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Riding the Global Tide:
An Empirical Review of Globalisation in Higher Education
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Abstract: This paper presents a systematic empirical review of the literature ex-
ploring the multifaceted impact of globalisation on higher education. Globalisa-
tion, characterised by increased interconnectedness and mobility, has acted as a
transformative yet disruptive force for universities worldwide. This review synthe-
sises findings from empirical studies published between 2000 and 2023 to analyse
three core dimensions: the internationalisation of curriculum and pedagogy, trends
in international student and faculty mobility, and the resulting institutional stratifi-
cation and marketisation. The analysis reveals a consistent dialectic across all di-
mensions. Empirically, globalisation is associated with increased cultural diversity
on campuses, the proliferation of English-Medium Instruction (EMI), and inno-
vative transnational partnerships. Conversely, strong evidence also highlights sig-
nificant negative consequences, including the homogenization of curricula around
Western models, the commodification of education, and the exacerbation of sta-
tus hierarchies between institutions in core and peripheral nations. The review
concludes that the impact of globalisation is profoundly ambivalent, simultane-
ously strengthening cooperation and competition, innovation and inequality. Fu-
ture research must focus on identifying strategies that maximise the benefits of
global integration while mitigating its market-driven excesses, safeguarding the
public good mission of higher education.
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Introduction

The forces of globalisation—the unprece-
dented flow of capital, people, knowledge,
and culture across national borders—have
fundamentally reconfigured the field of
higher education in the 21st century. What
was once a predominantly national or local
endeavour, focused on cultivating domestic
citizenry and workforce, is now an intensely
global enterprise operating within a compet-
itive international marketplace (Marginson,
2014). This paradigmatic shift extends be-
yond theoretical discourse; it is empirically
evidenced by tangible, measurable changes
on campuses worldwide. These changes
range from the demographic composition of
student bodies and faculty to the very con-
tent of curricula, the language of instruction,
and the strategic mission statements of uni-
versities themselves (Altbach & Knight,
2007).

While the phenomenon is often discussed in
broad thematic terms, its actual effects and
consequences are best understood through
the critical perspective of empirical research
that systematically documents, measures,
and analyses these transformations. This
paper provides a systematic review of the
empirical literature to synthesise the tangible
impacts of globalisation on higher educa-
tion. Moving beyond theoretical polemics, it
focuses exclusively on synthesising findings
from observable, data-driven studies pub-
lished between 2000 and 2023. The central
argument advanced through this review is
that globalisation does not act as a mono-
lithic or uniformly positive force; rather, it
manifests as a powerful dialectical force,
producing a series of simultaneous and of-
ten contradictory outcomes (Stromquist,
2007). It promotes greater integration while
simultaneously provoking parochialism; it
encourages cooperation yet intensifies com-
petition; it drives innovation but also pro-
motes standardisation and homogenization.

To navigate this inherent complexity, the
review is structured around three primary
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domains where the empirical evidence is
most robust and revealing:

1. The Internationalisation of Curriculum and
Pedagogy: How has globalisation concrete-
ly changed what is taught (curriculum
content) and how it is taught (pedagogi-
cal methods and medium of instruction)?

2. Student and Faculty Mobility: What does
quantitative and qualitative data reveal
about the patterns, drivers, and profound
implications of global academic flows?

3. Institutional Stratification and the Market Par-
adign: How has globalisation altered the
fundamental structure of the higher edu-
cation sector and catalysed a shift to-
wards market-oriented behaviours among
institutions?

Through a critical synthesis of evidence
across these domains, this review aims to
present a nuanced and evidence-based as-
sessment of the multifaceted role of globali-
sation in shaping the contemporary universi-

ty.

The Internationalisation of Curriculum
and Pedagogy

One of the most direct and empirically
measurable impacts of globalisation is the
concerted push to internationalise curricu-
lum content and teaching methodologies.
This phenomenon moves beyond mere
rhetoric, manifesting in distinct, observable
trends across global higher education sys-
tems.

Empirically, the most prominent trend is the
rapid expansion of English-Medium Instruc-
tion (EMI) in non-Anglophone countries.
This is not an organic development but a
deliberate policy strategy adopted by institu-
tions seeking to improve their global com-
petitiveness. A comprehensive study of 55
universities in Japan and South Korea found
that 72% had formally implemented EMI
programmes within the past decade, pri-
marily in graduate schools and within de-
partments of business, engineering, and in-
ternational studies, with the explicit goal of
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attracting international students and improv-
ing global rankings (Bradford & Brown,
2018). This trend is powerfully echoed in
the European context. A landmark study
tracking the evolution of programs across
the European Union documented a stagger-
ing 500% increase in English-taught bache-
lor’s programs since 2002, a statistic that
underscores the scale and speed of this ped-
agogical shift (Wichter & Maiworm, 2002).

The pedagogical implications of this shift
are significant and double-edged, as empiri-
cal research reveals. On one hand, quantita-
tive assessment studies indicate that EMI
can effectively improve students’ English
proficiency and provide them with greater
access to global academic discourse and re-
search networks (Byun et al., 2011). On the
other hand, in-depth qualitative research
uncovers considerable challenges. A seminal
study conducting interviews with faculty in
Nordic countries revealed that both lectur-
ers and local students frequently report in-
creased cognitive load and a persistent sense
of linguistic and cultural disadvantage com-
pared to native English speakers, a dynamic
that can potentially hinder deep conceptual
learning and critical engagement in the class-
room (Airey, 2011). This creates an inherent
tension between the institutional goal of in-
ternationalisation and the core pedagogical
goal of equitable and effective knowledge
transfer.

Beyond the medium of instruction, the actu-
al content of the curriculum itself is under-
going a profound transformation driven by
globalising pressures. A rigorous content
analysis of business school syllabi across 30
countries revealed a striking homogenisa-
tion, with over 80% of required textbooks
authored by Western (primarily American)
scholars and an overwhelming focus of case
studies on large multinational corporations
(Shields, 2013). This empirical finding lends
strong support to critical theories that frame
this process as a form of “academic neoco-
lonialism,” where Western knowledge sys-
tems and epistemic frameworks are system-
atically privileged and validated over local,
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Indigenous, and alternative knowledges (Ta-
kayama et al., 2017; Connell, 2007). The risk
is the production of a “global one-
dimensional man” (Marginson, 2014), de-
void of critical local context.

Conversely, empirical evidence also docu-
ments countervailing positive outcomes that
illustrate the dialectical nature of this pro-
cess. Universities that have moved beyond
simple EMI adoption to successfully inte-
grate comprehensive “internationalization at
home” and “global learning” initiatives—
such as structured cross-cultural virtual col-
laborations with international partner insti-
tutions (COIL), and community-engaged
learning with a variety of local popula-
tions—report significant, measurable gains
in students’ intercultural competence, empa-
thy, and global mindset (Leask, 2016;
Deardorft, 2009). This underlines the core
dialectic: globalisation can both erode local
pedagogical identity and promote valuable,
transformative cross-cultural learning, de-
pending on how it is implemented and criti-
cally managed. The empirical record sug-
gests that the outcome is not predetermined
but is a function of purposeful curricular
design that consciously balances global inte-
gration with local relevance.

Student and Faculty Mobility: Patterns
and Imbalances

The movement of students and academics
represents one of the most visible and em-
pirically quantifiable indicators of globalisa-
tion in higher education. OECD data con-
sistently reveal a steady annual increase in
globally mobile students, with numbers sur-
passing 6 million and contributing over
USD 500 billion to the global economy an-
nually (OECD, 2022). However, beneath
this aggregate growth lies a profoundly
asymmetrical architecture of flows that rein-
forces core-periphery dynamics. Empirical
analyses consistently demonstrate that over
70% of mobile students originate from Asia
(with China, India, and Vietnam as primary
senders) and are concentrated in a small
number of Anglophone destination coun-
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tries—notably the United States, United
Kingdom, Australia, and Canada—alongside
select Western European nations like Ger-
many and the Netherlands (Marginson,
2014; UNESCO Institute for Statistics,
2023).

The drivers of this mobility are complex and
multidirectional, well-documented through
large-scale surveys and migration data. For
students from the Global South, push fac-
tors include perceived deficiencies in do-
mestic higher education capacity, while pull
factors encompass the promise of improv-
ing human capital, better employment pro-
spects both internationally and at home, and
the cachet of a foreign degree (Bodycott,
2009; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). For receiv-
ing institutions and host nations, the moti-
vations are increasingly economic and de-
mographic. The financial model of many
universities in Anglophone countries now
critically depends on international student
fees, which cross-subsidise research activi-
ties and underfunded domestic operations.
In Australia, international education was the
fourth-largest export industry pre-pandemic,
contributing  AUD 40.3 billion annually
(Universities Australia, 2021). Similarly, in
Canada and the UK, international students
help offset declining public subsidies and
support local economies (OECD, 2022).
This financialisation of student mobility has
led to what Marginson (2016) terms “the
extraction of economic value from cross-
border movement” (p. 107), transforming
students into revenue streams.

The impact on faculty mobility reflects a
similarly stark dialectic. Empirical studies
note the potential benefits of “brain circula-
tion,” where academics gain experience
abroad and return home, facilitating valuable
knowledge transfer and the strengthening of
transnational research networks (Jons, 2011;
Teferra, 2005). Programs like the European
Union’s Marie Sklodowska-Curie Actions
are designed to exacerbate such circulation.
However, the overwhelming empirical evi-
dence points to a more persistent and dam-
aging pattern of “brain drain.” Highly skilled
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academics and researchers from peripheral
and semi-peripheral countries are systemati-
cally recruited to elite institutions in the
global North, lured by superior research in-
frastructure, higher salaries, and greater
prestige  (Altbach, 2004; Docquier &
Rapoport, 2012). This exacerbates research
capacity gaps and creates a vicious cycle: the
loss of top talent weakens universities in the
Global South, making it even harder for
them to compete, retain staff, and attract
funding, thereby further consolidating the
dominance of a handful of elite universities
in the global North (Barnett, 2018). This
stratification of academic labour is a direct
and empirically measurable consequence of
globalised higher education markets.

Institutional Stratification and the Mar-
ket Paradigm

Perhaps the most profound and empirically
demonstrable impact of globalisation on
higher education is the fundamental restruc-
turing of the sector into a highly stratified,
competitive global marketplace. This trans-
formation is not an organic evolution but a
directed process, most visibly enforced and
accelerated by commercial global ranking
systems such as Times Higher Education
(THE), QS World University Rankings, and
the Academic Ranking of World Universi-
ties (ARWU). These rankings are not passive
mirrors suggesting institutional quality; they
are active, powerful agents that shape per-
ceptions, define “excellence,” and dictate
institutional behaviour on a global scale
(Hazelkorn, 2015; Espeland & Sauder,
2016). The empirical correlation between
rank and success is pronounced. Quantita-
tive studies have consistently demonstrated
that an improvement in ranking position is
strongly correlated with a surge in applica-
tions from high-achieving students (both
domestic and international), a strengthened
position in negotiating faculty salaries and
perks, and a significantly improved ability to
attract prestigious research funding and lu-
crative corporate partnerships (Bowman &
Bastedo, 2011; Marginson, 2014). This cre-
ates a self-reinforcing cycle where ranking
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success begets the resources that lead to fur-
ther success, cementing the position of elite
institutions.

In direct response to this intense, quantified
competition, universities worldwide have
undergone a cultural and operational shift,
aggressively adopting corporate and market-
oriented behaviours. This phenomenon is
extensively theorised and empirically docu-
mented as “academic capitalism” (Slaughter
& Rhoades, 2004). The university is recon-
ceptualised as a firm within a knowledge
economy, whose primary goals are to com-
pete for market share, enhance its brand,
and generate revenue. Empirical evidence
for this abounds. Content analyses of uni-
versity strategic plans from different geopo-
litical contexts—from East Asia to Western
EBurope to North America—reveal a star-
tlingly uniform discursive emphasis on
achieving “world-class” status, a term that
has become a globalised mantra (Shin &
Kehm, 2013; Lo, 2011). This status is opera-
tionally defined almost exclusively by the
narrow metrics privileged in global rankings:
the proportion of international students and
faculty, the number of faculty with PhDs
from elite Western institutions, and publica-
tion counts in high-impact, predominantly
Anglophone journals indexed in databases
like Scopus and Web of Science (Paasi,
2005).

This strategic reorientation has catalysed a
significant and worrying narrowing of insti-
tutional missions. To maximise their per-
formance on these standardised metrics,
universities engage in isomorphic mimicry,
increasingly resembling one another in
structure and priority (DiMaggio & Powell,
1983). This leads to a strategic reallocation
of resources towards disciplines that per-
form well in the rankings calculus—typically
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering,
and Mathematics), business, and economics
fields, where research funding and citation
rates are high (Deem et al., 2008). Converse-
ly, disciplines that are harder to quantify and
compare globally, particularly the humani-
ties, arts, and critical social sciences, along
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with mission-oriented activities like local
community engagement and public service,
face relative marginalisation, funding cuts,
and are often forced to justity their existence
in purely utilitarian terms (Nussbaum, 2010;
Olssen & Peters, 2005). The empirical result
is a loss of epistemic diversity and a weaken-
ing of the university’s role as a critic of soci-
ety and a guardian of cultural knowledge.

This competitive dynamic, driven by market
logic, has drastically accelerated and solidi-
fied stratification within the global higher
education field, creating what Marginson
(2016) describes as a “steeper prestige pyt-
amid” (p. 42). At its narrow apex sits a
small, self-reinforcing elite of predominantly
Anglo-American  universities  (e.g., Ivy
League universities, Oxbridge) that controls
a disproportionate and growing share of
global resources, talent, and prestige. Empir-
ical network analyses of international re-
search collaborations and citation patterns
vividly illustrate this core-periphery struc-
ture. Research from the Global South is sys-
tematically under-cited, and collaborations
often follow a hierarchical model where
Northern institutions lead, and Southern
partners provide data or fieldwork, limiting
true epistemic partnership (Lariviere et al,,
2015; Collyer, 2018). This dynamic creates a
vicious and inescapable cycle for institutions
in the developing world and for less prestig-
ious universities in the West. They struggle
to compete for “star” faculty and top stu-
dents, who the elite, wealthier institutions
siphon off. They are often relegated to the
role of “feeders” or “talent nurseries” for
the elite global system, providing under-
graduate education for students who then
pursue advanced degrees at top-tier universi-
ties (Altbach, 2004). Consequently, they risk
being locked into a position of permanent
dependency and peripheral status, unable to
break into the elite circle that controls the
defining metrics of quality (Marginson,
2016).

The empirical evidence is thus unequivocal:
rather than creating a flat, open, and con-
nected global academic community, globali-
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sation, as mediated through market mecha-
nisms and rankings, has largely reinforced
and intensified existing historical and eco-
nomic hierarchies. It has created a winner-
takes-all market that mirrors and often am-
plifies broader global economic inequalities
(Frank & Cook, 1995). The global higher
education field is not a level playing field but
a deeply stratified space where historical ad-
vantage, linguistic privilege (English), and
economic power are consistently repro-
duced and naturalised through the apparent-
ly neutral mechanisms of competition and
metrics. The challenge for the future is to
disrupt this cycle—to develop alternative
models of evaluation, advance genuine reci-
procity in partnerships, and reassert the so-
cial and democratic mission of the university
against its increasingly dominant economic
one.

Conclusion

The empirical evidence synthesised in this
review presents a clear yet profoundly com-
plex picture: globalisation operates as a
powerful, ambivalent, and dialectical force
that has simultaneously integrated and di-
vided the global higher education landscape.
The data reveal undeniable, measurable
trends towards the internationalisation of
curriculum through mechanisms like EMI,
significantly  increased—though radically
imbalanced—flows of student and faculty
mobility, and the emergence of a intensely
competitive global arena where institutions
vie for status, talent, and resources within a
stratified marketplace.

However, the benefits of this integration are
starkly unevenly distributed, both between
and within nations and institutions. The cen-
tral dialectic is empirically evident across all
three domains analysed: the very process
that expands access to global knowledge and
brings revenue-generating international stu-
dents also risks marginalising local lan-
guages, pedagogies, and Indigenous
knowledge systems, potentially engendering
epistemic injustice (Stein, 2018). The sys-
tems and policies designed to facilitate valu-
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able academic mobility and “brain circula-
tion” also, and often predominantly, drive
debilitating “brain drain” from the Global
South, reinforcing neo-colonial knowledge
hierarchies and exacerbating global research
capacity gaps (Altbach & de Wit, 2018). The
market-based competition that incentivises
research excellence and operational efficien-
cy also intensifies stratification, the com-
modification of learning, and the potential
neglect of the core social and local public-
good mission of universities (Calhoun,
2000).

Therefore, the critical challenge for policy-
makers, university leaders, and the academic
community is not to outright reject globali-
sation, an arguably inevitable phenomenon,
but to consciously and strategically manage
its forces with a commitment to ethical
steering and social justice. The empirical
findings compellingly call for policies and
leadership approaches that move beyond
rhetorical internationalisation to actively
promote truly reciprocal and equitable
North-South partnerships, protect linguistic
and epistemic diversity against homogenis-
ing pressures, and ensure that the pursuit of
global standing and rankings does not come
at an unacceptable cost to equity, local rele-
vance, and educational quality (Bleiklie et al.,
2017.

Future empirical research must therefore
move beyond merely documenting these
established trends. There is an urgent need
for rigorous, mixed-methods studies that
evaluate specific policy interventions—such
as funding models for equitable partner-
ships, “internationalization at home” pro-
grams that don’t require mobility, and alter-
native ranking systems—that can effectively
harness the benefits of global connectivity
while decisively safeguarding and reinvigor-
ating the core public good mission of higher
education (de Wit & Altbach, 2021). The
future of a globally integrated higher educa-
tion sector depends on its ability to evolve
from a market-driven competition into a
cooperatively governed ecosystem that val-
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ues diversity, equity, and shared progress as
much as it values excellence and innovation.
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