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INTERNATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH: THE STATE OF THE FIELD

Executive Summary
Research on international higher education (IHE) is now almost 5 decades old. However, IHE research 
has an uneven past and, as a field in transition, an uncertain but promising future. This paper 
 examines the contours of IHE research today, including major research questions and traditions that 
have informed IHE. Through a survey and synthesis of the latest research in three core areas of IHE, 
namely international education mobility and exchange, internationalization and global learning, 
and  comparative higher education studies, this paper explores theoretical, empirical, and method-
ological questions and challenges that face the field.

International education mobility and exchange includes the study of the flows of students and  scholars 
across borders, with a primary focus on the motivations, choices, and outcomes of those experiences. 
While student mobility itself is possibly the most researched area in this category, other areas of 
inquiry—especially student outcomes assessment; campus, student, and curriculum integration; and 
faculty mobility and professional development—also fall under this umbrella. Recent research in this 
line of inquiry places much-needed attention on the individual and social ramifications of international 
 educational mobility. 

Internationalization and global learning (including internationalizing the curriculum and internation-
alization at home) have commonly been associated with institutional strategy in recent years. While 
research has prioritized strategies and mapping of the internationalization mission landscape under the 
assumption that internationalization is benevolent, more recent work has suggested that values-based, 
critical, or historical approaches to understanding internationalization as an empirical or ideological 
phenomenon is needed. These related approaches focus attention on the societal ramifications of inter-
nationalization rather than on instrumental goals and rationales. 

Comparative higher education studies, sometimes considered separate from international education 
mobility and internationalization, are essential to moving the IHE field forward into a successful aca-
demic field or unified discipline. Although comparative higher education studies were initially influ-
enced by modernization theories on the “historical development” of societies and institutions, more 
recent research uses critical and intersectional theories and methodologies to interrogate and complicate 
this historical-sociological tradition. Recent work in this area centers around four major topics: the rise 
of neonationalism, the associated surge in neopopulism, the importance of global skill and talent devel-
opment, and the idea of the public good.

In summary, the review of the literature suggests that the societal impact of IHE has become the major 
topic of analysis in the field. In addition, the field is shifting to a values-based approach that will 
increasingly call for diverse disciplines and epistemological traditions to work together in concert.

Looking forward, this paper highlights several key areas wherein IHE researchers could improve upon 
current research methods, including:

	■ increased accessibility to datasets that would allow IHE researchers to develop unbiased, com-
parative, and generalizable conclusions; 

	■ comparative case studies and data triangulation that would enhance the credibility and valid-
ity of researchers’ findings;
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	■ post-positivist research methods that could redefine conceptual ideas away from instrumen-
talism; and

	■ quasi-experimental methods that can lead to statistical estimates that are less biased than 
those typically available in current research.

Future research is needed to address key issues and topics in all three of the core areas explored in 
this review. In the area of international education mobility and exchange, additional work is needed to 
understand the benefits and unintended consequences of mobility, especially in light of postcolonial 
considerations, the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic, and discussions about power relations in recent 
literature. Regarding internationalization, future inquiry is needed to explore changes associated with 
recent neopopulist and neonationalist movements worldwide, which have likely permanently altered 
the processes we refer to as internationalization. Regarding global learning, future research is needed to 
consider issues surrounding both access to and outcomes of participation in international education ini-
tiatives that do not involve international mobility and the Westernized theories of global learning them-
selves. In the area of comparative higher education studies, focus is needed on class, power, and the 
politics of knowledge. Specifically, research is needed on “less prestigious” or “peripheral” institutions, 
such as community colleges, teaching colleges, free or democratic colleges, alternative institutions, and 
technical institutions, as well as on class-based constructs of IHE research itself. 

Finally, a common conceptual framework, currently absent in the field, would provide much-needed 
organization for research production. The three core areas of research and practice used to organize 
this white paper offer the beginnings of one such framework. Through the development of a new 
framework and even new methodologies—what might be called an “empirical revolution” in the IHE 
field—researchers would gain further clarity for their work, especially serving those who use research to 
implement policies and practices that help IHE provide benefits to both individuals and society.

The studies featured in this paper indicate that research in IHE has addressed important political and 
social issues, approached data in innovative ways, and employed theory to highlight diverse perspec-
tives of the field. The coming years hold great promise for IHE research to achieve the empirical revolu-
tion outlined here.


