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The global challenges we are currently experiencing, mainly due to the phenome-
na of pandemic and war in the heart of Europe, directly impact the needs of the 
knowledge economy and, in particular, the purposes of experience related to inter-
nationalization. Motives have come to change over the years – most recently the 
required contribution to the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
contained in the 2030 Agenda – and now they are becoming even more urgent 
because of the inevitable and somewhat nebulous geopolitical rearrangement. 
The legitimate fear is that this phase of hardening and divisions will result in a 
profound disconnect and a distorted and functional use of internationalization; 
and, therefore, in the service of governmental control objectives and strategic po-
sitioning by countries and alignments (the risk is a new Cold War). But right now, 
in the midst of the acute phase, the ambitious program needs to be revived. Upda-
ting it to critical issues. Betting, reasonably, on the value of internationalization in 
higher education as an element of relational and cooperative novelty. Oppositional 
to any populist and isolationist deviation.

Internationalization as a concept and strategic agenda is a relatively new, broad, and varied phe-
nomenon in higher education, driven by a dynamic combination of political, economic, sociocul-
tural, and academic rationales and stakeholders. Its impact on regions, countries, and institu-
tions varies according to their particular contexts. Mobility, also known as “internationalization 
abroad,” is the most referred to activity and takes on a variety of forms. “Internationalization at 
home,” is the other key component of internationalization. It has received increased attention, 
but still less than mobility. 

The increasing globalization and regionalization of economies and societies, combined with the 
requirements of the knowledge economy and the end of the Cold War, created by the end of the 
1980s a context that enabled a more strategic approach to internationalization in higher edu-
cation. During the past three decades, internationalization in higher education has evolved from 
being a marginal activity to becoming a key aspect of the reform agenda—and in some cases 
an key economic reality for some universities. Currently, global challenges and geopolitical ten-
sions, manifested in particular but not exclusively by the COVID-19 pandemic, the invasion by 
Russia in Ukraine as well as the pressure of climate change, create new challenges and needs 
for academic collaboration and internationalization of the three missions of higher education: 
education, research and service to society.

Internationalization has evolved, and during that process, past priorities have been replaced, 
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or surpassed in importance, by others. Economic rationales became dominant over the past 
thirty years, but given the extreme challenges faced by global society—summarized in the Su-
stainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations—internationalization now is called 
upon to help contribute meeting these societal challenges and goals, but faces new geopoliti-
cal challenges to do so.

From Cooperation to Competition
The tension between the universal nature and embeddedness in the national and local con-
texts is a dominant feature of higher education. References to the global nature of universities 
ignore the fact that many universities were established or transformed in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries with  a clearly national orientation. 

Political events, most notably two world wars in the first half of the twentieth century led to a 
focus on promoting peace and mutual understanding through international cooperation and 
exchange. In the following years, in addition to peace and mutual understanding, Cold War 
rationales of national security and foreign policy increasingly took over. The Cold War beca-
me the principal rationale to foster an international dimension of higher education. What had 
started as incidental and individual activities evolved into organized international education 
programs, driven more by national governments than by universities. 

The traditional emphasis in internationalization has been on exchanges and cooperation to 
contribute to a better understanding of different cultures and languages, as well as for re-
search collaboration.  But since the mid-1990s and even earlier in the United Kingdom and 
Australia (around 1980), a gradual but increasingly visible shift has been taking place toward 
more competition. The optimism at the end of the 1980s that internationalization would move 
from an ad hoc, marginalized and fragmented activity to a central point on the agenda of hi-
gher education, had resulted indeed in a broad acceptance of internationalization as one of the 
core drivers of innovation and change in higher education. But the direction it took was one of 
recruitment of international students and development of cross-border education for revenue, 
competition for talent (skilled immigration) and reputation (rankings).   

A Counterreaction
This focus on internationalization as a tradeable commodity resulted at the turn of the century 
in appeals for a return to ethics and values of cooperation by the Internationalization at Home 
movement in Europe in reaction to the focus on Erasmus exchanges (what about the 95% non 
-mobile students?), and a call for Internationalization of the Curriculum in the United  Kingdom
and Australia in reaction to the exclusive focus on international student recruitment and of-
f-shore delivery. But the focus on mobility and revenue generation increased even more in the
following decade, especially in the Anglophone countries, in part because governments incre-
asingly looked to international student tuition payments as a key source of revenue for higher
education.

The 2015 study for the European Parliament on the state of internationalization in higher edu-
cation reflects this new line of thinking. It promoted a new agenda for the future, with the fol-
lowing definition for internationalization:

“The intentional process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into 
the purpose, functions and delivery of post-secondary education, in order to enhance the qua-
lity of education and research for all students and staff and to make a meaningful contribution 
to society” (de Wit et al, 2015). 

This definition gives a normative direction to the process by emphasizing that such a process 
does not happen automatically, but needs to be intentional; that it is not a goal in itself, but 



must contribute to quality improvement; that it should not only be an advantage reserved for a 
small elite of mobile students and scholars, but benefit all; and finally, that it should also benefit 
society. 

Although the critique on the notion of internationalization as a competitive and exclusive trade-
able commodity became widely acknowledged and notions like ‘internationalization at home’, 
‘internationalization of the curriculum’, ‘internationalization for society’, ‘humanistic internatio-
nalization’, ‘global learning for all’ have found ample support in reports, documents, statements 
and even policies, the reality of internationalization as a tradeable commodity is still strongly 
prevalent. Traditional values such as cooperation, peace and mutual understanding, human 
capital development, and solidarity, have been moved to the sidelines as universities strive for 
competition, revenue, and reputation/branding. Post-pandemic, governments and institutions of 
higher education in the Global North are desperate to return to the “old normal” of before 2020, 
not taking into account that the economic, social/cultural and political context has changed 
fundamentally. A return to the old normal is not only impossible, it is also not desirable, given 
the global challenges we face.

Nationalist–populist movements, bans on immigration, attacks on academic freedom, antiglo-
balist protests, the geopolitical tensions with Russia and China, and, in Europe, anti-integration 
trends (Brexit), might all have negative implications for internationalization. At the same time, 
there is a move away from internationalization as a purely Western concept and a call for its 
decolonization in the Global South. Digitalization of higher education, a necessity enforced on 
higher education by the pandemic, gives challenges (inequality of access, negative impact on 
the well-being of students) as well as opportunities (reduction of physical mobility of students, 
staff and administrators, collaborative international online learning or virtual exchange).  

It is too early to tell what the direct consequences of these developments will be, but most likely 
they will change and/or accelerate patterns of mobility, autonomy and academic freedom, pri-
vatization and commercialization, as well as other key dimensions of global tertiary education. 
Similarly, through the interconnection of our societies and economies, natural disasters and 
health hazards have increasingly a global scope, impacting higher education and internationali-
zation endeavours. The current Covid-19 epidemic is a clear illustration.

Challenges and Opportunities for the Future
Internationalization in higher education is entering a new phase. A shift from internationaliza-
tion abroad with its strong focus on a small elite of mobile students, faculty, administrators, and 
programs toward internationalization at home for all members of the academic community has 
become more urgent than ever, certainly after the Covid-19 pandemic. Making internationali-
zation more carbon-neutral, increasing the contribution of internationalization to society, and 



linking the global to the local, are imperative, but dark clouds are covering these prospects. We 
address two of them: brain drain and geopolitics/securitization.

Brain Drain
In 1965, there were approximately 250,000 globally mobile students—a number that has grown 
to 5.6 million today. At the same time, broader aspects of globalization were beginning to emer-
ge, including labour mobility. Many analysts and educators, especially on the left of the political 
spectrum, began to criticize the advanced economies of Europe and North America, accusing 
them of luring talented professionals away from low-income countries, many of which had only 
recently emerged from colonial rule. The term “brain drain” was used to reflect that movement.

Over time, there was less discussion of the brain drain, although massive numbers of profes-
sionals, researchers, and other highly educated people from what has come to be known as 
the Global South, moved to Europe, Australasia, and North America. An increasing number 
went abroad for advanced education and never returned, while others were hired directly from 
the Global South by universities and industries after graduation in their home country. 

In the twenty-first century, what used to be labelled brain drain is seen as a normal pattern of 
global mobility—although the result remains deeply problematic for sending countries. Other 
terms, such as brain gain and brain circulation, imply that student, scholar, and researcher mo-
bility may have positive dimensions. These concepts are connected to commercialization and 
market orientation in international education and assume that the needs of developing econo-
mies are irrelevant. They are also reflected in policies by governments of the Global North, whi-
ch have been extending the stay rate of international students in order to strengthen the num-
bers of skilled labor contributing to their economies and compensate for the graying of their 
societies. By 2009, this had resulted in an OECD average stay rate of 25 percent, which sharply 
increased in the following years. Studies on Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands give 
percentages of 40 to 60 percent. Other studies show that 70 percent or more of doctoral gra-
duates from China and India who earn doctoral degrees in the United States remain there.

It is certainly the case that individuals gain impressively from mobility and making careers in 
countries that provide greater remuneration than their home countries. In some cases, the 
skills learned overseas may not be easily transferred home, and those returning are not always 
welcome. It is also the case that many who graduate continue to advanced degrees and/or 
embark in careers that take them to several other countries. Further, there is increasing focus 
on the role of diasporas and their potential contributions to economic and social development 
back in their home countries. 

The European Commission’s new immigration policy is proposing legal skilled labor immigra-
tion from Egypt, Morocco, and Tunisia through so-called “Talent Partnerships.” Other countries, 
including Bangladesh, Nigeria, Pakistan, and Senegal, are also targeted for such partnerships. 
As a result of the war, there is now a growing pool of skilled and talented refugees from Ukrai-
ne. EU authorities do not call it “brain drain,” but “brain gain,” because development cooperation 
will also be included. At the same time, this project is part of the EU’s aggressive stance to 
prevent illegal immigration at its borders. Talent Partnerships was launched on June 11, 2021, 
with Commissioner Johansson stating: “We need legal migration: Europe’s working age popu-
lation is shrinking and many key sectors face skills shortages, like healthcare and agriculture. 
Talent Partnerships will help match the skills of candidates to work in Europe with labor market 
needs. Talent Partnerships will also give Europe a great tool to work together with our partner 
countries on all aspects of migration, something that’s been missing up to now.”

The European Commission – which is not only in this competition for talents, the United Kin-



gdom, Australia, Canada, Japan, Korea and the United States are as well -states that its Talent 
Partnerships program will result in brain gain. But capacity development programs are incre-
asingly skewed toward benefiting the Global North—by grooming talent in the South for em-
ployment in the North, the main objective of the EU policy. There is undeniably enormous value 
to educating and training human resources locally rather than displacing them. But in view of 
the considerable needs of the Global South, the financial resources provided by Global North 
governments and the EU are vastly insufficient and their need for talents much bigger. Africa, in 
particular, has become a battle field where Western countries, China, and Russia compete for 
dominance to access and also to drain talents.    

Geopolitics and Securitization: A New Cold War? 
The invasion by Russia in the Ukraine, the increased global tensions between China and the 
Western world and the world wide attacks on academic freedom, are creating a new Cold War 
but under even more unstable conditions. Its impacts on higher education are undeniable. On 
the one hand, these changing conditions require more academic collaboration but at the same 
time they result in more securitization and inward looking. 

We are worried that one of the collateral results of Russia’s war on Ukraine is the loss of ratio-
nality in segments of the academic community in North America and Europe. We argue that 
engagement with Russian colleagues—and knowledge of Russia—is important. We state: “We 
are entering a new phase of isolation and quest for a national identity from the political and 
institutional perspective, but what has been built over decades of personal academic ties and 
knowledge development should not be completely thrown away, for the future of Russian hi-
gher education and the rest of the world.” And we conclude: “Of course, care needs to be taken, 
and governmental institutions of all kinds should be boycotted, but not making those Russian 
academics who are opposing the regime victim. They need our support and cooperation, simi-
lar to the extensive support for the higher education system and community in Ukraine.” (Altba-
ch and de Wit, 2022)

Simon Marginson in a recent interview with Times Higher Education, said “there was a need to 
“awaken the consciousness” of the scientific community about the consequences of increased 
securitisation.” His concern focuses in particular on academic collaboration with China and the 
role of governments in controlling it. According to Marginson without action there is a real risk 
that the open global science system that had been built up over the past 20 years could be in 
danger. According to him “Global science as such is in jeopardy if national governments can 
over-determine normal collaborative relationships and shape the pattern of scientific deci-
sions.”

In conclusion
Internationalization is a process in constant evolution, which changes in response to the local, 
national, regional, and global environments. Current global trends appear to be more radical 
than in the past and require stronger attention and international cooperation than ever. For 
Italian higher education as well as elsewhere it requires a more strategic approach to inter-
nationalization, less focused on mobility and more on global learning for all and international 
academic collaboration. Internationalization is a much needed change agent to modernize 
higher education and stimulate its contribution to the global challenges we face: not isolation 
and inward looking but global engagement is the basis for such an innovative approach.
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