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Abstract 

In contemporary writing on higher education, globalization and interna-
tionalization are increasingly popular terms, and they are also increasingly 
being used as frameworks for higher education research. This article dis-
cusses the meaning and application of these terms, documents their us-
age in higher education research, and critically reviews this research and 
its usefulness for higher education policy. It concludes that, while many 
interpret the growing globalization and internationalization of higher edu-
cation as another effect of neo-liberal agendas, the role of higher educa-
tion institutions as instigators of further globalization and internationaliza-
tion should not be ignored, while the compromises they make in doing so 
need to be acknowledged. It also suggests that higher education re-
searchers themselves need to move out of their national comfort zones 
and think and research more globally. 
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Introduction 

Higher education is an inter-disciplinary field for research (Brennan and 
Teichler 2008, Kehm and Musselin 2013, Tight 2012). With only a limited 
number of academic and other researchers devoting themselves full-time 
and long-term to researching higher education, most of those researching 
this field come from and remain based in other disciplines, departments 
or institutions, and their contributions are usually part-time and/or short-
term.  

While this means that higher education researchers are highly dispersed, 
which might be viewed as disadvantageous, it also has a more positive 
aspect, as a diverse range of methodologies, theoretical frameworks, 
research designs and, in the broadest sense, ideas are applied to 
researching higher education. While many of these are introduced from 
other disciplines – by researchers with a background or interest in those 
disciplines - other methodologies, theories and designs are also developed 
within higher education research itself (Tight 2012, 2013, 2014a). 

This article forms part of a larger research project, which is tracing the 
origins, spread and development of particular theories, methodologies, 
research designs and ideas of influence within higher education research 
(see also Tight 2014b, 2014c, 2015a, 2015b, 2015c, 2016a, 2016b, 
2018a, 2018b, 2019). In addition to charting where they come from, how 
popular they are and how they change over time, the project is 
considering why and how these theories, methodologies, research designs 
and ideas are being used, their relation to other frameworks, and the 
critiques of them that have been advanced. 

The focus of this article is on the linked ideas of globalization and 
internationalization. These are amongst the most discussed and 
researched aspects of higher education in the last two decades (Kehm 
and Teichler 2007), as evidenced by being the subject of several edited 
books (e.g. Ennew and Greenaway 2012, King, Marginson and Naidoo 
2011, Maringe and Foskett 2010, Scott 1998a, Stromquist and Monkman 
2000) and special issues of journals (e.g. Magyar and Robinson-Pant 
2011, Maringe and Woodfield 2013, Sellar and Gale 2011, de Wit 2011).  

But what are globalization and internationalization, particularly as applied 
to higher education, and how do they differ? What impact are 
globalization and internationalization having on higher education policy, 
provision and practice, what issues are they raising and what critiques 
have been offered? This article focuses on research into globalization and 
internationalization in higher education, examining successively their 
origins and meaning, application and practice, and the issues and 
critiques arising, before reaching some conclusions (note that while I shall 
spell both terms with a ‘z’, original spellings will be maintained in 
quotations).  
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The aim of the article is to provide a comprehensive account of how the 
ideas of globalization and internationalization have developed and been 
applied in higher education research. It does this by carrying out a 
systematic review of the research literature on the topic that has been 
published in the English language (Jesson, Matheson and Lacey 2011, 
Torgerson 2003). Relevant articles, books and chapters were identified 
through Google Scholar and Scopus, with no date restrictions applied, 
using the key words ‘globalization’, ‘internationalization’, ‘higher 
education’ and ‘universities’. The items identified were then checked for 
relevance; where relevant, copies were then obtained for scrutiny and 
analysis, with any additional items identified through their references 
followed up. 

 

Origins and Meaning 

Three key points may be stressed immediately regarding globalization and 
internationalization in higher education research. First, the discussion in 
the higher education literature draws and builds on the broader discussion 
of globalization, in particular in the social science literature (e.g. Albrow 
1996, Beck 2000, Giddens 1999). Second, as we shall see, while 
distinctions may be drawn between the two terms, in practice they are 
often used interchangeably or in overlapping ways. Third, while they have 
attracted particular attention (in policy and research terms) in the last 20 
years or so – following the massification of higher education spreading 
from North America to Europe, the Asia Pacific region and worldwide – 
these are not new phenomena. As Scott makes clear, internationalism at 
least has always been part of the university’s mission: 

There are four topics relevant to the overall theme of 
internationalization and/or globalization. The first is the contrast 
between internationalism – a quality which the university has 
espoused from its earliest days – and globalization. The second 
topic is the very important changes that have taken place in HE 
[higher education], which are often summed up by the word 
massification. The third, linked to the first, is the radical shift from 
neo-colonial internationalization to post-colonial globalization. And 
the fourth and last topic is the even more radical configurations of 
time and space in which the university, as a key institution of the 
knowledge society of the future, is directly implicated. (1998b, pp. 
122-123) 

The linkages made between globalization and internationalization and 
colonialism, in its various changing forms, are telling, as is the link to the 
changes brought about by the internet and related developments. 

How, then, might we distinguish between globalization and 
internationalization? Teichler seeks to explain the difference in the 
following way: 
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Internationalisation can best be defined as the totality of substantial 
changes in the context and inner life of higher education relative to 
an increasing frequency of border-crossing activities amidst a 
persistence of national systems, even though some signs of 
‘‘denationalisation’’ might be observed. Phenomena often viewed as 
characteristic for internationalisation are increasing knowledge 
transfer, physical mobility, cooperation and international education 
and research. Globalisation initially seemed to be defined as the 
totality of substantial changes in the context and inner life of higher 
education related to growing interrelationships between different 
parts of the world whereby national borders are blurred or even 
seem to vanish. In recent years the term ‘‘globalisation’’ is 
substituted for ‘‘internationalisation’’ in the public debate on higher 
education, whereby a shift of meaning takes place… the term tends 
to be used for any supra-regional phenomenon related to higher 
education… and/or anything on a global scale related to higher 
education characterised by market and competition. (2004, pp. 22-
23) 

In his interpretation, then, while internationalization in higher education is 
about cross-border flows – of students, staff and knowledge – and 
international cooperation, globalization (which Teichler suggests has 
changed in meaning over time) represents a step change, with 
international trends and developments now impacting upon the national 
and local.  

Gacel-Ávila adds more flesh to this distinction, arguing that, while 
internationalization refers to mutually satisfactory relationships between 
nations, globalization encompasses forces outside of the control of 
individual nations which are typically viewed as negative: 

The concept of internationalisation differs dialectically from that of 
globalisation because it refers to the relationship between nation-
states, which promotes recognition of and respect for their own 
differences and traditions. By contrast, the phenomenon of 
globalisation does not tend to respect differences and borders, thus 
undermining the bases of the very same nation-states, and leading 
to homogenisation. In this sense, internationalisation can be 
understood as complementary or compensatory to globalizing 
tendencies, given that it allows for a resistance to the latter’s 
denationalising and homogenising effects. (2005, p. 124) 

Unusually – as it seems much more typical for academics to disagree, 
even (or perhaps especially) on the meanings of widely used terms – a 
third author, Dodds, makes much the same point, presenting 
internationalization as a relatively benign force in comparison to 
globalization: 

A final conceptual ambiguity concerns the relationship between 
‘globalisation’ and ‘internationalisation’. Some theorists have been 
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happy to use the two concepts almost interchangeably. Others have 
described globalisation as a particularly ‘intense’ form of 
internationalisation. However, ‘internationalisation’ is generally seen 
as a less critical concept within academia than is ‘globalisation’. 
(2008, p. 509)  

In other words, internationalization may be viewed as a contemporary 
expression of internationalism, whereas globalization is a much more 
challenging prospect. 

Altbach and Knight, however, put it in another way, seeing 
internationalization as encompassing the responses that may be made to 
the forces of globalization: 

Globalization and internationalization are related but not the same 
thing. Globalization is the context of economic and academic trends 
that are part of the reality of the 21st century. Internationalization 
includes the policies and practices undertaken by academic systems 
and institutions — and even individuals — to cope with the global 
academic environment. (2007, p. 290) 

What seems clear from all of these definitions, however, is the portrayal 
of globalization as a set of forces, and of internationalization as the 
approach or response of policy-makers and, in this case, higher education 
institutions, to underlying trends and opportunities. 

Turning to discussions of the meanings of the two terms individually, 
Beerkens distinguishes four main interpretations of globalization, arguing 
that: ‘the main disagreement is between the notion of global as a 
geographical concept on one hand and as an authority-related, cultural, 
and institutional concept on the other’ (2003, p. 133). Clearly, while also 
implying the former, the authors quoted earlier were emphasizing the 
latter interpretations. 

Dodds (2008), based on a content analysis of the literature, also identifies 
a series of contested meanings of globalization: as flows of capital, 
people, information and culture (associated with King), as marketisation 
(associated with Altbach) and as ideology. The consequences of 
globalization are seen as a concentration of linguistic and economic 
power, increased competition between higher education institutions, 
higher education institutions being seen as having a crucial role in 
maintaining or developing national competitive advantage, and changes in 
the nature of information and access to it. Dodds argues that the role of 
higher education institutions themselves in promoting globalization has 
been overlooked (something which Scott (1998b) also implies): 

Globalisation remains a contested concept, within studies of higher 
education as in many other fields. Rather than it being taken to 
refer unambiguously to global flows, pressures, or trends, its 
meaning continues to depend on the particular perspective adopted 
by contemporary researchers. The same conflict is apparent 
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concerning the impacts which are attributed to globalisation, and 
with regard to the appropriate response to globalisation amongst 
academics and HEIs [higher education institutions] more generally. 
Perhaps the only apparent point of consensus amongst 
contemporary researchers is the claim that globalisation affects 
HEIs, rather than HEIs themselves being implicated in its 
promotion… this position underplays the often important role of 
HEIs in encouraging cross-border flows and pressures, and global 
trends such as marketisation. (pp. 514-515) 

This explanation also suggests why globalization has been the subject of 
so much critique from academics, as will be discussed later in this article. 

As regards internationalization, a number of different distinctions or 
typologies have been presented. Haigh (2014, p. 6), for example, 
identified eight layers in the evolution of thinking about 
internationalization: 

(1) recruiting international students; (2) teaching international 
students; (3) growing the international enterprise university 
through the competitive recruitment of international staff and 
students; (4) compliance with standards set by international 
accreditation agencies; (5) ‘internationalisation at home’, which 
means internationalisation of the curriculum for local learners; (6) 
education for global citizenship; (7) connected e-learning; and (8) 
education for planetary, whole-Earth, consciousness. 

These layers suggest a natural developmental process, moving from 
pragmatic concerns about increasing student recruitment, through 
changing curricula and practice, towards an overarching concern for the 
welfare of the whole planet.   

Bedenlier, Kondakci and Zawacki-Richter (2018) approach the issue 
differently, by examining 20 years output of the Journal of Studies in 
International Education, a key journal in this field. They identify: ‘Four 
major developmental waves in this research area… delineation of the field 
(1997-2001), institutionalization and management of internationalization 
(2002-2006), consequences of internationalization: student needs and 
support structures (2007-2011), and currently, moving from the 
institutional to the transnational context of internationalization (2012-
2016)’ (p. 108). In other words, the research foci have paralleled 
developments in the field, albeit with an inevitable time-lag built in.  

Similarly, Mwangi et al (2018) carry out a critical discourse analysis of 
four higher education journals – Higher Education, the Journal of Higher 
Education, Research in Higher Education and Studies in Higher Education 
- noting their strong western focus, and arguing that: 

The concept of internationalization is complex and challenging to 
define within higher education given the need for researchers to 
apply it to diverse country contexts and university systems. While 
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we selected articles for their focus on internationalization within 
higher education, we found that the majority of articles did not 
explicitly define internationalization. When articles did describe the 
concept, it was often discussed as a change process within higher 
education that can positively improve universities. However, articles 
that had a more critical emphasis did tend to illustrate how 
internationalization could foster both positive and negative 
outcomes for higher education institutions, while less critical articles 
tended to emphasize solely the positive. (n.p.) 

Perhaps unsurprisingly, it is those who stand to benefit most from 
internationalization in higher education who are doing most of the 
research, while also often ignoring or underplaying the power issues 
involved. 

In another vein, Engwall (2016) identifies four modes of 
internationalization - (a) import of ideas, (b) outsourcing (i.e. sending 
students abroad to study), (c) insourcing (attracting students from abroad 
to study), and (d) foreign direct investments (delivering higher education 
abroad) - with the first of these seen as the most important for higher 
education. There are some parallels here with Haigh’s categorization, 
though Engwall does not go as far. Both, though, while identifying the 
pragmatic elements of internationalization, such as the movements of 
students and academics, seek to emphasize underlying values: 
international consciousness and the sharing of ideas. 

Clearly, both globalization and internationalization remain somewhat 
contested concepts, though the former is generally viewed as more 
problematic from the perspectives of higher education policy and higher 
education research. 

 

Application and Practice 

Bibliographic searches carried out using Scopus on 16/7/18 show a steady 
increase in the number of publications in the English language focusing on 
globalization and/or internationalization and higher education since the 
1990s (paralleling the growth in the number of publications on higher 
education as a whole). Over 200 new publications are being produced 
each year with the words globalization or internationalization, or both 
(there is, unsurprisingly, a considerable overlap between the two listings), 
and higher education in their title, abstract or keywords; which is taken 
as indicating a close focus on the topic. Other articles also address the 
topic, of course, and are discussed in this article; what follows here is an 
indicative content analysis of those identified through this search. 

Analysis of these search results shows that the majority of authors in both 
listings are based in social science departments. Interestingly, authors 
based in the UK form the largest group for articles focusing on 
internationalization. The UK accounted for 350 articles (e.g. Trahar and 
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Hyland 2011, Walker 2014), with the USA contributing 286 (e.g. Blanco-
Ramirez 2015, Urban and Palmer 2014, Wamboye et al 2015), Australia 
232 (e.g. Fischer and Green 2018, Harman 2004, Levatino 2017), China 
149 (e.g. Huang 2006, Jokila 2015, Li and Bray 2007, Liu and Metcalfe 
2016, Mok and Han 2016, Pan 2013, Wu 2018) and Germany 100 (e.g. 
Bedenlier and Zavenski-Richter 2015, Berchem 1991).  

The more usual order, with USA-based authors well ahead, occurs for 
articles focusing on globalization: the USA accounted for 669, with the UK 
producing 329, Australia 251, China 136 and Canada 110 (e.g. Larsen 
2016, Pashby and Oliveira Andreotti 2016). It may simply be, of course, 
that the two terms are more or less popular, and used in subtly different 
ways, in different countries.  

However, despite producing the largest number of authors on 
internationalization in higher education, and the second largest for 
globalization, none of the leading authors identified – Teichler (19 
articles), Knight (17) and Yemini (13) for internationalization, Marginson 
(22), Mok (15) and Teichler (12) again for globalisation – have been 
primarily UK-based. 

Despite the dominance of the major Anglophone countries, plus China and 
Germany, in research and writing (in English) on globalization and 
internationalization in higher education, interest in this topic is 
widespread and, appropriately enough, global. Thus, for example, 
research has also focused on Brazil (Guilherme, Morosini and dos Santos 
2018), Colombia (Berry and Taylor 2014), Denmark (Fabricius, Mortensen 
and Haberland 2017), Finland (Ahola 2005, Dobson & Hölttä 2001), Hong 
Kong (Lo 2018), Ireland (O’Connor 2018), Japan (Horie 2002, Huang 
2006, 2015, Tsuruta 2013, Umakoshi 1997), Malaysia (Aziz and Abdullah 
2014, Richards 2018, Shafaei and Razak 2016), Mexico (Berry and Taylor 
2014), The Netherlands (Huang 2006), New Zealand (Jiang 2010), 
Norway (Gornitzka and Langfeldt 2008), Russia (Stukalova et al 2015), 
Singapore (Lo 2018, Loke, Chia and Gopinathan 2017, Richards 2018), 
Slovenia (Svetlik and Lalić 2016), South Africa (Dolby 2010), South Korea 
(Moon 2016, Palmer and Cho 2012), Sweden (Söderlundh 2018, 
Svensson and Wihlborg 2010), Thailand (Dixon 2006, Lavankura 2013) 
and Turkey (Akar 2010, Tarhan, Samani and Samani 2017). Tellingly, this 
list includes countries from all continents. 

Other authors have examined the position in particular continents or 
world regions, such as Africa (Jowi 2009), the Asia Pacific area (Ng 2012), 
Central and Eastern Europe (Dobbins and Kwiek 2017), East Asia (Chan 
2013, Chao 2014, Hammond 2016) and Latin America (Gomes et al 
2012). Russell (2015) compared two ‘emerging market providers’, namely 
universities in Malaysia and Mexico, focusing on their transnational 
strategies. 

It remains the case, however, that the impact of globalization and 
internationalization on higher education in the western, developed world 
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has been much more widely researched. This is not, of course, just 
because these countries contain the largest proportion of higher education 
researchers publishing in English, but also due to their dominance in the 
recruitment of international students (and staff): 

The core countries in the world system, the USA, the UK, Australia, 
France, Germany and Japan, receive most of the international 
students, whereas semi-periphery countries such as China, India 
and South Korea, and periphery countries, Malaysia and Vietnam, 
send most of the international students to other countries. (Barnett 
et al 2016, p. 549) 

A particular feature of this focus has been the interest in developments 
within the European Union, especially the effects of the Bologna process 
and the creation of the European Higher Education Area (e.g. Dvir and 
Yemini 2016, Enders and Westerheijden 2011, Primeri and Reale 2012, 
Rivza and Teichler 2007, Teichler 1998, 2009, Valimaa 2011, van der 
Wende 2001, Zmas 2015). Some have also researched the impact of the 
Bologna process outside of the European Union: e.g. Ferrer (2010) has 
examined its effects on Latin American countries. Other western 
international organizations or associations, such as the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), have also attracted 
research attention for their work in encouraging globalization and 
internationalization (Buckner 2017, van der Wende 2007). 

While the themes of globalization and internationalization encourage the 
adoption of a broad approach to research, practical considerations and 
researcher interests mean that a good deal of published research is rather 
more focused and localised. This may be in terms, for example, of the 
disciplines studied (thus Bruner and Iannarelli (2011) examine 
management education in this context, while Larsen (2016) focuses on 
teacher education and Morace et al (2017) consider engineering 
education; all three thus examining examples of professional education 
and development), or the mode of study (e.g. Hanna and Latchem (2002) 
consider the potential of open and distance learning). 

Interestingly, there appears to have been little direct examination of 
gender and ethnicity issues as they impact upon, or are affected by, 
globalization and internationalization in higher education. These issues do, 
however, crop up indirectly in studies of the impact upon higher education 
students and staff. 

Indeed, by far the most common focus taken in research on these topics 
has been to examine, usually at a departmental, institutional or national 
level, the experience of international students; that is, students studying 
outside of their home countries (e.g. Castro et al 2016, Kirkegaard and 
Nat-George 2016 (who focus on conflict-induced student migration), 
Knight 2012, Kritz 2016, Rizvi 2011, Salisbury et al 2009, Sawir 2013, 
Shafaei and Razak 2016, Shields 2013), particularly in the major western 
receiving countries. Some of the research on the international student 
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does, however, take a broader perspective, as, for example, Shields’ 
research into student flows: 

Network analysis reveals that changes to international student flows 
are multifaceted and complex. However, there are clear trends in 
this complexity: even with the growth of new destinations for study, 
the network of international students has become more centralized, 
less densely connected, and less like a “small world”. It shares 
strong structural similarities with the networks of world trade and 
the world polity, increasingly with the latter.  (2013, p. 628) 

International student flows have much in common, then, with other forms 
of consumption, as well as with migration patterns. 

Alongside the interest in the international student experience, a smaller 
but significant body of research has also built up on the academic staff 
experience of teaching international students, working with immigrant 
colleagues or working in other countries themselves (e.g. Bedenlier and 
Zawacki-Richter 2105, Gheorgiu and Stephens 2016, Teichler 2015). Part 
of this interest has focused on what has long been termed ‘brain drain’ 
(Docquier and Rapoport 2012), the movement of qualified academics 
from less developed to more developed countries. Increasingly, however, 
these patterns have become more complex, with universities in, for 
example, the Gulf states and South-east Asia recruiting large numbers of 
English-speaking academics from developed countries; both to their own 
universities and to satellite campuses of western universities.  

Interest in the student and staff experience of globalization and 
internationalization in higher education has led, naturally enough, to 
research into the impact upon the curriculum and teaching (e.g. Bourn 
2011, Bovill, Jordan and Watters 2015, Clifford and Montgomery 2017, 
Harrison 2015, Korhonen and Weil 2015, Leask 2013, Sanderson 2011, 
Svensson and Wihlborg 2010, Yemini and Sagie 2016; note how the 
research foci mirror the developmental stages for internationalization 
identified by Haigh (2014) and Engwall (2016)). Particular foci here have 
been on taking a global perspective to teaching and learning, what this 
implies, and its impact, not just on international students, but on home 
students (e.g. Machin and Murphy 2017) and teachers (e.g. Murray and 
McConachy 2018) in the ‘international classroom’ as well. A recent focus 
has been on the role of higher education in developing and promoting 
‘global citizenship’ (e.g. Aktas et al 2017, Engel and Siczek 2017, 
Friedman 2018), the notion that all students now need to be prepared for 
taking their place in an increasingly global economy and society. 

A particular concern here has been with the role of language, with English 
assuming the position of lingua franca in higher education, and 
universities in countries where English is not a mother tongue being 
encouraged or directed to offer more and more of their popular courses in 
the medium of English (Dlaska 2013, Doiz, Lasagabaster and Sierra 2013, 
Huang 2006, Kedzierski 2016, Robertson and Kedzierski 2016, Rose and 
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McKinley 2018, Zhang 2018). While making provision more accessible to 
international students, the effects are not necessarily positive for home 
students or for ‘successful internationalization’. For example, in Denmark: 

Ideally, the internationalization of university education should be 
about designing study programs that bring together, support and 
take nourishment from the knowledge, cultural practices, life 
experiences and linguistic resources of students and staff from 
diverse backgrounds, in order to develop new ways of studying 
familiar and not-yet-so-familiar subjects, topics and problems. At 
present… language policies at Danish universities act as structural 
obstructions to this form of internationalization, because they 
institutionalize a non-integrated perspective on the local and the 
transnational. University language policies that make a sharp 
distinction between Danish (the local) and English (the non-local) 
actually nourish the paradoxes we have discussed in this paper, 
because they encourage a mindset that undermines a successful 
internationalization process.  (Fabricius et al 2017, p. 592) 

In addition to examining the student and staff experience, and the impact 
upon the curriculum, higher education researchers interested in 
globalization and internationalization have also looked at their effect on 
research (Kwiek 2015), governance and management (Enders 2004, King 
2010, Warwick 2014), and on higher education institutions generally 
(Maringe et al 2013, Seeber et al 2016). Thus, Maringe et al note the 
different rationales for and responses to internationalization in different 
parts of the world: 

internationalisation strategies in universities across the world seem 
to be based on three emergent value-driven models. In western 
universities, a commercial imperative appears to underpin the 
internationalisation processes and understanding. In Confucian and 
many Middle East nations, there is a deep-seated cultural 
imperative at the heart of the internationalisation agenda. In the 
poorer universities of the south, a curriculum-value driven process 
seems to characterise the internationalisation priorities of 
universities there.  (2013, p. 9) 

Not all universities would appear, therefore, to be engaging in 
internationalization solely or chiefly for financial purposes (or perhaps it is 
that these opportunities are simply not available to all universities). 

However, based on a study of over 400 European higher education 
institutions, which would mostly fit the first of Maringe et al’s models, 
Seeber et al identify competitive pressures as underlying institutional and 
individual responses to internationalization: 

the salience of a given rationale for a specific HEI [higher education 
institution] results from factors at multiple levels. Being embedded 
in a globally competitive arena for status spurs a conception of 
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internationalization as instrumental to prestige. It appears that 
national contexts do not affect HEIs’ rationales much, and that the 
amount of resources is less important than the resources 
competition for the selection of rationales. The immediate 
organizational context, both in terms of organizational goals and 
internal actors’ interests, emerge as particularly relevant. (2016, p. 
698)  

Just as Haigh (2014), discussed earlier, identified a series of stages in the 
historical evolution of thinking about internationalization in higher 
education, so Knight, analogously, recognises three generations of 
international universities: 

The classic model or first generation is an internationalized 
university with a diversity of international partnerships, 
international students and staff, and multiple international and 
intercultural collaborative activities at home and abroad. This is the 
most common model. The second generation is called the satellite 
model, which includes universities with satellite offices around the 
world in the form of branch campuses, research centers, and 
management/contact offices. Internationally cofounded universities 
constitute the third and most recent generation of international 
universities. These are stand-alone institutions co-founded or co-
developed by two or more partner institutions from different 
countries. (2015, p. 107) 

Clearly, as Knight suggests, most universities have yet to get beyond the 
first generation, while many of those who have attempted to join the 
second generation have found that the transition did not go as smoothly 
or profitably as they had hoped.  

Cross-border or trans-national higher education has amassed a 
substantial specialist literature of its own (e.g. Amaral et al 2016, Bennell 
and Pearce 2003, Caruana 2016, Healey and Michael 2015, Kauppinen 
2015, Knight 2016, Kosmützky and Putty 2016, Levatino 2017, Naidoo 
2009, Nnazor 2018, Stafford and Taylor 2016, Youssef 2014). Tellingly, 
much of this is critical in tone.  

 

Issues and Critique  

As will be abundantly clear from the discussion so far, globalization and 
internationalization in higher education have been interpreted, addressed 
and researched in a variety of ways: e.g. in terms of system policy, 
teaching and learning, course design, the student experience, institutional 
management and academic work. They have also raised many issues and 
been the subject of a good deal of critique. 

Some of these critiques have been largely accepting of globalization and 
internationalization but have argued that the responses to these trends 
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have not been good enough. Thus, there have been reservations about 
the quality of provision, particularly in transnational or cross-border 
higher education (e.g. Arunasalam 2016), where assertions that provision 
was of equal standard to that made in the home institution have been 
severely questioned. Others have doubted the extent to which universities 
have achieved what they claim in their internationalization strategies (e.g. 
Ayoubi and Massoud 2007) or queried the ethics of internationalization 
and its position on sustainability (Pashby and Oliveira Andreotti 2016).  

Fabricius et al (2017) identify three paradoxes of internationalization that 
arise from the dissonance between an unqualified acceptance of it as a 
‘good thing’ and its practical implications and impacts: internationalization 
and linguistic pluralism (which it tends to reduce), internationalization and 
intercultural understanding (undermined by national groups of students 
often sticking together), and internationalization and competitiveness 
(where the evidence is either lacking or mixed). In short, there is a 
significant difference between internationalization in theory (or in its ideal 
state) and internationalization in practice. 

Healey (2008) takes a different approach to Pashby and Oliveira Andreotti 
on the issue of sustainability, arguing that it is the policies and strategies 
that have led to increasing internationalization of higher education that 
are contradictory and unsustainable: 

on the supply-side, the internationalisation of MESDC [main English-
speaking destination countries] universities is a response to 
confused government policy, which has temporarily made the 
unregulated international student market more attractive than a 
highly regulated domestic market. The pressures that have led the 
MESDCs down this path are, to a greater or lesser extent, spreading 
to other parts of the world, notably continental Europe and Asia, as 
rising participation rates bite against constrained public subsidies 
for higher education… On the demand side… for mainstream 
students in developing countries, studying at a MESDC university 
has come to be regarded over the last 15 years as the only 
alternative for those who cannot secure a place at one of the 
leading universities in their home countries and who have the 
means to pay for a foreign education. As the higher education 
sectors in developing countries scale up and consumers become 
more sophisticated, it is likely that demand to study abroad… will 
decline rather than continue to grow at recent rates.  (pp. 122-123) 

Subsequent experience over the last decade has not (or at least not yet) 
borne out Healey’s final prediction. What seems to be happening instead 
is that, while the main western nations remain popular student 
destinations, more and more countries, both developed and developing, 
are seeking to become ‘hubs’ or destinations for the increasing numbers 
of international students.  
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Perhaps even more concerningly, the recruitment of international 
students has been criticised as being inherently racist or neo-colonial. For 
example: 

the recruitment and reception of international students studying in 
the West are both structured by racialized logics, as both are 
embedded within the dominant global imaginary and its colonial 
myth of Western onto-epistemological supremacy… not only is 
resentment and interpersonal abuse toward international students 
framed by this imaginary, but also, ironically, efforts to welcome 
them as well. (Stein and de Andreotti 2016, p. 235)  

This is reflected, on the one hand, in continuing adverse reactions to the 
presence of large numbers of international students in towns and cities 
hosting universities (Marginson et al 2010); and, on the other hand, in 
the persistence of a particular view as to the nature of ‘world-leading’ 
universities: ‘an underlying entity profile, characterized by institutions 
with a high reputation, from the U.S. or other English-speaking countries, 
oriented towards research, that are active in hard sciences, and have 
extensive budgets’ (Safon 2013, pp. 237-238).  

A somewhat less trenchant critique of globalization and 
internationalization in higher education recognises that the position in 
practice is rather more complex than is often implied. Thus, Marginson 
and Rhoades, in a much-cited article, stress the linkages and inter-
relationships between global, national and local levels or forces: 

We offer a Glonacal Agency Heuristic to frame comparative higher 
education research. 'Glonacal' incorporates three constituent terms 
- global, national, local. "Agency" refers to organized agencies and 
to the agency of human action… Our heuristic highlights the 
growing saliency of global agencies and relationships, including 
meta-national regions, in both the national and the local domains. 
At the same time, it emphasizes the continuing fecundity of local 
institutions and other agents at the national and global level. And it 
takes us beyond nation states, national markets, and national 
systems and institutions of higher education to consider 
organizational agencies and human agency at various levels. Such 
agencies and activities operate simultaneously in the three domains 
or planes of existence - global, national, local - amid multiple and 
reciprocal flows of activity.  (2002, p. 305)  

Marginson and Rhoades are surely correct to point out that, in paying 
increasing attention to global or international forces and developments in 
higher education, we should not ignore or overlook the continuing 
importance of national and local influences and practices. Thus, focusing 
on just one of these levels, Burnett and Huisman (2010) stress the 
importance of organizational culture in impacting on institutional 
responses. 
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However, probably by far the most thoroughgoing critique of globalization 
and internationalization in higher education – and one that is often 
delivered in a routine, condensed or shorthand form, almost as an 
instinctive reaction – is that is simply another expression of neo-liberalism 
(Harris 2008), or, at least, that the way in which it is being interpreted 
and practiced is: 

the current disillusionment about the co-opting of 
internationalization by neoliberal globalization stems from a kind of 
naïveté that internationalization itself already had a strong 
theoretical and practical basis for maintaining its own trajectory 
separate from economic globalization. (Beck 2012, p. 143) 

This reading would place globalization and internationalization (as distinct 
from internationalism) not as ‘a good thing’ but very much as ‘a bad 
thing’: after all, the term ‘neo-liberalism’ is seldom used in social science 
research except in disparaging terms. 

The pressures of globalization are, perhaps, felt most keenly in developing 
nations: 

the globalisation of higher education is ultimately based on the 
market-driven fundamentals of globalisation. Thus it creates more 
challenges than opportunities, particularly for the non-western 
developing countries. The most prominent challenges include quality 
control, information management, its fitness for local societies, and 
costs and benefits. When all of these aspects accompany each 
other, it brings the dangers of total lack of… genuine educational 
values.  (Yang 2003, p. 284) 

Thus, the national and local may be trumped by the global if a developing 
nation wishes to improve its status, and hopefully even compete, in 
higher education internationally. 

This is confirmed by Engel and Siczek (2017) – but in the developed world 
- in their analysis of internationalization strategies in Australia, Canada, 
Ireland, the UK and the USA (i.e. the English-speaking countries). This 
identified ‘a dominant approach to international education that is primarily 
competitive in its orientation, with national interest as the key driver’ (p. 
1). 

Different conceptions and approaches are possible, however, as, most 
notably, Asian-based scholars are beginning to argue: 

Hegemonic understandings of globalization that prioritize western 
neoliberalism have inspired universities in Asian countries to enact 
globalization along these lines, but have also been the blinkers that 
have promoted the scholarship of Asian universities as emulating 
western universities. However, the Asian Century could become a 
time for dismantling this hegemony, and for embracing cultural and 
academic diversity. Researchers, public intellectuals, lecturers, 



17 
 

students and others have an important role to play in opening up 
the social imaginary of globalization of higher education for diverse 
understandings. For instance, the recent scholarship of higher 
education in Asia has critiqued both the now prominent discourse of 
the notion of westernization of education as well as counter 
discourses reliant on notions of Asian values, opening the way to 
critical discussions of hybrid Asian universities. Through discussion 
and reflexive writing academics can create alternative voices, that 
without totalizing or overriding “others”’ voices, create a space for 
explorations of the power/knowledge effects of discourses and of 
the diversity of perspectives. Discussing and writing about 
hegemony, or about local knowledges, forgotten understandings, 
radical new ideas, or pioneering philosophies, are essential tools for 
change. By doing so, debaters and writers map out new territories 
for thought, critique, elaboration or inspiration. (Geerlings and 
Lundberg 2018, p. 238) 

It is easily possible to imagine a not too distant future in which China and 
India, for example, become hub destinations for international students 
and scholars, offering an experience at least somewhat different from that 
to be had in the contemporary, western, world-leading university. 

The western neo-liberal critique of globalization and internationalization in 
higher education might be viewed, therefore, as something of an ‘own 
goal’. Rejecting globalization and internationalization, or elements 
thereof, may simply be interpreted as a rejection of progress and 
modernity. After all, there are few, if any, alternatives currently available 
that offer anything like the same level of actual or anticipated benefits. 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

What does this analysis tell us about the significance of globalization and 
internationalization in, or to, higher education and higher education 
research in particular? I will draw out four main points, as well as a series 
of sub-points. 

First, it is clear that the ideas, concepts or frameworks provided by 
globalization and internationalization have been, and are continuing to be, 
highly popular for thinking about and researching higher education, and 
for informing higher education policy and practice. While it would probably 
not be true to say that this popularity was genuinely global – there are, 
after all, nations and institutions where these forces have little influence - 
globalization and internationalization do draw attention to linkages 
between different parts of the world, and its developed and developing 
nations in particular. 

However, it is important to emphasize that these trends or forces are not 
new; what is new is their particular form and intensity. Indeed, recast in 
an earlier, and subtly different, form as internationalism, globalization and 
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internationalization could be said to be amongst the key underlying values 
of higher education (Scott 1998b). From their very beginnings, 
universities have attracted, and have sought to attract, those interested 
in studying, from however far away (e.g. De Ridder-Symoens 1992). 
Indeed, one contemporary university model that is attracting considerable 
attention, Minerva, could be said to be essentially an up-to-date version 
of the medieval university (Kosslyn and Nelson 2017). 

Furthermore, it is also clear that, while the global and international may 
be important levels at which to consider trends and developments in 
higher education, the national and the local levels still remain of critical 
importance (Marginson and Rhoades 2002). Many national systems, and 
sub-systems (as, for example, in Belgium, Canada, the UK and the USA), 
of higher education have retained their distinctive natures while still 
responding to the demands and opportunities presented by globalization 
and internationalization.  

We need as well, however, to recognise the importance of the regional 
dimension, in the sense of the supra-national but not fully global. Thus, 
the European Union, and the European Higher Education Area more 
generally, offer the clearest example of a strong regional influence on 
higher education policy and research. 

Second, globalization and internationalization, to a far greater extent than 
most frameworks applied to the study of higher education, draw attention 
to the division between what may be called pragmatic and idealistic 
conceptions of the purpose of higher education. At present the 
pragmatists – or neoliberals as some would currently term them – are in 
the ascendant, with their concerns for recruiting as many international 
students as possible, attracting highly qualified staff from other countries, 
and projecting the power and influence of specific higher education 
institutions or systems globally. The idealists, while being generally and 
genuinely critical, yet open to international influences, must largely 
confine themselves to improving the student experience and curriculum 
as best as they can, while continuing their critique. 

There is often a sense, however, that, when globalization and 
internationalization (or, more generally, neoliberalism) are foregrounded 
in the debate, we are really talking about something else. Thus, the focus 
of policy and/or research is on the nature or quality of some aspect of 
provision or practice, while it is merely the context that is international or 
global. If provision or practice is found to be wanting in some way, it is 
not, then, globalization itself that is at fault, but the actions (or lack of 
action) of institutions and their employees. 

This leads nicely to my third point. That is that the conclusion drawn by 
Dodds (2008), and discussed earlier, deserves further emphasis. Higher 
education and higher education institutions have a major role to play in 
globalization and internationalization. They – and particularly those that 
are, or aspire to be, ‘world-leading’ universities - are at least as much 
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drivers of these developments as responders to them, and the 
implications of this should not be overlooked. Globalization and 
internationalization, as the modern versions of internationalism, are 
simply in the interests of higher education institutions to encourage and 
exploit. 

If the leading universities – and those that aspire to this status – together 
with most governments and international organizations, are both 
supporting and helping to drive the forces of globalization, there seems 
little that anyone – individual, organization or government - can do to 
stop these trends, even if that were desired. The most we can try to do is 
to ameliorate some of the unforeseen and disadvantageous 
consequences. 

This does raise the interesting question of whether there is a university 
model that would simultaneously satisfy, at least to some extent, the 
wishes of both those who are keen on the contemporary version of higher 
education globalization and those who remain more wedded to the older 
ideals of internationalism. I am not aware of such a model, so am 
doubtful, though it might be argued that the contemporary 
internationalized university – which pursues the former policies while 
employing many who believe in the latter – is as close as we are going to 
get. 

Fourth, and finally, in this context it seems curious, then, that higher 
education research is arguably less globalized and/or internationalized 
than the systems and institutions it studies. American higher education 
research, to take the most obvious example, while substantial in size is 
notoriously inward looking, typically not consulting any research published 
outside of America (Shahjahan and Kezar 2013, Tight 2014d). Higher 
education research in other countries is also often ‘silo-ed’ in this way, 
though usually to a lesser extent, as researchers in smaller systems need 
to look more broadly, including to America, to build up a body of relevant 
research. 

Indeed, a similar argument might be made about higher education policy. 
Policy-makers seldom look far beyond national practices for other possible 
models of higher education provision. On a global level, only one national 
model, the American, may be said to have extensive influence, though 
the models of former imperial powers like France, Germany, Spain and 
the UK still exert considerable residual influence within their former 
colonies. The long-term influence of the emerging European model 
remains to be seen. 

In moving our thinking about globalization and internationalization in 
higher education and higher education research forward, therefore, 
whether as higher education researchers, policy makers or practitioners, 
we ourselves need to think and act more globally and internationally. 
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In conclusion, then, it may be said that while globalization and 
internationalization have had, and are having, considerable influence on 
higher education policy and research, this influence forms part of a 
continuing tradition, and relies heavily on the complicity of the 
governments and institutions involved. Paradoxically, however, both 
researchers and policy-makers remain largely focused on national issues. 
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