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This study aims to identify, validate, and prioritize the key dimensions and indicators of
university internationalization in the emerging market of the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. An
exploratory sequential mixed-methods design was employed; the qualitative phase
comprised a systematic qualitative meta-synthesis and semi-structured expert interviews
analyzed via thematic analysis and open, axial, and selective coding; the quantitative phase
involved developing a researcher-made questionnaire, testing measurement and structural
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results indicated that all identified dimensions exert significant effects on university
internationalization (t>1.96, p<0.001) with strong overall model fit (GOF~0.48). Friedman
ranking placed macro-level policymaking and managerial structure as the top priority,
followed by scientific diplomacy, student support infrastructure, education quality,
international reputation, cultural dimensions, academic mobility, and human resources.
University internationalization is a multidimensional construct that, in emerging markets,
hinges primarily on macro-level governance, scientific diplomacy, and supportive
infrastructures; prioritizing these levers can accelerate universities’ effective integration
into the global higher education landscape.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Over the past two decades, the internationalization of higher education has evolved
from a peripheral activity focused primarily on student mobility into a comprehensive
strategic process embedded in universities’ core missions of education, research, and
societal engagement. In the contemporary knowledge-based economy, universities are
increasingly expected to function as global actors that contribute to scientific diplomacy,
innovation ecosystems, and cross-cultural understanding, while simultaneously enhancing
national competitiveness and regional development. Internationalization is therefore no
longer perceived merely as an optional or symbolic endeavor, but as a structural necessity
for universities seeking sustainability, legitimacy, and relevance in a highly competitive
global environment (1, 3).

The conceptual expansion of internationalization has been accompanied by growing
recognition of its contextual and multidimensional nature. Early approaches largely
emphasized outward-oriented activities such as student exchanges, joint degrees, and
cross-border research collaboration. More recent perspectives, however, stress the
integration of international and intercultural dimensions into governance structures,
curricula, quality assurance systems, and institutional culture, as well as the importance of
“internationalization at home” and digital internationalization (2, 15). This shift underscores
that internationalization is not a single set of activities, but a complex, long-term process
shaped by policy frameworks, organizational capacities, and socio-economic conditions.

Despite the growing body of literature, much of the empirical and theoretical work
on higher education internationalization has been developed in the context of advanced
economies. Emerging markets, by contrast, face distinctive challenges such as limited
financial resources, fragile institutional arrangements, regulatory constraints, and uneven
human capital development. These conditions complicate the transferability of established
internationalization models and call for context-sensitive frameworks that reflect local
realities (4, 5). Studies conducted in transitional and emerging systems indicate that macro-
level governance, political stability, and institutional autonomy often play a more decisive
role than individual-level or symbolic initiatives (6, 7).

In this regard, recent scholarship highlights the critical importance of policy
coherence, managerial structures, and strategic leadership in shaping internationalization
trajectories. Universities operating in emerging markets often depend heavily on state

policies, legal frameworks, and public funding, making macro-level decision-making a key



determinant of success (8, 10). At the same time, dimensions such as scientific diplomacy,
student support infrastructures, education quality, and digital capabilities have been
identified as potential leverage points for overcoming structural constraints and enhancing
global engagement (16, 28).

Within the Middle Eastern context, and particularly in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq,
higher education systems have experienced rapid quantitative expansion over recent
decades, yet internationalization outcomes remain modest. While universities in this region
benefit from favorable geopolitical positioning and cultural ties, they continue to face
strategic, organizational, and infrastructural barriers that limit their effective integration
into global academic networks (9, 10). Against this background, there is a clear need for
empirically grounded models that identify, validate, and prioritize the key dimensions of
university internationalization in emerging market settings.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This study adopted an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the
qualitative phase, a systematic qualitative meta-synthesis of prior international and
regional studies was conducted alongside semi-structured in-depth interviews with
academic leaders and experts from universities in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq. Data were
analyzed using thematic analysis and a three-stage coding process (open, axial, and
selective coding) to extract core dimensions and indicators of internationalization. The
results of this phase informed the development of a researcher-designed questionnaire.

In the quantitative phase, the questionnaire was administered to faculty members
and senior administrators across selected public universities. Data were analyzed using
partial least squares structural equation modeling to assess construct validity, reliability,
and causal relationships among dimensions. Model fit indices were examined, and the
Friedman test was employed to rank the relative priority of the identified dimensions.

FINDINGS

The qualitative phase resulted in the identification of eight core dimensions of
university internationalization: macro-level policymaking and managerial structure,
scientific diplomacy, student support infrastructure, education quality, international
reputation, cultural dimensions, academic mobility, and human resources. These
dimensions collectively reflect the strategic, organizational, academic, and contextual
aspects of internationalization in an emerging market setting.

Quantitative analysis confirmed the reliability and validity of the measurement

model, with all constructs demonstrating acceptable levels of internal consistency and
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convergent and discriminant validity. Structural equation modeling indicated that all eight
dimensions exert statistically significant effects on university internationalization, with t-
values exceeding the critical threshold and path coefficients demonstrating meaningful
explanatory power. The overall goodness-of-fit index suggested a strong and acceptable
model fit, supporting the robustness of the proposed framework.

The Friedman ranking test revealed significant differences among the dimensions in
terms of their relative importance. Macro-level policymaking and managerial structure
emerged as the highest-priority dimension, followed by scientific diplomacy and student
support infrastructure. Education quality ranked fourth, while international reputation and
cultural dimensions occupied mid-level positions. Academic mobility and human resources
were ranked lowest, indicating comparatively weaker perceived influence in the studied
context.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that university internationalization in the Kurdistan
Region of Iraq i1s primarily driven by structural and policy-related factors rather than by
individual or symbolic initiatives. The prominence of macro-level policymaking and
managerial structure underscores the decisive role of governance frameworks, regulatory
stability, and strategic leadership in emerging markets. Without coherent policies,
institutional autonomy, and dedicated internationalization units, other efforts remain
fragmented and limited in impact.

The high ranking of scientific diplomacy highlights the importance of international
partnerships, joint research, and academic networking as accessible and effective
mechanisms for global engagement in resource-constrained environments. Similarly, the
strong position of student support infrastructure reflects the growing recognition that
internationalization success depends not only on recruitment but also on the quality of
academic and non-academic services that shape the student experience.

Education quality occupies a central but not dominant position, suggesting a
reciprocal relationship with internationalization: quality enhancement both enables and
results from international engagement. In contrast, international reputation and cultural
dimensions appear to function as complementary rather than initiating factors, gaining
significance once foundational structures are in place. The lower ranking of academic
mobility and human resources indicates that, in this emerging market context, mobility
schemes and individual capacities cannot compensate for systemic and infrastructural

limitations.



Overall, this study confirms that internationalization is a multidimensional and
context-dependent process. The proposed model provides an empirically validated
framework that captures the specific priorities and constraints of an emerging market
higher education system. By emphasizing governance, diplomacy, and supportive
infrastructures, the findings offer practical insights for policymakers and university leaders
seeking to design realistic, phased, and effective internationalization strategies aligned with

local capacities and long-term development goals.
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