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I
n November 2012, the US Department of Education 
published its first-ever “fully articulated international 
strategy.” Its two strategic goals are to strengthen US 
education and advance the international priorities of 
the US through increasing the global competencies 

of students, learning from other countries, and engaging in 
education diplomacy (2012, p. 4).

What has prompted the US to launch a new international 
strategy, and how does it compare with developments in 
other countries? What trends are we seeing in international 
higher education, and do they signal evolutionary or more 
radical changes ahead?

The US’s strategy, as articulated in Succeeding Globally 
through International Education and Engagement, makes 
interesting reading for foreigners for what it indicates both 
about US policy and about directions in international higher 
education. Of course, the document articulates concerns 
about national security: Foreign-language skills and area 
expertise are named as essential for national defence and 
intelligence. Yet there is recognition, too, that civic and 

global awareness are required for understanding relations 
with other countries, as well as US history and politics—and 
a hint that sustainable prosperity could depend more on ef-
fective public engagement internationally than on large-scale 
defense spending.

The document recognizes that the ability to communicate, 
appreciate, and work with diverse perspectives and view-
points promotes civil discourse and a cohesive society in a 
nation of 50 million immigrants. These attributes and aims 
are familiar to other multicultural societies such as Australia, 
Malaysia, and the UK, but they are not necessarily part of a 
national strategy for international education. The US may be 
leading the way in seeking to integrate internationalization 
at home with internationalization abroad, across all stages 
of education and for all students, including those who have 
been traditionally disadvantaged.

The imperatives of a hyper-connected world are a familiar 
driver for internationalization strategies in other countries 
and regions. The US is not unique in wishing to develop 
“a globally competent citizenry” capable of sustaining 
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economic competitiveness. However, the need for students to 
have the substantive knowledge, understanding, and commu-
nication and collaborative skills to address challenges that 
cross borders, including man-made and natural disasters, is 
not necessarily articulated as clearly by other countries as a 
key rationale for internationalization strategies.

The final element of the US strategy, international bench-
marking and applying learning from high-performing 
countries to improve domestic performance, testifies to the 
growing power of international rankings and the urgent need 
for reliable international comparative data.

This article will take a look at national-level international-
ization strategies beyond the US and consider their align-
ment (or not) with institutional initiatives. Four dimensions 
of internationalization will be highlighted to identify key 
trends. Do these trends herald deeper structural changes for 
higher education and what risks and opportunities lie ahead?

Why Are Countries And institutions  
internAtionAlizing?

Rationales for internationalization at the national level 
were analyzed by Hans de Wit from the Netherlands and 
Jane Knight from Canada in articles in the mid-late 1990s. 
At that time, they grouped those rationales into four cat-
egories: social-cultural, political, academic, and economic. 
Then, in an article for International Higher Education in 
2004, Knight noted a shift towards four new rationales with 
stronger economic dimensions.

The first, “human resources development,” refers to the 
tendency of nations to emphasize developing and recruiting 

talented students and scholars from other countries to in-
crease their scientific, technological and economic competi-
tiveness. Examples include Finland, the Netherlands, New 
Zealand, and Canada, among others.

A second rationale involves building strategic alliances 
between countries to foster the international mobility of 
students and academics, as well as collaborative research 
and education initiatives to develop productive geopoliti-
cal ties and economic relationships. The new US strategy 
document cites China, India, Brazil, and Indonesia among its 
priority countries for such relationships, while the UK is also 
prioritising Russia (as another “BRIC country”) and Colum-
bia, Vietnam, Egypt, Turkey, Vietnam and South Africa as 
additional “CIVETS countries” alongside Indonesia.

A third rationale involves nations’ focusing more sharply 
on commercial trade in education services to generate in-
come and wider economic opportunities for institutions and 
countries (as well as regions). Knight argued that the inclu-
sion of education as one of the twelve service sectors in the 
General Agreement on Trade in Services within the World 
Trade Organization was a strong indicator that the import-
ing and exporting of education programs and services were 
viewed as potentially lucrative trade areas.

However, there are subtle differences in economic ap-
proaches to internationalization across nations. Income 
generation from international education has been a primary 
interest for Australia and the UK for the last three decades, 
since educational services have been identified as major 
export industries. International education is Australia’s third 
largest export, while the education, skills, and training sector 
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is fifth in market value for the UK. Germany, on the other 
hand, does not view international education as an income-
generating business in its own right; rather, federal and state 
governments have a more holistic view of the contribution of 
international higher education to Germany’s wider economic 
strategy as an export nation.

Knight’s fourth rationale is “nation-building.” Here a con-
trast can be made between countries that export education 
for economic benefit (like the UK or Australia) and those 
that import education programs and foreign institutions as 
part of their efforts to develop a more educated and trained 
citizenry and workforce. The United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
is a leading example in this category, which also includes 
Malaysia, Singapore, and Vietnam.

Since 2003, the International Association of Universities 
(IAU) has conducted regular surveys of internationalization 
across countries, focusing on the perspectives of higher edu-
cation institutions and national university associations. The 
most recent survey in 2010 noted the impact of the global 
economic crisis on internationalization efforts, highlighting 
a lack of financial resources as a barrier to development.

Nonetheless, internationalization has remained a major 
priority for institutions, with the most important rationale 
being to prepare students for a globalized world. Both 
institutions and national university associations report that 
the most important benefits of internationalization are the 
increased international awareness of students and strength-
ened research and knowledge production. Internationalizing 
the curriculum and enhancing the institution’s international 
profile and reputation were also high priorities, with the lat-
ter being more prominent in Europe than the former and the 
reverse being the case in Latin America.

Government policy and business and industry demand are 
the top two external drivers for internationalization. The head 
of the institution and international office are the main internal 
drivers of strategies to address governmental and business 
needs (with faculty interest notably lagging behind).

While there were commonalities across countries in 
terms of focus, the IAU survey also revealed differences in 
regional priorities, with the Middle East and Africa alone 
including development and capacity-building among their 
top five priorities. For the majority of European respondents, 
outgoing mobility opportunities for students, international 
student exchanges, and attracting international students are 
the priorities.

Finally, the majority of countries in the survey had a 
strong intra-regional (rather than a global or priority country 
focus) for their internationalization agendas.

government And institutionAl strAtegies:  
synergy or ConfliCt?

In many countries, government strategies (at national and 
regional levels) are important drivers of internationalization 
activities, as indicated by a third of the 745 IAU respondents 
in the 2010 survey. However, in highly autonomous uni-
versity systems like the US, the major driver of activity is 
more likely to be institutions. The IAU survey identifies 17 

activities in order of their priority in institutions’ internation-
alization policies: 

Given this range of institutional activities, how can 
government resources and support be targeted to achieve 
government objectives and add value to institutional effort? 
In practice, government strategies vary according to levels of 
institutional autonomy, and countries are at different stages 
of development with regard to such autonomy. Nonetheless, 
in all cases, governments can support (or hinder) interna-
tionalization efforts. In addition, they must safeguard the 
quality of international education, since both institutional 
and national reputations are at stake.

Internationalization activity

Percentage of 
HEIs having se-
lected activity as 
priority in policy 
(N=498)

Outgoing mobility opportunities for 
students (study, internships etc)

44%

International student exchanges and 
attracting international students

43%

International research collaboration 40%

Strengthening the international or 
inter-cultural content of the curricu-
lum

31%

Developing joint and double/dual 
degree programs with foreign part-
ner institutions

30%

Outgoing mobility opportunities for 
faculty/staff 

29%

International development and 
capacity-building projects

17%

Hosting international scholars 17%

Internationalization “at home” 15%

Foreign-language teaching as part of 
the curriculum

14%

Foreign visits to your university 13%

Marketing and recruiting fee-paying 
international undergraduate students

11%

Marketing and recruiting fee-paying 
international postgraduate students

10%

Short-term language programs for 
international students

7%

Delivery of distance education 
courses/online programs abroad

6%

Offering foreign academic programs 
in your institution

6%

Provision of programs/establishment 
of branch campuses abroad (face-to-
face instruction)

3%
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The OECD (2012) suggests that governments can actively 
incentivise international research initiatives (through direct 
funding or by encouraging research council cooperation), 
support corporate-institutional partnerships, and facilitate 
the mobility of student and faculty talent. They can also 
leverage the latent strengths dispersed across their own sys-
tems and local economies by assisting in the development of 
international partnerships.

Unfortunately, where there is a mismatch between 
national and institutional objectives, internationalization 
efforts will be thwarted. This can happen through national 
education policies with an international dimension (such 
as regulations regarding joint or double degrees) or, more 
commonly, through national policies that have a signifi-
cant impact on international education, including security 
or immigration policies and associated visa regulations 
and restrictions. Higher education in the US, Austra-
lia, and currently the UK has experienced the negative 
consequences for higher education internationalization of 
restrictive visa policies.

four dimensions of internAtionAlizAtion

So what is the current state of internalization efforts in 
higher education across the globe?

International Student Mobility
Foreign students enrolling outside their country of ori-

gin steadily increased in number between 2000 and 2010 
(OECD, 2012). Demand grew by 99 percent (from just over 
2 million to 4.1 million students), with an annual growth rate 
of 7.1 percent. 

However, these overall statistics hide many important 
details. First, the proportion of students who are internation-
ally mobile as a proportion of all students enrolled in higher 
education across the world remains small (approximately 
2 percent), although in Europe, the proportion is higher at 
around 7 percent, according to ACA’s 2012 study. 

Second, the proportion of all college and university students 
who are international varies across countries, as does the 
nature of the international student population. In Australia, the 
proportion of international students in 2010 was 21 percent, 
in the UK 16 percent, and in New Zealand 14.2 percent. 
Switzerland and Austria (at 15.4 percent) also have significant 
proportions of international students, but the sources of these 
students are more regional than global. With an increasing 

focus on attracting “global talent” in these and other continen-
tal European countries, these patterns may shift.

 The UK, with 29 percent market share of those European 
students who are internationally mobile, and Germany, with 
14 percent, top the list of countries that import European 
students. France and Austria also have important shares of 
the EU mobile student market (at 10 percent and 11 percent 
respectively),

However, many continental European countries intend to, 
and do, strike a balance between outward and inward student 
mobility, so that internationalization can benefit all students, 
albeit in different ways. In the UK (as in the US), there is 
enough concern about the imbalance between incoming in-
ternational and outgoing domestic students that new national 
initiatives are emerging (the 2009 100,000 Strong Initiative 
in the US and a proposed UK strategy on outward student 
mobility, to be launched in September 2013).

The market for recruiting international students is highly 
competitive between countries and between institutions. The 
US remains the market leader, but market share is volatile. 
There are new entrants to the market, as well as shifting pat-
terns of recruitment from different countries.

OECD data on trends in international student market 
shares between 2000 and 2010 show that Australia and 
the UK were winners (1.5 percent and 2.2 percent growth 
respectively), while Germany and the US were losers (a 2.6 
percent and a 6.3 percent decline, respectively). However, 
a recent World Education Services (2013) study points out 
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that the US has significant potential for growth in recruit-
ing international students to its undergraduate programs, as 
these are not yet significantly internationalized (compared to 
competitor countries such as Australia or the UK).

The same study also illustrates the fluctuating flows 
of international students from different countries to the 
US. China was the top sender of international students in 
1999/2000, before being overtaken by India in 2001/2002. 
China regained top position in 2009/2010. Japanese enroll-
ments have halved to 20,000 from the late 1990s to the 
present, while enrollments from Saudi Arabia increased by 
over 700 percent between 2002/2003 and 2011/20012, from 
4,200 to 34,100.

 If one looks across countries, some nations that used to 
be exporters of undergraduate and graduate students to other 
countries (such as Malaysia) have become importers of inter-
national students, seeing such internationalization strategies 
as key to their economic and social goals. 

Trans-National Education
A chosen route to internationalize for a number of coun-

tries has been to embrace trans-national education (TNE). 
TNE—education delivered in a different country than the 
one where the awarding body is located—has been growing 
in scale and significance since the mid-1990s. Institutions 
have seen it as an opportunity to extend their international 
reach, income, and reputation, and governments have opened 
their higher education systems to foreign providers as a 
capacity-building strategy.

There are a wide variety of TNE arrangements, includ-
ing international branch campuses, collaborative programs 
and institutions, joint and double degrees, franchises and 
licensing arrangements, and distance learning. A 2013 
British Council study focusing on “the shape of things to 
come” noted that the TNE landscape has changed over time 
(with host countries and sending countries changing their 
positions) and varies significantly from country to country, 

depending on their different rationales for and attitudes 
towards TNE.

For example, in China the main rationale for TNE is 
academic, involving the modernising and capacity-building 
of local universities. There, TNE modes typically involve 
partner branch campuses and joint programs. In Malaysia, 
the rationale is economic—to generate revenue via student 
mobility; there, modes of TNE include franchise arrange-
ments and full branch campuses. In the UAE, developing a 
skilled workforce is a priority, including providing higher 
education to the large expatriate population. 

The development of international branch campuses (IBCs) 
is a prominent (albeit small-scale) aspect of TNE that has 
grown in recent years. The Observatory on Borderless 
Higher Education (OBHE) has monitored trends over time 
and reported in 2012 that there were 200 degree-awarding 
IBCs worldwide.

The US offers the greatest number of IBCs (78). There 
has been a shift in activity from the Middle East to the Far 
East as national authorities in this region (for example, in 
Malaysia, Hong Kong SAR, and Singapore) now offer incen-
tives such as tax-free zones and fully funded premises to for-
eign universities to establish branch campuses. There is also 
a trend towards more focused or “niche” campuses (offering 
specialist programs and skills) rather than “comprehensive” 
campuses offering a full range of subjects so that students 
can have a parallel experience in a different country.

A detailed look at rationales, strategies, and tactics across 
countries and institutions with respect to branch campuses 
reveals as much variety as in other areas of internationaliza-
tion. In the UAE (and in Hong Kong SAR, Malaysia and 
Singapore), national authorities have been the main drivers 
in establishing a favourable environment to encourage for-
eign providers to come in. 

In countries such as India, though, the regulatory environ-
ment is not encouraging to foreign providers, despite the 
fact that demand for international education there is strong, 
there is insufficient national capacity to cope with the overall 
demand for higher education, and foreign providers could 
help meet such demand.

In countries such as the UK and the US, institutions have 
typically driven initiatives to establish branch campuses as 
part of their own internationalization strategies. In Germany, 
by contrast, there is significant government investment to 
help establish “German-backed foreign universities” and 
branch-campus partnerships.

Associated with the development of international branch 
campuses is the emergence of education hubs. Knight sug-
gests that there have been three generations of trans-national 
education; the development of education hubs is most recent. 
The first two generations included the movement of people 
across borders (students, scholars, experts) and the mobil-
ity of programs (through franchising, validation, overseas 
centers, and branch campuses). The third involves a country, 
city, or special zone where there is a critical mass of local 
and foreign players—governments, institutions, businesses, 
and higher education agencies—collaborating strategically 
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for mutual benefit, choosing to position itself as an “educa-
tion hub.”

There appear to be different types of education hubs 
emerging, according to Knight. “Student hubs” are primarily 
focused on attracting international students; examples in-
clude Hong Kong SAR, Botswana, and Qatar. “Talent hubs” 
are loci for developing an educated and skilled workforce, 
as in the case of Malaysia and the UAE. The third category, 
“knowledge and innovation hubs,” is currently reserved for 
Singapore.

Global Networks
International consortia, alliances, joint ventures, associa-

tions, and networks have always been a feature of the higher 
education landscape as mechanisms for communication, 
lobbying, and collaborative endeavours. While data are hard 
to come by, given the multiplicity of such arrangements, the 
twin drivers of globalization and internationalization appear 
to be stimulating new global networks designed to achieve 
“collaborative advantage” within an increasingly competitive 
global arena.

Established global networks such as Universitas21 
(involving 23 research-intensive universities in 15 coun-
tries, established in 1997) and the Worldwide Universi-
ties Network (with 18 research-intensive universities in 
8 countries, established in 2000) have strengthened their 
funding and infrastructures and extended their activities in 
support of research development and collaboration, as well 
as exchanges of students and staff. Other networks such as 
the Global University Network for Innovation (established 
in 1999) have formal links to global agencies—in this case 
UNESCO—and are extending their reach through new re-
gional affiliations. The Asia-Pacific branch (GUNI-AP) was 
formally constituted in 2002 to promote reform and innova-
tion processes in the region.

Existing networks at regional and local levels—for 
example the Association of American Universities (AAU), 
the League of European Research Universities (LERU), the 
China 9 League of leading universities, and the Australian 
Group of 8 (Go8) —are also joining forces to increase their 
influence and impact on “the challenges facing research in-
stitutions around the world” (University World News, 2013).

For-profit education providers are also expanding and 
deepening their global networks. Laureate International 
Universities now includes 65 higher education institutions in 
29 countries and online, with various forms of affiliation and 
catering to more than 750,000 students. Networks that include 
both the corporate sector and universities have also grown: 
Santander Global Universities Division was established in 
1997 to support higher education as “a means of contributing 
to the development and prosperity of society”; there are now 
more than 1,000 university members in 17 countries.

Individual universities are positioning themselves as 
“global” by developing and promoting their networks. 
A prominent US example is New York University, which 
describes itself as a “Global Network University,” with three 
portal campuses in New York, Abu Dhabi, and Singapore 
and 11 global sites in countries around the world.

Such developments may also be facilitated or encouraged 
by parallel collaborations between higher education agen-
cies, including research councils and quality-assurance and 
accreditation agencies. A virtual Global Research Council 
of Science and Engineering Funding Agencies was created 
in 2012 to promote cooperation between agencies and the 
sharing of data and best practices for high-quality research 
cooperation.

Bi-lateral and tri-lateral arrangements between quality-as-
surance and accrediting agencies have the more far-reaching 
goals of mutual recognition of each others’ principles and 
practices so as to facilitate shared working arrangements. 
Several specialist accrediting agencies and professional bod-
ies were early adopters of common international standards 
and practices; more recently it is the turn of regional and 
national agencies to move in these directions.
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 International Education
The US’s international strategy highlights different aspects 

of international education, including language learning, 
inter-cultural skills, and the ability to understand and address 
global challenges collaboratively. These curricular dimen-
sions are visible in national and institutional strategies for 
internationalization, with a range of initiatives emerging to 
integrate cross-cultural knowledge and deepen understand-
ings of different educational philosophies and pedagogical 
practices (“Western” and “Eastern,” for example).

 A range of private colleges and universities with branches 
in foreign cities are successfully promoting themselves as 
providers of a global education for global citizens, often with 
a strongly vocational focus. Their emphasis on employability 
as an important outcome of higher education is of increas-
ing significance for many countries, particularly those where 
youth unemployment is high (as indicated in McKinsey’s 
influential report, Education to Employment, 2012).

More attention is being given in universities’ internation-
alization strategies (for example in the UK) to how overseas 
work experience or volunteering can enhance graduates’ ca-
reer opportunities. In countries such as Australia, the chance 
to work there while studying or immediately after graduation 
is part of national strategies to attract overseas talent into 
universities and into the workforce.

Other tactics for attracting international students include 
extending the number and range of degree programs taught 
in English, particularly at the master’s level. The Academic 
Cooperation Association reported a rise in English-taught 
master’s programs in Europe from 560 in 2002 to 1,500 
in 2008. By 2012, the Institute of International Education 
(IIE) estimated the total as 3,700 programs taught wholly in 
English. The Netherlands tops the list of 10 countries in the 
IIE analysis, followed by Germany, Sweden, France, Spain, 
Switzerland, Belgium, Italy, Denmark, and Finland.

This represents an important trend in internationaliza-
tion, particularly at the graduate level, and in the search for 
talent and high-level skills. In the future, greater competitive 
advantage may accrue to those countries that can provide an 
international experience that is Anglophone but not exclu-
sively Anglo-centric.

The final element of international education that has been 
steadily building is the number and variety of programs 
offered through distance-learning modes. Open and virtual 

universities are no strangers to such global reach, and many 
public universities have increased the range, choice, and 
flexibility of their degrees by incorporating online opportu-
nities and different forms of blended learning, as the recent 
Babson Survey (2012) reveals.

The explosive arrival of MOOCS onto the scene extends 
the potential for global reach for education providers, for 
global interaction between learners, and potentially for 
global engagement—although equilibrium between media 
hype and academic scepticism is yet to be attained. Academ-
ic developers recognise the potential for MOOCS to provide 
deeper understanding of online pedagogy, while the global 
reach of MOOCS, if linked to advanced learning analytics, 
may also provide new insights into inter-cultural learning 
and new opportunities for international benchmarking at the 
module or program level.

looking forWArd

The internationalization of higher education is a dynamic 
and constantly evolving process. It is shaped by the purposes 
and actions of a variety of actors at different levels of the 
system, including individuals, institutions, agencies, and 
governments at national, regional, and (increasingly) trans-
national and global levels. It is also subject to deeper eco-
nomic, social, political, cultural and technological drivers.

The goals of internationalization vary across countries 
and regions, as do understandings of and attitudes towards 
internationalization. While it is common to extol the positive 
benefits of internationalization (e.g., inter-cultural under-
standing, sharing good practices, enhancing the quality of 
higher education), for some countries and regions the experi-
ence of internationalization is not positive, involving as it 
does brain-drain, loss of cultural and linguistic identity, and 
unequal access to resources and prestige.

There is also evidence of conflicting values in approaches 
to internationalization—for example, cooperation versus 
competition, social responsibility versus economic gain, 
cultural homogeneity versus cultural heterogeneity, verti-
cal hierarchies of institutions versus horizontal diversity of 
institutions, inclusivity versus exclusivity of networks and 
partnerships, and reciprocal gains versus individual advan-
tage. In addition, as indicated earlier, there is often a lack 
of alignment of objectives for internationalization between 
different levels of the system.
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There are clear financial, quality, and reputational risks as 
well as opportunities in current forms of and approaches to 
internationalization. Within its Affirming Academic Values in 
Internationalization of Higher Education: A Call to Action, 
issued in 2012, the IAU (among others) has highlighted 
many of these and has also recently addressed conflicts of 
values (for example, between faculty and institutions and in-
stitutions and governments), as well as contested understand-
ings in approaches to internationalization. This document 
urges an affirmation (or re-affirmation) of academic values 
in the internationalization of higher education. While this is 
both laudable and necessary, the tide appears to be pulling in 
a different direction.

One can argue that some aspects of internationaliza-
tion—such as student and faculty mobility—show  
evolutionary development (with ebbs and flows between 
countries and regions over time), but other aspects point 
towards deeper structural changes for higher education 
institutions and systems.

 First, the context and pervasive impacts of globalization 
have broadened and strengthened the drivers of interna-
tionalization—some extrinsic and some intrinsic to higher 
education. This is evident in the importance attached to 
internationalization at different levels of the system; the 
range, complexity, and interconnected nature of interna-
tional activities; the level of investments involved; and 
the increasing number, range, and type of collaborative 
networks and alliances.

Second, the central role that higher education now plays 
in the development and sustainability of knowledge econo-
mies is a key driver. The internationalization of higher 
education is needed as a response to the impact of global-
ization on the communities, cities, businesses, industries, 
and public services to which universities and colleges are 
intimately linked.

Third, prompted by global rankings and a race for talent, 
resources, and prestige, “being international” has become 
synonymous with “quality and excellence” in education 
and research. Countries and regions are seeking their own 
“world-class universities,” while top-ranking institutions in 
many countries are chasing the rewards and prestige associ-
ated with recognition as “world-class” global players.

Hence, from many angles and perspectives, internation-
alization is shifting from the periphery to the core of higher 
education. It is no longer being seen as an optional extra; it 
is being woven into the fabric of institutions and higher edu-
cation systems, with consequences for leadership, manage-
ment, and governance structures and processes.

However, there remain important challenges, as IAU sur-
veys and the recent Call to Action indicate. Without a closer 
alignment of objectives at different levels, a commitment to 
reciprocity across nations, and real effort to achieve faculty 
and staff engagement, the opportunities associated with 
deeper internationalization will not be realized. Govern-
ments’ international strategies will remain fully articulated 
but not fully implemented. C
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