or talking about going abroad,
joining the ‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups and subscribing to the YouTube
channels had opened up a whole new world, where they were surrounded virtually by people
who were considering or attempting to go to Germany for study. In its analysis of these social
media communities, my paper goes beyond existing scholarship, where—with some notable
exceptions (Collins 2012b; Jayadeva 2020)—the role of social media in mediating student mobil-
ity has been discussed mainly in terms of how prospective international students are exposed to
images and narratives of study abroad posted by people already within their networks, and are
able to message specific individuals distantly known or unknown to them to solicit information
(Beech 2015; K€olbel 2020).

The paper also examines the implications of these new intersections between the techno-
logical and social infrastructures mediating Indian student mobility, for the commercial infrastruc-
ture (Xiang and Lindquist 2014). In doing so, it makes two important contributions to the
growing body of scholarship on education consultants. To begin with, it is the first to illuminate
new spaces and forms of education consultancy and study-abroad expertise that have emerged
on social media. The vibrant ‘Study in Germany’ Facebook and WhatsApp groups have created
new opportunities for international students in Germany to become freelance consultants, and
have strongly shaped the forms this consultancy takes. Furthermore, one can see the work that
’Study in Germany’ YouTubers do through their channels as representing a very different type of
education consultancy. Through the discussion it offers on Study-Abroad YouTubers, this paper
also contributes to the large scholarship on social media influencers, where surprisingly limited
attention has been paid to student influencers.
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The second way in which this paper contributes to the scholarship on education consultants is
through an examination of how ‘traditional’ education consultants in India were viewed, and how
study-abroad expertise was conceptualised, by prospective international students and internationals
students from India, and with what implications. In existing scholarship, as discussed already, some
studies have suggested that students view education consultants as helpful ‘bridges to learning’
(Collins 2012b; Thieme 2017), while others have drawn attention to how they may also be seen as
profit-driven, manipulative, and even fraudulent actors (Marom 2023; Fittante 2023; Adhikari 2010).
This paper adds to this literature through exploring how the widespread practice of universities part-
nering with education consultants to recruit international students (Beech 2018) can impact how
consultants engage with and come to be viewed by students seeking to study in less-marketised
study destinations where consultants typically do not have partnerships. Furthermore, the paper
examines how a prominent critique levelled against consultants within Indian ‘Study in Germany’
social media communities—in addition to critiques of consultants being unethical profit-driven busi-
nesses—concerned an alleged lack of experiential knowledge of study abroad in general, and engin-
eering education in Germany in particular, which was seen as calling into question their role as
study-abroad experts. Indeed, in the conceptualisations of study-abroad expertise prominent within
these student communities online, it is student or near-student status and a lived experience of
study abroad that are associated with trustworthy and accurate study-abroad-related guidance and
information.

It remains to be seen how such conceptualisations of study-abroad expertise will impact the
wider landscape of ‘traditional’ education consultancy in India, if at all. During the time of my
fieldwork, two trends were already visible. On the one hand, the anti-consultant narratives that
circulated in these social media communities had significant material impact, with a number of
my interlocutors attributing their decision not to use an education consultant to these narratives,
as well as to the alternative forms of information and guidance they were able to access through
these spaces. Nevertheless, there were also a number of ways in which ‘traditional’ and social-
media consultancy had begun to intersect. For instance, one of the SGs I interviewed had a part-
nership with an education consultant in India, who—in exchange for a commission—referred
him clients who were interested in studying in Germany. Another SG I interviewed had set up a
brick-and-mortar education consultancy in India in collaboration with other SGs he had met in
the social media groups.

While this paper has focused particularly on Indian student mobility to Germany, ‘Study
Abroad’ YouTubers and mutual-support social media groups—and possibly even Student
Guides—exist for many other study destinations, and have a major impact on how study abroad
is imagined and how mobilities are crafted. Understanding student migration from India, and
likely other destinations in the Global South, thus requires attention to new intersections
between the technological, social, and commercial infrastructures mediating this mobility.

Notes

1. As my interlocutors typically used the term ‘education consultant’, I will use this term throughout the paper.
2. All names are pseudonyms (unless otherwise specified) and some details of my interlocutors’ stories have been

changed to ensure their anonymity.
3. This is his real name as he did not wish to be anonymous.
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