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The International Association of Universities has long espoused a values-driven
approach to internationalisation “to ensure that the outcomes of internationalisation
are positive and of reciprocal benefit to the higher education institutions and the coun-
tries concerned” (IAU 2012). In line with this, there is increasing discussion about
whether the concept of internationalisation has yet been adopted in more distinctive
forms in different parts of the world to better reflect local needs and priorities. This
debate seeks to consider the impact on policy and practice through new perspectives
from those whose voices do not normally have a strong presence in the discourse. In
this contribution, we will reflect further on these key points, and consider what might
be involved in taking the internationalisation agenda forward in more sustainable,
equitable and inclusive ways.

Rather than simply mimicking Anglo-Western, and predominantly English-
speaking, approaches, the need for higher education to address global societal chal-
lenges, summarised in the Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations
(SDGs), implies a global response. Balancing and integrating local needs with global
demands and cross-border working is a major challenge for higher education insti-
tutions in the context of ongoing massification, on the one hand, and the demand for
a global knowledge economy, on the other.

The rapid changes in international higher education have only increased in range
and complexity over the past decade, and not least in response to the global pandemic
of 2020. Certainly, the world is facing strong threats to the underlying values of
cooperative internationalisation and to achieving the SDGs. Populism, nationalism,
xenophobia, and parochial politics are on the increase around the world, presenting
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challenges for those who view internationalisation as more than simply a neoliberal
or market-driven concern, and who call for a more inclusive, nuanced, values-driven
and comprehensive approach.

A range of countries is emerging as important challengers to the dominance of
western internationalisation discourse. But at the same time, there is still a trend
towards homogenisation of activities, approaches, policies and strategies. Interna-
tionalisation strategies of low- andmiddle-income countries largely copy the western
paradigm in focusing strongly on mobility, reputation and branding, and on South-
North relations. This is, to a great extent, driven by economic rationales, increased
competitiveness, and dominance of the western university model. Rankings exacer-
bate this, along with the numerical indicators used to measure internationalisation:
numbers of international students, international scholars, mobile students and staff,
number of internationally co-authored publications. These indicators tend to drive
governments and institutional leaders in higher education to focus (a) on increasing
these quantitative targets, and (b) on policies for realising them, such as teaching
in English, tuition-fee policies, exclusive focus on research, and so on. Little space
is left for innovative ideas around internationalisation, embedded in the local and
institutional context.

A strategic approach to International Higher Education (IHE) is of critical impor-
tance in advancing knowledge-based societies and for sustainable national develop-
ment. However, despite this awareness, very few countries in the Global South have
such policies in place, approaching IHE in more piecemeal and uncoordinated ways.
Reasons include issues around colonial histories, economies, political turmoil, civil
conflict and so on, resulting in the perpetuation of tensions between indigenisation
and globalisation, with resistance towards imported international perspectives.

1 A More Nuanced Approach to Internationalisation

In the past, we have argued for a more nuanced approach to the interpretation and
delivery of internationalisation in a globalised context than has hitherto been the case
and suggested a range of factors that should be taken into account. Differentiated
local and regional responses are required according to geographical variation in
social and economic needs. It is also crucial to take into account ethical issues in
global engagement and sustainability of practice, including careful consideration of
the local context and culture when engaging in cross-border activity.

We have also argued that a globalised view of internationalisation demands polit-
ical and economic rationales are put into context by (a) measuring the things which
are important, not simply those which can be measured, (b) learning from partners
and diversity of policy, practice and research around the world, (c) understanding
the transformational potential of internationalisation for all - students, faculty and
support staff - and its link with employability and citizenship. This means prioritis-
ing the intercultural as well as the international through curriculum, teaching and
learning at home, not only through mobility.
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Yet, internationalisation continues to both reflect and exacerbate the inequalities in
global societies.Access to higher education is still only available to a small proportion
of the global population, and travelling to study in another country for short or longer
periods will always be the preserve of a relatively wealthy, middle-class elite.

The prevailing result of institutional internationalisation strategies which predom-
inantly focus on mobility will be inequality of access, opportunity and outcomes.
Sadly, this focus continues to be the dominant paradigm as far as many institutional
leaders are concerned. With such limited numbers taking part, mobility can neither
solve the growing demands by employers for graduates able to work across countries
and cultures nor will it enable local knowledge and contexts to contribute to solving
major global issues, such as those highlighted in the SDGs.

2 Aligning Internationalisation with Human Values and the
Common Global Good

The importance of internationalising the curriculum ‘at home’ has never been more
vital than in the current cultural, economic, social, and political climate, not least
because cultural diversity in local populations is increasingly prevalent, with inter-
cultural engagement as part of personal and professional life becoming progressively
the norm. However, institutions in the Global North and South are failing to take cur-
riculum internationalisation forward in a way which will embed it more deeply in
strategic plans.

Institutional and academic silos work against the need to be more comprehensive
and integrated in our approach to internationalisation. Too often it is seen as the
role of the international office to deliver an internationalisation agenda principally
focused on mobility and income generation, rather than shared human values and the
common global good.Moving from the ‘success box’ of internationalisation requires
us to address assumptions and perceptions of what it means to be international, for
our institutions and for ourselves. This can mean uncomfortable and challenging
debates and may require fundamentally re-thinking our approach to international
engagement, bringing it more in line with the institution’s broader societal role.

The SDGs may offer a new framework within which the social role and respon-
sibility of higher education internationalisation could evolve. Institutional interna-
tionalisation strategies focus overwhelmingly on recruiting international students, on
building partnerships according to self-interest for impact at home or abroad through
an enhanced international reputation, and on research with the greatest potential to
raise both individual and institutional status. Egron-Polak and Marmolejo (2017)
point out that this marginalises institutions’ existing good work in international
capacity building, curriculum internationalisation, global citizenship development,
sustainability of lifestyles and the economy, development of health policies and prac-
tice, teacher training and so on, which offer more significant contributions to society
and achievement of the SDGs.
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Indeed, these reflections are also behind the concept of Internationalisation of
Higher Education for Society (IHES), which seeks to align the international and
social responsibility dimensions of institutional strategy.

3 Internationalisation for Society

In addition to the capacity-building aspects of an institution’s international engage-
ment, other thematic examples of the role of higher education internationalisation in
wider society include its contribution in relation to refugees and migration and the
enhancement of social inclusion. It also needs to be seen in the context of all levels
of education in order to be inclusive of as wide a population as possible.

With regard to what has been termed the ‘forced internationalisation’ of migrants
and refugees (Streitwieser et al. 2017) view reception and support of these popula-
tions as being an important part of HE internationalisation frameworks and global
engagement. Such an understanding, they argue, will not only solve the immediate
problems of the individuals concerned but will also help to ensure those individuals
have the skills and knowledge needed to facilitate reconstructionwhen political secu-
rity has returned. This role can be connected to broader issues of global stability in
the short and longer-term, enabling higher education to make a valuable contribution
to post-conflict recovery.

Internationalisation as a means of enhancing social inclusion, as a contribution
to social responsibility and the development of global citizenship is an increasingly
present interest in many parts of the world. This is particularly true in developing
countries, where higher education appears to show amore focused acknowledgement
of the social mission of universities than elsewhere. In the developed world, the
notion of ‘society’ has become more market-focused, and terms such as ‘workforce
development’ and ‘employability’ dominate the agenda of higher education and its
internationalisation.

To realise key societal objectives, it would seem obvious to suggest that interna-
tionalisation should be fundamental to education at all levels.Yet, until fairly recently,
internationalisation in primary and vocational education has been largely ignored in
spite of having evolved substantially. Internationalisation is not the exclusive domain
of higher education and can only reach full potential if it is aligned with and built on
other levels of education, emphasising social and individual inclusion in the process.

4 What Next?

Far from becoming globalised in the sense of homogenisation, our view is that inter-
nationalisation strategy across geographical contexts continues to develop beyond
traditional understandings. Engaging with the different political, economic, social,
and historical factors in regional settings can offer new insights for those who choose
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not to imitate Anglo-western models. In other words, how can institutions operate
successfully in their local, national, and regional environments, making a meaning-
ful and responsible contribution to the society they are part of, while also meeting
internationalisation objectives? Will they take a competitive direction or the route
towards a more socially-responsible approach?

As the COVID-19 pandemic has made obvious, the competitive route is diffi-
cult, requires substantial public and private investment, and can increase the social
divide, especially where student mobility retains its primary focus. For some coun-
tries in the Global South, the interplay between globalisation, regionalisation and
nationalisation may be complex, with the potential to highlight harmful effects of
internationalisation resulting in its possible rejection. Delicate discussions around
de-colonisation, de-racialisation and de-imperialisation may be more important in
these contexts than internationalisation itself. However, nationalisation (or region-
alisation) and internationalisation are two sides of the same coin. A total focus on
nationalisation or regionalisationwouldmean isolationwhile exclusively concentrat-
ing on internationalisationwould imply ongoing dependency and copying ofWestern
approaches to internationalisation, not embedded in the local context.

A more socially-responsible route is not easy either, and also requires substantial
public and private resources, but it is more socially inclusive and, in the long run,
will result in a tertiary education sector with higher quality. This approach implies
paying greater attention to internationalisation of the curriculum at home. It should
align with other levels of education and better address the international dimensions
of social responsibility.

So, to return to our question, what next for internationalisation as a global phe-
nomenon? This question is even more fundamental in the current context, with the
challenges of a pandemic, Black Lives Matter, nationalism and populism, along with
a severe global economic crisis and climate emergency. In our view, internationali-
sation cannot continue to be driven primarily by competitive economic rationales. It
has to find the right balance between local, national, regional and global needs and
objectives. It has to work towards achieving the Sustainable Development Goals of
the United Nations. It must respect local identities, cultures and languages. Mobility,
for qualifications or credit, has to be downgraded as the focus of internationalisation
strategies, in the interest of sustainability and inclusivity as well as environmental
concerns. Global and intercultural learning for all has to be at the centre of strategies
and policies, facilitated in part through the opportunities presented by technological
innovation, and replacing the emphasis on mobility for the elite minority.

It is crucial that we take account of different contexts in our understanding and
approach, considering internationalisation in a more nuanced fashion than before.
We have attempted here to further such examination in order to stimulate reflec-
tion, understanding, and actions towards innovative, sustainable, ethical, and socially
inclusive conceptualisations of internationalisation.
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