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Schwerpunkt Internationalisierung

Aspects of Internationalisation  
in Higher Education
Though varied in forms and goals, internationalisation has become an essential feature of universities 
which fosters not only the development of an international spirit within the institutions but also the 
employability of their graduates.
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General remarks
Traditionally, universities act as cultural institu-
tions and contribute to the social underpinning 
of a country’s economy. They promote acade-
mic and human values and strongly focus on 
research. But: a more and more global econo-
my requests university graduates to be fit for 
the job, with work experience, intercultural 
competences, soft skills and extended langua-
ge knowledge. Therefore, universities must also 
focus on and foster employability of their gra-
duates.

This new perception of university education, 
also strongly enhanced through the Bologna 
Process, has led on the one hand, to a new 
understanding of Higher Education and the ra-
pid implementation of the three cycle degree 
structure with first degrees focusing on educa-
ting fully operational graduates equipped with 
know-how and competences relevant for the 
labour market,  and on the other hand, to a 
strive for internationalisation in order to make 
European universities more competitive, stu-
dents and staff more mobile and education 
more respondent to the necessities of a global 
economy and the needs of the constantly chan-
ging job market.

As far as internationalisation is concerned, uni-
versities have responded to this challenge in dif-
ferent ways ranging from the pure export mo-
del1, that consists in sending students and staff 
abroad and expose them to different cultures 
and countries, to the import or internationalisa-
tion at home model1 which focuses on attrac-
ting students and staff from around the world, 
very often with English as the academic lingua 
franca and working language of the institution. 
Austrian Universities of Applied Sciences have 
opted for a combination of both models.

Even though there are different rationales dri-
ving Higher Education Institutions towards in-
ternationalisation, it is always seen as a com-
prehensive and active process to “bring an 
international and intercultural dimension”2 
into the institution, to “foster intercultural 

understanding”2 and help students meet the 
challenges of globalisation and complement 
the intrinsic element of internationality which is 
incorporated in all universities through the ubi-
quity of knowledge.

Development of internationalisation of 
Higher Education
The development of internationalisation of Eu-
ropean Higher Education Institutions as a “pro-
cess of integrating an international dimension 
into research, teaching and services”3 can be 
divided into three big periods built on a gene-
ral movement of international cooperation set 
forth already in the nineteen-seventies:

the nineteen-eighties and early nineties were  •
characterised by a growing awareness for 
cross-border education and transnational mo-
bility thus leading to a reinforcement of cross-
border cooperation and networks; neverthe-
less, student mobility was still very much left 
to individual initiatives and recognition of stu-
dies and study periods was an almost unsol-
vable problem;

the impetus of the Bologna Process during the  •
late nineties and early years of the second mil-
lennium led to a rapid quantitative develop-
ment of cross-border partnerships and a con-
stant growth of student and staff mobility;

since the Ministerial Conference of Berlin  •
(2003) internationalisation has become  an es-
sential part of institutional strategies and thus 
led to the development of a quality culture for 
transnational cooperation based on the key 
features of the Bologna Process: transparen-
cy, mobility, recognition and quality. 

Internationalisation as a strategic goal
Today, hardly any European Higher Education 
Institution provides a Mission Statement without  
Internationalisation being mentioned. However, 
in order to breathe life into such statements in-
stitutions are summoned to set up an internatio- 
nal policy which strengthens and embeds the 

international dimension in its programmes eit-
her through internal or external modes aiming 
at the clearly defined outcome of helping stu-
dents and graduates  to function well – profes-
sionally, socially and emotionally – in an inter-
national and intercultural environment.

Consequently, the implementation of the inter-
national policy must become the concern of all 
actors at an institution and as such involve all 
of them. Involving teaching and administrative 
staff and students in international activities - be 
it at home or abroad - makes them allies and 
ambassadors of internationalisation and helps 
to create stronger awareness of the importance 
and the benefits which internationalisation 
brings along.

Universities of Applied Sciences (UAS) and 
Internationalisation
For Austrian Universities of Applied Sciences, 
internationalisation has played a dominant 
and strategic role since their implementation 
in 1994; thus, within a relatively short time, 
they have developed large networks of inter-
national partners in order to enhance mobility 
of students and staff, and taken far-reaching 
measures both for external and internal inter-
nationalisation. Among these, mobility plays an 
essential role and will therefore be looked into 
more in detail.

Outgoing mobility at Austrian Universities of 
Applied Sciences usually takes place in form 
of placements or academic exchange seme-
sters; as can be seen from the charts below, in 
2007/08, out of a total number of 33.000 UAS 
students, more than 4300 spent at least one 
semester abroad, which means more than 10% 
of the overall number: 

Outgoing Mobility of Austrian Universities of Applied 

Sciences, totel number of students

It is interesting to see that after a short slow-
down of mobility in 2005/06 – the year when 
the first Bachelor programmes came into 
existence – mobility has strongly increased even 
though a crucial decrease was feared due to 

the new two-cycle system of Bachelor and Ma-
ster programmes and the resulting tight bache-
lor curricula.

Looking at mobility figures divided into place-
ment and academic mobility, one can observe 
that both groups show an essential increase 
between 2006/07 and 2007/08; at the same 
time a dramatic increase in incoming mobility 
appears, definitely due to the fact that more 
and more UAS offer either entire programmes 
in English (mostly at Master’s level) or at least 
parts of their programmes a fact which attracts 
more international students and also helps to 
boost internationalisation. 

Student mobility at Austrian Universities of Applied 

Sciences; Total number of students

As already mentioned, mobility is an essential 
feature of internationalisation but not the only 
one, and therefore other measures fostering in-
ternationalisation at UAS shall be mentioned: 

Joint- and double degree programmes which  •
are offered to a selected number of students to 
complete not only the degree of the home in-
stitution but also that of a partner institution; 

International weeks during which visiting pro- •
fessors and international business representa-
tives work with the students;

Common transnational projects within de- •
fined networks;

Enhancement of language learning and inter- •
cultural competence

Conclusion
Internationalisation of universities has become 
a driving force for the reform process of Higher 
Education and reinforces the quality of research 
and teaching; it is a prerequisite in order to ed-
ucate graduates that are fit for the challenges 
of a globalised market. But it also contributes 
essentially to the dialogue of cultures, the un-
derstanding of diversity, and builds bridges for 
education.

Source: Survey of mobility by the Austrian Association of UAS 
(FHK)

Source: Survey of mobility by the Austrian Association of UAS 
(FHK)
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