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Abstract
Higher Education Institutions are expected to stimulate the innovation system and to con-
tribute to the development of societies in a global perspective. Within this context, there is 
an increasing focus on internationalization. HEIs are developing institutional mechanisms 
to support internationalization while academics are expected to carry specific practices 
that allow them to improve the internationalization of knowledge production. At the same 
time, they are encouraged to engage with non-academic partners to co-produce and trans-
fer knowledge, contributing, in this way, to economic and social development. Although 
there is some research on the impact of internationalization on academic entrepreneurship, 
studies on the effects in other dimensions of academic engagement with society are almost 
absent. This paper aims to fill this gap by analyzing the relationship between academics’ 
internationalization practices and perceptions and the development of different types of 
academic engagement. Our analysis draws on quantitative analysis with data provided by 
an international survey (APIKS) and explores the Portuguese context. Findings show that 
the different practices and perspectives on internationalization impact differently on the 
way scientists engage. While there are positive effects of internationalization of research on 
engagement, the time academics stay abroad and the high focus on publishing in interna-
tionally high-rated journals may negatively affect academics’ orientation towards the local 
community. This paper contributes to the debate on the role of the internationalization in 
the context of a knowledge-based society, considering different dimensions and a broad 
spectrum of knowledge-based engagement activities.

Keywords Academic engagement · International mobility · Internationalization of 
research · Institutional policy · Knowledge production

 * Anabela Queirós 
 anabela.queiros@ua.pt

1 DSCSPT, University of Aveiro, Aveiro, Portugal
2 CIPES - Centre for Research in Higher Education Policies, University of Aveiro, Aveiro, Portugal

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10734-023-01090-0&domain=pdf


1770 Higher Education (2024) 87:1769–1789

1 3

Introduction

Over the last decades, higher education (HE) systems and institutions (HEIs) are 
increasingly pressured to adapt to an unprecedented changing, competitive, complex, 
and global environment, economically, socially, and politically (Bartell, 2003). Moreo-
ver, they “have been increasingly expected to become international, by integrating an 
international, intercultural or global dimension into their purpose, functions and activi-
ties” (Seeber et al., 2016: 686).

Within this context, the scientists are encouraged to go abroad since international 
mobility is considered a “driver of excellence.” Spending time in a foreign country and 
engaging with an international and multicultural work environment enable scientists to 
enhance their social capital and establish an international scientific network (Kristensen 
& Karlsen, 2018). This, in turn, expands opportunities for research projects and interna-
tional publication (Edler et al., 2011; Kwiek, 2015; Patrício et al., 2018).

In this regard, the literature has highlighted the positive impact of academics’ inter-
nationalization on their research productivity (Abramo et  al., 2009; Abramo, Horta & 
Santos, 2016; Patrício et al., 2018). In recent years, these factors have been gaining rel-
evance for the institutions’ recognition and capacity to attract funding, but also to their 
symbolic capital since international research productivity is a relevant indicator in inter-
national rankings. Consequently, academics are pressured to publish internationally in 
order to secure career opportunities (Abramo et  al., 2009; De Wit & Altbach, 2021; 
Horta & Santos, 2016).

At the same time, the so-called third mission becomes a critical dimension of universi-
ties’ institutional strategies. Since knowledge is considered the cornerstone of economic 
development, and universities have traditionally been the primary producers and dissemi-
nators of knowledge, they are expected to play a key role in this society. Therefore, scien-
tists are encouraged to engage with non-academic organizations to accelerate and improve 
the social impact of knowledge production (Carayannis & Campbell, 2018).

Although internationalization and academic engagement are key priorities of HEIs’ 
strategies (Bojko et  al., 2020), the relationship between the two phenomena remains 
unclear. Previous literature has primarily focused on the collaboration between HEIs 
and industry, as well as the commercialization of knowledge and technology. However, 
we intend to address a gap in the literature concerning other dimensions of academic 
engagement.

We focus on the Portuguese HE system, which has recognized an increasing relevance 
of internationalization over the last decades, namely with the publication of a National 
Strategy (MADR/MEC 2014). The recent policy development has aimed to encourage 
researchers to increase their international publications and engage in collaborative research 
endeavors with international partners. Moreover, Portuguese HEIs have dedicated consid-
erable efforts to attract international students (Carvalho et  al., 2021). However, Portugal 
is classified as a semi-peripheral country, facing challenges in keeping up with other Cen-
tral and Northern member states who are also guided by European priorities. Therefore, it 
raises the question of whether the recent developments of internationalization practices and 
strategies observed would stimulate the scientific capacity and the openness among Portu-
guese academics to engage in collaborations with society, allowing the national system to 
catch up with other member states in terms of academic engagement and societal impact.

This paper aims to explore the relationship between academics’ internationalization 
activities and engagement by addressing the following research questions:
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1. Do academics’ internationalization activities contribute to enhancing academic engage-
ment?

2. Are academics who are internationally oriented in their knowledge production activities 
more prone or have more opportunities to collaborate?

3. How do internationalization processes affect different forms of academic engagement?
4. Does the promotion of an international-oriented environment by HEIs foster academic 

engagement?

To provide insight into these topics, we draw on an extended concept of the internation-
alization of HE, considering it as a transversal process to all the HE missions.

Theoretical framework

Internationalization of higher education: a dynamic and evolving concept

Over the past three decades, the internationalization of HE has undergone notable transfor-
mations, evolving into more complex and comprehensive forms (De Wit & Hunter, 2018). 
Indeed, internationalization is a dynamic concept that has been changing and broadening 
in scope over time. Knight (2008: 21) defines it as “the process of integrating an interna-
tional, intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of post-
secondary education.” Nowadays, the internationalization of HE is increasingly understood 
as a diverse phenomenon deeply and transversely embedded within universities. In this 
regard, De Wit et al., (2015, p. 29) propose an extended definition of internationalization: 
“the process of integrating an international, intercultural, or global dimension into the pur-
pose, functions or delivery of post-secondary education, in order to enhance the quality of 
education and research for all students and staff, and to make a meaningful contribution to 
society.”

Mobility, or internationalization abroad, is perhaps the component more immediately 
associated with internationalization. The concept encompasses various forms of education 
across borders: mobility of individuals, projects, programs, and providers.

However, the so-called internationalization at home has been receiving more attention 
from scholars, especially with the COVID-19 pandemic (De Wit & Altbach, 2021). The 
concept designates the initiatives and activities conducted within HEIs to develop interna-
tional and intercultural skills and cultivate a global culture within domestic learning envi-
ronments (Beelen & Jones, 2015; Phùng & Phan, 2021). The development of activities that 
enhance internationalization at home is crucial in involving the entire academic commu-
nity in the internationalization process, including those who may not have the opportunity 
to go abroad (Robson et al., 2018).

The literature highlights the influence of academics’ characteristics and past experiences 
on their involvement in internationalization practices (Calikoglu et  al., 2022). However, 
the rising expectations for academics to enhance scientific production have also influenced 
their attitudes toward internationalization, motivating them to participate in international 
networks and engage in activities with an international focus, intending to improve funding 
sources, recognition, and career opportunities (Yemini, 2021).

Some studies explore the role of international collaborations in facilitating knowledge 
transfer within and beyond the academic community to improve scientific and social impact. 
The ability to collaborate extramurally at the international level is especially critical in a 
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context characterized by financial constraints and increased accountability. In this regard, 
international collaborations have been found to strengthen international research funding, sci-
entific reputation, knowledge dissemination, and scientific productivity (Abramo et al., 2009, 
2014; Yemini, 2021). Therefore, they are often associated with top-performing scientists since 
it enables them to remain at the forefront of science by developing knowledge capacity and 
new research platforms (De Wit & Altbach, 2021; Kristensen & Karlsen, 2018; Kwiek, 2015, 
2020). By promoting the knowledge circulation, the internationalization of research contrib-
utes to bridging technological and innovation gaps, thereby maximizing the benefits derived 
from such knowledge and generating significant outcomes that drive social progress and 
change. Furthermore, addressing global societal challenges requires the involvement of aca-
demic and non-academic partners at the international level to create the critical mass needed 
to tackle these challenges effectively.

The internationalization of research also includes developing internationally relevant stud-
ies, publishing in a language different from the language of instruction at the home institution 
(Abramo et al., 2009).

Academics’ attitudes towards internationalization may also be influenced by institutional 
strategies and policies, which can hinder or facilitate the development of international-oriented 
activities and the creation of a multicultural environment (Woldegiyorgis et al., 2018). In this 
regard, funding, rewards, and long-term institutional policies are crucial in supporting inter-
nationalization practices (Calikoglu et al., 2022). This dimension represents a trend towards 
“a more coordinate and comprehensive approach” to internationalization (Middlehurst & 
Woodfield, 2007: 31) since institutional policies are increasingly moving from short-term 
approaches to more holistic and systematic institutional strategies to promote internationali-
zation that cut across various areas and missions of HEIs, including the third mission. In this 
context, HEIs seek to create a diverse and multicultural environment that nurtures the develop-
ment of essential competencies among students and academic staff, allowing them to become 
socially relevant actors in generating and disseminating knowledge that benefits the economy 
and contributes to addressing Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (De Wit & Altbach, 
2021). Due to the diversity of HE systems and institutions, these strategies vary widely and 
encompass a complex range of internationalization rationales, approaches, and activities (De 
Wit et al., 2015). Moreover, internationalization has become a strategic priority at the insti-
tutional level, driven by the need to generate revenue, secure funding, enhance prestige, and 
improve global rankings (Woldegiyorgis et al., 2018). As a result, HEIs compete globally to 
attract foreign scholars and students and encourage the staff to publish in top international 
journals (De Wit & Altbach, 2021).

Considering the above, this paper aims to explore the dimensions of internationalization 
discussed in the literature, often in a fragmented manner (Iosava & Roxå, 2019). Alongside 
international mobility, we examine other dimensions that may occur abroad and/or at home, 
including international funding, research with an international focus, and publishing in foreign 
countries. On the other hand, we also consider the institutional perspective by contemplating 
the mechanisms and strategies implemented by HEIs to support internationalization abroad 
and foster an international environment on their campuses.

Internationalization of higher education and academic engagement: exploring 
a controversial and complex relationship

Universities play a significant role in the economic, cultural, and social development. 
Therefore, the so-called third mission emerged as a critical dimension of the institutional 
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strategies emphasizing the social responsibility of HEIs in producing impact in the sur-
rounding community (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020). To fulfil this mission, academics 
are encouraged to engage and collaborate with external stakeholders in (co-)production, 
dissemination, and exchange of knowledge activities to promote the impact of science in 
society (Perkmann et al., 2013).

Earlier approaches to the third mission predominantly emphasized the economic per-
spective related to the role of universities in innovation systems and technology transfer. 
In this regard, activities like patenting, licensing, or the spin-offs creation are considered 
mechanisms of commercializing scientific knowledge, enabling the incorporation of inno-
vation in products and processes (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2020).

A policy shift toward a focus on tackling complex societal challenges leads to reframing 
the concept of the third mission, emphasizing the role of universities as agents of social 
change (Wakkee et al., 2019). As a result, the academic’s social engagement with diverse 
partners beyond industry, including NGOs, media, policymakers, and civil society, has 
been gaining increasing relevance.

The literature is rich in suggesting different types of interactions between academic and 
non-academic partners as part of academic engagement, highlighting different aims and 
rationales (Perkmann et  al., 2013, 2021; Schneijderberg & Götze, 2021; Queirós et  al., 
2022). These interactions encompass various forms, including formal arrangements such as 
consultancy and research contracts (D’Este & Patel, 2007) and informal interactions facili-
tated by personal contacts that enable knowledge exchange between organizations (Jacobs-
son et al., 2014). Moreover, academic engagement with society is also evident in teaching-
related activities, such as internships or project-based studies.

In this respect, this study considers the following dimensions of academic engagement: 
formal research collaboration, informal dissemination of knowledge, commercialization of 
knowledge, and teaching-related activities (Queirós et al., 2022).

Previous research suggests that both individual and institutional factors influence vari-
ous forms of external activities (Perkmann et al., 2021). At the individual level, seniority 
and age evidence a positive effect on academic engagement (Abreu and Grinevich, 2013), 
although younger generations demonstrate a willingness to engage in technical and com-
mercially oriented activities (Peksen et  al., 2021; Götze et  al., 2021). Gender also plays 
a role in determining the type of academic engagement, with men tending to be more 
involved in commercially oriented activities (Abreu and Grinevich, 2013, 2017; Tartari and 
Salter, 2015), while women are more prone to engage in knowledge dissemination activi-
ties (Lawson et al., 2016).

The academic engagement is also influenced by disciplinary affiliation and the type of 
knowledge produced. In this regard, applied disciplines and research are more associated 
with commercialization of knowledge (Perkmann et al., 2021), while social sciences and 
humanities prioritize informal dissemination of knowledge activities (Queirós et al., 2022).

Concerning institutional determinants, previous studies addressing the Portuguese HE 
system suggest a convergence of academic engagement between polytechnics and univer-
sities (Götze et  al., 2021). However, due to their vocational focus, polytechnics tend to 
develop more teaching-related activities (Queirós et al., 2022).

When exploring the relationship between internationalization of HEIs and academic 
engagement, one observes that the literature is limited and lacks consensus. Moreover, it 
primarily focuses on the commercialization of knowledge, such as patenting and spin-off 
creation. Drawing on the human capital and social network theories, scholars argue that 
exposure to more innovative contexts would positively influence academic engagement 
with industry (Civera et al., 2020; Krabel et al., 2012; Li, 2020), enabling the acquisition 
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of technical and scientific skills, expand social and cultural capital, and access comple-
mentary resources. These factors facilitate the identification of entrepreneurial opportuni-
ties by academics and the transformation of knowledge and technology into marketable 
innovations.

However, empirical studies suggest that the effects of internationalization on aca-
demic engagement can be diverse and impact distinctively on the academics’ likelihood to 
engage. International mobility emerges as a driver of academic entrepreneurship (Krabel 
et al., 2012; Li, 2020; Siekierski et al., 2019; Yasuda, 2016). For instance, when academics 
pursue part of their education abroad, it increases their chances of creating spin-offs and 
patenting discoveries. Additionally, participation in international research collaborations 
can positively influence the involvement in commercialization of knowledge. These effects 
are enhanced by the establishment of professional networks and access to complementary 
resources and perspectives (Fabrizi et  al., 2016; Goethner, 2017). Along the same line, 
Edler et al. (2011) suggest that international activities contribute to the formation of human 
and social capital that increases the likelihood of the academic establishing personal con-
tacts with industry for knowledge transfer purposes. Conversely, Zubieta (2009) evidenced 
a negative correlation between post-doctoral international mobility and patent filing of the 
“pure scientists” who primarily focus on their scientific performance.

Furthermore, the literature highlights other factors that can influence the effects of inter-
nationalization on academic engagement, such as the institutional context and academics’ 
research orientation. With regard to the former, Chen and Li (2019) suggest that the insti-
tutional strategy can either facilitate or hinder entrepreneurial behavior among scientists. 
Krabel and colleagues (2012) argue that promoting a diverse and internationally-oriented 
institutional environment stimulates creativity and the exchange of competencies, which 
can lead to innovation generation. Regarding academics’ research orientation, Bojko 
et al. (2020) found that while academics focused on the development of national-oriented 
research activity tend to engage more with the local innovation system, academics with a 
stronger orientation towards international research tend to engage more in collaborations 
within the academic community.

Based on the assumptions regarding individual practices and institutional strategies, we 
propose the following hypotheses:

H1: Academics that have completed their education abroad tend to engage more than 
their counterparts.
H2: The internationalization of research activities positively influences knowledge 
transfer to society, leading to increased academic engagement.

In what concerns institutional strategy, the following hypothesis is advanced:

H3: Academics who perceive a supportive institutional strategy towards internationali-
zation tend to collaborate more with external partners.

Internationalization and academic engagement in Portuguese Academia

Portuguese policies have translated supra-national priorities in line with the European strategy 
towards a knowledge-based society (Carvalho et al. (2021), placing internationalization and 
academic engagement as strategic priorities in the HE system. In this regard, the internationali-
zation is recognized as a crucial mechanism to enhance knowledge production, foster scientific 
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excellence, and drive innovation. Academic engagement contributes to practical application of 
research findings, leading to social impact and solutions to societal problems.

The institutional and legal reforms implemented in the Portuguese HE system over 
the last decades have strengthened the importance of these two dimensions. A significant 
change occurred with the introduction of the RJIES (Law 62/2007), the new Legal Sys-
tem of Higher Education Institutions. This framework allowed HEIs to become foundations 
(public institutions regulated by private law), granting them more autonomy and independ-
ence from the state. However, the decrease in public funding intensified by the 2010–2014 
economic crisis imposed financial constraints on these institutions, compelling them to find 
alternative and supplementary funding (Bruckmann & Carvalho, 2018). In this context, 
academic engagement activities emerge as a mechanism to finance research and support 
institutions. Indeed, empirical analyses show a high level of engagement among Portu-
guese academics, namely in activities aiming at disseminating scientific knowledge (Que-
irós et al., 2022). However, the studies indicate a modest involvement in commercially ori-
ented activities, such patents or spin-off creation.

Concerning internationalization, the National Strategy for the Internationalization of 
Higher Education, published in 2014, aimed to establish a coherent policy framework in 
Portugal (Sin et al., 2019). In fact, HEIs have been promoting several dimensions of inter-
nationalization, including them as a core strategic issue. It is evidenced, for instance, by the 
universities’ efforts to attract international students (Sin et al., 2021). One notable devel-
opment is the implementation of the Decree-Law 36/2014 which established a separate 
admission regime for non-EU students. This regulation allows institutions to charge higher 
fees to cover the full costs of tuition. Under this framework, hosting third country emerges 
as a strategy to address demographic challenges and financial needs faced by universities 
(Teixeira & Koryakina, 2016).

The reforms introduced in the Portuguese system were inspired by NPM (New Public 
Management) ideas, emphasizing accountability and results. These reforms required insti-
tutions and professionals to undergo performance assessments and justify their activities 
based on measurable indicators such as patents and licenses, reflecting a focus on public 
value. Concerning research, Portugal implemented an international peer-review evaluation 
system of research units that lasts until today (Carvalho et al., 2021). The research funding 
is strongly tied to the outcomes of these evaluations, driving the international presence of 
Portuguese research (Patricio, 2010). For instance, data from DGEEC reveals that the num-
ber of publications indexed in Web of Science per million inhabitants more than doubled 
between 2010 and 2020 (DGEEC, 2022). The pressure to publish in high-impact interna-
tional peer-reviewed journals and the importance of research output for career progression 
have also accelerated the internationalization of Portuguese research (Horta, 2010). Moreo-
ver, national R&D policy strongly encourages collaboration with international colleagues 
and participation in research projects and networks, further driving academic engagement 
and strengthening Portugal’s scientific capacity (Horta & Santos, 2016).

Methodology

Sampling process

This study draws on data from the APIKS project (Academic Profession in the Knowledge-
Based Society) survey delivered to Portuguese academics in 2019. We conduct a stratified 
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sampling technic to select the academics invited to participate in this research (n = 16066), 
ensuring the representativeness of the following characteristics: types of institutions (uni-
versity and polytechnic; public and private), academic ranks (Full, Associate and Assis-
tant Professor; Principal Coordinator, Coordinator and Adjunct Professor), and disciplines 
(Social Sciences and Humanities; Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics—
STEM; Medical Sciences; and others).

The overall response rate was about 20%. However, since the questions were not manda-
tory, we only considered the observations with all the relevant questions completed. The 
respondents with incomplete answers were excluded from this study. In the final, our sam-
ple has 1102 observations (72% from universities and 28% from polytechnics). Regarding 
disciplines, 42% were from Social Sciences, Education, and Humanities, 34% from STEM, 
11% from Medical Sciences, and 13% from other disciplines. Finally, regarding the aca-
demic rank, the sample was composed of Full and Principal Coordinator Professors (8%), 
Associate and Coordinator Professors (23%), Assistant and Adjunct Professors (69%).

Description of variables

Defining the different dimensions of academic engagement as dependent variables, we ask 
the respondents to point out the activities developed with non-academic organizations in 
the previous three years from several options. Then, these activities were grouped into the 
dimensions identified according to their characteristics and objectives (see Table 1). The 
dimensions of academic engagement were coded as binary variables, assuming the value 
“1” when the respondent reported involvement in at least one activity included in the list 
and “0” otherwise.

In what concerns the explanatory variables, and specifically for the purpose of the ana-
lytical framework, we distinguish six different components of internationalization, with 
a particular focus on research and institutional strategies: international mobility, interna-
tional research collaboration, development of international-oriented research, receiving 
international research funding, publish in a foreign country, and institutional strategy sup-
porting internationalization. Table 2 describes the proxies used for each variable.

Furthermore, we include some controls based on the aforementioned literature identify-
ing the main determinants of academic engagement (see also Table 2).

Findings

This study examines the impact of internationalization practices and institutional strategies 
on (different types of) academic engagement. The following section describes the sample 
considering these practices. We also assess the extent to which respondents perceive that 
their institutions provide mechanisms and strategies supporting internationalization. Then, 
we relate the different components of internationalization with the different types of aca-
demic engagement. Finally, we conduct a logistic regression analysis to assess the strength 
of this relationship.

The findings show a heterogeneous picture regarding the internationalization compo-
nents reported by Portuguese academics.
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First, we found modest results regarding international mobility among the faculty stud-
ied, as only a minority of the respondents (18%) have completed their doctoral education 
abroad We can attribute this result to the prevalence of inbreeding within Portuguese Aca-
demia (Tavares et  al., 2017). From the 1970s, the development of PhD programs in the 
country and the investment in the scientific system (Heitor et al., 2014) allowed Portuguese 
doctorates to integrate their universities’ faculty. More recently, due to the increasing num-
ber of PhD holders and financial constraints faced by universities, recruitment often takes 
place through less transparent “informal recruitment” processes, in which senior academics 
tend to select internal candidates to maintain research team stability (Tavares et al., 2017).

However, it is worth mentioning that international mobility can take several forms 
beyond completing a degree abroad. It may include participating in exchange programs, 
teaching at foreign institutions, engaging in research projects, taking sabbaticals, or attend-
ing conferences. These short-term forms of mobility are challenging to measure due to a 
lack of data. Therefore, we consider completing a PhD abroad as a proxy for international 
mobility, assuming that a longer stay in the host country or institution would enable aca-
demics to become immersed in its culture.

Indeed, the academics’ research is strongly marked by internationalization practices, 
with 80% of respondents collaborating with colleagues from other HE systems. Thus, inter-
national research collaboration is the most common form of internationalization among 
Portuguese academics.

When asked about the scope or orientation of their research, 55% of the academics 
rated it as internationally oriented (4) or very internationally oriented (5) on a scale of 1 
to 5. The same proportion reports that their scientific publications are primarily published 
internationally, with over 75% of the papers submitted to international peer-reviewed jour-
nals. Nevertheless, only 28% of the participants received international funding to conduct 
research activities.

Concerning the institutional dimension, academics do not tend to recognize their insti-
tutions’ strategies as strongly supportive of internationalization practices in research and 
education. We observe that only 25% of the respondents show an average of answers to 
the questions related to the institutional mechanisms higher than 4. In this regard, although 
academics tend to perceive the existence of international exchange programs for students 
(mean = 3.98, median = 4), the same does not apply regarding the recruitment of staff from 
foreign countries (mean = 2.10; median = 2). On the other hand, the respondents recognize 
that their institutions encourage faculty members to publish internationally (mean = 3.73; 
median = 4). However, they do not tend to perceive that their institutions provide opportu-
nities or funding to undertake research abroad (mean = 2.53; median = 2) or to attend con-
ferences abroad (mean = 2.43; median = 2) (Table 3).

As aforementioned, we also defined four types of academic engagement according to 
the nature of external activities reported. The data reveal that informal knowledge dissemi-
nation to society is the most popular engagement activities among Portuguese academics, 
as nearly 80% of the respondents have participated in at least one activity of this dimen-
sion. In contrast, knowledge commercialization activities such as patenting, licensing, or 
spin-off creation do not seem to be a widespread practice in Portuguese academia, being 
the less-reported dimension (about 25%). Additionally, 45% of the surveyed academics 
report involvement in formal research collaboration activities, such as consultancy and/or 
contract research. Finally, 65% of the academics engage in teaching-related external activi-
ties, such as supervising internships or developing curricula for external clients.

The cross-table analysis (see Table 5) shows the relationship between the internation-
alization dimensions and the types of academic engagement. Specifically, we examine the 
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proportion of the academics who report each internationalization component that are also 
involved in each academic engagement type. We compare these results with the sample 
percentages.

Concerning international mobility, the results show that teaching-related activities are 
less popular among academics that have completed their PhD abroad. Only 57% (against 
65% of the sample) of mobile scientist report involvement in at least one teaching-related 
activity in the previous three years. However, their engagement in other types of external 
activities appears to be similar to the overall sample.

On the other hand, academics who collaborate with international colleagues evidence a 
slightly higher engagement in formal research collaboration with external partners (3.8 pp 
higher) and informal dissemination of knowledge activities (2.3 pp higher).

The percentage of academics whose research is more international-oriented in scope 
engaged in the several activities does not seem to vary much from the sample. However, 
the proportion of respondents reporting receiving international research funding that 
engages in all types of activities tends to be higher than the overall sample (from 7.2 to 
12.6 pp difference). The academics who primarily publish in international journals stand 
out in commercialization of knowledge (32.2% against 24.9%).

Finally, the data show that the percentages of academics who perceive higher institu-
tional support for internationalization (institutional strategy index higher than 3) tend to be 
higher in the case of teaching-related activities (Table 4).

To deepen the preliminary results, Table 5 presents the odds ratio and the significant 
level of binary logistic regression analysis, testing the effects of the internationalization 
components on academic engagement. For each dependent variable corresponding to the 
type of academic engagement, we estimated the influence of each internationalization com-
ponent considered in the study, adding the control variables in line with the main deter-
minants pointed out by the literature as influencing academic engagement. The regression 
models explain from 8.5 to 22.8 percent of the variance in the dependent variables.

Table 4  Descriptive overview of the dimensions of internationalization by types of engagement

Percentage of academics reporting involvement in at least one activity of the academic engagement dimen-
sions (number of observations in brackets)

Formal 
research col-
laboration

Informal dis-
semination of 
knowledge

Commercialization Teaching-related 
activities

Total

Sample 45.1% (497) 80.5% (887) 24.9% (274) 64.7% (713) 1102
International mobility 41.2% (82) 82.4% (164) 22.1% (44) 57.3% (114) 199
International research 

collaboration
48.9% (429) 82.8% (726) 25.3% (222) 65.0% (570) 877

Research international in 
scope (> 3)

48.0% (289) 82.9% (499) 26.7% (161) 64.1% (386) 602

International research 
funding

57.7% (179) 87.7% (272) 32.9% (198) 71.6% (222) 310

Publish in a foreign 
country (> 75% of total 
scientific output)

48.2% (296) 76.4% (469) 32.2% (198) 66.0% (405) 614

Institutional strategy 
(> 3)

46.0% (211) 84.1% (386) 23.7% (109) 69.5% (319) 779
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Overall, the regression analysis suggests a relationship between academics’ internation-
alization and engagement, although considering different and sometimes contrasting effects 
of each component in the different types of external activities.

When analyzing the potential impact of international mobility, our findings show that 
mobile academics have fewer chances to be involved in formal research collaboration and 
teaching-related activities. On the other hand, international mobility positively influences 
the involvement in informal activities aiming at disseminating knowledge to society.

According to the results, internationalization practices linked to the research mission 
significantly influence engagement activities, considering that we found some statistically 
significant effects. First, the findings show that international research collaboration is a 
statistically significant determinant of engagement in formal research collaboration and 
informal dissemination of knowledge activities. According to the results, academics who 
collaborate with international colleagues have 1.56 more chances to develop formal collab-
oration arrangements with external entities. Additionally, the odds of developing informal 
interactions with external partners are 1.59 times higher.

Additionally, we observe that international research funding fosters academic engage-
ment with society. For instance, the academics that develop research funded by an interna-
tional agency are 1.8 times more likely to disseminate knowledge through informal activi-
ties in collaboration with non-academic partners. Commercial-oriented activities such 
as patenting, licensing, or the creation of businesses are also impacted by international 
funding. With respect to this type of knowledge transfer, the regression findings suggest 
a strong relationship with international-oriented scientific output. In this regard, academ-
ics that publish mainly in a foreign country tend to be 1.6 times more likely to commer-
cialize knowledge. Contrastingly, international publications negatively impact the informal 
dissemination of knowledge. Nevertheless, developing research internationally in scope or 
orientation does not seem to influence any dimension of academic engagement.

Finally, according to the results, the perception of an institutional strategy supporting 
internationalization seems to favor only the academics’ engagement in teaching-related 
activities.

Discussion

This study aims to empirically analyze the relationship between HE internationalization 
and academic engagement. Previous studies have been highlighting the diversity of activi-
ties that faculty members carry out in collaboration with external partners beyond commer-
cial and industry-focused knowledge transfer (Carayannis & Campbell, 2018; Perkmann 
et al., 2021; Schneijderberg & Götze, 2021; Queirós et al., 2022). Nevertheless, the scarce 
literature relating the two topics tends to be focused on the latter, emphasizing the crea-
tion of entrepreneurial opportunities to translate knowledge into innovative processes and 
products. Considering different academic engagement dimensions, we found that interna-
tionalization practices have some influence on the various engagement activities performed 
by Portuguese academics.

Our H1 suggests that completing the doctoral education abroad stimulates engage-
ment with society. The data gathered led us to reject this hypothesis for two dimen-
sions under analysis: formal research collaboration and teaching-related activities. 
These types of engagement activities require a strong connection with the local mar-
ket and recognition by the national economic players, including, for instance providing 
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consultancy, carrying out research under contract, supervising students’ internships 
with industry, and developing executive, tailor-made courses or programs. Some schol-
ars have been discussing some negative effects of international mobility regarding the 
academics’ re-integration into the home institution/system (Groves et al., 2018; Seeber 
et al., 2022). The stay abroad may hinder the establishment of a relationship with the 
local community, especially when the returning academics lack resources, facilities, and 
support from their institutions and colleagues, resulting in a kind of “isolation” from the 
local reality (Bauder, 2020). Moreover, after being embedded in international research 
contexts, the academic may struggle to align the research agenda with the local market 
needs due to the loss of domestic social capital. These findings are in line with the study 
of Cattaneo et  al. (2019), which stresses that research collaborations require time and 
proximity to be established.

On the other hand, international mobility has a positive impact on developing informal 
dissemination of knowledge activities with non-academic partners. The literature is rich in 
discussing the role of international and multicultural experiences in broadening research-
ers’ social and cultural capital (Bauder, 2020; Civera et al., 2020; Li, 2020). Mobile aca-
demics tend to widen their horizons and seek alternative perspectives in their activities. In 
this sense, academics may feel more willing to spread scientific knowledge to other sectors 
of society, nationally or internationally.

Hypothesis 2 focuses on internationalization practices directly related to research activ-
ities. The findings allow us to partly confirm H2 since, in general, the internationaliza-
tion of research promotes academic engagement in several ways. One of the privileged 
internationalization practices considered a driver of research productivity and quality is 
the collaboration with foreign colleagues. Our findings suggest a positive influence of this 
practice on academic engagement, more specifically on formal research collaboration and 
informal dissemination of knowledge activities. Participation in research networks gives 
access to elite researchers and improves the knowledge capacity at the domestic level (De 
Wit & Altbach, 2021). The international research collaboration enhances the capacity to 
extend the collaboration to non-academic partners and increases the opportunities to dis-
seminate knowledge (Abramo et al., 2014; Yemini, 2021). The results are also in line with 
Kwiek (2020), suggesting that academics who collaborate internationally also collaborate 
extensively at the domestic level.

In the same vein, participation in internationally funded projects gives access to privi-
leged resources, frontier knowledge, and technology that enhances the capacity to innovate. 
Integrating international research projects, such as the European programs Horizon 2020 
or Horizon Europe, is considered a political priority to strengthen national R&D systems. 
These programs entail inter- and transdisciplinary research to address complex social prob-
lems. In this regard, participation in internationally funded projects normally requires col-
laborative work between international scientists and other social actors belonging to civil 
society and industry to increase the applicability of the co-produced knowledge applica-
ble to real-world problems. The literature stresses that the likelihood to secure competitive 
international funding is strongly related to academic excellence, reputation, and previous 
experience with research collaborations (Enger & Castellacci, 2016), determinants also 
associated with academic engagement. Our findings confirm this association by demon-
strating the significant positive effects of receiving international research funding in all 
types of academic engagement studied.

In what concerns publishing research output internationally, our study shows mixed 
results. On the one hand, publishing in journals with a high impact factor is associated with 
the commercialization of knowledge. This result corroborates prior studies highlighting 
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the positive relationship between scientific productivity and academic entrepreneurship 
(Perkmann et al., 2021). Commercial-oriented academics are often associated with “star” 
scientists with a higher technological and innovative capacity. Conversely, we evidenced 
a negative impact of publishing research results mainly internationally on the informal 
dissemination of knowledge activities. We argue that this result emerges considering that 
these academics privilege the communication channels targeting the international scientific 
community.

In what concerns the institutional dimension of internationalization, our findings do not 
confirm H3. In fact, only teaching-related activities appear to be influenced by an institu-
tional strategy that supports and promotes internationalization. Although internationaliza-
tion is considered a strategic pillar of HE strategy, in general, Portuguese academics do 
not perceive high support to carry out research-related international activities. The focus 
seems to be mainly placed on attracting international students. These results are in line 
with previous studies stating that internationalization strategies tend to focus on students 
rather than on researchers (Woldegiyorgis et al., 2018), which may explain our findings.

In conclusion, the findings allow us to conclude that academics’ internationalization 
practices have different effects on different types of engagement. Formal research col-
laboration, such as consultancy or research contracts, may benefit from the participation 
of academics in international research projects. It also implies the development of strong 
ties with the local market and community and the orientation towards their needs. On the 
other hand, although the internationalization of research and mobility may promote the 
dissemination of knowledge to society, a strong focus on publishing results to the inter-
national scientific community from “pure scientists” may interfere with their attention to 
other audiences. This study also suggests a relationship between high scientific production 
recognized at the international level and the capacity to commercialize knowledge or tech-
nological innovations. At last, teaching-related activities seem to be more associated with 
internationalization developed “at home,” benefiting from the creation of a multicultural 
and diverse campus capable of attracting foreign students and integrating them into the 
local community (Krabel et al., 2012).

These findings are especially important for policymakers because they make it clearer 
which aspects of internationalization should be encouraged to advance the creation of a 
knowledge society and, consequently, to sustain economic and social development through 
increased academic engagement.

Conclusions

This study sheds light on the influence of different components of academics’ internation-
alization on academic engagement. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first empiri-
cal study that investigates the effects of internationalization practices in several types of 
knowledge transfer and co-production activities with external partners beyond academic 
entrepreneurship related to the commercialization of innovations. Furthermore, this paper 
highlights the role of the internationalization of research, considering that empirical anal-
ysis has been placing a strong focus on learning and education international practices, 
abroad and at home (Woldegiyorgis et al., 2018).

Our findings confirm the positive effects of embracing internationalization prac-
tices on knowledge transfer and engagement with society. In this regard, participation in 
research collaboration or international-funded projects redirects the research focus towards 
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addressing complex societal issues that require a multi and transdisciplinary perspective. 
However, the benefits of internationalization on academic engagement would dry up if 
linkages with local partners and institutions were not promoted and established. Moreover, 
high pressure on publishing internationally to improve scientific productivity may deviate 
the research agenda towards topics less related to regional and local demands.

This study has some policy implications. Policymakers should consider internationali-
zation as a transversal strategy for all universities’ missions, acknowledging its capacity 
to enhance the creation and dissemination of knowledge. In this sense, academics more 
international-oriented in research activities may contribute to bridging global sources of 
knowledge with local needs, connecting the local to the global. This is particularly relevant 
in the Portuguese context, considered a semi-peripheral country, in order to bridge the gap 
with other European member states. Furthermore, given the positive effects on academic 
engagement, this study highlights the need to strengthen institutional policies that encour-
age the internationalization of research. Policymakers should also pay attention to the role 
of these two dimensions in academic career development. On the one hand, encouraging 
faculty members to engage in both internationalization practices and academic engage-
ment activities may increase the academic workload, considering the several demands to 
which the academics are exposed. On the other hand, we recommend balancing the impor-
tance placed on international scientific publications with the role of academic engagement 
for career progression purposes. In this regard, HE policies should encourage diversified 
career paths and increased knowledge transfer to society to enhance both the economy and 
the knowledge-based society.

In the future, a qualitative analysis of this relationship would yield valuable insights 
into how internationalization influences collaboration with external partners. Furthermore, 
it would be interesting to examine the impact of internationalization on academic engage-
ment in other European higher education contexts, considering the varying levels of devel-
opment of these practices.
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