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COMPARATIVE STUDIES OF THE INTERNATIONALIZATION  
OF HIGHER EDUCATION: BENCHMARKING ANALYSIS  
OF EUROPEAN, KAZAKH AND CHINESE UNIVERSITIES  

IN THE FRAMEWORK OF THE ERASMUS+ PROJECT 
 
Abstract. This article describes the main comparative research approaches of the process of internationalization 

of higher education and the results of benchmarking analysis of internationalization strategies and practices in 11 
European, Kazakh and Chinese universities involved in Erasmus+ "Welcome: towards the incoming international 
University communities" project. In many countries, benchmarking is used to assess the quality of 
internationalization along with other tools. Comparison and identification of success stories and best practices are 
key aspects of benchmarking aimed at improvement and development. The scholars note that universities need a way 
to monitor internationalization and collect information on a continuous basis. The results of the study confirm the 
increasing importance, diversity, and complexity of strategies and practices of internationalization in European, 
Kazakh and Chinese universities.  

Keywords: benchmarking analysis, internationalization, academic mobility, higher education, strategy. 
 
The growing interest in the internationalization of higher education comes from a number of reasons. 

Firstly, the process of globalization of the economy and labor markets has pushed the demand for 
competent employees with foreign language skills and possession of intercultural skills. As the global 
economy becomes more interconnected, multilingualism and intercultural skills take on greater and 
greater importance on a global scale. Secondly, the export of educational services has become one of the 
sources of income for higher education institutions and national economies in many countries. The 
advantages of internationalization of higher education are obvious: improving the quality of training, joint 
research projects, implementation of international quality standards and expansion of international 
cooperation. However, along with these positive facts, there is skepticism about the quality, effectiveness, 
and relevance of education and research in the context of international cooperation, and mounting 
concerns about inequality and marginalization. While internationalization supporters generally agree with 
the importance and necessity of this process in universities, the internationalization strategies vary 
considerably in format and content (Aigner, Nelson, and Stimpfl, 1992; Lian, 2003). Among the various 
strategies in different countries, there are common in nature and content and approaches used by higher 
education institutions. A number of authors suggest that the most frequently used internationalization 
strategies include student exchange programs, the internationalization of educational program, foreign 
internship programs, recruiting of foreign students, academic mobility programs for teaching staff and 
personnel; international publication of articles and reports (Knight, 1997; Francis, 1993; Lian, 2003; 
McKellin, 1998; Henson&Noel, 1989 ; Holzner&Greenwood, 1995).  

The modern research uses the definition of internationalization given by J. Knight as "the process of 
integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension into purpose, functions, and delivery of 
postsecondary education" (Knight, 2003). The reason that this definition is most acceptable is its 
completeness, which allows to connect all possible international dimensions with key concepts of higher 
education. Knight (2005, 2008) argues that internationalization revolves around two main components: 
internationalization within the campus - actions taken in the local context of the institution and focused on 
curriculum and internationalization abroad - activities outside the campus. These components do not 
exclude each other, but are closely intertwined in policies and programs of higher education. 
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The international dimension of higher education is widely promoted in many countries at the national 
and institutional levels. The national level has a significant impact on the international dimension of 
higher education through policies, financing, programs and regulatory frameworks. At the same time, the 
real process of internationalization takes place at the institutional level (Knight, 2004). To a certain extent, 
the institutional level is a mirror reflecting the national policy. More and more higher education 
institutions are becoming independent actors in the process of internationalization. According to the 3rd 
global survey by the International Association of Universities (Knight, 2003), based on the analysis of the 
questionnaires of 745 universities from 115 countries, 78% of universities believe that in recent years the 
importance of internationalization has increased. Despite the fact that each institution has its own unique 
approach to improving the internationalization, most strategies share common features: (1) 
internationalization is reflected in the mission of the university; (2) the availability of a reward scheme of 
study abroad by providing financial assistance and developing new partnerships with universities abroad; 
(3) increase in the number of foreign students on campus; (4) the internationalization of the educational 
program; (5) encouraging the success of teaching staff and researchers in internationalization through 
participation in academic mobility programs; (6) compulsory foreign language skills as a requirement for 
graduates (Engberg and Green, 2002). Compared with the early 1990s, when studies suggested that 
internationalization could be clearly delineated (Teichler, 1999), the research on internationalization in 
higher education is now generally more closely related to other topics (for example, governance, policy, 
financing etc.), which leads to an increase in the blurring or multidimensionality of the topic itself and is 
characterized by an unclear differentiation of the concepts. 

In the studies, there are two different approaches to assessing the internationalization: quantitative and 
qualitative. The quantitative approach allows for institutional comparisons by determining the level of 
internationalization of a particular institution, so this approach uses measurable indicators to assess the 
internationalization (Lian, 2003; Snellman, 1995; Horn, Hendel, and Fry, 2007). Unlike the quantitative 
approach, the qualitative ones are used for self-improvement, and not for comparison with other higher 
education institutions (Knight, 2002) and therefore the results of institutional correspondence to the 
internationalization, evaluated using a qualitative approach, usually remain confidential (Horn, Hendel, 
and Fry, 2007). 

In 2009, the EAIE published the document “Measuring the success of what we do” under the 
editorship of H. de Wit. The introduction indicates that the issue of evaluation and measurement is 
becoming more urgent for inclusion in the agenda of professionals in the field of internationalization of 
higher education. International rankings of higher education institutions are a widely discussed example of 
how the measurement began to influence the development of higher education. The call for accountability 
by students, teachers, deans, university administrators and national authorities, and the call for quality 
assurance are the important issues on the agenda of higher education in general, and this includes the 
process of internationalization, including educational programs. Accreditation, ratings, certification, audit 
and benchmarking have become key issues on the international agenda of researchers and practitioners in 
higher education. 

Benchmarking, along with other tools, is currently used to assess the quality of internationalization. 
Comparison and identification of the best practices are two key aspects of benchmarking aimed at 
improving and developing. Knight (2008) concludes that "institutions need a way to monitor 
internationalization and collect information on an ongoing basis. Universities often spend too much time 
describing the status of internationalization in diffused terms. More accurate indicators of specific aims 
and objectives will help to obtain the information needed to analyze the strengths and areas requiring 
improvement. With the help of the collected information, HEIs can move to a more important step in the 
analysis - how to preserve the advantages and improve the weaknesses in order to achieve the goals of 
internationalization. This, in turn, precedes the analysis of the results and the impact of the efforts made on 
internationalization." 

 

Methodology and results of benchmarking analysis 
Conducted within the framework of the Erasmus+ project "WELCOME: Opening to meet new 

international university communities (2016-2019)" benchmarking analysis was aimed at evaluating the 
process of internationalization in each university, taking into account the internal and external context, as 
well as comparative analysis of participating universities by region. The WELCOME project consortium 
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consists of 12 partners: 6 European universities (Instituto Superior Técnico, Universitat Politècnica de 
Catalunya, Universitat Rovira Virgili, Université de Perpignan, Royal Institute of Technology and Tallin 
Institute of Technology4 Kazakhstani universities (Narxoz University, Karaganda State Medical 
University, Gumilyov Eurasian National University, Kazakh University of Economics, Finance and 
International Trade) and 2 Chinese universities (Beihang University, Tongji University). This project is 
funded with the support of the European Commission. 

The main aim of the project is to increase the international level of Kazakh and Chinese higher 
educational institutions through the implementation of strategic and marketing tools to attract foreign 
students, teachers, and scholars. Objectives of the project: study of the strategy and practice of the 
internationalization of universities; creation of a portal of Kazakhstani and Chinese universities on 
internationalization; creation of service-oriented offices of international cooperation at universities; 
training of employees of the offices of international cooperation; development and implementation of 
strategic and marketing plans for internationalization at the institutional level. 

The general methodology and questionnaire were developed by a group of Instituto Superior Técnico, 
who is responsible for the evaluation work package and are approved by the coordinator of the Universitat 
Politècnica de Catalunya project. The online survey was conducted in April-June 2017 using the Lime 
Survey platform. The final report on the basis of data collected and submitted by each university was 
posted on the project website http://welcomeproject.net/index.html 

The study focuses on the main aspects of internationalization in a total of 90 indicators: figures and 
facts (12); structures and models of internationalization (21); academic training (17); services for the 
support of students (9); international recognizability (10); marketing and communications (21). In this 
article, some of these indicators are listed. 

 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1 - Number of students by levels of education 
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Figure 1 presents data on the total number of students and foreign students by levels of education in 
the WELCOME consortium. The analysis shows that in Chinese universities the highest level of students 
at the bachelor degree level (n=15466), master degree level (n=9113) and doctoral program (n=4305), 
while in European universities - a high level of postdoctoral students. In addition, it is the largest number 
of foreign students involved in the European bachelor degree programs (n=3822), master degree programs 
(n=1273), PhD programs (n=790) and post-doctoral studies programs (n=76). These indicators are 
significantly different from those recorded in Kazakh and Chinese universities. The number of bachelor 
degree students in all three levels prevails in all three regions: in Europe (n=7436 students), in Kazakhstan 
(n=7398) and in China (n=15466), as well as foreign students at bachelor degree (Europe=3822; 
Kazakhstan=377, China=514). 

 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2 - Number of programs by levels of education 
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(n = 2), Kazakh (n = 3) and Chinese (n = 9) higher education institutions, considering the information in 
figure 1, which states that the bachelor's levels comprise the largest number of students in three regions. 
Kazakhstani universities have the lowest number of programs in English, regardless of the level of 
education, which is an unfavorable factor for attracting foreign students. 
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Figure 3 - Incoming and outgoing academic mobility of students, faculty, and staff 
 
Taking into account the information presented in Figure 3, it can be noted that in European 

universities it is the highest indicator of incoming academic mobility of students (n=825), and in China - 
the highest mobility of faculty and staff (n=528). According to the outgoing academic mobility, Chinese 
universities are leading in all categories: students (n=1091), faculty (n=1550) and staff (n=300). 

 

 
Figure 4. Internal infrastructure for internationalization 
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The universities evaluated the internal infrastructure of universities according to the scale from 1 
(very bad) to 5 (very good) in several directions. The university information journal was marked by 
European universities (4.2 points), in China and Kazakhstan, they received low scores (2.0 points). 
Although internal communications in English on campus were estimated positively by the European 
universities (2.7 points), they are an area that requires additional efforts to improve, as well as in China 
and Kazakhstan (2.0 points). The availability of campus help desk was noted by the European universities 
(4.4 points), while in Chinese and Kazakh universities this indicator is insignificant (1.0 point).  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Figure 5 - English proficiency among faculty and administrative staff 
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50.0% of students of the Kazakh universities are covered by the English language courses, while the 
language proficiency is the main condition for the development of academic mobility.  
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Figure 6 - Activities to support foreign students 
 
Figure 6 presents the main services and activities to support foreign students in higher education 

institutions of the three regions. Information and support before returning home (China=100%, 
Europe=83.3%, Kazakhstan=50.0%) and the opportunity to meet with university teachers or staff on 
arrival (China=100%, Europe=66.7%, Kazakhstan=50.0 %) - the universities of three regions offer these 
two events for their foreign students. Next are the availability of an international student association, 
cultural events and free accommodation in dormitory. 

  

 
Figure 7 - Availability of basic forms and documents in English 

 
Bilingual documents are the defining tools for the integration of foreign students and teachers, setting 

the framework for belonging to the university. Figure 8 shows the data from which it can be seen that all 
members of the consortium have transcripts, diplomas and supplements, application forms in English.  
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Conclusions and lessons learned from benchmarking analysis 
 
Benchmarking analysis of European, Chinese and Kazakhstani universities shows that differences and 

similarities in internationalization strategies are conditional upon the peculiarities of regional and national 
contexts. On the selection and attraction of foreign students, Chinese and Kazakh universities need to 
work out strategies at all levels: bachelor, master, PhD. To meet this goal, it is advisable for Kazakh 
universities to focus on developing and implementing programs in English as a whole, and for Chinese 
universities to introduce bachelor degree programs in English. Bachelor degree students are the largest 
group in all three regions, therefore it is important to improve the attractiveness of academic mobility at 
the bachelor's level by developing scholarship programs. Such steps can be a starting point for change, as 
the indicators in China and Kazakhstan are much lower than the European ones at this stage. Every 
student, employee or teacher who comes in the framework of mobility, should be considered as a potential 
and unofficial ambassador and promoter of the university and the country. 

Agreements on cooperation, membership in international associations and participation in rankings 
are significant aspects that are important to take into account in Chinese and Kazakhstani universities. 
With effective use, they can make a positive contribution to the process of internationalization and the 
international reputation of universities. Promotion in the international space, including the recruiting of 
students, refers to the responsibility of marketing management in universities. It is noteworthy that in the 
presence of marketing and communication strategies and plans, they are not aimed at international 
promotion and internationalization of universities.  

Internationalization is the aim and commitment to ensure it should be global for all academic and 
administrative departments of the university. Measures for internationalization within the university on 
campus should be carried out and supported by all units, not just by the international department. In this 
regard, it is important to provide training in working in a multicultural international environment, to 
encourage the participation of staff and faculty, and to make English language courses available to all.  

  All higher education institutions were asked to identify one most important change or improvement 
in the model of internationalization: Chinese institutions noted the need to strengthen internationalization 
at the school and faculty levels; Kazakhstani institutions pointed out the need to increase the number of 
foreign students, improve international marketing and create a common model for the implementation of 
the internationalization process; European universities noted the need to increase the budget, awareness of 
the importance of internationalization, a clear division of responsibilities between various stakeholders in 
universities. 

How was the benchmarking analysis useful for universities? First of all, it is an opportunity to get a 
clearer picture of the current situation of our own strategy and processes of internationalization compared 
with higher education institutions in other regions of the world. Secondly, universities have the 
opportunity to observe trends and problems in internationalization, which result from comparative 
analysis. ВThirdly, to learn from the best practices and gain experience of other universities. Fourthly, in 
the case of comparison with universities from other regions, study participants can learn about the 
opportunities and problems of cooperation. Fifthly, focus on further development and improvement. 
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ЖОҒАРЫ БІЛІМ БЕРУДІ ИНТЕРНАЦИОНАЛИЗАЦИЯЛАУДЫҢ САЛЫСТЫРМАЛЫ 
ЗЕРТТЕУЛЕРІ: ERASMUS + АЯСЫНДА ЕУРОПАЛЫҚ, ҚАЗАҚСТАНДЫҚ ЖƏНЕ ҚЫТАЙЛЫҚ 

ЖОҒАРЫ ОҚУ ОРЫНДАРЫНЫҢ САЛЫСТЫРМАЛЫ ТАЛДАУЫ 
 
Аннотация. Мақалада жоғары оқу орындары интернационализациясының салыстырмалы талдаулары-

ның негізгі бағыттары жəне Erasmus+ «Welcome: Towards incoming international university communities» 
жобасының консорциумына кіретін 11 европалық, қазақстандық жəне қытай университеттерінің стратегиясы 
мен тəжірибесінің бенчмаркинг-талдауының нəтижелері баяндалған. Қазіргі таңда бенчмаркинг өзге де 
құралдармен қатар интернационализацияның сапасын бағалауда қолданылады. Алғы тəжірибелерді 
салыстыру жəне анықтау бенчмаркингтің жетілдіру жəне дамытуға бағытталған негізгі екі басты аспектісі 
болып табылады. Зерттеушілердің айтуынша жоғары оқу орындарына тұрақты негізде интернационализа-
цияны бағалап, ақпараттады жинақтап отыру қажет. Жүргізілген зерттеу нəтижелері европалық, 
қазақстандық жəне қытай жоғары оқу орындарындағы стратегия мен интернационализацияның маңызды-
лығын, əр түрлілігі мен қиындығын растайды. 

Түйін сөздер: бенчмаркинг-талдау, интернационализация, академиялық ұтқырлық, жоғары оқу, 
стратегия. 
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СРАВНИТЕЛЬНЫЕ ИССЛЕДОВАНИЯ ИНТЕРНАЦИОНАЛИЗАЦИИ ВЫСШЕГО ОБРАЗОВАНИЯ: 
БЕНЧМАРКИНГ-АНАЛИЗ ЕВРОПЕЙСКИХ, КАЗАХСТАНСКИХ И КИТАЙСКИХ ВУЗОВ В 

РАМКАХ ПРОЕКТА ЭРАСМУС+ 
 
Аннотация. В статье изложены основные походы сравнительных исследований интернационализации 

высшего образования и результаты бенчмаркинг-анализа стратегий и практики интернационализации 11-ти 
европейских, казахстанских и китайских университетов, входящих в консорциум проекта Erasmus+ 
«Welcome: Towards incoming international university communities». Бенчмаркинг, наряду с другими 
инструментами, используется в настоящее время для оценки качества интернационализации. Сопоставление 
и выявление успешных практик являются двумя ключевыми аспектами бенчмаркинга, направленных на 
улучшение и развитие. Исследователи отмечают, что вузам необходим способ мониторинга 
интернационализации и сбора информации на постоянной основе. Результаты проведенного исследования 
подтверждают возрастающее значение, а также разнообразие и сложность стратегий и практик 
интернационализации в европейских, казахстанских и китайских высших учебных заведениях.  

Ключевые слова: бенчмаркинг-анализ, интернационализация, академическая мобильность, стратегия, 
высшее образование.  
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