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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In conducting a comparative analysis of two research projects on the internationalisation of higher educa-
tion, this publication focuses on selected results of the 6" Global Survey on Internationalisation of Higher
Education by the International Association of Universities (IAU) and the Internationalisation in the Digital
Transformation: Strategies from German Higher Education Institutions (INDISTRA) project to gain insights
into » virtual internationalisation (VI) within German higher education institutions (> HEIs) .

The findings indicate significant shifts in the operations of HEIs due to digitalisation. Notably, the COVID-19
pandemic has intensified the focus on » internationalisation of the curriculum (loC) and » internationali-
sation at home (laH), and » Blended Intensive Programs (BIPs), expanding access for students traditionally
excluded from mobility pathways. While physical international student mobility remains relevant, the COV-
ID-19 pandemic spurred a shift in mindset that recognises internationalisation beyond physical mobility.
Even though the use of digital tools has decreased since the peak of the pandemic, digital formats remain
vital for enhancing accessibility, inclusion, and sustainability in internationalisation. In addition, digitalisa-
tion has improved communication and strengthened international collaboration among HEls, while being a
synonym with competitive advantage, particularly in the context of the European University Alliances. One
major transformation is the emergence of specialised roles dedicated to supporting VI processes, bringing
to the spotlight the relevance of internal networks, as well as the changes in the work conditions of adminis-
trative staff resulting from the growing adoption of digital technologies.

Nonetheless, this study also underlines persistent challenges hindering the systematic adoption of » VI.
Unclear regulations and » data protection issues impose considerable hurdles, chiefly for international
partnerships. At the same time, financial challenges arise as HEIs leaders are compelled to align their goals
with funding opportunities available (e.g., from the EU and DAAD)- generally competitive and, arguably, un-
equally distributed across the different types of HEIs. To address these and other challenges, the conclud-
ing chapter of this study offers recommendations for advancing VI, addressing key stakeholders, including
HEls, the German federal states (Ldnder), the German federal government, and the European Union. Key
recommendations include adopting European standards such as the » European Student Card Initiative
(ESCI) and the » Erasmus Without Paper (EWP), developing a digital campus that integrates all education-
al processes, and establishing clear guidelines for internationalisation practices. Additionally, it encourag-
es HEls to promote virtual opportunities and recognise virtual learning outcomes. In turn, federal authori-
ties should adapt regulations for virtual students, reassess student fees, and introduce a new ‘international
part-time student’ status to facilitate access to courses. Furthermore, the provision of ongoing and reliable
funding models by federal authorities is paramount to support digitalisation efforts, particularly by attract-
ing and retaining qualified staff, and allowing for the pursuit of institutional long-term goals and autonomy.

In conclusion, this study provides insights into the evolving landscape of VI in German higher education,
highlighting the need for sustainable funding and strategic measures to tackle regulatory challenges, sup-
port administrative staff development, and promote inclusive international opportunities. A comprehensive
approach to integrating digitalisation with internationalisation strategies is essential for maximising their
effectiveness. Furthermore, institutional support and committed leadership remains crucial to fostering
openness to change, driving innovation, and empowering teams with the necessary resources to overcome
barriers in adopting digital technologies.
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INTRODUCTION: RESEARCH GOALS, STUDY DESIGN, AND METHODS

The digitally enhanced internationalisation of
higher education is of high relevance in today’s
higher education world. It is discussed, promot-
ed, and implemented in different forms and at
times even criticised, but certainly not ignored
anywhere in the world. The trend towards digi-
talisation in the administration of study courses
is on the rise, with European and international
standards increasingly being established. Notable
initiatives such as the » European Student ID Card
(ESCI), the » Erasmus Without Paper project, and
the Erasmus+ App exemplify this shift. As these
developments unfold, higher education institu-
tions (>~ HEIs) are tasked with ensuring the in-
teroperability of systems and software solutions.
The European Student Card Initiative aims to fa-
cilitate digital management of all phases of inter-
national mobility, necessitating concrete steps to-
wards realising a comprehensive digital campus.

To better understand current and future devel-
opments in the area of internationalisation and
its transformation due to the increased use of
digital tools, both research projects presented
in this report, the 6" Global Survey of the Interna-
tional Association of Universities and the Interna-
tionalization in the Digital Transformation: Strat-
egies of the German Higher Education Institutions
(INDISTRA) project conducted by the German
Centre for Higher Education Research and Sci-
ence Studies (DZHW) aim at providing insights
into the complex phenomenon of internation-
alisation of HEIs. The two projects focus on the
topic of internationalisation from the viewpoint
of higher education institutions (- HEISs). In this
study, we compare selected results from both.

Before providing a detailed explanation of the two
projects and the structure of this study, it is essen-
tial to clarify some terminology. Since » virtual in-
ternationalisation is a relatively new area within
internationalisation research, many of the terms
used in this report may be unfamiliar to some
readers. To facilitate understanding, technical
terms, definitions, constructs, and abbreviations
are highlighted in » purple throughout this study
and elaborated upon in the glossary and list of ab-
breviations at the end of this report (Chapter 7).

This chapter is organised as follows: We begin
by outlining this study’s designs and methodol-
ogies of the two projects previously mentioned.
Next, we clarify the comparative focus of the
current study, followed by a detailed explanation
of the overall structure of the research.

1.1 Survey of the International
Association of Universities (IAU)

1.1.1 Goals and Research Question

Since 2003, the International Association of Uni-
versities (> IAU) has conducted global surveys
on the internationalisation of higher education.
In line with previous surveys, the 6" edition,
conducted in 2023, aims to understand the cur-
rent state of internationalisation and its recent
changes and possible future development from
an institutional perspective. The 6" IAU Global
Survey provides invaluable information on the
current state of internationalisation at a global
level as well as insightful comparisons between
public and private » HEIs and among different
regions of the world.

The goal of the 6 IAU Global Survey is to draw

a holistic picture of the internationalisation of
higher education around the world in a cross-
sectional manner. The survey was conducted
between January and June 2023 through an on-
line questionnaire available to respondents in
three languages (English, French, and Spanish),
and responses from 722 HEIs from 110 countries
and territories were collected. The answers were
analysed during 2023, and the report was pub-
lished at the beginning of 2024. The report is an
open access electronic publication, which can be
freely downloaded from the IAU website.

The questionnaire consisted of 66 close-ended
questions of different types (e.g., multiple
choice and checkboxes), and other than collect-
ing data on the profile of the responding institu-
tions, it investigated specific aspects of inter-
nationalisation divided into the seven sections
listed below:
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« A.Importance, benefits, and challenges
to internationalisation;

+ B. Internationalisation governance;

+ C. Internationalisation of teaching and
learning: activities;

« D. Internationalisation of teaching and
learning: internationalisation of the
curriculum at home;

« E. Internationalisation of research;

« F. Internationalisation and societal/
community engagement;

* G. Emerging issues and the future of
internationalisation.

All sections of the questionnaire were compul-
sory except section E, which was conditional
based on the reply to a question on the nature of
the institutions in terms of research focus: HEIs
that identified themselves as ‘Teaching-only
institution (no research conducted at all)’ were
not required to reply to section E.

Internationalisation is a wide-reaching topic,
and the 6" IAU Global Survey wished to cover
all aspects of it; however, it could not go into
great depth in all areas, which explains why the
sections in the questionnaire differ in length
(number of questions per section). It is for this
reason that the 6™ IAU Global Survey report
should be considered as a starting point for fur-
ther research. The present report, a result of the
collaboration between IAU and DZHW), is one
example of such research emerging from the 6%
IAU Global Survey.

1.1.2 Methodological Design and Sample
Description

The 6" IAU Global Survey followed an estab-
lished methodology used in previous editions
and especially for the 5% and 4" editions. The
first step was to invite all partner organisations
from the 5% IAU Global Survey to renew their
partnership for the 6 edition. Out of those con-
tacted, the Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie
(AUF), NAFSA: the Association of International
Educators, and the Belgian Academy for Re-
search and Higher Education (ARES) agreed to

INTERNATIONALISATION IN THE DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

renew the partnerships. Other organisations
were contacted and decided to become part-
ners in the survey; some of them even decided
to become sponsoring partners. The full list of
partner organisations is as follows:

Sponsoring partners:

« Agence Universitaire de la Francophonie
(AUF);

+ Association of Commonwealth Universities
(ACU);

+ Council of Europe (CoE);

« German Rectors’ Conference (HRK);

« NAFSA: Association of International
Educators;

+ Qatar Foundation (QF);

« UNIMED - Mediterranean Universities
Union;

+ Unién de Universidades de América Latina 'y
el Caribe (UDUAL).

Partners with in-kind contributions:

+ Academy for research and higher education
(ARES);

« Association of African Universities (AAU);

« Erasmus Student Network (ESN);

« European University Association (EUA);

+ German Centre for Higher Education
Research and Science Studies (DZHW);

+ Global Student Forum (GSF);

+ Inter-American Organization for Higher
Education (OUI-IOHE);

+ National Interuniversity Council of Argentina
(CIN).

In addition, the Center for International High-
er Education (CIHE) at Boston College and the
Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (OISE)
at the University of Toronto were partners in
the survey in the framework of the Future of
Internationalisation Partnership (FIP) Project,

a three-year project funded by the Social Scienc-
es and Humanities Research Council of Canada
(SSHRC), which began in May 2021.

Having secured the support of numerous
partners, the second step was to establish the
Advisory Committee of Experts. Six of the
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twenty-one members of the 5% IAU Global Sur-
vey were invited to renew their engagement for
the 6™ IAU Global Survey; all replied positively.
One representative per partner organisation was
included in the Advisory Committee, which was
complemented by eight new experts to make a to-
tal of thirty-two (six experts from the 5® edition,
eight new experts, and eighteen representatives
from partner organisations). The list of Advisory
Committee members is available on the IAU web-
site.! Terms of Reference for the Advisory Com-
mittee were developed and distributed to the
members of the Advisory Committee.

The third step in the process was the prepara-
tion of the questionnaire. The starting point was
the questionnaire of the 5% IAU Global Survey,
which was submitted to the members of the
Advisory Committee for suggestions on which
questions to remove, add, and change. The ques-
tionnaire was modified, with new questions
being added to reflect recent developments and
others being retained to allow for an analysis of
evolution over time. Based on comments from
the Advisory Committee, a first draft of the
questionnaire was prepared.

The fourth phase of the project was to invite a
group of pilot institutions to provide feedback
on the questionnaire, and 14 institutions from
different regions accepted the invitation. The
institutions were asked to comment on ease

of completion, length, and appropriateness of
questions. The feedback from the pilot institu-
tions helped identify questions to be removed
or modified. A new version of the questionnaire
was then developed and distributed to the mem-
bers of the Advisory Committee for validation.
Once validated, the final questionnaire was
sent to the relevant partners responsible for
translation into French and Spanish.

The final versions of the questionnaire in Eng-
lish, French, and Spanish were created online
using the Survey Monkey software and were
used to collect data between 16 January and

16 June 2023. The survey was promoted via
various communication channels of IAU and
partners. No sampling selection was performed;
the survey was distributed via email to all HEIs
having an email address listed in IAU’s World
Higher Education Database - (WHED). The total
number of HEIs listed in the WHED when the
survey was launched was 20,903.

HEIs were asked to provide data related to the
academic year that started in 2021. HEIs were
also asked to carry out an internal consultation
before submitting one reply only. This was to
ensure that replies to the IAU Global Survey
represented an institutional perspective and not
a personal point of view.

Overall, HEIs adopted this approach; nonethe-
less, the survey did produce 123 double (in some
cases, triple or even quadruple) replies from the
same HEI out of the total number of 782 replies
received. The survey underwent a cleaning pro-
cess to remove these double/multiple replies,
counterfeit responses (replies not originating
from genuine HEIs), and incomplete responses.

The final number of institutions that took part
in the survey is 722. The validated responses
are those that were analysed in the survey
report. Multiple rounds of consultations with
the Advisory Committee contributed to the
improvement and development of the final
version of the overall survey report.

1 https://iau-aiu.net/IMG/pdf/annex_1_-_advisory_committee_-_iau_6™_global_survey.pdf
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1.2 Internationalisation in the Digital
Transformation: Strategies
of German Higher Education
Institutions (INDISTRA)

1.2.1 Project Duration and Funding

INDISTRA is a research project funded by the
German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD)
that was conducted by the DZHW between
December 2021 and January 2025.

1.2.2 Goals and Research Question

» Digitalisation is driving profound changes in
structures and processes within higher educa-
tion institutions, with internationalisation being
no exception to its influence. Digitalisation can
open new possibilities for international student
mobility, higher education collaboration, and
curriculum internationalisation. Additionally,

it can also provide students with internation-

al experience on campus, while virtual course
formats can make classes available independ-
ent of time and physical location (Bruhn-Zass,
2021; Buchmiiller et al., 2021; Caniglia et al.,
2018; Chang & Gomes, 2022; Clauss et al., 2019;
Cordova et al., 2021; O'Dowd, 2022; Q. Yang et
al., 2022). Digitalisation makes it possible to
increase the efficiency and quality of existing
processes, and central issues such as the organi-
sation of academic programmes, higher educa-
tion teaching, and the administration of student
and academic mobility can be fundamentally
rethought due to digitalisation (Berg & Ferreira
Santos, 2024). The corresponding structural ad-
justments also affect the area of internationali-
sation of higher education. Before the upheavals
brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic, the
opportunities offered by digitalisation for inter-
nationalisation in higher education were only
used hesitantly. Currently, there is a significant
gap in understanding how the substantial surge
in digitalisation driven by the pandemic has
affected and will continue to shape the interna-
tionalisation strategies of public higher educa-
tion institutions in Germany.

The research agenda of the INDISTRA project
focuses on the question of how internationali-
sation strategies and their implementation are
evolving through the increased use of digital
technologies in teaching and learning, adminis-
tration, collaboration, and decision-making pro-
cesses. It examines what goals, opportunities,
and risks higher education institutions associate
with digitalisation in this context.

1.2.3 Sample Selection

The INDISTRA part of this study is based on the
analysis of 24 semi-structured expert interviews
with heads of international offices (> IOs) of pub-
lic German HEIs. Originally, 63 HEIs were con-
tacted, of which 27 accepted the invitation for an
interview and 24 HEIs finally participated in the
expert interviews (Table 1). The 24 German HEIs
(eight technical universities, eight universities,
and eight universities of applied sciences) were
selected based on their size and state of digi-
talisation, as well as internationalisation. Size
was based on the number of enrolled students
(above and below 20,000 enrolled students). The
state of » digitalisation (advanced and newcomer)
was based on participation in networks, train-
ing, and programmes and the existence of digi-
talisation strategies. The state of internationali-
sation (advanced and newcomer) was based on
the number of international students and staff,
the existence of an internationalisation strate-
gy, as well as participation in networks, training,
and programmes (Table 2).

Aiming at a diverse regional distribution, the
24 HEIs included in this analysis are based in
11 different German states (Ldnder). At each
HEI, a virtual semi-structured interview was
conducted with the head of the international
office. The interview guidelines covered topics
such as the influence of the COVID-19 pan-
demic; digitalisation of administration, leader-
ship, teaching, learning, and international
cooperations; and hopes and risks associated
with virtual internationalisation. One inter-
view was conducted and analysed in German;
all other interviews were conducted in English.
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TABLE 1 Overview of contacted higher education institutions and selected sample

No. %
Contacted HEIs 63
Accepted interview requests 27 42.9
Declined interview requests 9 14.3
No reply to interview request 27 42.9
Conducted expert interviews 24 100
Interviews sought 24
Interviews achieved 24 100

TABLE 2 Sample selection criteria and final sample

HEI type and size

Internationalisation

Digitalisation

Advanced Newcomer Advanced Newcomer
University (large) Ul-1 uU1-2 uU1-3 ui-4
University (small) U2-1 u2-2 u2-3 u2-4
Technical University (large) TU1-1 TU1-2 TU1-3 TU1-4
Technical University (small) TU2-1 TU2-2 TU2-3 TU2-4
University of Applied Sciences (large) UAS1-1 UAS1-2 UAS1-3 UAS1-4
University of Applied Sciences (small) UAS2-1 UAS2-2 UAS2-3 UAS2-4

Categorisation of higher education institutions according to type of institutions, size of the institutions (in student numbers), and
degree of involvement in the field of digitalisation and internationalisation.

An informed consent form was signed by the
interview partners. We used the F4X tool for
automated transcription. The transcripts were
then proofread and compared to the recordings
to ensure quality and accuracy.

1.2.4 Data Analysis

A thematic analysis (Miles, Huberman & Saldafia,
2014; Braun & Clarke, 2006) of the strategic docu-
ments and interview data was conducted, and the
software MaxQDA was used for the analysis.

In the first cycle of coding, we developed a
provisional coding scheme (deductive coding)
based on the INDISTRA research questions

and findings from our previous investigations
(scoping review and content analysis of strategic

document (see Chapter 3). This served as an
outline for structural coding, focusing on the
topics ‘Actors and Networks (Who)’; ‘Relevance
and Risks (Why)’; ITmplementation (How)’; and
‘Future Development: Plans, Wishes, Risks
(What'’s next)’. To avoid restricting our data to
our initial framework, the provisional coding
scheme evolved as new inductive codes were
identified and progressively incorporated. Defi-
nitions of the codes and categories were either
pre-established or drafted along the inductive
coding process, and the definitions were record-
ed in memos. Any difficulties were discussed
among the three project members (project co-
ordinator, PhD student, and student assistant)
involved in the coding process, ensuring a uni-
form understanding and consistent application
of the codes to enhance intercoder reliability.

11
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In the second cycle (pattern coding), after
merging the individually coded MaxQDA files
into a single dataset, we connected the codes
into meaningful threads, grouping them under
fewer themes and categories, based on recur-
ring topics, similarities, and differences across
participants’ reports. At this stage, definitions
were reviewed and refined, particularly in cas-
es where inaccuracies in the selection of coded
segments were found.

For the study at hand, we concentrated on the
categories aligned with the IAU questionnaire
that could offer complementary insights into
virtual internationalisation. For example, the
IAU question no. 44 on the ‘Role of COVID-19

on the changes in importance in virtual inter-
nationalisation opportunities’ was connected

to categories such as ‘COVID-19 impact’ and
‘changes in international student mobility’.
Similarly, questions 13 and 14 of the IAU ques-
tionnaire on ‘key internal and external drivers of
internationalisation’, respectively, were exam-
ined considering the category ‘leadership/de-
cision making’ and the sub-categories ‘internal
sources of influence’, ‘external sources of influ-
ence’, ‘who is involved in decision making’, and
‘changes in decision-making processes in virtual
internationalisation’.

By coding the data according to the INDISTRA
research questions prior to examining the AU
survey topics, we ensured a comprehensive
understanding of the interview data. This meth-
od facilitated the establishment of significant
connections and fostered a more nuanced inter-
pretation between the two datasets. Moreover,
it allowed for a more targeted analysis, consid-
ering that the extensive interview materials we
gathered encompassed topics that extended
beyond those covered in the IAU survey.

As part of the analysis, the themes identified

in the INDISTRA interviews were aligned with
selected IAU survey questions that could benefit
from additional insights, complementary expla-
nations, or alternative perspectives provided by
the interview material. Analytic memos, form-
ing the foundation of the INDISTRA results sec-
tion and chapters six and seven of this report,

documented common threads and highlighted
key extracts that effectively encapsulated the
core ideas within each category. These mem-
os also established connections with the IAU
survey and contextualised the findings against
the backdrop of existing literature on the topic.

1.2.5 Limitations of this Study’s Design

Both internationalisation and » digitalisation are
broad and complex processes that span multi-
ple stakeholder networks at different levels and
organisational units. To explore the state of vir-
tual internationalisation strategies in German
HEIs, the INDISTRA project conducted expert
interviews with heads of international offices at
German HEIs. This, however, presents certain
limitations. First, given the importance of indi-
vidual departments, faculties, and even indi-
vidual staff members for both » comprehensive
internationalisation and digitalisation, conduct-
ing multi-perspective case studies could provide
a deeper understanding of multi-level and multi-
stakeholder dynamics. Additionally, since the
current analysis only accounts for public German
HEIs, future studies could benefit from extend-
ing the sample to public and private HEIs for a
more comprehensive understanding of both pro-
cesses across diverse types of higher education
institutions.

1.3 Focus of Comparison

The INDISTRA results presented in this study
concentrate on aspects that are comparable to
related questions in the quantitative Global IAU
Survey. Similarly, the focused analysis of the IAU
data from the 6™ Global Survey addresses only
selected questions concerning internationalisa-
tion, including strategic approaches to » VI, inter-
nal governance of these strategies within higher
education institutions, key internal and external
drivers of internationalisation and » VI, priorities
related to both, challenges faced, and shifts in col-
laboration and networks among higher education
institutions. The comparison specifically empha-
sises the impact of digitalisation on international-
isation rather than internationalisation itself.
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The data presented in this study are unique to
this study and cannot be found in the report

of the 6% Global IAU Survey (Marinoni & Pina
Cardona, 2024), but they can be compared to its
results (e.g., for other regions of the world). Our
intention is to focus on results for German HEIs
while delving deeper into those topics of the
IAU survey that cover aspects of » VI, following
Bruhn-Zass (2021; 2023). Europe (without Ger-
many) was chosen as a reference category, since
both INDISTRA expert interviews and IAU sur-
vey results show that (the rest of) Europe is the
most important reference category for German
HEIs regarding (further) institutional coopera-
tion (Fig. 1). In terms of priority of regions, both
European and German HEIs clearly consider
Europe as the most important region (91% and
84% of HEIs consider Europe very important,
respectively) (Fig. 1). Likewise, the experts in-
terviewed in the INDISTRA project often refer
to European measures and initiatives such as
ERASMUS+, Erasmus Without Paper, and Euro-
pean Universities alliances and to European part-
ners for joint and » double degree programmes.

Thus, the IAU data for Germany and Europe
were completely reanalysed for this study. In a
first step, the data were separately analysed just
for German HEIs and Germany had to be cal-
culated out of the European sample. Since the
INDISTRA project focuses on public German
higher education institutions, the IAU survey
data for Germany and Europe were analysed
just for the public HEIs even though the origi-
nal sample of the 6™ IAU Global Survey contains
data of both public and private institutions.

While the IAU data and analyses offer a quan-
titative overview, the INDISTRA project mate-
rials provide a more in-depth exploration of

the relationships between the topics and items
addressed in the survey questions. For example,
the IAU survey includes questions about col-
laborations and institutional partnerships that
inquire about changes in the number of an insti-
tution’s international partnerships over recent
years. In the expert interviews conducted as
part of INDISTRA, it was possible not only to de-
termine whether or not the number of partner-
ships increased, decreased, or remained stable

FIGURE 1 Geographic priorities for internationalisation of German HEls (in per cent)

Question 25: If yes, what is the level of priority of the following regions for your institution?(One answer per row)

Europe

North America

Asia and Pacific

Latin America and Caribbean

Sub-Saharan Africa

North Africa and the Middle East 0

o

20

M Veryimportant [ Import