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ABSTRACT
Internationalization of higher education (IoHE) is a globally recognized issue, encom-
passing Asian countries, aimed at enhancing the quality of higher education. This art-
icle presents research insights into IoHE in Asia over the past 20 years. The findings
reveal that a total of 416 works related to this topic have been published in the
Scopus database, involving 850 authors from various countries across the globe. A
total of 414 organizations, including universities and research institutes, have contrib-
uted to this research, and 228 journals have published articles on this research topic.
The research results of the author team have contributed to the development of
higher education in Asia in the direction of internationalization.
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Introduction

Internationalization of higher education (IoHE) is an inevitable trend in the development process of
higher education in the world. It can be said that IoHE is an integral part of the sustainable develop-
ment of contemporary higher education, which stems from the requirements of the labour market for
the workforce with internationally standardised knowledge and skills; as well as adaptability to a multi-
cultural working environment (Hung & Yen, 2022). It is the IoHE that has officially set a number of uni-
versal international objectives of higher institutions such as organizing exchange programs between
different cultures, developing cross-cultural competencies, international and global perspectives and
strengthening the capacities of constructing and innovating knowledge to support work and personal
life (Jokila, 2015). IoHE aims for the sustainable development of higher education so as to provide high
quality human resources for the country (Li & Xue, 2022).
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IoHE has broken down the conventional process of higher education management which has ruled
over the past four decades, causing direct impact on teaching, research and services at higher institu-
tions in many countries (Gao et al., 2016). It is a continuous process occurring and evolving at higher
education institutions, which can possibly be considered as a characteristic feature of their organization,
associated with all of their activities and services. IoHE is vital not only to improving higher education
quality of HE institutions but also to promoting motivations for education development of the whole
society all over the world (H. D. Wit, 2017).

Internationalization refers to the process of integrating an international perspective into various
aspects of higher education, including curriculum, research, student exchange programs and collabora-
tions with foreign institutions. There are several key reasons why internationalization is crucial in the
Asian context (Alsharari, 2018), including:

1. It promotes cultural diversity and understanding among students and faculty members. By exposing
students to different cultures, languages and perspectives, internationalization nurtures global citi-
zens who can effectively engage and collaborate in an increasingly interconnected world.

2. Internationalization enhances the quality of education. It allows students to access a broader range
of academic resources, such as international faculty expertise, research collaborations and access to
global knowledge networks. This exposure to diverse educational experiences fosters innovation,
critical thinking and cross-cultural competencies.

3. Internationalization helps develop a globally competitive workforce. In today’s globalized economy,
employers seek graduates who possess not only strong academic knowledge but also intercultural
communication skills, adaptability, and a global mindset. International experiences gained through
study abroad programs or international collaborations can significantly enhance graduates’ employ-
ability and career prospects.

4. Internationalization contributes to research excellence and innovation. Collaborative research proj-
ects involving scholars from different countries can lead to groundbreaking discoveries, cross-discip-
linary insights and mutually beneficial partnerships. These collaborations also address global
challenges by bringing together diverse perspectives and expertise.

5. Internationalization strengthens the reputation and ranking of Asian higher education institutions.

By actively participating in international academic networks, hosting international conferences and
attracting top international students and faculty, institutions can enhance their global visibility and repu-
tation, thereby attracting more resources and opportunities (Ardakani et al., 2011). In this regard, it can
be observed that IoHE plays a significant role in the current Asian context, It facilitates cultural under-
standing, enhances the quality of education, develops the workforce’s capabilities to meet globalization
demands, promotes scientific research and strengthens the reputation of higher education institutions.
Implementing IoHE in Asia is not only essential for universities and students but also contributes to the
development of the Asian region (Ng, 2012).

The Scopus database stores research publications on various scientific topics (Scopus, n.d.-b), includ-
ing a database specifically focused on the internationalization of education in Asia. By analysing the bib-
liographic records within the Scopus database, valuable information can be extracted regarding
collaboration networks and research interests of scholars in the field of higher education international-
ization in Asia. This analysis also enables the formulation of concepts, definitions and an understanding
of the current state of higher education internationalization in Asia (Chellappandi & Vijayakumar, 2018).
This research aims to provide a bibliometric review of the scientific publications on IoHE in Asia from
2003 to October 2022 in the Scopus database. The research study focuses on IoHE in Asia regarding: (1)
publication information including authors, citations, journals with the most publications; (2) current
research trends in IoHE in Asia: characteristics, keywords, emerging keywords in the trends; (3) scientists’
collaboration network: the development of the research direction over time. Based on the research
results, the researchers propose conclusions and recommendations related to IoHE research trends in
the world as well as in Asia.

The Scopus database comprises publications on the context, current situation and internationalization
solutions in higher education in Asia. Through the analysis of these databases, information about the
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IoHE in Asia can be collected, allowing for a comprehensive view of the internationalization landscape
of higher education in Asia. This, in turn, enables the formulation of comments and recommendations
regarding the IoHE in Asia in comparison to the global context, facilitating the development of inter-
nationalization efforts in higher education in Asia to meet global educational development demands.

Literature review

IoHE

In the context of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the rapid advancement of science and technology has
dramatically changed humans’ knowledge as well as the world’s labour market (Daim & Faili, 2019),
which entails the ever-increasing (Aigbavboa & Thwala, 2020). Under the great impact of globalization,
education in general and particularly higher education institutions are required to reach beyond their
countries’ borderlines to seek new knowledge, ideas, technologies and even training fields to fulfil the
demands of the labour market in the very context of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Bruhn, 2021).
Globalization has strengthened the competition in international education, student exchanges and inter-
national education rankings in order to meet the demands of stakeholders in offering appealing educa-
tion quality to attract learners all over the world, creating sufficient human resources for the world’
labour market (Edwards, 2022).

The concept of internationalization has been widely mentioned in higher education since the early
1980s (Jokila, 2015). IoHE generally stemmed from the organizational and structural challenges facing a
nation’s tertiary education in the context of globalization and internationalization, in which the country
is inevitably exposed to international relations within the free market (Liu et al., 2015). At the macro-
level, the international programs at higher education institutions fulfil economic and political purposes
as the student mobility facilitates the national economic development by preparing students for over-
seas careers in foreign countries regionally and globally, strengthening global competitiveness in the
world’s economy (Nastase, 2020). Thus, in the time of globalization, IoHE has been pinpointed as a key
strategy of HE institutions regarding international integration or cross-cultural issues in their teaching,
management and services (Mu~noz, 2022).

In the increasingly rapid globalization of the world, IoHE has become one of the top concerns among
policy makers as economic efficiency, under the pressure of globalization, is significantly influenced by
ever-growing knowledge flow, intellectual workers and cross-border students (Jones, 2013). IoHE has
given top priority in the discussion agenda of national leaders as well as HE institutions worldwide to
seek ‘internationalization’ for their educational organizations and to create the connection between
them involving students and teachers collaboration and exchanges, eventually promoting HE quality all
over the world (Hawawini, 2011).

From another perspective, the non-stop development of the world entails an inevitable and severe
crisis of forced displacement due to uncontrollable factors. A report from the UN Refugee Agency (UN-
HCR) shows that every two seconds, a person is forcibly displaced worldwide. A forcibly displaced scien-
tist or university/higher education student generally has to endure the disruption to their education;
and as a result, attends other institutions in their receiving countries, making considerable contributions
to the host countries’ HE. Eventually, the internationalization of these institutions would simultaneously
happen thanks to these forced migrants (Ergin et al., 2019). Migration and brain drain are not problems
of any individual region (such as America or Europe) but globally, even without the cause of forced dis-
placement, as scholars and students worldwide have been in the search for renowned universities and
training programs to fulfil their personal demands for working and studying (Gaybnazarova, 2021).
A number of Asian universities have addressed the ‘brain drain’ problem by pursuing the strategy of
‘reversed brain drain’, i.e. increasingly recruiting migrants working overseas for education programs in
their home countries. For example, China, Hong Kong and Singapore attract the overseas Chinese intel-
lectual elite by offering more rewarding benefits. Singapore aims for comprehensive internationalization
of their local universities by attracting high quality international students and researchers from China,
Australia, India and the UK (Luke et al., 2010).
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Among various definitions of IoHE, it can be referred to ‘a process of integrating international/cross-cul-
tural dimensions into an educational institution’s teaching, research and services functions’. This viewpoint
inclines towards the introduction of international dimensions to the structure and operation of a training
program within a university, in terms of students, curriculum, teachers’ teaching and research activities.
The ultimate objective is, instead of the internationalization itself, to integrate the university into the
worldwide education and knowledge network; thereby highlighting its potentials as an integral compo-
nent of the world’s knowledge and education ‘ecology’ and as a contributor to the cause of providing
eligible labour forces to fulfil the demands of the countries worldwide (Alsharari, 2018).

Another definition of IoHE states that ‘IoHE at the level of nation, discipline and institution is the process
of integrating an international, cross-cultural or global dimension into the objective, functions or provision
of higher education’ (Hudzik, 2011), which covers the concept of IoHE almost comprehensively with focus
on the integration of international elements into HE objectives and functions. In 2014, Hudzik proposed
a more well-rounded and appropriate definition of IoHE as ‘comprehensive internationalization’ which
aims for commitment and intentional actions with institutionalization, to widely introduce and integrate
the content of internationalization and globalization into the training process at universities. Also, the
updated definition put forward the continuous comparison between HE institutions worldwide regarding
their teaching, research and service missions. It is possible to describe Hudzik’s updated definition as
outcome-oriented with the internationalization integration into value characteristics and core missions of
the HE institutions. It can be interpreted that ‘comprehensive internationlization’ is necessary, yet neces-
sarily accepted by the leader, administrator, lecturer, student and scholar of the university (Hudzik,
2014).

It can be seen that internationalization has recently been one of the breakthrough and critical strat-
egies for HE with definite future potentials. IoHE has direct impacts on teaching, research and education
service provision in every country worldwide. However, it is essential to acquire profound insights into
the definition and principles of IoHE to achieve success in the undertaking process (Mittelmeier & Yang,
2022).

Bibliometric review of the publications in the database

Bibliometrics or scientometrics, as a branch of statistics, aims to analyse past publications in the data-
base to examine and evaluate the quality of scientific publications in different scientific domains to iden-
tify the new research channels (Chellappandi & Vijayakumar, 2018). In the fields of Bibliometrics and
scientometrics, the idea of science mapping based on bibliographic information has attracted great
attention from researchers over the past decades with a variety of visual representation to demonstrate
the relationships between authors, documents, journal or keywords, etc., which are generally created
based on citations, co-citations or bibliographic data or keyword co-occurrence in documents (Van Eck
et al., 2010).

Reviewing the research findings from past publications is essential to pinpoint the gap in the litera-
ture; thereby promoting a specific research trend that are of research interests (Waltnam & Noyons,
2018). There are three bibliometric methods with past papers, namely (1) qualitative structured literature
review; (2) quantitative analysis method and (3) science mapping—based on quantitative bibliometric
analysis with increasing usage for mapping of structure and development in various scientific disciplines
and areas (Zupic & �Cater, 2015).

The introduction and development of bibliometrics support researchers in systematically analysing
related publications and collecting useful information about research trends and collaboration between
scientists’ worldwide (Bales et al., 2020). Bibliometric analysis is a research technique that uses quantita-
tive analysis and statistics to represent the model of distribution of scientific works on a certain topic
within a specific time span. It can help researchers to keep track of publications and also provide valu-
able insights for the academic community such as identifying relevant researchers, organizations or
references on a research topic in order to analyse the relationships and collaborations in the research
area (Mart�ı-Parre~no et al., 2016).

Bibliometrics has become an essential instrument to analyses and evaluate scientists’ performance,
partnerships between HE institutions, influence of state-owned scientific funds on national research and
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development activities as well as education outcomes, together with plentiful other applications (Moral-
Mu~noz et al., 2020). Bibliometric visual representation can be obtained with a number of techniques
(Van Eck et al., 2010). The bibliometric procedure in a scientific area includes five main steps (Pham-Duc
et al., 2022):

1. Identifying research design
2. Collecting data
3. Analysing data
4. Visualizing data
5. Justifying results

To successfully undertake bibliometric analyses, it is critical for prepare the most appropriate data to
the scope of the research area. Publishing data is generally extracted from the world’s publishing
houses’ databases such as PubMed, EMbase, SpringerLink, Web of Science (WoS), Scopus, Google
Scholar, Microsoft Academic and Dimensions. Bibliometric review can be supported with science
mapping visualizing the relationships between different factors (authors, organization, countries, etc.;
Moral-Mu~noz et al., 2020). In bibliometric research, the researcher generally focuses on the issues of
documents, keywords, authors or journals, etc., including (1) What are the main research topics or areas
in a scientific domain? (2) How to connect these topics or areas? (3) How to demonstrate the develop-
ment of a scientific domain over time? (Waltman et al., 2010).

The most suitable softwares for bibliometric analysis research to create science mapping are Bibexcel,
Biblioshiny, BiblioMaps, CiteSpace, CitNetExplorer, SciMAT, Sci2 Too, VOSviewer, etc. (Moral-Mu~noz et al.,
2020).

Bibliometric review offers scientists an overall panorama of scientific research in a specific domain
with a variety of scientific data in any time frame of 5, 10 or 20 years, depending on the researcher’s
preferences (Bales et al., 2020).

Materials and methods

The study conducted a bibliometric analysis on two major databases, Scopus and WoS, revealing that
publications on the IoHE in Asia were indexed in both databases. However, all publications related to
this topic indexed in WoS were also present in the Scopus database. Hence, the research chose to ana-
lyse the Scopus database to ensure comprehensive coverage of all publications on the IoHE in Asia
(Scopus, n.d.-a). The data on IoHE in Asia was search and retrieved from the database in October 2022
with the following command:

The bibliometric analysis included five steps as follows:

1. Raw data collection: The data retrieved from Scopus database using the command above included
625 publications (books, chapters, journal articles, conference presentations) published on the jour-
nals from 2003 until October 2022.

2. Data pre-processing and refinement: To refine the collection of 625 identified documents, it is neces-
sary to exclude the irrelevant documents included in the search results due to their relevant key-
words (one or more), for example, internationalization, education, Asia or repeated findings,
misspellings, keywords with too general meanings. This stage was undertaken meticulously and
thoroughly by reading manually each and every document to exclude the irrelevant ones from the
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retrieved results with the highest quality and refinement, yielding the greatest reliability for the
research.

3. Data extraction: Following the data refinement stage, the collection of 416 research works on IoHE
in Asia was finalised with relevant information including authors’ names, title of the research works,
publishing houses (or publishing journals), publishing countries, citation indexes, etc.

4. Data visualization: This study uses VOSViewer software (free access on the website: www.vosviewer.
com) and Biblioshiny (free installation with the package ‘bibliometrix’ in RStudio software) to visualise
the collected data through bibliometric analyses and visual representations of the publications based
on a range of bibliometric indexes such as reference linkages, co-occurrences and co-citations.

5. Result justification: Interpreting and analysing the findings through tables and diagrams created with
VOSviewer and Biblioshiny softwares.

Results and discussion

Overview of publications on IoHE in Asia

The overview of the publication database on IoHE in Asia is shown in Table 1 and Figure 1.
As shown in Table 1 and Figure 1, a total of 416 documents related to IoHE in Asia were published

from 228 Scopus-indexed sources. In the time span from 2003 to 2022, original articles accounted for
84.6% with 352 items (as shown in Table 1), book chapters and books 7.2% with 28 chapters and 2
books, reviews 3.1% with 13 items, conference papers 3.6% with 15 items. In particular, there was one
retracted document which failed to meet the journal’s publishing requirements. In the 416 publications,
there were 1022 authors in total, including 187 authors single handedly publishing their works (account-
ing for 18.3%) and 140 single-authored documents (33.6%).

By the end of the period in question, the average citation per document of the analysed publications
was 18.76. The average co-authors per document was 2.26. The general statistics underlines a limited
number of authors and publications on IoHE in Asia despite the large quantity of publications as well
the 40 year research history on this topic in the world, especially in Europe and America (Mittelmeier &
Yang, 2022). The numbers of conferences, books and book chapters on the very topic were alarmingly
small. The findings are in line with the current context of HE in Asia, which is believed to fall behind
Europe and America (Jampaklay et al., 2022) with much restricted integration into the world’s HE net-
work (Ghazarian, 2011).

Table 1. Data overview.
Timespan 2003:2022

Sources (Journals, Books, etc.) 228
Documents 416
Annual Growth Rate % 18.21
Document Average Age 5.49
Average citations per doc 18.76
References 21076
DOCUMENT CONTENTS
Keywords Plus (ID) 397
Author’s Keywords (DE) 1196

AUTHORS
Authors 850
Authors of single-authored docs 127

AUTHORS COLLABORATION
Single-authored docs 140
Co-Authors per Doc 2.26
International co-authorships % 21.88

DOCUMENT TYPES
Article 352
Book 2
Book chapter 28
Conference paper 15
Editorial 1
Retracted 1
Review 13
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Countries’ contributions to research on IoHE in Asia

The results from VOSviewer software show that there were 46 countries (or territories) having published
research works on IoHE in Asia (as shown in Table 2). The most prolific country in this area is the US
with 67 documents (accounting for 16.1% of all the surveyed publications), which also received the high-
est number of citations (1907 citations). These figures highlight the US’s status as the world’s top coun-
try in the field of HE with their special attention to HE in their own nation as well as in Asia. This
finding resonates with the results in Wit, J. W. M. (2001) (D. Wit, 2001). Subsequently, China stood at the
second position with 52 documents (accounting for 12.5%) and 477 citations, making China the top
country in Asia in the field of IoHE. The Chinese government gives top priority to promoting internation-
alization in HE to reach for a Chinese world-class education. This result was also asserted in a number of
previous research studies on China (Huang, 2003; Li & Eryong, 2021; Sombatsompop et al., 2011; Zhou
et al., 2022). Yet, the most obvious constraint lies in the limited number of citations and attraction of

Table 2. List of 46 countries with publications on IoHE in Asia.

No. Country
Number of
publications

Number of
citations

Citation
rate Ranking Country

Number of
publications

Number of
citations

Citation
rate

1 US 67 1907 32 24 South Africa 6 52 3
2 China 52 477 23 25 Spain 6 66 4
3 UK 44 1097 20 26 Vietnam 6 21 3
4 Australia 39 709 14 27 Belgium 5 35 3
5 Hong Kong 36 513 13 28 Denmark 5 17 2
6 Japan 34 636 12 29 Iran 5 15 0
7 Canada 26 1615 15 30 Israel 5 83 1
8 Taiwan 22 299 9 31 Indonesia 4 3 1
9 Malaysia 15 185 4 32 Colombia 3 18 0
10 South Korea 15 487 7 33 Italy 3 15 2
11 India 10 17 2 34 Norway 3 17 3
12 Thailand 10 57 5 35 Philippines 3 9 1
13 Finland 9 70 5 36 Poland 3 9 2
14 Netherlands 9 141 3 37 Saudi Arabia 3 61 2
15 Russian Federation 9 38 5 38 Sweden 3 20 1
16 Singapore 8 184 2 39 Austria 2 3 2
17 France 7 28 4 40 Brazil 2 1 0
18 Germany 7 29 4 41 Brunei Darussalam 2 8 2
19 Kazakhstan 7 49 3 42 Chile 2 6 0
20 New Zealand 7 162 5 43 Egypt 2 1 2
21 Turkey 7 54 0 44 Pakistan 2 5 1
22 Mexico 6 19 3 45 Qatar 2 1 1
23 Portugal 6 121 4 46 United Arab Emirates 2 32 1

Source: Analysis results obtained with VOSviewer software.

Figure 1. Key figures of the data collection on IoHE in Asia. Source: Analysis results obtained with Biblioshiny software.
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Chinese publications among the international research community. The third most prolific country was
the UK with 44 publications (10.5%) and the second largest number of citations, only after the US, at
1097. These figures demonstrate the country’s developed international education and extensive interest
to IoHE (only preceded by the US) not only locally within their country but also in Asia (Mu~noz, 2022),
(Bahtilla et al., 2022). In the top 10 countries with the most publications on IoHE in Asia, apart from the
top 3 mentioned above, there were 1 country in the Pacific (Australia) and 5 Asian countries namely,
Hong Kong, Japan, Taiwan, Malaysia and South Korea. They are well-known for their advanced and mod-
ern HE together with large numbers of international training programs and international students (Ota,
2018).

Transnational research collaboration network between scientists on IoHE in Asia is demonstrated in
Table 3. The country is represented with a node and the size of the node is proportional to the number
of publications while the thickness of the link between the nodes represents the collaboration level
between the countries. As seen from Figure 2, the US, China and the UK claim the largest research col-
laboration networks on the topic. The most prolific countries are classified into nine groups with differ-
ent colour codes. The first three groups including the US (coded with brown colour), China (pink colour)
and the UK (blue colour) maintained strong cooperation with several different countries; while the fourth
group coded with purple colour represents Hong Kong’s collaboration with other countries. Australia
and Hong Kong together constitute the fifth group coded with light yellow colour while the sixth group
(in red) involves Taiwan, Germany together with some other countries. Similarly, the seventh group (in
green), eighth group (in turquoise) and ninth group (in orange) are composed of the collaboration
between other European, South African and Asian countries.

Contributions of organizations in research on IoHE in Asia

There were 414 organizations with contributions to research on IoHE in Asia, mainly from America,
Europe and Asia. Top five organizations with the greatest contributions to IoHE research are presented
in Figure 3. In the first place is the University of Hong Kong with 27 publications throughout the 20 year
period (making up 6.5% of all the publications). All the four remaining organizations had under 10 publi-
cations. These five leading organizations published 60 documents in total, accounting for 14.5% of the
overall number, which can be considered a minor proportion. It can be seen that research on IoHE in

Table 3. Journals and publishing houses with the greatest publications on IoHE in Asia.
No. Sources Articles

1. Journal of Studies in International Education 48
2. Higher Education 31
3. Higher Education Policy 11
4. Studies in Higher Education 11
5. Asia Pacific Journal of Education 10
6. Sustainability (Switzerland) 7
7. International Journal of Comparative Education and Development 6
8. Asia Pacific Education Review 5
9. European Journal of Higher Education 5
10. Frontiers of Education in China 5
11. Higher Education in Asia 5
12. Journal of Research in International Education 5
13. International Education Studies 4
14. Asian Education and Development Studies 3
15. Discourse 3
16. Education in The Asia-Pacific Region 3
17. Higher Education Research and Development 3
18. International Journal of Educational Development 3
19. International Journal of Educational Management 3
20. Journal of Asian Public Policy 3
21. Journal of International Students 3
22. Journal of Teaching in International Business 3
23. Nurse Education Today 3
24. On the Horizon 3
25. Research in Comparative and International Education 3
26. Turkish Online Journal of Educational Technology 3

Source: Analysis results obtained with Biblioshiny software.
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Asia was conducted by various countries and organizations, which implies the growing interest in post-
secondary education in Asia from HE community all over the world (Knight & De Wit, 2018). The results
indicate that higher education in Asia has developed and shown significant interest in the international-
ization of education. However, research on this issue predominantly belongs to developed countries in
the Americas, Europe and Australia, rather than being intrinsic to Asian countries’ concerns. This is an
existing problem that has led to a slower pace of IoHE in Asia compared to other continents.

Contributions of journals and publishing houses in publications on IoHE in Asia

The results show that there were overall 228 journals and publishers publishing documents related to
IoHE in Asia, in which each of the 26 most significant contributors managed to publish more than three
publications. Particularly, there were five major contributors with more than 10 publications; and the
Journal of Studies in International Education is highlighted as the top journal in the area with by far the
greatest number of 48 publications, accounting for 11.5% (as shown in Table 3)

Thus, the issue of IoHE has concerned not only universities and researchers but also publishing organ-
izations regarding the introduction of IoHE to their readers including students, teachers, educational
managers and researchers for the cause of HE development in the context of globalization.

Figure 3. Top five organizations with the greatest contributions to research on IoHE in Asia. Source: Analysis results
obtained with Biblioshiny software.

Figure 2. Visual representation of the countries’ publications and collaborations. Source: Analysis results obtained with
VOSviewer software.
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Authors’ contributions to literature on IoHE in Asia

Table 4 shows the list of 15 authors with more than two publications on IoHE in Asia. The top three
authors include Hugo Horta (University of Tohoku, Japan), Jisun Jung and Akiyoshi Yonezawa (The
University of Hong Kong), each of whom published seven publications, with quite limited numbers of
citations at 86–127. Meanwhile, Jane Knight (University of Toronto) topped the list of citations with the
outstanding 1287 citations for her four publications, putting her in the second most prolific groups of
authors. The remaining authors published three to four works with no more than 100 citations. It is
noteworthy that 13 out 15 authors in this list are Asian (86.7%), although some of them are currently
working in other continents such as Phan Le Ha (University of Hawaiʻi at M�anoa, US), Hyondong Kim
(Dongguk University, US) and Ly Thi Tran (Deakin University, Australia).

In the 33 co-authors, there were numerous corresponding authors. Figure 4 presents the top five cor-
responding authors’ countries, which involve China in the first place, followed by the US, Hong Kong,
Japan and the UK.

Keyword occurrence analysis in the selected publications

The analysis of 416 publications with VOSviewer and Biblioshiny softwares resulted in a collection of
1488 most common keywords including internationalization, higher education, training program, human,

Table 4. List of 15 most prolific authors on IoHE in Asia.
No. Author Institution Number of publications Number of citations

1. Hugo Horta The University of Hong Kong 7 127
2. Jisun Jung The University of Hong Kong 7 86
3. Akiyoshi Yonezawa University of Tohoku, Japan 7 97
4. Jane Knight University of Toronto 4 1287
5. Jack T. Lee University of Edinburgh, UK 4 92
6. Jian Li Indiana University Bloomington 4 26
7. Miri Yemini Tel Aviv University, Israel 4 81
8. Roger Y. Chao Jr. City University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong 3 26
9. K.-C. Ho National University of Singapore 3 73
10. Hyondong Kim Dongguk University, US 3 33
11. Phan Le Ha University of Hawaiʻi at M�anoa, US 3 77
12. Barbara Sporn Wirtschaftsuniversit€at Wien, Austria 3 96
13. Ka Ho Mok Lingnan University 3 188
14. Anatoly Oleksiyenko The Education University of Hong Kong 3 68
15. Ly Thi Tran Deakin University, Australia 3 64

Source: Analysis results obtained with VOSviewer software.

Figure 4. Corresponding authors’ country. Source: Analysis results obtained with Biblioshiny software.
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university sectors, international, students, Asia. Each node represents one keyword and the thickness of
the link between the nodes (as shown in Figure 5) represents the strength of connection between the
keywords, which is determined by their co-occurrence frequencies in the 416 publications.

The wordcloud consists of the most common keywords in the publications on IoHE in Asia identified
with the support of Biblioshiny software and shown in Figure 6. In this figure, there are also some other
common keywords such as international cooperation, education development, sustainable development
and education objectives.

Conclusion

Bibliometric analysis of scientific literature on the IoHE in Asia within the Scopus database over 20 years
(2003–2022) reveals that IoHE in Asia has garnered the attention of researchers worldwide, with an
increasing number of research articles on this topic emerging. Articles published in reputable journals
and sources have received a relatively high number of citations. The most influential countries in this
research direction are the US, China and the UK. Over the 20-year period (2003–2022), there have been
416 works published in the Scopus database involving 850 authors from different countries around the
world, including 127 independent researchers on this topic. A total of 414 organizations, including

Figure 5. Visual representation of the most common keywords in the publications on IoHE in Asia. Source: Analysis
results obtained with VOSviewer software.

Figure 6. Keyword wordcloud. Source: Analysis results obtained with Biblioshiny software.
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universities and research institutes, have contributed to this research, and 228 journals have published
on this subject. The results indicate that the IoHE in Asia has gained global attention. It seems that there
is a heated debate about this topic between researchers in the field, especially when the papers ana-
lysed have been effectively implemented in policy on internationalization of education in many coun-
tries, which might predict that the impact of these papers will continue to rise. The research results also
highlight the constant interest paid by Asia researchers to IoHE in Asia, while the US, China and the UK
are the three biggest names in the research area of IoHE in Asia with special attention to IoHE in their
own country, region, as well as worldwide. Given the rapid development of science and technology and
cross-cultural and international communication, it is positive that the process of IoHE in Asia is getting
stronger and stronger. In the future, IoHE will be given top priority in the development strategy of HE
institutions in Asia and all over the world.

Furthermore, there are also some noteworthy limitations of this research that should be clarified.
First, the papers analysed in this research are limited in Scopus database only, which means that they
are all in English, and papers in other languages, which might also be a useful resource for research, are
excluded. Second, even though we tried our best to get rid of unrelated papers during the research pro-
cess, our control method might not be completely optimized, and there might be some irrelevant
papers got involved. Finally, some related data such as author names, institutions, as well as their years
of research experience could not be found in Scopus database, which might cause an inconvenience in
the usage of this research’s results.

We hope the findings offered by this research would be valuable materials for future research con-
ducted in the field of IoHE in Asian countries. Specifically, the results demonstrated would give research-
ers useful information about research trends in recent years and suitable and popular keywords
appearing in papers with high frequency, as well as a basic vision about how research in this field is
being conducted in other countries outside Asia, which can be the important data for other relevant
and potential research directions.
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Abstract

Purpose – Internationalization has been a paramount objective for higher education institutions (HEIs) for
decades. However, the landscape of education underwent significant transformation due to the COVID-19
pandemic, leading to altered contexts, challenges and opportunities for HEI internationalization. This paper
aims to critically evaluate the dimensions of internationalization strategies in HEIs and the opportunities
within each dimension. Adopting a reflexive approach, the study focused on non-Western HEIs, recognizing
the diverse approaches to internationalization within higher education contexts.
Design/methodology/approach – Using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) methodology, this paper covered 74 articles published in Web of Science database from
January 2019 to December 2023.
Findings – The study organized dimensions related to internationalization strategies in non-Western HEIs,
offering a comprehensive framework comprising six dimensions: students, programs, faculty, research,
international ventures and other sources; and nine internationalization facilitators: international partnerships,
funding, government education, international policies, technology, internationalization culture, diversity and
inclusion, staff competence and attitude, student/faculty engagement, intercultural experience and satisfaction,
English as a medium of instruction (EMI), and knowledge transfer mechanisms. Furthermore, the study
delineated strategies within each dimension and highlighted prevalent performance indicators utilized
by HEIs.
Originality/value – The study’s primary contribution is a conceptual framework designed to assist HEI
directors and academics. This framework delves into dimensions, strategies and indicators of
internationalization particularly relevant in the post-pandemic era.

Keywords Internationalization, Higher educational institutions, Non-Western HEIs

Paper type Literature review

1. Introduction
For decades, internationalization has been a significant objective for higher educational
institutions (HEIs), driven by globalization and the need to adapt to transnational challenges
(de Wit, 2019). Required competencies nowadays encompass “multicultural and global
education, education for international understanding, peace education and transnational
studies” (deWit, 2002, p. 103). Recent research highlighted the need for educational programs
to adapt to meet the evolving demands of students and the business world. Datar et al. (2011)
identified eight “unmet needs in management education” in their empirical research on MBA
programs in Europe and the USA. The study emphasized the importance of a global
perspective, prioritizing cross-cultural skills and diversity understanding over traditional
analytical skills or technical knowledge for effective leadership in diverse business
environments. Accreditation and ranking requirements, crucial for educational standards,
underscore the significance of internationalization (McAleer et al., 2019; Alsharari, 2018;
Komotar, 2019). HEIs recognize the need to adapt and help students to acquire a global
mindset and provide international exposure, urging the internationalization of curricula and
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learning environments. Scholars advocate for a “global higher education (HE) regime” tomeet
these demands (Zapp and Ramirez, 2019).

COVID-19 pandemic forced HEIs to pivot to online learning as the primary means of
educational delivery, reshaping the context, challenges and opportunities for educational
institutions worldwide (Whittle et al., 2020). The pandemic represented a “new disruptive
force that shaped the way internationalization and international mobility are implemented in
the sector and provided new avenues for research” (Mittelmeier and Yang, 2022, p. 88). Amid
the pandemic, HEIs’ internationalization strategies and the challenges faced by international
students in online courses were studied (Bahtilla et al., 2022; Echeverr�ıa-King and Lafont-
Castillo, 2020; Cordova et al., 2021). Yet, to the authors’ knowledge, there has not been a
comprehensive analysis of the changes and opportunities for HEIs to internationalize future
activities based on the global experience gained during the pandemic.

This study examined the dimensions of HEIs internationalization strategies, particularly
the changes and opportunities arising post-COVID-19. It sought to answer these research
questions: What dimensions characterize HEIs’ internationalization strategies? What
opportunities exist for internationalization in non-Western HEIs across these dimensions?
The study covered the non-Western context due to the varied approaches to
internationalization in HE across cultural contexts, which affect faculty engagement
differently (Akar et al., 2020; Rana et al., 2021). Following Copper’s taxonomy of literature
reviews (Copper, 1988), this paper developed a comprehensive model integrating dimensions
of HEIs’ internationalization strategies. This paper, believed to be the first on this subject, is
expected to serve as an input for creating new internationalization strategies for HEIs.

The subsequent sections of the article are structured as follows: Section two includes
relevant concepts concerning HEI’s internationalization strategies. Section three delineates
the methodology used for the literature review, while section four shows the findings. The
concluding section presents the discussion.

2. HEI’s internationalization strategies
Previous literature offered varied definitions of HEIs internationalization, employing terms
such as international education, international studies, internationalism, transnational
education, globalization, multicultural education and intercultural education. Some authors
do not differentiate between internationalization and globalization. Knight (2003) affirmed
that these terms are different: “Globalization is presented as a process that affects
internationalization, and internationalization is the process of integrating an international,
intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of postsecondary
education” (Knight, 2003, p. 2). Knight (2004) defined internationalization encompassing
multiple aspects: a continuous process, relationships among countries, relationships among
diverse cultures within countries, communities and institutions, global reach, and integration
into policies and programs. This definition underscored the significance of intercultural
experiences in preparing students for engagement in an increasingly globalized world.
Hawanini (2011) and Altbach (2015) defined HEI internationalization as the integration of
“institutions and key stakeholders, including students, faculty and administrative staff into a
rapidly changing world” (p. 5) and “the specific policies and initiatives of countries and
individual academic institutions or systems to address global trends” (p. 6).

HEIs internationalization entails integration into the external education market and
implies a cultural change. The concept of an “international HEI” encompasses rhetorical
commitments to internationalization in promotional materials, international agreements,
international accreditations and global branding efforts. Internationalization is a
comprehensive process that enriches the institutional mission by integrating intercultural
perspectives into student learning experiences. This fosters the development of skills and
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competencies, preparing students to become professionals and catalysts for change in a
globalized world. Some authors argued that significant inequalities exist within
internationalization processes, predominantly characterized by mobility from developing
to Western countries in a unidirectional flow (Altbach and Knight, 2007). This suggests that
internationalization means westernization (Liu, 2021; Tight, 2022; Marginson, 2023).

HEIs’ internationalization rationales encompass academic (academic autonomy,
collaborative learning, exchange), social/cultural (global massification of HE), political
(changing political climate), economic (global knowledge and research economy, driven by
technology and science) and branding factors (competition, reputation, rankings, excellence)
(Alexiadou and Ronnberg, 2022; de Wit, 2019). Guerra et al. (2023) examined HEIs in Brazil
and identified rationales for internationalization are academic (enhancing academic quality
and research, fostering partnerships), institutional (faculty development), social/cultural
(knowledge exchange), economic (global preparedness and employability). Furthermore,
Stier (2004) outlined three rationales for HE internationalization: pedagogical (preparing
students for global participation), idealistic (perceiving international education as a tool for
social mobility, competitiveness and employability) and instrumental and competitive
(regarding international education as a means for economic growth and profit maximization
for HEIs). Altbach (2015) noted that the instrumental approach prevails in Western
universities. Knight (2004) categorized the rationales into two main groups: national-level,
involving human resource development, strategic alliances, trade facilitation, nation-building
and social and structural advancement; and institutional-level, encompassing profile
enhancement, students and staff development, revenue generation, strategic alliances,
research and knowledge production.

Moreover, recent studies proposed HE internationalization as part of the social
responsibility agenda, emphasizing its “contribution to society and the global common
good by strategically implementing their global social responsibility through
internationalization” (Jones et al., 2021, p. 330). Smaliakou (2019) conceptually analyzed the
philosophical aspects of internationalization in HE from three perspectives: as part of
globalization, as a response to development challenges, and as a phenomenon preceding
global transformations.

3. Methodology
This literature review proceeded in three phases. First, criteria for paper selection and
classification were established. Second, the papers were analyzed using the analyze results
tool by Web of Science (WoS) core collection, using fields of research, journal, years, authors
and citations. Third, the papers were classified and a comprehensive framework of HEIs
internationalization strategies was proposed. Thematic analysis, involving pattern
recognition, guided the classification process drawing from a complete reading of the
selected literature (Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006).

The protocol involved a search conducted in the WoS database in December 2023. In the
first phase, the terms “internationalization” or “internationalisation” or “international” or
“intercultural” and “higher education” were used in the titles. The search was restricted to
research papers, excluding conference proceedings, book chapters and essays, aligning with
common practices using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analyses (PRISMA) method (Estevao and Costa, 2020). The initial search yielded 910
research papers. In the second phase, papers were refined to include only those authored in
English, Spanish and Portuguese, resulting in 877 research papers. Finally, the search was
further narrowed to include papers published from January 2019 to December 2023, aligning
with the research focus on post-pandemic internationalization strategies. A total of 594
articles were identified. From this review, 62 papers addressing the research question were

Non-Western
higher

educational
institutions

1081



selected for content analysis. Twelve seminal articles deemed crucial for the literature review
were identified from the references of these papers. The additional articles included
correspond mainly to seminal articles that we consider important for the literature review.
Figure 1 shows the flowchart of the literature screening process (PRISMA, 2020).

Figure 2 illustrates the trend of the 594 papers and their citations, reflecting a growing
interest in the topic.The Journal of Studies in International Education published 31 papers on
the topic, and the Higher Education Journal published 30 papers, constituting over 10.3% of
the total. The countries with the highest publication rates were China (92), England (75), USA
(93), Australia (66) and Brazil (40). In terms of citations, the 594 papers had 2,986 citations,
averaging 5.03 citations per paper (Figure 2). The 62 selected papers had 489 citations,
averaging 7.9 citations per paper (Figure 3). The most cited authors were Galloway et al.
(2019) (65 citations), de Wit and Altbach (2021) (47 citations), and Zapp and Ramirez (43
citations). Finally, six papers were from Journal of Studies in International Education, three
from Sustainability and the remaining journals have had two or fewer papers. Language-wise,
56 were in English, three in Spanish and three in Portuguese.
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4. Literature review analysis
Thematic analysis was employed to categorize the selected literature into dimensions of
HEIs’ internationalization, including students, programs, faculty, research, international
ventures and other sources of internationalization. Based on previous literature (Hawanini,
2011), strategies were further categorized as inward (internalizing internationalization within
the university) and outward (expanding the university’s presence globally). Additionally, the
model incorporates nine enablers of internationalization: international partnerships; funding;
government international education policy; technology; culture of internationalization,
diversity and inclusion; staff competencies and attitudinal approaches; student/faculty
engagement, intercultural experiences and satisfaction; English as a medium of instruction
(EMI) and knowledge transfer mechanisms. The dimensions and enablers come from the
inductive analysis of the literature review. Figure 4 depicts the proposed conceptual
framework for the internationalization dimensions of HEIs.
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4.1 Internationalization modes
Various modes elucidate HEIs’ internationalization activities. Knight (2003) suggested two
groups of strategies. The first encompassed academic aspects and initiatives regarding teaching,
research and ancillary services (student mobility, curriculum changes and institutional
agreements for faculty exchange and joint research). The second group pertained to the
institutionalization of internationalization initiatives, programs and technological services within
organizations. Knight (2004, 2008) also proposed themodels of “internationalization at home” and
“internationalization abroad”. The first involves integrating foreign students and professors into
campus life and activities, fostering international understanding and intercultural skills for a
globalized world. The second entails activities outside the university campus, such as
intercultural exchange programs, international student trips, international branch campuses and
faculty internationalization activities. Hawanini (2011) proposed the import-export model, which
suggests an internationalization stage (import process) and a global role stage (export process). In
the internationalization stage, HEIs “import” activities to attract foreign students and faculty,
incorporating international content into the curriculum. In the global role stage, HEIs “export”
international activities by sending students abroad, encouraging faculty to teach and research
overseas, and establishing international campuses. Engwall and Kipping (2013) introduced a
model whereinHEIs use two dimensions of internationalization: student origin (domestic/foreign)
and location (home/host). This resulted in four different mechanisms of internationalization:
importing ideas, outsourcing, insourcing and foreign direct investment. Importing ideas involves
adopting models from other contexts for home students. Outsourcing entails sending students
and faculty to foreign institutions (e.g. exchange programs, professors abroad, academic
conferences, etc.). Insourcing means “bringing” international students and faculty to the home
country. “Foreign direct investment” refers to investing in foreign students outside the home
country, representing the highest level of internationalization and the highest investment risk.

Recent approaches introduced the “comprehensive internationalization,” which involves
HEIs’ intentional efforts to integrate global content and perspectives into their teaching,
research and service missions (Hudzik, 2015). Other studies proposed “complete
internationalization”, emphasizing the commitment to integrate the international
dimension into HEIs, through policies, plans, programs and strategies (p. 508) (Chyrva
et al., 2021). More recent approaches advocate for a “glonacal” approach to development,
considering development at “local, national and global” levels (Chankseliani, 2022).
International accreditation agencies assess HEIs internationalization using indicators such
as policies, curriculum, research, faculty, students, exchanges, alumni, staff and institutional
networks (Global Focus, 2023). Additionally, studies examined internationalization modes
based on HEIs’ developmental stages. Brandenburg et al. (2020), cited by Woicolesco et al.
(2022) proposed five stages: individual academic pursuits; intention to educate global citizens;
integrating internationalization into student learning; assessing outcomes and adopting a
global approach.

In summary, the previous literature shows different conceptualizations of the
internationalization of HEIs that have evolved over time. The proposed framework
integrates the concepts of “comprehensive internationalization” (Hudzik, 2015) and “complete
internationalization” (Chyrva et al., 2021), emphasizing the integration of internationalization
into HEIs’mission, values and functions. It also draws on Knight (2004, 2008) and Hawanini
(2011) to define internationalization dimensions and strategies, distinguishing between
inward and outward strategies.

4.2 Dimension 1: students’ internationalization
Student mobility is the most prominent aspect of HEIs’ internationalization (Myhovych,
2019), which includes recruiting international students ensuring their satisfaction and
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intercultural adaptation, providing funding, facilitating international experiences and
organizing networking activities (Table 1).

Various activities promote intercultural and international experiences through an
outward strategy to internationalizing students. For example, study trips (involving courses
at partner schools, business visits and cultural immersion), short-term “doing business”
programs, exchange programs with international partner schools, and projects addressing
current challenges or opportunities at international sites for sponsoring organizations.

Recruiting international students is a key inward strategy for fostering diverse learning
experiences. The rise in foreign student enrollment poses significant competition among
HEIs and underscores the importance of institutional prestige (Ayala-Bola~nos and Valencia-
Cruzaty, 2019; Veerasamy andDurst, 2021; Abdulai et al., 2021). Factors influencing students’
decisions include the institution’s environment, country attractiveness, political stability,
safety, image and living conditions abroad (Gokturk et al., 2018). Hung and Yen (2022)
emphasized the need for HEIs to understand “cultural diversity and students’ perspectives”
to effectively recruit international students, particularly considering factors such as
financing and institutional image. Key factors for attracting international students are
program duration, financial support and satisfaction levels. To optimize student recruitment,
HEIs shall strive to import students for one or two-year academic programs or exchange
students for short-term courses or programs. Financial aid, such as scholarships funded by
institutions or governments, plays a vital role in attracting students. For instance, the Chinese
government offers 10,000 full scholarships annually to countries along “the Belt and Road” to
increase international student numbers (Larbi et al., 2020). Ensuring the satisfaction of
previous international students is crucial for recruiting new ones. HEIs must facilitate
cultural adaptation for international students (Shafaei and Razak, 2016), while encouraging
engagement among students, professors and staff to promote cross-cultural diversity.

Internationalization broadens students’ perspectives by exposing them to global values
and diverse ways of thinking, fostering self-discovery. Research in Brazil indicated that
exchange students contributed to an informal solidarity network within universities,
emphasizing cultural and intellectual exchange (Cardoso and Ribeiro, 2019). However,
internationalization efforts may incur significant costs and may not always align with
students’ local contexts, potentially leading to superficial experiences akin to tourism. In
some cases, international programs may isolate local students due to cultural differences
rather than fostering global integration.

Strategies Indicators

Recruitment of international students • Number of international students
• Number of nationalities
• Length of stay

Satisfaction level and cross-cultural
adaptation

• Customer journey

Funding • Scholarship policies
• Number of scholarships for low-income international

students
Experiences with an intercultural and
international focus

• Number of students traveling abroad
• Number of courses taught by foreign professors
• Number of projects experiences with international

students
Networking • International networking between international and

national students

Source(s): Author’s own creation/work

Table 1.
Strategies and

indicators of students’
internationalization
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The COVID-19 pandemic has prompted HEIs to implement virtual student mobility as an
alternative to traditional academic mobility, aiming to foster intercultural competencies
without physical displacement (Woicolesco et al., 2022). Defined by UNESCO-IESALC (2022)
as “a form of mobility using communication technologies”, it encompasses academic, cultural
and experimental exchanges and collaborations” (p. 1).Virtual StudentMobility encompasses
academic (full courses or programs), experimental (internships), cultural (projects/activities)
and emergency (temporary changes) opportunities. Challenges include ensuring education
quality amidst infrastructure limitations, Internet access, language barriers and
inconsistencies across institutions (UNESCO-IESALC, 2022).

4.3 Dimension 2: internationalization of academic programs
The internationalization of academic programs encompasses curriculum internationalization
(intercultural goals), international mobility, international networking, bilingual programs,
collaborations with foreign HEIs and online programs (Table 2).

Internationalizing the curriculum “to have graduates with global citizenship skills is a
common strategic goal in HE” (Kirk et al., 2018, p. 989). It involves integrating international,
intercultural and global dimensions into the curriculum content, teaching methods,
extracurricular activities, learning outcomes and overall student’s learning experience (Leask,
2015). Knight and deWit (1995) affirmed that international curricula “aim to prepare students for
professional and social engagement in multicultural contexts” (Knight and de Wit, 1995, p. 14).

Strategies Indicators

Cross-cultural goals in the
curriculum

International
• Contents
• Focus
• Values in the course design
• Learning outcomes
• Materials and educational resources

International mobility • Degree mobility: completion of one or more degrees abroad
• Credit mobility: engagement in a short-term study abroad, and

subsequently transfer earned credits to their home degree
• Certificate mobility: brief stays abroad for enhancing specific skills

without pursuing degrees or credits
International networking Number of

• Collaborative online international programs
• International consulting projects
• Global marathons/competitions (students from several countries solve a

proposed challenge)
• Virtual dual immersion program/meetandtalk activities
• International virtual networking
• International conferences

Bilingual programs • English programs
Collaboration with foreign
HEIs

• International branch campuses
• Joint and dual degree programs
• Second academic degree abroad
• Franchise agreements
• Twinning programs
• Distance learning programs with local stays
• Study centers

Online programs • Distance learning programs with international students

Source(s): Author’s own creation/work

Table 2.
Strategies and
indicators of
internationalization of
programs
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Renfors (2021) linked curriculum internationalization to integrating “international and
intercultural course content in collaboration with other HEIs, fostering students’ ability to
work in diverse contexts and addressing cultural differences in teaching and learning styles
through effective and appropriate communication” (pp. 8-9). This process required a systematic
development approach with defined international learning objectives to achieve high-quality
learning outcomes.

Internationalization of programs encompasses mobility and networking opportunities,
with HEIs offering several activities in this regard. Abduh et al. (2021) categorized these as
national and multicultural engagement activities. National activities consist of formal, semi-
formal and project-based multicultural engagement activities, while international activities
encompass short, medium and long-term international multicultural engagement activities
abroad (p. 3296). de Wit and Altbach (2021) affirmed that international student mobility
encompasses degree mobility (full-degree programs abroad), credit mobility (short-term
study abroad with credit transfer) and certificate mobility (shorter stays abroad to enhance
specific skills, particularly in executive education programs). Bilingual programs are crucial
in non-English speaking countries, particularly in business schools where English content is
essential due to its status as the international language of business (Galloway et al., 2019).

International ventures with other HEIs encompass distance programs, twinning
programs, articulation agreements, international branch campuses, franchise agreements,
i.e. when foreign HEIs allow local ones to offer their programs (Ayala-Bola~nos and Valencia-
Cruzaty, 2019), joint or dual degrees/certificates, and study abroad opportunities integrated
into academic programs.

HEIs aiming for global recognition often develop online education programs to attract foreign
students, supplementing overseas campuses. However, while physical campuses promote global
roles, online programs face challenges in internationalization. TheCOVID-19 pandemic prompted
the adoption of new strategies such as the Virtual Programs Mobility. The main challenges are
program identification and transferability, and the Bologna Process in Europe, which includes
the European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) and the student-centered approach.

4.4 Dimension 3: faculty internationalization
Faculty members are pivotal agents of HEIs’ internationalization (Romani-Dias and Carneiro,
2020), requiring “internationalization competencies” across teaching, research and academic
management (Cortina-P�erez and Medina, 2019). HEIs internationalization level is often
reflected in the number of foreign professors. However, other critical factors include the
faculty’s global academic degrees, professional experience, teaching in various HEIs
worldwide, intercultural skills and involvement in international research networks and
funding. Strategies for faculty internationalization include the recruitment of foreign
professors, their involvement in teaching, global training, professional and academic
experiences abroad, and international research experience (Table 3).

In line with the outward strategy, HEIs aim to enhance faculty internationalization by
recruiting professors with global experience and facilitating ongoing development through
training, professional engagements, teaching roles as visiting professors, and research
activities, such as collaborations, grants and conference participation.

Inward strategies focus on attracting professors from different countries, which poses a
complex challenge forHEIs as it involves relocation.The decision to hire themdepends not only
on the academic institution’s quality and job offers, but also on the living conditions in the host
country for the professors and their families. Part-time foreign professors contribute to HEIs’
internationalization, albeit to a lesser extent than full-time professors do. HEIs employ various
strategies with other institutions to develop joint academic programs, leverage international
strengths, invite international visiting professors to teach, give lectures or extracurricular
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seminars. Challenges to internationalizing face-to-face faculty include reluctance to move
abroad and the high cost of hiring foreign faculty. Language proficiency poses a significant
challenge for both local and foreign professors (Chmelikova and Hurajova, 2019). Romani-Dias
and Carneiro (2020) found that faculty pursues internationalization to have international job
opportunities, gain social recognition and greater autonomy, and enhance security.
Nevertheless, the study noted deterrents such as temporary, financial, psychological and
physical costs that discourage faculty from actively seeking internationalization.

Faculty internationalization also includes national professors’ international experience
across four dimensions: training, teaching, professional experience and research. Romani-
Dias et al. (2019) noted that faculty characteristics, such as international academic exposure,
participation in global cooperation networks, co-authorship in international research and
publication in international journals, positively influence HEIs’ internationalization efforts.

The COVID-19 pandemic catalyzed the proliferation of e-learning, addressing challenges
in faculty engagement through virtual faculty mobility. Remote connectivity facilitated
hiring professors without relocation, enhancing their participation in HEI activities. This
shift allowed professors to teach online at other universities, engage in international contexts
and attend academic conferences virtually. While some internationalization activities remain
unchanged, the surge in online education and remote work minimizes travel expenses and
fosters growth opportunities.

4.5 Dimension 4: internationalization of research
The internationalization dimensions of HEIs concerning research comprise five strategies:
output, network, local outreach activities, international outreach activities and funding
(Table 4).

Strategies Indicators

International faculty members Number of
• Foreign faculty
• Nationalities
• International visiting professors and number of nationalities

Internationalization of teaching Number of
• Courses taught by foreign faculty
• Foreign professors who were members of the doctoral dissertation

committee
• Doctoral dissertations advised by foreign professors

Internationalization training Number of
• Faculty with foreign academic degrees
• International training courses attended by the faculty
• Post-doctoral stays in foreign universities
• Professors who give lectures in foreign languages

International professional
experience

Number of
• International professional experience of faculty members
• Affiliations with global academic associations
• Professors who participate in the board of international

organizations
International teaching experience Number of

• Faculty members’ international academic experience
• Professors teaching in partner schools/teaching abroad/exchange

programs
• Professors who can teach in English andmulticultural environments

International research experience • See internationalization of research

Source(s): Author’s own creation/work

Table 3.
Strategies and
indicators of faculty
internationalization
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Based on the outward strategy, research output serves as the primary indicator,
encompassing high-impact publications, global interest and collaborations with foreign co-
authors. Networks are internationalized through collaborations and partnerships with
foreign academics and HEIs (Fu et al., 2022). Outreach activities involve faculty participation
in conferences and journals. Based on the inward strategy, the fourth group encompasses
hosting conferences “importing” international speakers, while the fifth strategy involves
diverse funding sources enhance research capacity.

The massification of remote activities facilitates internationalization, including
establishing research networks, organizing virtual conferences and promoting virtual
dissemination activities. Although it may be complex to generate interaction among
researchers virtually, remote activities reduce travel costs and broaden access to
international professional activities. Technology has also transformed academic
conferences, allowing virtual and in-person participation, thus enhancing opportunities for
academic exchange (Virtual Research Mobility).

4.6 Dimension 5: international ventures
Establishing international branch campuses is crucial to expand HEIs’ global presence and
attract students from foreign locations. This strategy involves exporting academic programs
and deploying faculty from various countries (Yu, 2022). However, establishing branch
campuses is risky according to Beecher and Streitwieser (2019). Challenges include
maintaining quality standards remotely and navigating legal barriers that may impede the
establishment of academic programs abroad.

4.7 Dimension 6: other areas of internationalization
Other areas of internationalization include local and international accreditations, rankings,
associations and advisory boards (Table 5).

Strategies Indicators

Research output Publications
• International impact, global and regional interest
• Foreign co-authors
• Joint international research projects

Research networks • International research networks between professors and other
international institutions

International outreach
activities

• International academic conferences attended
• Faculty editors of academic journals

Local outreach activities • International conferences conducted locally
Research funding • International grants and research funding

Source(s): Author’s own creation/work

Strategies Indicators

International accreditations and certifications Number of accreditations
Regional and global rankings Rank positions
International advisory councils Member of consulting international boards
International associations Number of international associations memberships
Social media and communications activities Impact on social media

Source(s): Author’s own creation/work

Table 4.
Strategies and

indicators for research
internationalization

Table 5.
Strategies and

indicators of other
areas of

internationalization
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Local and international accreditation, certification and rankings are fundamental aspects of
internationalization strategies, reflecting adherence to international education quality
standards. The inward-outward model of internationalization can benefit from “importing”
international experts, who can serve on academic or professional boards to provide an
international perspective. Membership in international academic organizations and
participation in international boards of directors can enhance the school’s global
knowledge and connections. Communication channels targeting multicultural segments,
such as multilingual websites or social media, are crucial for highly internationalized HEIs.
These aspects remain unaffected by the digital transformation of education, but future
accreditation, certification and ranking criteria may incorporate virtual program elements,
prompting a reevaluation of internationalization standards.

4.8 Facilitators for internationalization strategies
4.8.1 International partnerships. Implementing internationalization strategies in HEIs
requires international partnerships to expand joint programs, research and outreach
activities. Strengthening existing initiatives and fostering new collaborations are essential
(Ndaipa et al., 2022). Academic reputation plays a pivotal role in initiating partnerships, with
institutions often taking the lead. Puncreobutr et al. (2020) classified collaboration models
among international HEIs in Thailand into three types based on benefits: provider-recipient,
joint benefits and joint contributions to society.

4.8.2 Funding. Funding internationalization poses a major challenge for universities.
Some institutions view it as a supplementary revenue stream, financing it through income
generated from international activities like fees from international students and government
loans (Jooste and Hagenmeier, 2022). Conversely, certain countries, such as Brazil, China and
the EU rely on public funds to support internationalization efforts, thereby sourcing funding
externally (Woicolesco et al., 2022; Larbi et al., 2020; Gonz�alez-Bonilla et al., 2021). Public
funding for international scholarships has a positive impact on academic programs (de
Mattos et al., 2020). Alternatively, institutions may choose to finance internationalization
efforts from their own budgets, particularly those seeking to enhance their global standing to
attract more students and revenue to meet international accreditation standards.

4.8.3 Government education international policies. Government support programs play a
pivotal role in facilitating HEIs internationalization, recognizing it as a crucial long-term
developmental strategy. Fan et al. (2022) analyzed internationalization support policies
across Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa, revealing sustained national
commitment to funding various internationalization initiatives. These include incentives
for publishing in international journals, recruiting foreign faculty and staff, and funding long-
termmobility periods. The study highlighted the impact of international education policies on
national and global educational development in these countries.

4.8.4 Technology. Technology is a driving force of internationalization, offering
innovative avenues for global engagement. These include virtual exchange programs,
enabling students from diverse backgrounds to collaborate on academic projects through
virtual platforms. Distance academic mobility provides access to educational services via
online platforms. Collaborative international research projects involve professors from
different universities collaborating through online tools. Virtual participation of international
speakers enriches the classroom experience, while massive open online courses (MOOCs)
offer free asynchronous courses and collaborative online international learning (COIL) fosters
intercultural competencies in virtual classroomswithout requiring travel (Global Focus, 2023,
Chyrva et al., 2021).

The integration of technology into international education is referred to as virtualization of
internationalization (Bruhn-Zass, 2022), distance internationalization (Mittelmeier andYang, 2022),
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e-internationalization or transnational education (Kobzhev et al., 2020). Kobzhev et al. (2020) stated
that “transnational education includes various HE programs, training courses and online projects
where students reside in one country while the institution is located in another” (p. 3). Bruhn-Zass
(2022) affirmed that virtual internationalization involves incorporating technology into the global
aspects of HE functions and objectives. Mittelmeier and Yang (2022) argued that distance
internationalization means conducting virtual educational activities across institutional, student,
faculty and staff boundaries to broaden access to internationalization benefits.

4.8.5 Culture of internationalization, diversity and inclusion. Several studies emphasized
the importance of embedding internationalization throughout all aspects of HEIs. Bulut-
Sahin et al. (2023) asserted that internationalization in HEIs “must be in the deoxyribonucleic
acid (DNA) of academics, not an add-on.” (p. 11). Another fundamental aspect of sustainable
internationalization strategies involves fostering a culture that embraces the cultural
diversity resulting from internationalization. The adjustment of international students and
faculty members may vary, particularly those belonging to minority groups facing racism,
nationalism and other forms of discrimination (Mwangi et al., 2019; Jiang, 2020). Therefore,
fostering a culture of diversity and inclusion is imperative for effectively implementing
internationalization strategies in HEIs.

4.8.6 Staff competence and attitude. International office professionals (IPs) are the main
stakeholders in executing internationalization strategies. Research underscores the
institutional and professional constraints faced by IPs, emphasizing that their function
should transcend mere administrative roles, avoiding being relegated to mere facilitators of
travel or scholarship distribution (Bulut-Sahin et al., 2023, p. 11). Gonz�alez-Bonilla et al. (2021)
analyzed the staff specifically engaged in internationalization processes across 85 European
universities, including student exchanges coordinators and the international relations office
staff. The study highlighted the indispensable role of human resources in driving
internationalization efforts, with staff dedication, experience and motivation identified as
key facilitators (Gonz�alez-Bonilla et al., 2021, p. 59).

4.8.7 Student/faculty engagement, intercultural experience and satisfaction. The
sustainability of internationalization strategies hinges on the efforts to enhance
international student/faculty’s experience and engagement. Studies emphasized the
importance of going beyond offering international programs and investing in activities
to ensure student satisfaction and faculty integration (Poort et al., 2019; Wilkins and
Neri, 2019). Low levels of satisfaction and engagement among international
students and faculty can lead to feelings of isolation and hinder their performance
(Idris et al., 2019).

The challenges in catering to the diverse needs of international students and faculty are
extensive. Wekullo (2019) stressed the importance of understanding their expectations. It is
necessary to engage several stakeholders, including international and guest professors,
students, academic authorities, staff and the community. Swanson and Swanson (2019)
highlighted the cultural competence among faculty to avoid miscommunication and
dissatisfaction. Moreover, international students/faculty must actively participate and seek
meaningful interactions to enhance their engagement (Wekullo, 2019). Previous literature
explored the experiences of international students in HEIs and identified critical factors for
improving their learning experience (Saunders and Fisher, 2020).

4.8.8 English as amedium of instruction (EMI). Several studies highlighted the importance
of non-English-speaking HEIs adopting EMI for internationalization purposes (Chmelikova
and Hurajova, 2019; Gundsambuu, 2019a; Dearden, 2014). Dearden (2014) defined EMI as “a
growing global phenomenon in education that uses English to teach academic subjects in
countries where the native language is not English” (p. 2), and Coleman (2006) called it the
Englishization of education. However, it is essential to understand that EMI serves as ameans
of internationalization; it is not the ultimate goal. Educators should understand that
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internationalizing the curriculum involves more than offering degree programs in English; it
encompasses instructional language, materials, and program provision (Weimer et al., 2019).
Tejada-Sanchez andMolina-Naar (2020) concluded, “EMI implementation is inevitable within
university internationalization efforts” (p. 339).

Internal and external factors drive HEIs to implement EMI (Gundsambuu, 2019a, b).
Internally, this shift enhances students’ English proficiency, fosters global citizenship,
creates an international atmosphere and boosts university rankings. Externally, it improves
student exchange programs and international partnerships. Offering English programs also
attracts global talent and facilitates the formation of international networks (Graddol, 1997).

Despite its benefits, implementing EMI presents various challenges, including student
dissatisfaction, limited English proficiency, external pressures, structural and cultural
challenges, increased workload, and intercultural problems (Gundsambuu, 2019a). Dearden
(2014) highlighted that, in many countries, educational infrastructure and English
proficiency at the basic education level pose challenges to EMI implementation.
Additionally, the increasing use of English proficiency tests for universities admission
policies and the associated costs hinder internationalization (Rajendram et al., 2019). Oglu
et al. (2019) noted that the low level of foreign language proficiency among students is a
barrier to participation in international projects. Furthermore, the compulsory adoption of
EMI in some regions could provoke negative reactions from professors who perceive it as a
threat to their own professional identity (Jon et al., 2020).

4.8.9 Knowledge transfer mechanisms. Knowledge transfer within HEIs involves faculty,
students and staff engaging in teaching, service, and research activities. Knowledge transfer
resulting from internationalization is crucial because “students and faculty are not only
recipients of knowledge but also the providers” (Luo, 2023, p. 10). Effective knowledge transfer
mechanisms are vital for the sustainability of internationalization efforts, particularly
concerning faculty and students. While specific mechanisms facilitating knowledge transfer
through faculty internationalization are underexplored, existing literature suggests teamwork,
faculty training and collaborative research. HEIs must establish their own mechanisms to
transfer the knowledge brought by international faculty to national professors, students,
academic authorities and staff (Djikhy and Moustaghfir, 2019).

5. Discussion
HEIs globally recognized the imperative of integrating internationalization into their mission,
accompanied by specific indicators for student, program, faculty and research mobility.
Historically, however, internationalization has focused primarily on facilitating student and
faculty mobility from non-Western countries to Western countries, and it has been criticized
for its unidirectional nature, labeled by some as the Westernization of internationalization
(Liu, 2021; Tight, 2022; Marginson, 2023). Moreover, despite the academic and social
objectives, there has been a prevailing focus on viewing internationalization primarily as a
means to enhance profits and drive HEI economic growth (Altbach, 2015).

HEIs’ internationalization efforts in non-Western countries encountered significant
difficulties. These include the expenses associated with student mobility, the Englishization of
education, limited international appeal of non-Western HEI locations, difficulties in obtaining
visas to Western countries and financial constraints for students, faculty and institutions.
Consequently, the prevailingmobility-centric approach often restricts study abroad opportunities
to aprivilegedminority (Liu andGao, 2022, p. 8). Kosaikanont (2020) highlighted that only 2.3%of
global HE students participate in outbound mobility programs. deWit et al. (2015) indicated that
internationalization needed to shift towards a more inclusive and less elitist internationalization
process that prioritizes quality education and research overmere economicmotives. Global Focus
(2023) highlighted that business schools can contribute significantly to global societal welfare
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through inclusive internationalization. This requires developing alternative internationalization
mechanisms, including what Kosaikanont (2020) calls the “internationalization of the classroom”
through “course content, objectives, expected learning outcomes, and maximized inbound
student mobility”. Assessment and reflection are crucial for equipping students with
international, intercultural and global knowledge” (p. 127). Additionally, approaches, like the
COIL, “have the potential to foster internationalization at home in a non-hegemonic format in the
global South” (Hildeblando et al., 2022).

HEIs should tailor their internationalization strategies based on their needs, avoiding a
one-size-fits-all approach. Several scholars (Chyrva et al., 2021) noted that HEIs’
internationalization strategies focused only on isolated activities. A more comprehensive
approach is needed to integrate a “global, regional, national and local” approach (deWit et al.,
2015). Moreover, the effectiveness of internationalization efforts should be evaluated not just
by the quantity of activities but also by their impact on developing students’ competencies.

Frameworks play a significant role in guiding non-Western HEIs through
internationalization. This study examined the dimensions of HEI internationalization
strategies, focusing on the experience in non-Western contexts, and proposed a comprehensive
framework consisting of six dimensions: students, programs, faculty, research, international
companies and other sources. Based on previous literature, strategies were divided into inward
(internationalizing the HEI) and outward (bringing the HEI to the world) (Hawanini, 2011).

The framework proposed nine facilitators of internationalization processes: First,
international partners to expand internationalization activities. Second, the development of
financing strategies for internationalization, through own or government resources. Third,
governmental international education policies play a fundamental role in facilitating
internationalization. Fourth, technology has emerged as a crucial facilitator. COVID-19
pandemic significantly accelerated the adoption of technology, greatly expanding the reach
and accessibility of internationalization activities. Technology’s global impact is profound as
it transcends geographical and temporal boundaries (Kobzhev et al., 2020). Technology
fostered connections among academic communities, supporting the development of students’
intercultural competencies, as well as collaborative work (Echeverr�ıa-King and Lafont-
Castillo, 2020). New technology-mediated internationalization strategies helped overcoming
barriers to internationalization activities, including the cost of student and faculty mobility,
political and health-related visa constraints, and cultural and social challenges, thus offering
opportunities for disadvantaged students (G�omez, 2020). However, it is important to note that
while virtual mobility fosters students’ inclusion in internationalization; it may not
adequately promote the development of intercultural competencies (G�omez, 2020). Fifth,
fostering a culture of internationalization, diversity and inclusion in the academic community
is paramount. Sixth, staff competence and attitude is fundamental for ensuring a successful
experience in all internationalization initiatives, as they play a direct role in strategy
implementation. Seventh, sustainable internationalization strategies are based on achieving
robust engagement among students and faculty, leading to heightened satisfaction with
intercultural experiences. Eight, despite criticisms, EMI remains a significant facilitator in the
internationalization process. Finally, to ensure that internationalization transfers knowledge
to students, faculty and staff, explicit and clear mechanisms must be established for
managing this knowledge within HEIs. It is imperative that the experiences and insights
gained through mobility and interactions between national and foreign students, as well as
faculty members, are not confined to individual experiences but are systematically
transferred to the institution for broader impacts. Hiring international professors as full-
time faculty members is important for transferring research capabilities to the rest of the
faculty. However, without mechanisms for skill transfer, international faculty may work in
isolation. To see the real benefits of internationalization, “it is more important to evaluate the
impact than just the metrics of results” (Woicolesco et al., 2022, p. 228).
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international knowledge systems into their work, a practice known as “internationalization” [3–5]. 
Hence, at this time, internationalization is on the agenda of many nations [6–8]. The reason is that it is one of the main factors 

influencing and molding higher education as it changes to meet the demands of the 21st century. Since internationalization is an 
emerging concept, different scholars define it in different ways. However, according to Refs. [3,9] offered the definition of interna
tionalization that is currently most widely used. The process of incorporating an international, intercultural, or global component into 
the goals, operations, or delivery of post-secondary education is what [3] defines as internationalization [3,9,10]. As [10,11] defined 
internationalization of higher education as “the intentional process of integrating an intercultural, international, or global dimension 
into the purpose, functions, and delivery of post-secondary education in order to enhance the quality of education and research for all 
students and staff and to make a meaningful contribution to society”. 

As noted by Ref. [8], for a long time, internationalization was mostly related to enrolling international students and sending do
mestic students abroad; however, this idea is currently being questioned. Currently, a new area of internationalization focus being 
advocated on a global basis is curriculum internationalization [12]. As [13,14] argued, despite these conventional pathways, cur
riculum internationalization could be a comprehensive model to guarantee that all students have opportunities to be exposed to a 
global and intercultural learning environment and foster their intercultural competence. The definition of curriculum international
ization, according to Ref. [1], is “the incorporation of international, intercultural, and/or global dimensions into the content of the 
curriculum as well as the learning outcomes, assessment tasks, teaching methods, and support services of a program." 

Today, academics and decision-makers around the world are becoming more interested in how much a university education can 
produce in terms of employable graduates in the competitive marketplace of the twenty-first century [15,16]. According to Ref. [17], 
one of the issues is that graduates from present university programs lack the professional and lifetime learning skills necessary to thrive 
in the competitive and evolving workplace. Numerous academics have offered their own empirical findings in response to this worry 
[18–20]. 

Therefore, Ethiopia is not an outlier in the global movement to support and give priority to curriculum internationalization (CI). 
However, studies on Internationalization of Higher Education (IoHE) are rare, and studies on CI are equally rarer, as far as the re
searchers know. Three published articles and one unpublished study about Ethiopia’s internationalization of higher education were 
found by the researchers. “Internationalization of Higher Education in Ethiopia: Evidence from Public and Private Institutions” is the 
topic of one study [21]. This study focused on the main features, justifications, advantages, frameworks, laws, and regulations, as well 
as the dangers and obstacles associated with internationalization in Ethiopian Universities. “Internationalization of Higher education 
and Research in Ethiopia: Considerations for Institutional Strategy” was the topic of the second research [22]. This study concentrated 
on institutional means of enhancing the global characteristic of research within the larger context of IoHE [23]. conducted a third 
study titled “Internationalization of the Higher Education System in Ethiopia: A Review of Education Policies and Strategies”. This 
research examined the potential role that national education policies and initiatives could play in assisting Ethiopia’s higher education 
institutions (HEIs) in becoming globally integrated. “Internationalization of Ethiopian Higher Education: Towards Policy Framework” 
was the topic of the fourth study, which was unpublished and supported by the Higher Education Strategy Center (HEAC), a division of 
Ethiopia’s Ministry of Education [24]. The main goals are to assess the state of internationalization at the moment and develop a plan 
of action and policy framework to open doors and facilitate the country’s higher education system’s internationalization. 

Based on the domestic studies mentioned above, it is apparent that the subject of this study has either been given limited attention 
or remains underexplored within our context. Notably, the researchers were unable to identify any independent study specifically 
addressing curriculum internationalization. Nevertheless, it is crucial to highlight that the Ethiopian university training policy strongly 
underscores the significance of internationalization and collaboration in the discourse surrounding Ethiopian university training and 
education. Thus, it is these gaps that trigger researchers to investigate and contribute to filling the theoretical and practical gaps via 
examining academics’ beliefs regarding curriculum internationalization in Ethiopian Research Universities. As a result, this study 
differs from previous domestic and/or international studies in that it focuses on (a) views of academics in postsecondary education, (b) 
curriculum internationalization (CI), (c) academic staff, and (d) more than one institution or disciplinary case study, which many of the 
studies of CI to date have not. In order to analyze the aforementioned gaps, the following fundamental queries were raised in this study:  

1. What is the representation of academics in the selected universities in terms of demographics, experience, and qualifications?  
2. Was there a significant difference between these universities in terms of these demographic variables?  
3. What are the academics’ beliefs in Ethiopian Research Universities about the importance of curriculum internationalization in their 

disciplines?  
4. Are there any substantial differences in academics’ beliefs about IoC among disciplines in one institution or in the same discipline at 

different institutions? 

In conducting this research, it can add to the corpus of knowledge by shedding light on academics’ beliefs regarding curriculum 
internationalization. This can help inform educational policymakers, curriculum developers, and university administrators about how 
to include global and intercultural viewpoints and methods into the curriculum. In addition, the study’s emphasis on Ethiopian 
research universities contributes to the scant body of work on the subject in Ethiopian contexts. By examining the unique challenges 
and opportunities faced by these institutions, the study can provide context-specific recommendations and strategies for fostering 
curriculum internationalization in Ethiopian research universities. 

Overall, the study’s contribution lies in its potential to enhance our understanding of the importance of curriculum internation
alization and its implications for Ethiopian research universities, which can ultimately lead to the improvement of educational 
practices and the preparation of globally competent graduates. 
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2. Methods 

2.1. Design and Methods 

This research adopted a pragmatic paradigm as its philosophical basis to have a complete understanding of the issue under study. 
Based on this, the design used was a Convergent Parallel Mixed Methods Design. According to Ref. [25], the design is the most 
well-known of the basic and sophisticated mixed-methods techniques. Both the qualitative and quantitative data were gathered 
concurrently in this design, but they were examined independently. Then, information from both analyses was combined and was 
reported side by side to answer each research question. The interpretation brings both pieces together to describe how the findings 
from the two different methodologies either support or contradict each other [26]. By using this, the extent and depth of the infor
mation are increased, and the validity and reliability of the study’s data and conclusions are increased [27]. 

The target population of this study was the academic staff of eight research universities as differentiated by Ministry of Education of 
the Federal Government of Ethiopia (FDRE) [28]. The reason is that, because CI is a new global practice, the selected universities may 
be assumed to have more exposure and experience than others in their level of involvement in internationalization as measured by 
joint research projects, expatriate staff, staff mobility, student exchange, and curriculum internationalization as criteria for selection 
[21,24,29]. These universities are: Addis Ababa, Haramaya, Jimma, Hawassa, Arba Minch, Bahir Dar, Gonder, and Mekelle [28]. Their 
total population was 15,710, of which the sample frame was 6808 [30–37]. However, since there was security problem in the area at 
the time of the study, Mekele University was not included in it. 

2.1.1. Quantitative method 
For this study, four universities were taken as a sample by using a simple random sampling technique (lottery system). These 

universities were: Addis Ababa, Bahir Dar, Hawassa, and Jimma. In addition, it is also impossible to handle the total population of the 
four selected universities. This is due to practical reasons such as time and budget. Hence, the academic disciplines of a sampling frame 
were determined first based on [38–40] clusters of disciplines. These disciplines were divided into four categories: soft/applied (like 
psychology, law, business & economics), soft/pure (like history, media & communication, and art & design), hard/pure (like science), 
and hard/applied (like engineering, medicine, and pharmacy). This categorization of disciplines is essential for answering the fourth 
research question of this research. 

Next, “a formula and published tables were used to determine the sample size” [41]. In light of this, a formula and a table that was 
constructed using this formula were used for this study [42]. It was used for two reasons: (a) Even though it was old [43], recom
mended it because of its ease of reference; (b) [44] proved that the sample size suggested by Ref. [42] calculation was large in 
comparison with [45]’s statistical power analysis. 

The formula is:  

S = X2NP (1-P)/ d2 (N-1) + X2P (1-P), where:                                                                                                                                     

S = required sample size. 
X2 = the table value of chi-square for one degree of freedom at the desired confidence level. 
N = population size. 

Table 1 
Populations and samples taken from the four universities and clusters of disciplines.  

S⋅N. Universities Cluster Population* Sample Sampling technique 

1 Addis Ababa Hard/Pure 273 18 Proportional Systematic Random Sampling 
Hard/Applied 481 32 
Soft/Applied 446 29 
Soft/Pure 467 31 
Total 1667 110 

2 Jimma Hard/Pure 175 12 
Hard/Applied 1107 73 
Soft/Applied 298 20 
Soft/Pure 194 13 
Total 1774 118 

3 Bahir Dar Hard/Pure 327 22 
Hard/Applied 829 55 
Soft/Applied 355 23 
Soft/Pure 245 16 
Total 1756 116 

4 Hawassa Hard/Pure 232 15 
Hard/Applied 978 65 
Soft/Applied 251 16 
Soft/Pure 150 10 
Total 1611 106 

Total 6808 450  

Note. * = Did not include technicians, assistant graduates, study leaves, or sabbatical leaves Source: [46–49]. 
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P = population proportion (assumed to be 0.50 since this would provide the maximum sample size). 
d = degree of accuracy expressed as a proportion (0.05). 
According to this formula, the determined sample size was:  

S = 3.84 × 6808 X .5 (1− .5)/ (.05)2(6808− 1) + 3.84 × .5 (1− .5) = 364                                                                                              

As [41] pointed out, these calculated sample sizes, which are frequently increased to account for non-responses, represent the 
number of responses rather than the number of surveys mailed. This led to an increase in the study’s sample size to 450. Additionally, 
the sample size was verified by the use of various online sample size calculators, such as the Bukhari Sample Size Calculator and 
Raosoft.com [43]. 

Then, in order to have equal representation of samples from each of the four universities and clusters of disciplines, their sample 
sizes were proportionally determined. Finally, using the systematic simple random sampling technique, each respondent from each 
discipline was selected. Hence, the sample sizes for each category were calculated as follows:  

nk=(Nk/ NT)ХnT, or nk= (nT/NT) X Nk                                                                                                                                               

Where, nk = sample size for the kth university. 
Nk = population size for the kth university. 
NT = total population size. 
nT = total sample size of the study. 
Based on this, Table 1 shows the populations and samples drawn from each of the four groups. 

2.1.2. Qualitative method 
For the qualitative part of this study, participants were selected using a purposive sampling technique [27,50,51]. Hence, academic 

directors, department heads, program coordinators, and senior academics participated in this study. In a nutshell, four participants, 
one from each category of discipline at each sample university, purposefully chosen since they have significant responsibilities in CI at 
various levels. Thus, a total of 16 participants were interviewed. 

2.1.3. Ethical considerations 
It is imperative for educational researchers to consider the impact of their work on research participants, and to act in a way that 

upholds their human dignity. To do this, the required ethical issues were taken into account at every stage of the research. The 
Institutional Research Ethics Review Committee (IRERC) at Rift Valley University gave its approval for this (ref. no IRERC/013/2022, 
date March 15/2024). In doing this, at the onset, an official letter (with a reference number of Hu-AECD-1-011/22, date March 21, 
2022) was written from the host university to the selected universities for their cooperation in data collection. Then, based on the 
permission of these selected universities, participants were fully informed of the purpose, procedures, risks, benefits, anonymity, and 
confidentiality of the study. The researchers also informed the participants about their rights to participate and to withdraw from the 
research at any time, and that withdrawal would have no negative consequences for them. The participants were numbered, and the 
numbers were used during the interviews, data analysis, and presentation to guarantee the confidentiality of the interviewees. The 
format of the questionnaire did not provide any information for the identification of the participants. However, the participants were 
not voluntary to give their consent in written form. Their justification for this was that as far as they were not identified on the survey 
and interview guide, they did not want to give their consent in any written form. 

In short, this study has kept an eye on the possible ethical considerations available during design, data collection, analysis, and 
interpretation. 

2.1.4. Data collection instruments 
A questionnaire was utilized to collect quantitative data for this study, while an interview guide was used to collect qualitative data. 

These various methods of data collection complement one another and may therefore improve the reliability and validity of the results 
[52,53]. 

2.1.4.1. Quantitative data. Questionnaire: The questionnaire for this study was adopted from Bell’s four levels of academics’ positions 
along the Spectrum of Acceptance of Internationalizing Curriculum [54]. For each of the four level major scales, a 5-point Likert scale 
items were used to identify academics’ beliefs on the relevance of internationalizing the curriculum within their disciplines. The 
questionnaire has got two major sections. The first section has a total of nine items asking for the respondents’ demographic char
acteristics and their international and intercultural experiences. The second section was designed to obtain data about academics’ 
beliefs regarding CI. This section was divided into four major scales for the levels of academics’ beliefs regarding the importance of 
internationalizing the curriculum. For level one major scale, six items; for level two, six items; for level three, two items; for level four, 
three items; and a total of 17 items were used. At the end of the questionnaire, an unrestricted response item was included for re
spondents to express their feelings about CI. 

2.1.4.2. Qualitative data. Interview Guide: The study employed a semi structured interview format, also known as a guided interview, 
as its second data collection tool. This format comprises a set of questions designed to elicit detailed responses from senior academics, 
department heads, coordinators, and directors of the chosen universities regarding their beliefs on internationalizing their discipline’s 
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curriculum [55,56]. The questions for the interview were prepared grounded on the general definition of the term “belief” that it is 
introduced by the phrase “do you believe that … " preceding “each of the four level major scales’ propositions regarding CI in order to 
infer from what the participants say” [57,58]. Hence, the interview guide has included demographic data that are similar to the ones in 
the questionnaire and four propositions related to CI. 

2.1.5. Validity and reliability of instruments 

2.1.5.1. Quantitative instrument. The validity of the questionnaire (face validity, content validity, and construct validity) was checked 
[59]. To assure this, a panel of experts in the areas of psychology and curriculum from Haramaya University reviewed and commented 
on the questions before the pilot study was conducted. The researchers reviewed these comments and suggestions and incorporated 
them into finalization. In order to assess the reliability of the survey questions, 76 academics from Haramaya University were 
participated in a pilot study that was not part of the main study. To do this, 24-items of beliefs scale were used. According to Ref. [27], 
Cronbach’s alpha revealed that the items had adequate reliability with α = 0.78. Alpha would drop if the majority of items were 
removed since they were worthy of being kept. Nevertheless, the alpha would rise to α = 0.80 with seven items. Therefore, eliminating 
of these items ought to be addressed about. Hence, the internal consistency of each subscale was as follows: academics’ beliefs for level 
one were = 0.71; for level two = 0.76; for level three = 0.72; and for level four = 0.85. 

2.1.5.2. Qualitative instrument. For the qualitative part (interview guide questions), the “trustworthiness” was checked via triangu
lation, multiple methods, multiple data sources, external audits, and low-inference descriptors—which were recommended by 
Ref. [60]. After the quality of the instruments was checked, 450 questionnaires were distributed to the respondents (academics) at the 
four sample universities. Twenty-one of the 450 questionnaires distributed were not returned, and 14 were deemed unusable. This 
result in a 92.2 % response rate, with 415 questionnaires correctly filled out and returned. A semi-structured interview was also 
conducted with 16 participants selected purposefully from the four selected universities. 

2.1.6. Methods of data analysis 
Data sets, both quantitative and qualitative, were examined independently before being combined in the discussion. 

2.1.6.1. Quantitative data analysis. The quantitative data in this study were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential statistics. 
Descriptive statistics aid in comprehending the general patterns, trends, and distribution of the data since they offer a succinct synopsis 
of a dataset’s key features. Thus, in order to respond to the study’s first and third research objectives, descriptive statistical methods 
(frequency, mean, and standard deviation) were employed [61]. Conversely, inferential statistics (one-way ANOVA, Chi-square, and 
Cramer’s V tests) were employed to address the study’s second and fourth objectives. Stated differently, the significant variations and 
their effect sizes on the respondents’ demographic factors were tested using the chi-square and Cramer’s tests, respectively. 
Furthermore, the study employed one-way analysis of variance (one-way ANOVA) to ascertain whether the academics’ beliefs 
regarding CI differed statistically significantly between the means of the four academic disciplines at the same university and/or the 
same discipline at different universities [62,63]. The Likert system with a five-point scale was employed in this study for assigning 
scores to the data. Computer-assisted data software, called SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences), version 26, was used for 
the analysis. In using this software, some of the common procedures and settings employed were: importing, cleaning, and manip
ulating data; producing outputs of descriptive and inferential statistics; and finally reporting results. 

Normality was also checked. Concerning the normality aspect of this study, we rely on the assumption of the central limit theorem, 
which posits that “in large samples (n > 200), the data will approach normal distribution; therefore, it can be assumed that the normal 
distribution assumption is achieved in large samples regardless of the normality determination method” [64–67]. Consequently, the 
researchers opted for a parametric test (One-way ANOVA) to explore differences in variables, addressing the second research question 
of this study. The quantitative findings were succinctly presented in tables. Subsequently, these results were summarized and juxta
posed with existing literature and theories. 

2.1.6.2. Qualitative data analysis. Thematic analysis was selected to evaluate the meanings of the qualitative data in this study 
[68–71]. Subsequently, the conclusions were compared to results of the quantitative data analysis. To ensure confidentiality, the 
participants’ identities were kept anonymous through the use of certain acronyms and a code. As an illustration, consider PI06, AAU 
5/23/2022 (participant, interview, participant’s interview order, university name, month, day, and year). Ultimately, every step of the 
data analysis procedure was done by hand. 

3. Results and Discussion 

This study’s results and discussion were organized so that the triangulation of the qualitative findings came after the presentation of 
the quantitative results. 

3.1. Respondents’ Demographic Representations among Universities 

The relative representations of respondents in terms of some demographic characteristics were examined and presented in Table 2. 
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These demographic characteristics were: university, sex, discipline, nationality, experience, academic position, and rank. This served 
to address the first and second objectives. 

Table 2 shows that when the four selected research universities were compared, 79–87 % of the academics at each of the four 
universities were male. As per the results of a chi-square test, there was no discernible variation in the frequency distribution of ac
ademic responders’ sex across these universities; χ2 (3, N = 415) = 2.53, p > 0.05. This means that the proportion of female academics 
was lower than that of males throughout the four universities in this study. In terms of discipline categories, academic respondents 
were distributed in different proportions among the four research universities. The four universities are more evenly distributed in the 
hard/applied category. The chi-square test result confirmed that the variation in the respondent distribution was significant: χ2 (9, N 
= 415) = 38.33, p < 05. The effect size of Cramer’s v (V) of 0.17 and a degree of freedom of 3 suggest that the finding was practically 
small. 

From the nationality aspect of the respondents, the non-Ethiopians were small in their proportion, ranging from 8 % (Bahir Dar 
University) to 16 % (Addis Ababa University). The chi-square test result indicates that the variation in the distribution of non-Ethiopian 
academics among the four universities was not significant; χ2 (3, N = 415) = 4.16, p > 0.05. This means the frequency count and 
percentage distribution of the non-Ethiopian academic respondents relative to their Ethiopian counterparts were evenly distributed. In 
line with the international experience of respondents, the majority of them, ranging from 93 % (Addis Ababa University) to 82 % 
(Jimma University), had no international experience within the four universities. The chi-square test also confirms that the variation of 
the distribution in this regard was not significant; χ2 (3, N = 415) = 2.39, p > 0.05. In contrast, the majority of the academics, ranging 
from 69 % (Bahir Dar University) to 63 % (Hawassa University), had intercultural experience within the four research universities. 
Their distributional difference was statistically significant; 2 (3, N = 415) = 13.49, p = 0.05. However, the effect size of Cramer’s V.14 
and the degree of freedom of 1 indicate that the significance was small. 

Regarding the respondents’ academic position in the university, the majority of them, ranging from 83 % (Bahir Dar and Addis 
Ababa Universities) to 93 % (Hawassa University), did not have positions. Their distribution in this regard was statistically not sig
nificant among the four research universities; χ2 (3, N = 415) = 5.63, p > 0.05. Concerning the last demographic variable, which is 
academic rank, it can be observed from Table 4 that going from the lower level (lecturer) to the higher level (professor), their dis
tribution was decreasing. Addis Ababa University was exceptional in that the assistant professor rank (35 respondents) had a greater 
distribution than that of the lecturer rank (23 respondents). In addition to this, Addis Ababa University had higher frequency counts for 
the highest two academic ranks (associate professor and professor) than the other three research universities, followed by Jimma 
University. This distribution variation was statistically significant; χ2 (9, N = 415) = 54.00, p < 0.05. The practical effect size of 
Cramer’s-V of 0.21 and the degree of freedom of 3 is medium. 

Table 2 
Respondents’ representation and differences of the demographic information among selected universities.  

Demographic variables University Total Chi-Square Tests 

Hawassa 
University 

Bahir Dar 
University 

Addis Ababa 
University 

Jimma 
University 

Pearson Chi 
Square value 

Asymp. Sig. 
(2-sided) 

Sex Male 79 90 86 93 348 2.53 0.47 
Female 21 16 13 17 67 

Total 100 106 99 110 415   
Discipline Hard/Pure 15 19 18 12 64 38.33 0.00 

Hard/Applied 62 51 28 71 212 
Soft/Applied 13 20 26 17 76 
Soft/Pure 10 16 27 10 63 

Total 100 106 99 110 415   
Nationality Ethiopian 86 97 83 100 366 4.16 0.24 

Non- 
Ethiopian 

14 9 16 10 49 

Total 100 106 99 110 415   
Experiences 
International Yes 15 18 7 20 60 2.39 0.50 
Intercultural Yes 63 73 64 72 272 
Both Yes 22 15 28 18 83 
Total 100 106 99 110 415   
Having Academic 

position 
No 93 88 88 93 362 5.63 0.13 
Yes 7 18 11 17 53 

Total 100 106 99 110 415   
Academic rank Lecturer 60 70 23 58 211 54.00 0.000 

Assistant 
professor 

28 24 35 28 115 

Associate 
professor 

8 7 30 15 60 

Professor 4 5 11 9 29 
Total 100 106 99 110 415    
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3.2. Profile of the Participants in the Semi-structured Interview 

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with sixteen participants from four universities, one from each discipline. In Table 3, 
the demographic data was compiled and displayed. 

As seen from Table 3, one participant from each of the four categories of disciplines and the four universities were involved in the 
interview. Sex-wise, most of the participants (87.5 %) were male. The majority (81.3 %) of the participants were Ethiopians by na
tionality. Even if most participants (69.2 %) have intercultural experiences, the others have international experiences or both inter
national and intercultural experiences. Some participants had academic positions (directors, department heads, and program leaders). 
Finally, regarding the academic rank of the participants, 87.5 % were those under the rank of professorship (assistant, associate, and 
full professor). This was purposefully done for the reasons mentioned under the methodology section. 

3.3. Academics’ Beliefs Regarding Curriculum Internationalization 

Consistent with the beliefs of academics, the results derived from the examination of both quantitative and qualitative data were 
showcased in the subsequent manner. Table 6 through Table 9 show the four tiers that these beliefs were divided into. In doing this, the 
evaluation criteria of a 5-point Likert scale (Table 4) were also used. 

Level one of academics’ beliefs contains a major belief scale which is stated as “internationalization would have a negative impact”, 
this in turn included sub-scales of beliefs (see Table 5). 

In the same manner, the result obtained regarding academics’ beliefs of level two was displayed in Table 6. 
Table 6 shows that almost all level two sub-scales and the major scale mean scores were less than the lower limit of “agree” scale (M 

= 3.40, SD = 0.65). That means alike the level one of academics’ belief, the majority of the respondents could not decide ‘whether or not 
‘internationalization is not appropriate’. 

In line with this, the data obtained from a few participants in the interview indicates that they occupied the position on the left side 
of the ‘Great Divide’. These participants believed they had nothing new to contribute to the corpus of existing knowledge. Regarding 
the importance of CI in an Ethiopian context, one participant stated his skepticism. 

This is evident from the following verbatim: 
I found the purported internationalization of the curriculum to be disheartening. My disappointment stems from questioning what 

Africans in general, and Ethiopians in particular, can contribute, given that Africa produces only a fraction of the world’s global 
knowledge. The continent heavily relies on knowledge generated by others, amplifying this dependence within the broader Global 
South. Notably, a majority of books, journals, databases, and other information sources are predominantly produced in the Global 
North. Moreover, the conventions and styles of intellectual writing and academic communication, such as the American Psychological 
Association (APA), Harvard Style, and Modern Language Association (of America), are oriented toward institutions in the northern 

Table 3 
Characteristics of the participants in the interview.  

Characteristics Category No. of participants Type of Participants 

University Addis Ababa 4 Academics, Department 
Heads, Program 
Coordinators, and Directors 

Bahir Dar 4 
Hawassa 4 
Jimma 4  
Total 16 

Discipline Hard/Pure 4 
Hard/Applied 4 
Soft/Applied 4 
Soft/Pure 4  
Total 16 

Sex Male 14 
Female 2  
Total 16 

Nationality Ethiopian 13 
Non-Ethiopia 3  
Total 16 

Experience International 4 
Intercultural 9 
Both 3  
Total 16 

Academic position With position 7 
Without position 9  
Total 16 

Academic rank Lecturer 2 
Assistant professor 3 
Associate professor 8 
Professor 3  
Total 16  

H. Teshome et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                      



Heliyon 10 (2024) e29537

8

hemisphere. This imposition demands adherence to international norms, affecting students worldwide, regardless of their diverse 
backgrounds and perspectives (PI10, BDU, 5/30/2022). 

According to the above-mentioned information, the participant’s focus in conceptualizing IoC is twisted toward the international 
dimension, undermining the intercultural dimension. 

The other participant from the hard/pure discipline also demonstrates the following belief: “I believe that my discipline is 
inherently international and there is no need to further internationalize this curriculum.” However [75,76], recognized that “although 
the problems of science are international and the same for all, the approach to those problems depends on the culture”. Table 7 also 
indicated the result regarding academics’ beliefs of level three. 

It was seen from Table 7 that all academics’ belief level, three sub-scales and major scale mean scores were between the scale range 
of 3.40 and 4.19. The consequence is that, from the standpoint of their individual disciplines, the majority of respondents agreed with 
the main scale mean score of believing that “internationalization is possible”. Similarly, the result of academics’ belief of level four was 
shown in Table 8. 

Table 8 displayed the mean scores of all sub-scales and the major scale of academics’ beliefs of level four were found to be within 

Table 4 
Likert scale (5-point) question evaluation criterion.  

Score Interval (Mean) Evaluation Criteria 

1.00–1.79 Almost never/Strongly disagree 
1.80–2.59 Not often/Disagree 
2.60–3.39 Sometimes/Undecided 
3.40–4.19 Often/Agree 
4.20–5.00 Almost always/Strongly agree 

Source [72–74]. 

Table 5 
Mean and Standard Deviations of respondents (n = 415).  

Level 1: Internationalization would have a negative impact N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Belief Level 1 Subscale1 415 1 5 3.47 1.25 
Belief Level 1 Subscale2 415 1 5 3.62 1.31 
Belief Level 1 Subscale3 415 1 5 2.72 1.25 
Belief Level 1 Subscale4 415 1 5 3.32 1.24 
Belief Level 1 Subscale5 415 1 5 2.66 1.07 
Belief Level 1 Subscale6 415 1 5 2.52 1.34 
Belief Level 1 Major Scale Mean Score 415 1 5 3.05 0.73 
Valid N (listwise) 415     

Based on the evaluation criteria of Likert scale, Table 5 shows that majority of the mean scores of the sub-scale items of the major scale were less than 
the upper limit (3.39) of the undecided level of the interval scale. The major scale mean score of the level (M = 3.05, SD = 0.73) also confirmed the 
same result. The interpretation of this result is that the majority of the respondents could not decide whether or not ‘internationalization would have a 
negative impact’. 

Table 6 
Respondents’ mean and standard deviations (n = 415).  

Level 2: Internationalization is not appropriate N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Belief Level 2 Subscale 1 415 1 5 3.56 1.30 
Belief Level 2 Subscale2 415 1 5 3.31 1.34 
Belief Level 2 Subscale3 415 1 5 2.49 1.16 
Belief Level 2 Subscale4 415 1 5 2.83 1.26 
Belief Level 2 Subscale5 415 1 5 2.45 1.19 
Belief Level 2 Subscale6 415 1 5 2.98 1.24 
Belief Level 2 Major Scale Mean Score 415 1 5 2.94 0.65 
Valid N (listwise) 415      

Table 7 
Mean and Standard Deviations of respondents (n = 415).  

Level 3: Internationalization is possible N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Belief Level 3 Subscale1 415 1 5 3.79 0.96 
Belief Level 3 Subscale2 415 1 5 3.91 0.93 
Belief Level 3 Major Scale Mean Score 415 1 5 3.85 0.77 
Valid N (listwise) 415      
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the scale range of 3.40 and 4.19, which is categorized under the level of ‘agree’. This means respondents believed that internation
alization is ‘an integral’ part of their teaching activities. 

The data obtained from the interview also supported this right side of the ‘Great Divide’. For instance, the majority of the par
ticipants believed that internationalizing their curriculum was mandatory. Their justification is that they are living in a global, bor
derless world. As a result, they doubted their ability to be an island. On the other hand, what they repeatedly raised was how to 
maintain global and local balance. The participants emphasized what they called “thinking globally and acting locally” in doing the 
business of IoC. In line with this, one of the participants informed the following African mythology: 

I prefer to articulate my perspective on the significance of internationalizing our curriculum through the lens of African concepts: 
“Sankofa” and “Ubuntu.” “Sankofa,” stands for idea that when contemplating internationalization, we must explore our historical 
wisdom to reclaim insights that can effectively address contemporary problems and challenges. This concept underscores the 
importance of drawing from our past to inform our present and future endeavours. However, “Ubuntu” informs my belief that the 
foundation of internationalization should be values like respect and responsiveness, harmony and hospitality, and care and com
munity. These values underscore the essential interconnectedness of human existence, emphasizing the fostering of a global educa
tional environment that promotes collaboration, understanding, and shared humanity (PI06, AAU, 5/23/2022). 

The belief of the participants can be understood from verbatim, as it aligns with [77] recommendation that “the design of the 
curriculum should not abandon local content at the expense of western or eastern content but create “space for each” knowledge 
system." 

Similarly, the other participant emphasized the importance of CI by quoting the words of Julius Nyerere as: 
I do not have a problem with the importance of internationalizing our curriculum. My concern is with its practicality in keeping a 

balanced view between local and global. Hence, I agree with Nyerere’s idea that indicated the possible dangers encountering the 
universities of the developing countries. That is the problem of dimly loving international standards and the risk of forcing our uni
versity to look inwards and isolate itself from the world (PI0, HWU, October 6, 2022). 

In keeping with the respondent’s aforementioned reservations [78], contended that “smart internationalization should have both a 
local foundation and an international flavor”. In a similar sprit [79] asserted that African Universities’ internationalization initiatives, 
while addressing decolonization and Africanization, ought to be heavily informed by their specific context. 

Furthermore, one informant strongly criticized the fact that scholars from the Global South spend their time complaining and 
hesitating about the innovations developed by scholars from the Global North rather than attempting to contribute their own share. 
Furthermore, the informant believes that we have to develop self-confidence in order to be competent members of this global com
munity. To do this, we have to think outside the box and challenge western paradigms. This is akin to Ref. [80] concept of CI as 
curriculum decolonization by interrogating the colonial origins of university practices and curricula and contesting the dominance of 
Western knowledge, pedagogy, and research. 

The results derived from the answers provided for the open-ended questions also showed that most respondents believed it was 
crucial to internationalize their curriculum. Furthermore, they recommended that this should be done with intention, not coercion [81]. 
makes the case that internationalization in middle-class and lower-class nations is more forced than deliberate in this aspect [79]. 
claimed that African universities should heavily rely on their particular context when addressing internationalization-related concerns. 
As a result, this study’s findings corroborate those of previous research [54,82,83]. For instance, in Bell’s study, slightly more than half 
of the responses from the academics fell into levels 3 and 4 of the “Ellingboe’s Divide”. 

3.3.1. Mean differences among disciplines in one institution 
In this study, the second and last research question was included to identify whether or not significant differences exist among 

different groups concerning academics’ beliefs regarding IoC. In this regard, the first groups were the four categories of disciplines in 
one institution. One-Way Analysis of Variance (One-Way ANOVA) was used for this, and Table 9 shows the results. 

The independent variable, academics’ belief, included four groups of disciplines: Hard/Pure (M = 3.40, SD = 0.452, n = 64), Hard/ 
Applied (M = 3.41, SD = 0.375, n = 212), Soft/Applied (M = 3.44, SD = 0.386, n = 76), Soft/Pure (M = 3.41, SD = 0.483, n = 63). 
Levene’s test for equality of variance indicated that there was homogeneity of variance, for discipline, p > 0.05. The computed one-way 
ANOVA was not significant at p > 0.05 (F (3, 411) = 0.12, p = . 95). Hence, there is no significant evidence from which to conclude that 
there were differences in academics’ beliefs among the four categories of disciplines. This means that the majority of academics in each 
of the four disciplines agreed with the belief that internationalization is possible and integral within their respective disciplines. This 
finding seems to contradict with [1] finding, which believed that “many, but not all, of the academics within the hard/pure disciplines 
are often less open to accepting CI than their peers in the soft/applied disciplines”. However, as [1] findings indicated, other academics 
in the same discipline argue against those who make such claims by justifying that they are working within a culturally defined frame 

Table 8 
Mean and Standard Deviations of respondents (n = 415).  

Level 4: Internationalization is integral N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Belief Level 4 Subscale1 415 1 5 3.69 1.05 
Belief Level 4 Subscale 2 415 1 5 3.84 1.02 
Belief Level 4 Subscale3 415 1 5 3.92 0.98 
Belief Level 4 Major Scale Mean Score 415 1 5 3.82 0.74 
Valid N (listwise) 415      
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of reference. In addition, in line with [1] findings [84], also claims that “there is some evidence questioning the relative strength of the 
influence of discipline on academics’ beliefs." 

3.3.2. Mean differences among institutions with the same discipline 
The second group was the four universities with the same discipline. One-Way-Analysis of Variance (One-Way ANOVA) was also 

performed for this, and Table 10 shows the results. 
The independent variable, academics’ belief, included three universities: Hawassa University (M = 3.40, SD = 0.468, n = 100), 

Bahir Dar University (M = 3.40, SD = 0.367, n = 106), Addis Ababa University (M = 3.47, SD = 0.285, n = 99), Jimma University (M =
3.39, SD = 0.470, n = 110). Homogeneity of variance was violated for the institutions, p < 0.05. The rationale behind this could be 
that, according to Ref. [85], “those with small sample sizes are more likely to conclude that the population variances are equal than 
their counter parts with large sample sizes”. Moreover [86], argued that when the variance ratio of the groups is equal to or less than 
1.5, in which in the case of this study is 1.26, F-test can be performed with confidence, P.945. The computed one-way ANOVA was not 
significant at p > 0.05 (F (3, 411) = 0.76, p = 0.52). Hence, there is no significant evidence to conclude that there were differences in 
academics’ beliefs among the four universities. This may be due to the fact that the sampled institutions in this study were research 
universities with relatively similar experiences regarding the issue under study. The aforementioned study findings could not be 
compared to other findings since “many of the existing studies of CI focus on one institution or a disciplinary case study” [87,88]. 

4. Conclusions and Recommendations 

In conclusion, the relative representations of academics from the perspectives of their demographic variables of this study were not 
to the expected level in the selected universities. Furthermore, their variation in this respect was practically not significant. This study 
also demonstrated the wide diversity of beliefs among academic staff regarding the importance of “internationalizing the curriculum” 
in their field. However, the majority of academics had crossed Ellingboe’s ‘Great divide’. Hence, it is possible to conclude that aca
demics at Ethiopian Research Universities believe in the importance of internationalizing their respective disciplines, with a strong 
emphasis on keeping the balance between international and local tensions. In this regard, significant differences were not observed 
among disciplines or institutions. This may create a favorable environment for these universities to practice IoC based on their context. 
This is due to the fact that (a) the academics’ role is central, (b) one of the major challenges of the IoC is the academics’ resistance, and 
(c) the academics’ beliefs regarding the IoC influence their actual practices. 

Some significant recommendations were sent out in light of the conclusions reached. These were: Ethiopian research universities 
should take initiatives to promote the importance of internationalizing higher education curricula; the Ethiopian Ministry of Education 
should make internationalizing the curriculum of higher education a national priority; and other scholars should conduct a thorough 
study in order to capture the national image regarding the issue of CI. 

5. Limitations of the Study 

While this study has yielded a number of noteworthy results for the field of CI in the context of Ethiopian research institutions, it is 
not without limits and offers some recommendations for future pertinent research on this topic in Ethiopian HEIs. For instance, this 
study focused only on the public universities, which were categorized as research universities. It was also studied about academics’ 
beliefs regarding the importance of CI. It did not include the voice of other stakeholders like students, top-university leaders, sup
portive staff members, professionals from the ministry of education, and representatives of business and industry. As a result, this study 
indicates that the scope of future research needs to encompass all institutions of higher learning (public and private), the opinions of 
the stakeholders at different levels, various HEI management bodies, staff members who provide support, and students themselves. 
This will provide a comprehensive image of curriculum internationalization in relation to Ethiopian Higher Education Institutions. 
Future studies in this area should also take into account the viewpoints and worries of the business and industry sectors, as well as the 
local communities, in order to close the gap between the supply of higher education and the demands of the labor market. 

Table 9 
One-way ANOVA for the four universities with the same discipline (n = 415) ANOVA.    

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Mean ABMS Score Between Groups 0.058 3 0.019 0.12 0.95* 
Within Groups 68.179 411 0.166   
Total 68.237 414     

Table 10 
One-way ANOVA for the four universities with the same discipline (n = 415) ANOVA.    

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Mean ABMS Score Between Groups 0.377 3 0.126 0.76 0.52 
Within Groups 67.860 411 0.165   
Total 68.237 414     
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1. Introduction 
 

The concept of internationalization is closely linked to broad discussions about globalization, as internationalization is 
considered a catalyst and driving mechanism for globalization within the framework of global liberalism (Jiang, 2005; 
Deardorff, et al., 2012). As higher education has entered advanced stages of liberalization thanks to the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution and the new technologies it produced and the removal of regulatory restrictions, with the support of 
international organizations, whether governmental or nongovernmental, for this movement due to their experience by 
contributing to research and disseminating educational programs and models on a global scale (World Bank - UNESCO - 
International Bureau of Education - International Institute for Educational Planning). The aim of improving higher education is 
because it is one of the important means of forming human capital, preparing it, and strengthening its productive capabilities 
and skills to enter the labor market (Bilel & Medkour, 2022). 

Education and work are two basic aspects of human activity in all human societies, and preparing students for work is 
one of the oldest and most prominent jobs at universities (Ibrahim, 2020). However, with global changes, the labor market 
has begun to impose standards and skills for the integration of university graduates because the employment sector is one of 
the sectors most invaded by new artificial intelligence technologies and is in continuous invasion by these systems in light of 
the transformation of the world in the direction of digitalization. 
Artificial intelligence appears in most jobs, starting from searching for candidates, through filtering and sorting candidates, all 
the way to identifying profiles that meet the required criteria and finally until decision-making and final selection of the 
candidate (Coron, 2020). Therefore, the decision to hire now or not has become the prerogative of algorithms, under 

Abstract The fourth industrial revolution that the world is witnessing has constituted a global turning point in which 
artificial intelligence systems have begun to invade all fields, including the higher education system as a means of 
investing in human wealth by qualifying for employment. morocco is not immune to these changes, and therefore the 
problem of the extent to which Moroccan higher education keeps pace can be addressed. to international developments 
to acquire employability skills imposed by the international labor market to face external competition for positions by 
asking the problematic question: Does higher education in Morocco prepare the student to keep pace with employment 
developments in light of a changing world in the direction of internationalization, artificial intelligence, and digitization 
that has begun to invade the world of work? The aim of this research paper is to study the extent to which Moroccan 
university students master new global employability skills, to achieve this goal, we adopted the quantitative approach 
using questionnaire technology, distributing it to a number of students their number is 45 male and female students the 
research results showed that Moroccan students have partial mastery of international employability skills, and the 
university has taken steps toward improving education, but it is still at the beginning of the road, and needs to make more 
efforts in this field. Therefore, it is necessary to integrate these skills into university curricula. with the necessity of 
disseminating training curricula within universities and public institutions to provide equal opportunities for students 
while unifying the vision the future of skills required in the labor market. It also supports, encourages and assists students 
in training in developed and pioneering countries in the field of artificial intelligence, while granting incentive guarantees 
to return to the homeland, involving the private sector in exchanging experiences with universities by expanding the field 
training base. 
 

Keywords: digital transformation, employment, labor market, liberalization, competition 
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international conditions and standards, within the framework of liberalizing the labor market, which makes higher education, 
in light of this internationalization, globally competitive. 
For university education to fulfill its role in light of digital transformation and the fourth industrial revolution to achieve good 
education and mature upbringing, it requires modern mechanisms and methods of learning that are compatible with the 
requirements of the times, establishing partnership relationships at the local and global levels, working in a team spirit, and 
using technology extensively in all matters. University operations and systems and building a person capable of living in a 
knowledge society and facing challenges accelerated and varied (Al-Dahshan & Samah, 2020). 
 

1.1. The problem of the study 
 

In light of this proposition, the following main features of the problem formulated in the question emerge: 
To what extent is higher education in Morocco able to qualify students to keep pace with employment developments in light 
of a world changing in the direction of internationalization, artificial intelligence, and digitization that have begun to invade 
the world of work? 

This is a problem that leads us to questions secondary: 
 

• The quality of higher education programs is consistent with the requirements of the labor market 

• Do the skills that a student acquires during his university education qualify him to compete for job positions in light 
of global employment? 

 

2. Literature Review 
 

Several works, including those of Kwiek (2008), have justified the contribution of higher education institutions to the 
development of society. Similarly, Kasatkin et al. (2019) highlighted the impact of modern universities on the formation of 
the digital wave of Kondratiev's long cycles. In addition, the results obtained by Kornytska et al. (2023) trace aspects of the 
adaptation of higher education to the demands of the modern job market. These same authors indicate that rapid digital and 
technological transformations complicate the training of specialists, but educational institutions in Europe and the United 
States are actively working to meet these challenges, including the introduction of lifelong learning and a focus on digital 
technologies, programming and robotics. A study conducted by Liubarets et al. (2024) revealed that one of the promising 
areas of the educational process today involves the formation of personal qualities of future specialists, including their digital 
literacy, logical thinking, and international communication skills. In Morocco, (El Khalfi, 2021; Hamdani & Zine, 2022) noted a 
gap between technological innovations and teachers’ educational integration in the school setting. Riyami et al. (2019) 
emphasize that through the integration of ICT, Moroccan higher education establishments aspire to develop interactive 
digital platforms to encourage collaboration between teachers and students and to promote more participatory and learner-
centered pedagogical approaches. Similarly, Tamer & Knidiri (2023) reported that, facing the challenges of the new industrial 
revolution, the deep coupling between universities and industry 4.0, the integration of information and communication 
technologies in education, and the ability to serve society on the basis of internal and external synergy should become 
common choices for different types of universities. 

 

3. Materials and Methods 
 

To address the problem, analyze its components and dimensions, and discuss its results, a study was adopted based 
on a descriptive and analytical approach, which is based on describing the phenomenon, analyzing it, and interpreting it 
constructively on the statistical data that will be collected based on questionnaire technology. 

The survey was conducted with 45 participants studying in higher education. The data were collected using a 
laboratory-developed and validated questionnaire (Cronbach index of 7.07). 
It is clear from Table 1 that the overall reliability coefficient (Cronbach’s alpha) in the questionnaire was 7.07, which is an 
acceptable value that indicates the homogeneity of the questionnaire statements and that the tool used has a high stability 
value, which indicates its suitability for field application. 
 

Table 1 The transmission coefficient of the questionnaire as a whole using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. 

Statistics of fiabilité 

Alpha de Cronbach Number of elements 
0.707 9 

 

 The questionnaire consisted of 9 elements distributed as follows. 

• The first part of the questionnaire covers students' representations of employment and includes three phrases (the 
field of specialization—the specializations required in the job market—the method you prefer to use in search of work). 

• The second part focuses on the abilities and skills acquired during training help in entering the labor market and 
includes 5 phases: parallel configurations and foreign training, the need for training courses, the suitability of skills in the field 
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of technology, the mastery of modern methods for international employment applications, and the types of questions in the 
electronic recruitment form. 

• The third part addresses proposals to facilitate the process of integration into the national and international labor 
markets. Two phrases have been included (The sources you suggest, Change in configuration). 
 

The collected data were entered and filtered in Excel and then transferred to SPSS version 25.0. 
The results of the stability coefficient of the questionnaire (Cronbach's alpha) are presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 Item coefficient of resolution using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. 

Item 
 
 
 
 

Your field of 
specializati

on 

Do you are 
aware of the 

types of 
specializatio

ns and 
training 

required in 
the national 

and 
international 
labor market 

During 
your 

academic 
path in 
higher 

educatio
n. Did 
your 

institutio
n provide 
you with 
parallel 
training 

in foreign 
language

s and 
media 

studies? 

During 
training 

period in 
higher 

education: 
Did your 

institution 
participate 
in foreign 
training 
through 

the 
exchange 

of 
application

s? 

Do you 
need 

training 
courses to 
qualify for 

the 
appropriat

e job 

Do you 
are 

familiar 
with the 
types of 

questions 
in the 

electronic 
recruitme

nt form 

The 
suitability 

of your 
technolog
y skills to 
the job 
market 

To support 
Compositio

n: What 
sources 

suggest it? 

If you could 
make a 

change in 
the 

compositio
n, would it 

be? 

Alpha de 
Cronbach 
in case of 
suppressio
n of 
l'élément 

0.718 
 

0.748 0.658 0.749 0.689 0.644 0.626 0.571 0.632 

 

4. Results 
 

It is clear from Table 3 that the average response of the sample members on the statements of these axes reached 
1.66, which confirms that the university has taken steps toward improving education, but it is still at the beginning of the 
road and needs to make more efforts in this field. It is also clear from the same table that the averages of the sample 
members’ responses on the dimensions of these axes ranged between 1.57 and 1.83. The highest percentage of agreement 
among sample members came in the third dimension (suggestions to facilitate the integration process in the national and 
international labor market), where the average response percentage reached 1.83 with a deviation standard of 1.025, 
followed by the second dimension (the abilities and skills acquired during training that help in entering the labor market), 
with an average of 1.58. The standard deviation was 0.465, while the first dimension (students’ representations about 
employment) ranked third, with an average of 1.57 and standard deviation of 0.604. 

 

Table 3 Arithmetic means, standard deviations, and ranks for the estimates of the study sample members 

The hub The 
sample 

Average 
 

Deviation 
Standard 

Ranking 

Students' representations of employment 100 1.57 0.604 3 
The abilities and skills acquired during training help in entering the labor market 100 1.58 0.465 2 
Suggestions to facilitate the process of integration into the national and international labor 
market 

100 1.83 1.025 
 

1 

For the tool as a whole 100 1.66 0.698 - 
 

The results for each axis are presented below. 
 

4.1. The first axis: Students’ representations of employment 
 

We note from Table 4 that 65.7% of respondents preferred to work in the public sector on average (1.41±,698) and 
15.7% preferred to work in the private sector, while another 11.1% preferred to work in other professions. We also note 
from the same table that 65.7% of respondents preferred to work in the same general field of specialization on average 
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(1.29±,456), while 26.9% preferred to work in other fields. For electronic recruitment methods, the results showed that 
32.4% preferred this type of general recruitment, with an average of 1.92 ± 787%, while 35.2% preferred direct interview 
recruitment methods, and 25% of them had no objection to whether recruitment was through electronic recruitment 
methods or direct interview recruitment. 

 

Table 4 Sample responses in the private dimension: students’ representations about employment. 

Students' representations of employment Repetition % Average Standard deviation 

Employment in the public sector 71 65.7  
1,41 

 
,698 Employment in the private sector 17 15.7 

last 12 11.1 
Do you prefer to work in your field of specialization? 71 65.7  

1,29 
 

,456 Openness to other fields 29 26.9 
Electronic recruitment methods 35 32.4  

 
1,92 

 
 

,787 
Direct interview recruitment methods 38 35.2 
Both of them 27 25 

 

4.2. The second axis, the capabilities and skills acquired during training that help in entering the labor market 
 

Table 5 Opinions of sample members for abilities The skills acquired during training help one enter the labor market. 
Table 5 clearly shows the abilities and skills acquired during training to help individuals enter the labor market. The 

largest average of the sample members’ responses to the phrases in this axis was (1.82) for the phrase (the suitability of your 
level of skills in the field of technology to the labor market), followed by the phrase (during the period of training in higher 
education: Did you participate? Your institution engages in foreign training through student exchange) with an average 
response of (1.70), followed by the statement (During your course of study in higher education, did your institution provide 
you with parallel training in foreign languages, media, and field training with an average response of (1.68), then the 
statement (Are you familiar with the types of... Specializations and trainings required in the national and international labor 
market) with an average response of (1.66), while the averages of the rest of the sample members’ responses ranged 
between (1.15 and 1.48), which are low averages and indicate that the content of these statements is available to a weak 
degree. 
 

Table 5 Responses of sample members about the abilities and skills acquired during training that help them enter the labor market. 

Ranking Standard 
deviation 

Average The abilities and skills acquired during training help in entering the labor market 

3 ,469 1.68 During your course of study in higher education, did your institution provide you with parallel 
training in foreign languages and media studies? 
And field training 

2 ,461 1.7 During the training period in higher education: Has your institution participated in foreign training 
through student exchange? 

6 ,359 1.15 Do you need training courses to qualify for the appropriate job? 
5 ,502 1.48 Are you familiar with the types of questions in the electronic recruitment form? 
1 ,539 1.82 The suitability of your technology skills to the job market 
4 ,476 1.66 Are you aware of the types of specializations and training required in the national and 

international labor market? 
 

4.3. The third hub is proposals to facilitate the process of integration into the national and international labor markets 
 

This axis includes two phrases (to support the formation: What sources do you suggest) and a phrase (if you could 
make a change in the formation, would it be? ), as it is clear from the table 6 that the largest average of the sample members’ 
responses to the phrases in this axis was (2.07) for the phrase (if you were able to change the composition, would it be?) 
followed by the phrase (To support formation: What sources do you suggest) with an average response of (1.59). 

 

Table 6 Sample responses on the topic “Suggestions to facilitate the integration process in the national and international labor market.” 

Suggestions to facilitate the process of integration into the national and international labor 
market 

Average Standard 
deviation 

Ranking 

To support the configuration: What sources do you suggest? 1.59 ,975 2 
If you can make a change in the Configuration so will it be 2.07 1.075 1 
  

5. Discussion 
 

5.1. Moroccan students and employment skills within the framework of the internationalization of higher education based on 
an analysis of questionnaire data 
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Abstract
Transnational education (TNE) occurs when higher education institutions traverse 
borders to provide educational experiences outside their home countries. Such 
mobility creates several research challenges, as such institutions exist between 
worlds. They must balance home and host country legal requirements, navigate 
home and branch administrative norms, adjust to differing cultural and learning 
expectations, and even serve different student populations. To understand this 
complexity, researchers must employ mixed-method approaches, which are currently 
limited in higher education studies. In this paper, we explore TNE as a unique setting 
for conducting research. We outline our design choices and the challenges we faced 
in conducting research on TNE institutions. For the paper’s central focus, we unpack 
a cross-cultural case study, which employs multi- and mixed-methods research, to 
assess the role of labor market outcomes at critical junctures of the student lifecycle 
at a binational university. By incorporating perspectives from the institution, alumni, 
and current and prospective students, we present a holistic view of perceived and 
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for generating more meaningful outcomes in TNE research.
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Introduction

Transnational education (TNE) takes place when higher education institutions offer 
educational experiences beyond their home countries (Knight, 2016). TNE poses 
many challenges for researchers compared to traditional educational research. When 
researchers fail to understand these challenges, or when they conflate TNE research 
with more traditional forms of educational delivery, there is a risk to the research’s 
credibility; moreover, the depth and the breadth of the findings may be limited. The 
premise of most educational research is an assumption that the actors or institutions 
studied are embedded within a single cultural or national context (Crossley, 2009). 
Even researchers who use a comparative education methodology work by comparing 
two discrete entities rather than analyzing the interplay between them (Bray et al., 
2014). Transnational education, however, focuses on the movement of institutions 
across boundaries (Knight, 2016). Those institutions (and the students they serve) 
exist in a sort of “Third Space” between countries and cultures (Lane et al., 2024a). 
Some early researchers of TNE approached their work from a traditional perspective, 
examining TNE activities from the perspective of either the home or host country. 
However, TNE challenges many traditional assumptions of education research. One 
cannot fully understand the complexities and influences on TNE activities without 
also understanding the complex interplay of cultural, governmental, and educational 
expectations, as well as the assumptions that intermix in the TNE Third Space. 
Consequently, research methods must evolve to acknowledge this distinct difference, 
or at the very least, to clarify the limitations of approaching TNE research solely 
from the perspective of the home or host nation.

In this conceptual article, we explore the unique setting of TNE for conducting 
research. We outline our design choices and the challenges we faced in conducting 
research on TNE institutions using mixed methods research (MMR; e.g., Greene, 
2007; Tashakkori et al., 2020). The article comprises four main sections. First, we 
present a picture of contemporary transnational higher education. We also categorize 
five different kinds of TNE institutions and propose that TNE functions within what 
we refer to as a Third Space. Second, we discuss the possible advantages of mixed 
methods research for TNE. Third, we use the Turkish-German University case study, 
which is central to the article, to elaborate on these advantages. We unpack a cross-
cultural, multi- and mixed methods case study conducted by Schueller (2021b) on 
the role of labor market outcomes at critical junctures of the student lifecycle at 
a binational university, a subset of TNE institutions. The Schueller (2021b) study 
employed an online survey of current and former students and interviews with key 
experts and alumni. By incorporating perspectives from the institution, the alumni, 
and the current and prospective students, the study achieved a holistic view of the 
perceived and actual graduate outcomes. This case vividly illustrates the limitations 
of mono-method studies. Moreover, it demonstrates how researchers can use mixed 
methods studies to generate meaningful research in TNE research and employability 
studies. To conclude, we offer a series of observations and reflections regarding the 
difficulties and possibilities associated with conducting mixed methods research in 
the TNE realm.
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Transnational Higher Education

Educational institutions crossing borders to deliver education is a radical representation 
of higher education’s internationalization. Transnational education (TNE) is the 
movement of institutions and programs across borders, in contrast with the movement 
of people (e.g., students and scholars; Knight, 2016). Although there is no unifying 
definition, at its core, TNE involves offering educational opportunities from one 
country to students in another, in the format of a locally established institution or 
program (Knight, 2016). These TNE institutions assume a “global identity to legitimize 
themselves to both home country and host country stakeholders” (Farrugia & Lane, 
2013, p. 414).

Various forms of TNE have existed for more than a century. During its colonial 
expansion periods, the United Kingdom exported its form of education to other parts 
of the world, such as by building extensions of the University of London in Africa or 
sending UK instructors to India to teach in newly formed colleges (Acharya, 2014; 
Lane & Kinser, 2013). The United States (or groups within it) supported so-called 
American universities abroad, such as the American University of Cairo or the 
American University of Beirut (Long, 2020). These actions can be considered early 
versions of transnational education, as they brought together stakeholders from at 
least two countries for the purpose of delivering education.

Today, international branch campuses (IBCs) are among the most common TNE 
institution types. An IBC is defined as “An entity that is owned, at least in part, by 
a foreign higher education provider; operated in the name of the foreign education 
provider; and provides an entire academic program, substantially on site, leading to a 
degree awarded by the foreign education provider” (C-BERT, 2023, no pp.). As of 2023, 
C-BERT (2023) tracked 333 IBCs from 39 home countries operating in 83 host countries. 
While this is only a partial picture of TNE’s global presence, it does show that the activity 
is broadly based and appears to be expanding. Garrett et al. (2016) calculated that there 
are more than 180,000 students studying at IBCs, and that number has likely increased 
since.

However, IBCs are not the only institutional type in transnational higher 
education. The other common institutional type is the international joint university 
(Knight & Simpson, 2021). It is important to be aware of the vast differences 
between the various transnational education institution types, as they impact 
the design of TNE research. Table  1 provides an overview of five transnational 
educational institution types: international branch campuses, international joint 
universities, regional universities, and networked universities.

Although the TNE term includes the word “transnational,” most TNE projects, 
as Raev (2020, p. 52) notes, have primarily had a “binational character” because 
institutions are obligated to adhere to the laws and regulations in both the sending 
and receiving countries. This observation becomes especially evident in the case at 
hand, which involves binational universities (BUs).
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Binational Universities

A BU unites political actors from two nation-states to form a new university, 
although the exact structure of the university and the legal framework used to 
establish the relationship may take a variety of forms. This governmental bilateralism 
distinguishes BUs from other transnational higher education institutions that are 
based on institutional collaboration or the involvement of multiple countries. A BU 
is a distinct institutional form in that the governments of both the foreign partner and 
the host country must be involved in the creation, design, and management of the 
newly established institution.

Germany is the leader in the founding of binational universities. With 10 
campuses spread across the globe, Germany provides the model for BUs. The 
German binational university model involves a consortium of German universities 
that academically and logistically support the binational university, rather than one 
supporting institution (as in the case of IBCs; Lanzendorf, 2008). In most cases, 
German BUs have resulted from political discussion and agreements between the 
German and partner-country governments, and they focus on mutually beneficial 
relationships (Fromm, 2017; Lanzendorf, 2016; Schueller, 2020c).

There is no universally accepted definition of a binational university in the 
literature. However, in view of Germany’s involvement in establishing BUs, it is 
worthwhile to consider the German definition. According to a DAAD representative, 
the “binational university” phrase or concept “covers a group of newfound, 
stand-alone, private or state owned HEIs that are established and run with close 
cooperation and constant involvement of German HEIs” (Kammüller, 2017, no 
pp.). Before the 2017 definition, Lanzendorf (2008) defined BUs in the German 
context as legally independent, local universities that were academically associated 
with several universities in another country, established by local investors or host 
governments, and academically managed by patron universities (Ashour, 2018). 
We define a binational university as a degree-granting higher education institution 
founded on a legal agreement between two nation states that provides degree 
programs grounded in both countries’ education systems and academic traditions. 
A growing number of countries beyond Germany are developing BUs, including 
Japan, Turkey, France, and Russia.

Research in Transnational Education

As a form of educational delivery, transnational education has significantly 
expanded in both scope and scale over the last two decades (Escriva-Beltran 
et  al., 2019). However, unlike international education or comparative education, 
the research paradigms for transnational education remain nascent, with focused 
research on the topic only becoming prominent over the past decade (Knight & Liu, 
2019). Although general research on TNE has proliferated in the past three decades, 
it has primarily taken the form of case studies, policy reviews, evaluations, and 
descriptions of practice (Escriva-Beltran et al., 2019). Moreover, recent texts have 
continued to focus on cases (e.g., Hill et al., 2022; Tsiligiris et al., 2021). However, 
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the methods used in transnational education research have not received robust 
analysis.

Within TNE, the mobility of the institution across national boundaries makes 
it unique and creates several research challenges. The institution essentially exists  
between worlds. It must therefore balance home and host country legal requirements,  
navigate home and branch administrative norms, accommodate differing cultural and 
learning expectations, and even serve different student populations. Understanding 
this unique complexity necessitates mixed-method approaches, which are currently 
limited in higher education studies (Papadimitriou et al., 2014; Seyfried & Reith, 
2019; Tight, 2013). As such, many TNE research studies are based on assumptions 
derived from other research traditions. Consequently, these studies do not account  
for the uniqueness of this form of educational activity. TNE institutions and the  
students they serve exist in a Third Space that is influenced by both the home and 
host countries but is not fully part of either (Lane et al., 2024b). Figure 1 illustrates 
this concept.

Both IBCs and BUs interact with the TNE Third Space, which has implications 
for researching the respective institutions. The TNE Third Space is the complex 
overlap that exists at a transnational higher education institution as it navigates 
the territory between home campus norms and expectations and home country 
structures and regulations.

Institutional mobility, as in the case of TNE, creates several research challenges. 
The institution essentially exists between worlds—balancing home and host 
country legal requirements, navigating home and branch administrative norms, 
accommodating differing cultural and learning expectations, and even serving 
different student populations. Understanding this complexity necessitates unpacking 

Home Country
(First Space)

Host Country
(Second Space)

Third
Space

(TNE Program)

Fig. 1   The third space of TNE. Source: Authors’ conceptualization
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the nature of the institution’s Third Space using mixed-methods approaches, which 
are limited in higher education studies (Seyfried & Reith, 2019; Tight, 2013).

In addition to the inherent Third Space of TNE, one difficulty with TNE research 
involves the fact that the full extent of global TNE activities remains unknown. 
No government or non-governmental entity tracks TNE activities holistically or 
comprehensively, so researchers must fill this gap. However, these studies have 
their shortcomings. The TRANSEDU research group in Germany was a time-
limited project that did not make its data publicly available (Kleibert et al., 2020). 
The Global American Higher Education website attempts to track the international 
education activities of only the United States. The Observatory for Borderless 
Higher Education (OBHE) began tracking IBCs around 2000, publishing occasional 
reports. The group has since disbanded and merged its data collection with the 
Cross-Border Education Research Team (C-BERT, 2023). C-BERT, founded 
in 2010, may have the longest-standing publicly available TNE data collection. 
However, their work is also limited, as it only tracks IBCs, a subset of TNE. 
Consequently, researchers must examine relatively bound cases—whether that be an 
institutional case, host/home country case, or similar. Some additional factors may 
explain why TNE research is still in its infancy and primarily nationally bound in 
nature. For instance, some grants, resources, and political issues encourage scholars 
to concentrate on subjects of national importance. We note that the EU has been a 
major funder of TNE research, perhaps because it is a transnational entity. When 
researchers approach TNE cases, mixed methods provide space for centering the 
contextual richness of such projects.

Mixed Methods in Transnational Higher Education

Over the past 30 years, research has steadily proliferated on transnational education 
and international program and provider mobility. Although most scholarship has 
focused on institutional motivations to develop campuses and managerial topics, 
with very little published work on the methodological complexities of TNE research 
(Escriva-Beltran et  al., 2019; Knight & Liu, 2019), although there are some 
exceptions (Bordogna, 2016). Such trends are partially due to the rapid increase 
in IBC development in the late 1990s and early 2000s, which resulted in applied 
work being conducted by those working in or with transnational institutions. These 
tendencies are also due in part to the seemingly marginal role of TNE within the 
broader internationalization of higher education research arena (Altbach & DeWit, 
2020). Researchers have tended to assume that the same methods that apply to the 
movement of people also apply to the movement of institutions, programs, models, 
and policies. TNE research is unique because it must be highly contextualized and 
is not easily generalizable, and thus, the sub-field is dependent on case studies. The 
global nature of TNE also demands varying methodological orientations, unlike 
studies of place-based mobility. This is especially the case since no central data 
depositories exist regarding aspects of TNE such as programs offered or enrollment. 
Therefore, the complexity of conducting research on TNE must be addressed with 
mixed methods approaches.

1157



Innovative Higher Education (2024) 49:1151–1175

Mixed methods research (MMR) is a third research community in addition to 
the qualitative and quantitative communities (Tashakkori et  al., 2020). The use of 
mixed-methods research in higher education remains in its infancy (Seyfried & 
Reith, 2019), and its application in TNE is even more limited. Tight (2013) found 
that only 5% of higher education articles used a mixed-methods approach. Examples 
of mixed methods studies in international higher education research are even 
scarcer, although recent work has employed MMR (e.g., Doyle et al., 2022; Whatley 
& Stich, 2021, 2022). To adequately address the TNE Third Space, it is necessary to 
use the third research community of mixed methods, which provides an appropriate 
approach that emphasizes complexity and context.

An MMR design is “a procedure for collecting, analyzing, and ‘mixing’ both 
quantitative and qualitative methods in a single study or a series of studies to 
understand a research problem” (Creswell, 2012, p. 535). For example, in the 
example case we will discuss later in this study, the researcher utilized both 
quantitative survey data and qualitative interview data. MMR designs are distinct 
from wholly quantitative or qualitative designs in that they combine two or more 
types of data collection and analysis. Importantly, this involves converging the data 
as part of the analysis.

Research questions also play a central role in deciding the appropriate mixing 
to be done in an MMR study. Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue that “a key 
feature of mixed methods research is its methodological pluralism or eclecticism, 
which frequently results in superior research (compared to mono-method research)” 
(p. 14). As they point out,

A tenet of mixed methods research is that researchers should mindfully create 
designs that effectively answer their research questions; this stands in contrast 
to the common approach in traditional quantitative research where students are 
given a menu of designs from which to select. It also stands in stark contrast to 
the approach where one completely follows either the qualitative paradigm or 
the quantitative paradigm. (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 20)

This tenet about creating “designs that effectively answer their questions” 
(Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 20) is particularly relevant for TNE researchers, 
who must grapple with a context very different from that of other educational 
researchers.

While MMR designs provide “a variety of paths or ideal design types” 
(Tashakkori et  al., 2020, p. 115), “the actual diversity in mixed methods studies 
is far greater than any typology can adequately encompass” (Maxwell & Loomis, 
2003, p. 244). Consequently, TNE researchers can exercise creativity by customizing 
the design of their studies to each individual case without being concerned with 
typologies. If there is an interest in generalization, a quantitative element can be 
integrated into the overall design, with the caveat that the study is still a case and not 
representative of all TNE institutions.

According to Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009), utility is the rationale for employing 
MMR. They argue that the motivation to integrate or develop new techniques for 
MMR persists despite the abundance of research methods associated with the 
qualitative and quantitative traditions. They identify three key areas that highlight 
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the superiority of MMR compared to single-approach designs: “(a) MMR can 
simultaneously address a range of confirmatory and exploratory questions with both 
the qualitative and the quantitative approaches, (b) MMR provides better (stronger) 
inferences, (c) MMR provides the opportunity for a greater assortment of divergent 
views” (p. 37). The pragmatist orientation and stance, particularly when embedded 
within MMR, provide a strong foundation for conducting TNE research that depends 
firmly on the research question as the guidepost for every project. In choosing MMR 
for studying TNE, one avoids the methodolatry of being a wholly quantitative or 
qualitative researcher (Janesick, 1994). Such an individual seeks to lead with their 
method of choice instead of the most appropriate approach based on their research 
questions (Janesick, 1994). Researchers who choose to ‘do’ one method seek out 
certain research questions based on their methodological expertise, not based on 
what they want to ask or even what truly needs questioning to improve the social 
world.

The individuality factor is particularly important to TNE research. Most recent 
literature on MMR designs states that researchers should embrace individual 
approaches to designing studies that are driven by the research questions rather 
than the need to adhere to a particular typology (Tashakkori et  al., 2020; White, 
2017). However, working within established typologies aids in speaking a “common 
language” with other MM researchers and helps to “legitimize the field” (Tashakkori 
et al., 2020, p. 115). Therefore, Taskakkori et al. (2020) recommend that researchers 
learn about the “families” of MMR. From there, “they can select the ‘best’ one 
and then creatively adjust it to meet the needs of their particular research study” 
(p. 116). To choose the best design, Tashakkori et  al. (2020) proposed a six-step 
process for designing MM studies, but caveated that most MM researchers will need 
to adapt the steps for their individual processes, as there is no menu of options or set 
framework for MMR. While predetermined MMR design matrices are helpful for 
understanding the general type of research design, MMR is inherently complex and 
hybrid, rarely fitting into the neat categories of design types.

This overarching MMR framework provides the flexibility to approach 
TNE research from multiple perspectives and angles. This approach is key to 
understanding the full complexity of not only the case, topic, or institution at hand 
but also the TNE Third Space that governs it. Since numerous realities exist in 
the social environment, a pragmatic approach combined with mixed methods can 
provide a more complex and accurate picture of diverse social phenomena (Shan, 
2022). However, “to approach mixed methods inquiry pragmatically does not mean 
to ignore or set to one side philosophical assumptions and stances when making 
practical methods decisions” (Greene, 2007, p. 85). To effectively contribute 
scientifically sound conclusions based on pragmatic stance-based designs, 
researchers must pay attention to the methodological standards, traditions, and 
literature base in qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research.
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Mixed Methods: Case Application Turkish‑German University

To explore the unique and innovative MMR in TNE, we will examine a pre- 
existing study by one of this paper’s authors (Schueller, 2020a, 2020b, 2021a, 
2021b; Schueller & Keser Aschenberger, 2022; Schueller, 2023) to understand the  
employment outcomes of alumni of a binational university based in Turkey. We  
will present this study, which is a cross-cultural, complex/hybrid multi- and mixed- 
methods case study of the role of labor market outcomes at critical junctures of  
the student lifecycle at a binational university, from a methodological perspective  
(Schueller, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c).

The Turkish-German University (TGU) is a binational university in Istanbul, 
Turkey, that operates in collaboration with Germany. Consequently, the TGU 
operates in a TNE third space that is informed by both German and Turkish 
cultures and regulations. At the time of the research (2020–2021), the TGU had 
less than 200 alumni, but it focused much of its marketing on graduates’ career 
outcomes. As such, we undertook this study to understand the outcomes of TGU 
alumni—as in, did they start careers in Turkey or leave for work in Germany? 
Moreover, how did their outcomes align or misalign with their reasons for 
attending the TGU?

This institutional case study of alumni outcomes in TNE involved the 
simultaneous collection and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data via a 
convergent, parallel, mixed-methods case-study approach (Creswell, 2012, p. 
540). The quantitative aspect of this research centered on an online survey of 
students and alumni, whereas the qualitative portion consisted of semi-structured 
interviews with expert stakeholders and alumni. With a design that allowed 
both exploratory and descriptive research types and a combination of data-
collection methods, this investigation could generate a deep and contextualized 
qualitative understanding of the interview findings, strengthened by quantitative 
survey results. The research questions, basic line of inquiry, associated method, 
analytical technique, and point of convergence are presented in Table 2.

Based on this line of inquiry, we identified MMR as an appropriate approach 
for addressing multiple stakeholders, including prospective students, current 
students, alumni, and institutional stakeholders from Germany and Turkey, with 
the goal of creating as comprehensive a case study as possible. At this point, it was 
also important to identify MMR-specific customs for crafting research questions 
driven by the line of inquiry. MMR requires an overarching research question that 
allows for high-quality integration of data and findings; this integrative approach 
to answering a meta-question is a sign of strong MMR (Tashakkori et al., 2020, 
pp. 120–123). In this study, the meta-question was “What are the labor market 
outcomes of TGU alumni?”

Since this study takes one university as a case, it fits into both MMR and  
case study research. Yin (2009) describes the latter as “an empirical inquiry  
that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life  
context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 
clearly evident” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). Within this study, the case is the TGU, with  
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a focus on its alumni outcomes. This focus aligns with Yin’s (1994) explanation  
that “the all-encompassing feature of a case study is its intense focus on a single  
phenomenon within its real-life context ... [Case studies are] research situations  
where the number of variables of interest far outstrips the number of datapoints”  
(p. 13).

Constructing MMR requires researchers to exercise flexibility and creativity,  
embracing modifications that go beyond pre-set designs (Tashakkori et al.,  
2020, p. 114). The research design we chose for this study is best described as a  
“hybrid” (Tashakkori et al., 2020) or “complex” (Greene, 2007) mixed-methods  
design. A hybrid design “allows a mixture of elements from different families”  
(Tashakkori et al., 2020, p. 117). The approach involves design aspects from  
across the spectrum of MMR typologies, including the following: iterative,  
exploratory, explanatory, opportunistic, emergent, multi-method, multi-strand,  
sequential, and connected. Tashakkori et al. (2020) recommend describing any  
design that combines elements from multiple MMR designs as a hybrid mixed- 
methods design, which

[employs] a combination of features from two or more of the three basic  
design families (parallel, sequential, conversion) in three or more strands.  

Literature and Document Review

Instrument Development

Quantitative Data 

Collection and Analysis
i.e. Survey of Students and Alumni

Qualitative Data 

Collection and Analysis
i.e. Interviews of TGU Experts

Final Integration and 

Interpretation of the Results

Informed

Parallel

Convergent

Fig. 2   Convergent, parallel, mixed-methods, case-study study design. Source: Authors’ conceptualization 
based on study design (Schueller, 2021b)
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Mixing of QUAL and QUAN approaches occurs at multiple stages of the  
study (across two or more strands). As with all MMR designs, degree of  
integration can vary in different hybrid designs. (Tashakkori et al., 2020, p. 
140)

While hybrid designs are unique in combining varying aspects, this study’s  
design most closely resembles a parallel convergent design. No phase or strand  
is clear-cut; each involves multiple steps that are often iterative within a phase  
and between phases. This project was inherently complex, not for the sake of  
sophistication but rather to obtain the most reliable, relevant, and valid data.  
Figure 2 presents the overall study design.

Both primary and secondary data were collected in this study. The primary  
data were collected through a survey and interviews. Secondary data informed  
the instrument development and the collection of primary data. Sources came  
from academic and gray literature, program and project reports, government  
proceedings and publicly available university and government records, bilateral  
agreements, evaluations, quality and audit reports, meeting minutes, media  
announcements, and laws and regulations. We reviewed some well-known  
graduate surveys in Europe, such as EUROGRADUATE and several smaller- 
scale studies (e.g., Shumilova et al., 2012), for the instrument development.

We developed an online survey comprising 33 questions for students and alumni,  
which included a set of questions specifically for alumni. It was split into five  
categories, each directly corresponding to one or two of the research questions. One  
survey was used for both target groups (students and alumni), but different questions  
appeared depending on whether a student or an alumnus was answering. Survey  
participants had the option to fill out the survey in either Turkish or English. A  
pilot study preceded the survey’s official administration. We sent the revised survey  
three times between July and September 2020, in one-month intervals, directly to  
students’ verified accounts from an official TGU account. We then cleaned and  
analyzed the data in SPSS.

We conducted semi-structured interviews with information-rich stakeholders 
from the TGU and the DAAD for the qualitative data collection. Interview guides 
were developed and refined using the same process as with the survey, and 
translated into German. The interview guide for the key stakeholders included 30 
questions, which varied slightly depending on if the stakeholders being interviewed 
were situated in Germany or Turkey. The interview guide used the same overarching 
categories as the survey. Interviews were conducted between July and October 
2020, after which all responses were transcribed, coded using both deductive and 
inductive coding, and analyzed in atlas.ti. A full description of the study method and 
findings appears in the original thesis (Schueller, 2021b). A summary of the study 
has been published in English (Schueller, 2021a) and German (Schueller, 2023). In 
addition, a further publication addressed the role of theory in the study (Schueller & 
Keser Aschenberger, 2022) as well as practitioner-focused topics (Schueller, 2020a, 
2020b).

The overall results of this study suggest that TNE institutions support host 
country labor market outcomes and do not necessarily contribute to brain drain 
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through the migration of highly educated graduates. Furthermore, participation 
in a TNE program does not necessarily contribute to the likelihood of a mobile 
international career. While alumni found jobs in Turkey at high rates, most had 
originally chosen the TGU for the opportunity to pursue an international career. 
For many Turkish alumni, working at German or international companies was the 
goal, as was using their international experiences to give back to their home country. 
Other alumni, particular those pursuing a bachelor’s degree in law, reported feeling 
that they were tricked into a program that was not marketable in Turkey nor useful 
for finding a job in Germany. This perception resulted in an expectation hangover. 
In a sense, these two findings contradict each other. The first point supports the 
assumption that German TNE benefits the host society. The second, however, 
highlights how German TNEs—BUs and the TGU, in particular—are marketed. 
The data shows that strong labor market outcomes for alumni can be associated with 
TNE, albeit primarily in the host country labor market. Therefore, TNE institutions, 
especially those from non-English-speaking countries, must fundamentally rethink 
their marketing regarding employability and their support in terms of student career 
services.

Using this MMR approach, we triangulated multiple stakeholders’ beliefs and 
visions for TGU graduates with the lived experiences, expectations, perceived 
challenges, motivations, and attitudes of TGU students and recent alumni. Had 
this study only examined students’ perspectives of their experiences and alumni 
outcomes, we could not have achieved comprehensive findings. It was vital to 
incorporate the interviews and the stakeholder perspectives from partners in 
Turkey and Germany. By juxtaposing these various viewpoints, we gained insights 
that provide direction and insight regarding the past, current, and future role of 
binational universities and binational education in student career development and 
labor market outcomes.

Reflections on Using a Mixed‑Methods Approach in TNE Research

Each transnational education institution operates differently and is subject to 
different regulatory mechanisms, whether it be a British IBC in Malaysia, a German-
backed university in Jordan, or an Italian branch in Uzbekistan. The rise of organic 
and strategic education hubs is also correlated with the explosion of international 
campuses. Other forms of transnational campuses have developed simultaneously, 
albeit in much smaller numbers than IBCs. Transnational education institutions 
encompass international branch campuses, international joint universities, binational 
universities, regional universities, and networked universities.

Many TNE studies are inherently case studies, since there are often no locally  
comparable institutions or locations with which to make reliable or justifiable  
comparisons. While case studies have inherent weaknesses, conducting a case  
study with MMR capitalizes on the strengths of case study work. These strengths  
are especially evident when a study includes multiple stakeholder perspectives,  
such as students, parents, alumni, administrators, faculty, leadership, employers,  
policymakers, and the public. What follows is a collection of design choices made  
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in the study, reframed as reflections that other researchers can utilize as they embark  
on designing mixed-methods research in TNE studies.

Research Design Choices

The first choice involved the use of multiple phases and strands. This study combined 
four parallel phases, which we divided into multiple strands. Each phase and strand 
followed or emerged from the prior strand. Some MMR studies have as many as 20 
phases Tashakkori et  al., 2020. While this design was partially predetermined, all 
MMR must allow for some movement if necessary. In MMR, phases and strands are 
“nested” within each other, with each data collection and analysis strand building 
on and informing the next (Small, 2011, p. 69). As such, “the research questions, 
data, and data analysis procedures for a later strand depend on (are determined or 
influenced by) the previous strand. Qualitative and quantitative strands are related to 
one another but may evolve as the study unfolds” (Tashakkori et al., 2020, p. 124). 
Phases and strands should be preplanned in MMR based on the research questions 
(Tashakkori et al., 2015).

The second choice involved multiple methods. We used qualitative and  
quantitative methods, including survey research and semi-structured interviews. In  
addition, leading up to these main forms of data collection, we engaged in document  
analysis and conducted an extensive literature review. Researchers should consider  
the role of multiple methods from the same methodological category (e.g., two  
qualitative strands and one quantitative strand), as we have done in the present  
study. In the TGU study, qualitative interviews with institutional stakeholders and  
interviews with alumni were conducted, and we counted them as two separate  
strands with different interview protocols. Studies do not have to include a survey  
and interviews to be counted as MMR; many other viable combinations exist  
(consult Tashakkori et al., 2020 for examples).

MMR design choices are enabled or limited by extraneous factors, such as the 
financial and temporal resources available to the researcher(s). For example, one 
of the authors of this study was enrolled in a fully funded graduate program while 
undertaking the TGU research project. This enabled her to devote significant time 
to the project, including time to visit the TGU on-site. Most of the work, such as 
interviews, were conducted online, reducing costs. However, observing the local 
context is not possible in the same way through such means. Like all research, MMR 
is replete with design choices that must be made and understood in the context of 
the researcher’s constraints.

Theoretical Choices

Within psychology and sociology, the theoretical debate regarding how the 
individual–societal dynamic can be parsed plays out in cross-cultural research. This 
debate is significant because “individuals can vary quite a bit in the extent to which 
they subscribe to group beliefs, values, and practices. Furthermore, individuals 
differ within themselves in expressing, enacting, or applying their cultural beliefs” 
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(Schrauf, 2018, p. 479). As such, the individual impacts the culture and the culture 
impacts the individual, making it difficult to determine causality. However, mixed 
methods, which involve collecting data at multiple levels and analyzing them both 
individually and together, are key to engaging effectively with the individual-cultural 
dynamic in cross-cultural studies (Schrauf, 2016, 2018).

Moreover, as designs in MMR are still evolving, one area of tension has become  
aligning theory with the mixed methods approach. Alavi et al. (2018) observed:  
“When a theoretical framework (and its components) is not clearly linked to research  
methods, researchers risk designing flawed studies, wherein the stated research  
question is inconsistent with the research design” (pp. 528). While researchers may  
be explicit about their theoretical orientation, they do not always clearly indicate  
how their research design aligns with the theoretical framework, or how concepts  
or constructs fit into both. These oversights ultimately impact the validity and  
reliability of the research results (Alavi et al., 2018).

Researchers often select theoretical frameworks after the fact, to make sense 
of the data or interpret it through a favored framework. Some scholars argue that 
“research processes in higher education research rely on concepts and theories, 
which are borrowed from other more or less connected research fields. It requires 
considerable work to transfer theories and concepts and make them fit into a context 
that they were not genuinely invented for” (Seyfried & Reith, 2019, p. 113). Due 
to the novel topic addressed in this study and our goal of achieving theoretical and 
methodological linearity and complementary, we conducted a comprehensive review 
of transnational human capital to develop the unique theoretical framework used in 
the study (see Schueller & Keser Aschenberger, 2022 for a complete overview).

Data Choices

First, data conversion occurred at multiple stages in the study. This process involved  
converting quantitative data into qualitative and vice versa, such as when we used  
the themes found in qualitative data to devise the quantitative instrument. In this  
type of study, both sets of data that result from the same collection technique are  
analyzed separately and together, revealing new insights (Tashakkori et al., 2020, p.  
132). These results are then used to inform the next data collection process. In the  
case of our study, this occurred when we converted the most commonly occurring  
themes from survey comments into questions that were used to shape a semi- 
structured interview guide for alumni. Researchers should consider ahead of time  
which data conversion opportunities exist at which points in the study (Tashakkori  
et al., 2020, p. 118).

Second, there was no priority for a certain type of data (quantitative or qualitative)  
in this study, and therefore one form of data did not have higher importance than or  
dominance over the other (Tashakkori et al., 2020, p. 117). This method represents  
an “equal-status” design (Tashakkori et al., 2020, p. 119), a design approach that is  
“very important and characteristic of strong MM research” (Tashakkori et al., 2020,  
p. 123). However, depending on the research, some studies may choose to prioritize  
one type of data over another.
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Third, we used diverse data sources of different levels. One key consideration  
in designing MMR involves choosing data sources. Our focus on methodological  
variability was directly related to cultural variability among the participants.  
Regarding methodology, Schrauf (2018) argues that the range of cultural variability  
within and between groups is best captured with multi-method approaches that are  
“sensitive to different dimensions or levels of cultural variation.” Results are also  
optimized when the mixed-methods researcher “purposefully brings together these  
differing accounts to generate a more coherent and comprehensive view of what is  
shared across groups and unique to each one” (Schrauf, 2018, p. 478). Applying  
a mixed method approach to the study of TNE provides space for data collection  
and analysis that addresses multiple dimensions. This study involved the entire  
target population of alumni at the TGU in all parts of the study: the only exception  
was that we used a subsample of this target population for the qualitative portion  
due to time and feasibility constraints. This study included multi-level data at the  
individual unit level (students, alumni) and at the institutional unit level (institutional  
stakeholders). The institutional- and individual-level data included the same  
participants throughout the study. Data on other individuals (e.g., students, faculty,  
alumni) or on other institutional types were not included. While this decision limited  
the breadth of the investigation, it allowed the study’s scope to accommodate depth.  
Data sources for the quantitative and qualitative phases came from the same sample  
or were a subsample of the main sample (Tashakkori et al., 2020, p. 117). Especially  
within TNE research, it is possible to reach incredible depth in data sources when  
applying MMR as a part of the research design.

Cross‑Cultural Choices

This research sought to explore career outcomes among TNE alumni using mixed 
methods. Since the primary researcher did not speak the alumni’s language natively, 
the cross-cultural aspect of this project required extra attention and consideration. 
Cross-cultural mixed-methods research designs are projects “in which data are 
systematically collected and analyzed from two or more socio-cultural contexts 
for the purposes of making comparisons between groups on a phenomenon of 
interest” (Schrauf, 2018, p. 477). In considering how the “integration of data types 
in cross-cultural research sharpen our sensitivity to cultural difference and refine 
our explanations,” Schrauf (2018, p. 477) suggests three areas of consideration: 
methodological (e.g., How can the range of cultural variability within and between 
groups be captured?), theoretical (e.g., How can the individual–societal dynamic be 
parsed out?), and data collection and analysis (e.g., How can cultural equivalence in 
data collection and analysis be achieved?; p. 477). Within this study, we treated the 
target population in multiple ways: as one group that has individual variety within 
it, and as two or more groups (e.g., based on regional differences, sending or host 
country affiliations) that we compared to each other.

Furthermore, cultural equivalence in data collection and analysis was a key  
concern. As Schrauf (2018) notes, “ensuring the conceptual equivalence of  
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constructs, the functional and linguistic equivalence of instruments, and the  
authentic comparability of translated data are critically important issues for all  
cross-cultural research” (p. 479). For data to be equivalent across cultural groups,  
Schrauf (2018) notes that the following must be present:

•	 Construct equivalence (i.e., whether the psychological or social construct of 
interest has the same meaning and functions in two or more cultural contexts)

•	 Meaning equivalence of the natural language expressions of the groups under 
study (i.e., the issue of translation in data gathering and analysis)

•	 Cross-cultural instrument validation (i.e., addressing whether and how interview 
schedules, instruments, and surveys have been pilot tested and/or validated in 
each of the cultural contexts; pp. 490-491).

To address these areas of equivalence, this study first integrated a language 
and expression search through multiple pilot studies involving native speakers 
and translators. One aim was therefore to understand the language, terminology, 
and expressions used by the participants and whether any differences existed. The 
language, constructs, and instruments were then reviewed and checked for cross-
cultural validity through the pilot study. These aspects were already integrated 
into the study design prior to the data collection, accounting for the cross-cultural, 
between-group, and within-group components of this study.

Validity and Reliability, Trustworthiness, and Methodological Integrity

MMR research requires attention to measures of validity, reliability, and 
trustworthiness to ensure methodological integrity. In quantitative research, it is 
particularly important to ensure validity and reliability. According to Fraenkel 
et  al. (2009), validity “refers to the appropriateness, meaningfulness, correctness, 
and usefulness of the inferences a researcher makes,” and reliability “refers to 
the consistency of scores or answers from one administration of an instrument 
to another, and from one set of items to another” (p. 147). Qualitative research 
additionally requires trustworthiness, which can be ensured through credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This 
requirement was addressed in the overall study design, as well as in each separate 
strand and specific instruments we used.

To establish validity, the results and findings must be tested for internal  
consistency (e.g., pilot study, reliability tests) and subject to methodological and  
theoretical triangulation in the data collection and analysis. Creswell (2012) defines  
triangulation as “the process of corroborating evidence from different individuals  
(e.g., a principal and a student), types of data (e.g., observational field notes and  
interviews), or methods of data collection (e.g., documents and interviews) in  
descriptions and themes in qualitative research” (p. 629). Triangulation offers data  
richness and increased methodological integrity while unearthing any viewpoints  
that diverge from the patterns in the quantitative results (Patton, 2002). To ensure  
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our study’s reliability, two experts in the field of education research rated the survey  
and interview guides.

We took three steps to ensure external validity, which refers to the extent to 
which the results can be generalized or transferred (Fraenkel et al., 2009): First, 
information about the features of the setting, sample, and procedures was recorded. 
Second, a journal was kept to document the researcher’s processes, thoughts, and 
biases, beginning at the conception of the research project. Third, every effort was 
made to ensure a large sample for the survey and the representation of a variety of 
stakeholders. All components of the research were reviewed for dependability by 
an education research expert. Finally, we paid particular attention to the internal 
and external validity of our instruments based on standards created specifically for 
instrument development and validation within MMR studies (Onwuegbuzie et al., 
2010).

Positionality and Role of the Researcher

Research positionality within international higher education and global exchange 
studies was acknowledged in the early years of the field’s development: “Research 
on educational exchange – like all research – has a very strong personal component 
and scholarly interest or individual edification may prompt research just as much 
as professional interest” (Littmann, 1987, p. 197). The role of the researcher is 
paramount in every study, including traditional quantitative designs. The researcher’s 
own life experiences, biases, personality, and interests inform and influence the 
choices they make about the research they do. As Seyfried and Reith (2019) argue, 
in higher education, “the connection between research subjects (who are conducting 
the research) and research objects (who are under investigation) is closer than in any 
other research field. In this sense, researchers have often argued that the combination 
of field knowledge and scientific practice is a unique advantage. At the same time, 
it “exposes researchers to a high risk of institutionalized introspection resulting in 
investigations of implicit assumptions and biases based on individual or collective 
perceptions” (p. 113). This observation is especially concerning for researchers who 
work at the TNE institution they are researching. Beginning with the choice of topic, 
the researcher has the power to shape a study that could help or harm the living 
beings (human or otherwise) that they interact with and influence over the course of 
the study. In MMR, it is vital to include positionality.

Managing Limitations

There are many limitations involved in implementing an MMR research design, the 
most obvious of which is that this design type is inherently risky. Fetters & Molina-
Azorin, (2017) points out:

When embarking on a new study, one does not know whether the multiple 
types of data will confirm each other. Rather, at the design stage and at the 
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onset of implementation, the extent that the data will confirm, expand, diffract, 
tell different stories, or contradict is unknown (p. 8).

MMR requires a long time frame and significant effort for the development of 
instruments and data collection, as well as for data analysis. Tashakkori et al. (2020) 
have noted on multiple occasions that MMR is especially cumbersome for doctoral 
and early career researchers because it requires them to be familiar with multiple 
paradigms, methods, and modes of analysis. While rare, it is not entirely uncommon 
for doctoral researchers to choose MMR if their research questions dictate it as the 
most appropriate approach, especially in TNE studies.

In addition, conducting MMR (whether as part of a degree program or stand-
alone research project) often requires the methodological expertise of two or more 
scholars. Such projects may involve working with a team of researchers with diverse 
epistemological perspectives that must be managed and negotiated throughout the 
process. When working with researchers from varying methodological backgrounds, 
generalizability may also become a point of contention. Comparative education 
research has shown that while it is possible and necessary, it is challenging to 
generalize data across diverse nations, cultures, and educational frameworks 
(Crossley, 2009). Findings may be generalizable to an institution or a host country’s 
other TNE projects. In some cases, they may not be generalizable at all. Rarely are 
generalizations possible in TNE for these reasons, in addition to the complicating 
dynamics of the TNE Third Space. To the extent possible, we encourage researchers 
to discuss such issues early in the process, instead of having to confront them at a 
later stage when it is more difficult to change the research design.

Further limitations include difficulty recruiting participating institutions and 
individuals, gaining permission for research, and achieving respectable response 
rates. All these factors may impact MMR’s feasibility in TNE studies. However, 
MMR’s multi-layered designs can be shaped to account for these potential 
limitations. For example, participants can be surveyed ahead of interviews to 
determine whether a larger survey with an advanced scale design would be feasible, 
considering the response rate from the first survey.

Integration of Findings and the TNE Third Space

Tashakkori et  al. (2020) recommends integrating data at multiple points throughout 
the study to “capture the benefits of MM research to answer research questions” (p. 
130). This study fully integrated the results and findings from all data collection 
sources to answer the research questions. This integration occurred at multiple points 
during the study, and again at the conclusion of the study, in order to make meta-
inferences (Tashakkori et al., 2020). Due to the complex nature of this study’s design, 
data integration occurred at all four levels: initiation, implementation, analysis, and 
inference.

Research on TNE requires battling with cross-cultural research, language, and 
translation of data, as well as confronting asymmetries in knowledge, power, and 
difference in partnerships at institutional and national levels. While some studies 
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focus on an institution’s or specific country’s approach to TNE, other studies put 
TNE in the background and foreground other topics. These may include quality 
assessment; graduate employability; sustainability, diversity, equity, and inclusion; 
virtual/blended learning; crisis response and risk management; relevance to the 
host region and community; and economic impact (see Hill et al., 2022). Regardless 
of the topic and study method, the TNE Third Space remains relevant whenever 
research analyzes a two-party TNE program, institution, or activity. To illustrate the 
importance of considering the TNE Third Space, we emphasize that transnational 
education institutions can either be sites of inequality or sites of increased access, 
equity, and inclusion, depending on the TNE Third Space context. Outlining the 
third space in TNE studies is necessary for accurately exemplifying the relevant 
contextual factors, regardless of the study topic or design. Understanding where the 
Third Space exists in a TNE case study means recognizing and unpacking the dual 
entities, as well as identifying the boundaries, influences, and actors of the TNE 
Third Space to constrain or advance a study’s topic. To do this, researchers can map 
the stakeholders and influencers in the first, second, and third spaces of a given TNE 
project.

Conclusion

In this article, we aimed to demonstrate the potential benefits and explore the 
complexities associated with a mixed-methods research (MMR) approach in 
transnational education (TNE) studies. The use of MMR in higher education 
research is uncommon despite its inherent benefits, and it remains especially 
rare in TNE studies. The use of MMR in our TGU study highlights the 
strengths of combining qualitative and quantitative methods. MMR allows 
for a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted and multi-contextual 
nature of TNE, which occupies the Third Space between nations and cultures. 
The methodological design, which incorporates multiple phases and strands, 
multiple data sources, a process of data conversion, and an equal-status data 
approach, supports a thorough and detailed analysis. The incorporation of diverse 
data sources and multiple perspectives constitutes a vital characteristic in this 
study. Such practices are essential for fostering a comprehensive and in-depth 
understanding of both the research problem and the broader research context. The 
study’s attention to cross-cultural considerations and its integration of findings at 
various levels further exemplifies the depth and breadth that is achievable through 
MMR.

Furthermore, we highlighted the importance of addressing validity, reliability, 
and trustworthiness in MMR, emphasizing the role of theoretical framework 
choice in enhancing research integrity. The humanizing approach adopted in 
the research design, along with the consideration of researcher positionality, 
exemplifies a progressive and ethical approach to TNE research.

While acknowledging the inherent challenges and limitations of MMR, this 
study illustrates its viability and richness, particularly in TNE contexts and in 
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studies of binational universities. Our insights from the TGU study serve as 
valuable reflections for researchers considering MMR in TNE research. This 
study offers a template for methodologically sound, culturally sensitive, and 
theoretically informed research designs that move beyond the limitations of 
traditional single-study designs. The study’s outcomes not only contribute to the 
TNE research field, but they also set a precedent for future research endeavors in 
similar complex and dynamic educational environments.
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