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1. Introduction

This article presents a new approach for measuring internationalisation 
that has been used by the Coimbra Group network of European univer-
sities for benchmarking purposes. We note that rankings and league 
tables such as the Times Higher Education World University Rankings 
judge academic institutions on internationalisation using structural 
measures such as the number of international students registered, vol-
ume of mobility among students, international staff, citations of pub-
lications with international co-authors, and reputation surveys. Such 
measures do not always accurately refl ect student or staff experience 
or highlight the opportunities available for personal development in a 
culturally diverse academic community. There is a notable lack of evi-
dence that can be used to measure and evaluate performance in key 
areas such as academic and social integration, language skills, oppor-
tunities for intercultural education, and other skills relevant to the de-
velopment of students and academics in culturally diverse universities. 
This article presents an innovative alternative approach to measuring 
internationalisation taken by the Coimbra Group network.

2. The Coimbra Group

Founded in 1985 and formally constituted by Charter in 1987, the Co-
imbra Group is an association of long-established European compre-
hensive, multidisciplinary universities of high international standard 
(www.coimbra-group.eu). At present, the Coimbra Group has 40 mem-
bers drawn from 23 countries all over Europe. Taken together, that rep-
resents more than 1.4 million students and 225,000 academic and pro-
fessional support staff. It is committed to creating special academic and 
cultural ties in order to promote internationalisation, academic collab-
oration, excellence in learning and research, and service to society. Co-
imbra Group universities were among the fi rst to embrace student mo-
bility when the Erasmus programme was fi rst launched in 1987 and data 
from our members when compared with the totals published by the EU 
(from the last comprehensive survey in 2014) shows mobility to/from 
our universities represents about 16% of all Erasmus+ students mobil-
ity in Europe (European Commission, 2017). It is also the mission of the 
Coimbra Group to “infl uence European education and research policy 
and to develop best practice through mutual exchange of experience”. 
The Group recognises that internationalisation is an important feature 
of the missions of all of our member universities. We pride ourselves on 
being culturally diverse academic communities of students and staff. 
Two Coimbra Group high-level policy seminars held in 2017 on “Inter-
nationalisation of the Curriculum” and in 2018 on “Employability and 

The limitation of current 
internationalisation ranking 

measures

Importance of 
internationalisation to the 

Coimbra Group network
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Lifelong Learning” demonstrate that our member universities are look-
ing to innovate in areas where skills and competences in intercultural 
communication are critical.

3. Background

At the 2017 Coimbra Group high-level seminar on education policy en-
titled “Internationalisation of the Curriculum” (www.coimbra-group.eu/
policy-seminars), participants agreed there was a need to better under-
stand and address the many and various challenges of internationalisa-
tion at their institutions. Traditional evaluation of internationalisation 
at universities, in particular, is normally based on very basic structural 
measures such as the number of international students and staff  ( Spen-
cer-Oatey & Dauber, 2019). While such data provides a useful high-level 
measure of the scale of internationality within an institution, a more 
useful and meaningful analysis would need to reveal more about the 
effect of this diversity on teaching and research communities. Institu-
tions may undertake formal student surveys and evaluations, but these 
very rarely probe deeply into questions on academic and social inte-
gration, language skills, intercultural competence, and opportunities to 
study or work in another country or culture. Even if an institution were 
to undertake an in-depth analysis of internationalisation, it is diffi cult 
to evaluate and assess any metrics derived from an isolated one-off 
internal survey. An alternative approach is for an institution to bench-
mark any survey against a number of similar universities, so that their 
survey responses can be compared with those of an identifi ed peer 
group, enabling them to check unexpected responses (both better and 
worse) against those of others. Perhaps the best-known survey tools 
to benchmark the student experience are the Student Barometer (SB) 
(www.i-graduate.org/services/student-barometer) and the Internation-
al Student Barometer (ISB, www.i-graduate.org/services/internation-
al-student-barometer) run by i-graduate since 2005. The SB and ISB are 
useful tools because of the large number of institutions that participate 
in any given year and the broad scope of the surveys, which cover every 
aspect of the student experience: pre-enrolment, arrival, student life, 
and learning. However, for an in-depth analysis of internationalisation, 
these surveys are limited in value because the precise composition of 
the benchmark group used to compare SB and IBS results is not known 
because institutions only share data anonymously and also because 
these student surveys are primarily designed to probe aspects of satis-
faction and do not directly compare student expectations against their 
actual experience. Another important, but often neglected, area to sur-
vey on internationalisation is the perspectives of staff as educators and 
administrators.

The limitations of existing 
approaches
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An ideal approach is to have the freedom to select your own benchmark 
group of institutions and to run a suitably-focused survey across as 
comprehensive and representative a sample of institutions as possible. 
Such an opportunity was presented to the Coimbra Group in 2017 at our 
high-level education policy seminar when Helen Spencer-Oatey spoke 
about the Global Education Profi ler (GEP), an integrated pair of surveys 
designed to gather robust data on the motivations and experiences of 
students and university staff  ( Spencer-Oatey & Dauber, 2019; see also 
www.i-graduate.org/services/global-education-profi ler-). The GEP is li-
censed to i-graduate as a commercial product and so the challenge for 
the Coimbra Group was to put together a group of our members to form 
a benchmark group and to negotiate an arrangement with i-graduate
that would provide fl exibility to add additional questions to the exist-
ing surveys and a discount for being a member of the Coimbra Group of 
Universities.

4. Aim and Objectives

The aim of the benchmarking study is to provide a rich and detailed 
comparative dataset on internationalisation that will form a baseline 
for long-established research intensive universities across Europe. The 
surveys are intended to provide each individual institution with detailed 
questionnaire results for students and staff broken down by internal 
structures defi ned by each university (e.g. department, faculty, college 
or other structure). Data for each institution is then aggregated into an 
anonymised benchmark data set and shared so that each institution 
would see their own results, but the institutional identifi ers would be 
removed from all comparative data. The study would enable each insti-
tution to:

Evaluate: the current internationalisation strategy and reveal 
strengths and weaknesses

Track: staff engagement, global curriculum and international collab-
orations

Enable: a programme to create global students, improving their em-
ployability prospects

Prioritise: effort, optimise resource allocation, and enhance satis-
faction

Compare: against peers and best practice benchmarks

Forming an internationalisation 
benchmarking group

Key goals for the new measure of 
internationalisation
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The ambition for the benchmarking project is to highlight potential are-
as for institutional policy development that include:

 the social and academic integration of international and home stu-
dents across each institution;

 global curriculum development; 

 international exchanges and collaborations; and

 programmes to create global opportunities for students, thereby im-
proving their employability prospects. 

The results are intended to help universities to identify areas to prior-
itise effort, optimise resource allocation, and ultimately enhance stu-
dent and staff satisfaction. If the surveys were repeated at a future 
date, institutions would be able to track interventions and measure 
their impact for students and staff, and help reveal strengths, weak-
nesses and the effectiveness of internationalisation strategies.

Furthermore, by providing benchmarked data within a network of trust-
ed partners we open up opportunities to discuss the many excellent 
initiatives being led by our member institutions, thereby disseminating 
good practice, and encouraging sharing and cooperation within existing 
structures internal to the Coimbra Group (e.g. the education innovation 
working group) and new and evolving structures such as the Europe-
an Universities initiative ( E uropean Commission, 2019). Benchmarking is 
timely for our members given (1) the launch in 2019 of the pilot phase of 
the European Universities initiative that aims to strengthen internation-
al partnerships and competitiveness across Europe, and (2) the recent 
political progress announced at the European Higher Education Area 
conference held in Paris in May 2018 ( s ee the Paris Communiqué and 
Statement on the Fifth Bologna Policy Forum, 2018).

5. Survey Instrument Design: The 
Global Education Profi ler

The Benchmarking project used the Global Education Profi ler (GEP), a 
survey tool developed by Helen Spencer-Oatey and Daniel Dauber at 
the University of Warwick which is now licensed to i-graduate, a leading 
education survey company well known to many Coimbra Group mem-
bers for the Student Barometer and International Student Barometer 
surveys. By working as a network in partnership with i-graduate, and 
with Helen Spencer-Oatey and Daniel Dauber, the Coimbra Group had:

Benefi ts for universities

Timeliness of the initiative

Advantages of partnering with 
i-graduate
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 a very professional delivery mechanism that conducts surveys via 
email and on mobile devices;

 secure surveys that maintain anonymity;

 translation of the survey questions to fi t local language requirements; 
and

 a professional reporting service for the quantitative and qualitative 
data.

The benefi ts to Coimbra Group members go beyond simple analysis of 
each institution’s data. The anonymous benchmarking allows the Coim-
bra Group network to take a lead in assessing competencies and policy 
development to support internationalisation.

Stages of Internationalisation

The GEP is based on the premise that a key goal of universities is to fos-
ter ‘global fi tness’ (technically, intercultural competence) among its stu-
dents and staff, and that this entails moving along the institutional level 
trajectory shown in Figure 1. In other words, it requires a strategic move 
from a focus on ‘compositional’ or demographic-type elements, such as 
the diversity of the staff and student population, to a focus on mixing 
and interaction among people from different backgrounds (‘community 
internationalisation’), which in turn will foster intercultural competence 
among staff and students.

Figure 1 An internationalisation trajectory for fostering ‘global fi tness’  
  ( ©  GlobalPeople, 2019, used with permission)

The link between interaction and personal growth is based on the no-
tion of transformative learning ( M ezirow, 1990b) that has been applied 
to intercultural learning by a number of theorists (   e .g. Mendenhall et al., 

Internationalisation trajectory

Importance of transformative 
learning opportunities and 

engagement
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2017; Spencer-Oatey, 2018; Taylor, 1994). This learning process comprises 
three key elements: a trigger experience, careful refl ection on that ex-
perience, and the acquisition of new perspectives. A trigger experience 
is any kind of encounter that is surprising or unexpected in some way 
and that acts as a ‘stretch opportunity’ for learning. At university, this 
can occur when people mix and interact (in the classroom and beyond) 
with those who hold different attitudes, beliefs and/or ideologies, or 
have different patterns of behaviour and ways of communicating. How-
ever, while an internationalising university can offer good stretch op-
portunities, not everyone necessarily moves out of their comfort zone 
to engage with those opportunities. It is always much easier to converse 
with those who are similar to ourselves, because of the principle of ho-
mophily ( M cPherson et al., 2001). In the GEP, respondents are therefore 
asked to rate items for importance, as well as their actual experience. 

Engagement with trigger experiences is really important but is insuffi -
cient on its own. As M e zirow (1990a) argues, the engagement needs to 
be critically refl ective, in that all participants need to think about what 
happened, challenge their assumptions, and try to understand the oth-
er person’s point of view or way of doing things. Without this, the stretch 
opportunity may simply result in negative evaluations of others, with 
the opportunity for learning dissipating. Yet it can be diffi cult to achieve 
this refl ection on one’s own; most people benefi t from guidance and 
support in thinking through unexpected incidents. This support can also 
help them link their experiences with the global competencies they are 
developing and gain a clearer understanding of what those competen-
cies entail.

These various elements have been incorporated into the University of 
Warwick’s G l obalPeople (2019) conceptualisation of global fi tness and 
how it can be fostered. It is summarised in Figure 2.

Figure 2 The GlobalPeople developmental model of global fi tness  
  ( ©  GlobalPeople, 2019, used with permission)

The need for mindful refl ection 
and support
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  Design of the GEP

The aim of the GEP is to probe the following:

How far universities are providing the conditions needed for fostering 
global fi tness.

What importance students and staff attribute to the various facets of 
global fi tness and its development.

How far students and staff are engaging with the stretch opportunities 
that are available to them.

There are two versions of the GEP: the student version and the staff ver-
sion. In the student version of the GEP, these issues are probed through 
fi ve constructs (social integration, academic integration, global op-
portunities & support, communication skills, foreign language skills), 
with ten items per construct, and with each item being rated twice on a 
6-point scale: once for ‘importance to me’ and once for ‘my actual expe-
rience’. The links between the constructs and the GlobalPeople devel-
opmental model of global fi tness are shown in Table 1.

GEP Student Constructs

Stretch Opportunities + 
Guided Support

Pro-active venturing + mindful refl ection 
 Intercultural skilfulness

• Global Opportunities 
& Support

• Social Integration
• Academic Integration

• Global Communication 
skills
• Foreign Language 
skills

Table 1  Constructs in the GEP (student version) and their links with  
  facets of global fi tness  ( © GlobalPeople, 2019, used with   
  permission)

The staff version of the GEP has two broad sets of constructs. One set, 
like in the student version, focuses on elements that foster global fi t-
ness (integration, identifi cation, global skills support, personal glob-
al strengths, global communication skills, foreign language skills). The 
other set focuses on professional performance, for academic staff and 
for professional services staff, plus their working context (classroom 
composition, global curriculum, student engagement in class, teacher 
engagement with students, international collaborative knowledge, in-
ternational collaborative relations). Each item is rated twice on a 6-point 
scale: once for ‘importance to me’ and once either for ‘my actual experi-
ence’ or (for performance-related constructs) for ‘my ease of handling’. 
The constructs, and their links with the GlobalPeople developmental 
model of global fi tness are shown in Table 2.

Types of insights from the GEP

Design of the student GEP

Design of the staff GEP
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GEP Staff  Constructs
Professional Performance focus

Teaching Focus External International Focus

Stretch Opportunities Pro-active venturing + 
Mindful refl ection

Intercultural understanding + 
Intercultural relating

• Classroom composition
• Global curriculum

• Student engagement in class
• Teacher engagement with 
students

• International collaborative 
knowledge
• International collaborative 
relations

Personal and Professional Development focus

Well-being Support Global Fitness Outcomes

• Identifi cation
• Integration

• Global skills 
support

• Personal global strengths
• Building relations in organisation

• Global communication skills
• Foreign Language skills

Table 2  Constructs in the GEP (staff  version) and their links with facets  
  of global fi tness  ( © GlobalPeople, 2019, used with permission)

In addition to the construct items, participants are asked to provide a 
range of demographic-type data, which each university can customise 
if they wish for their particular circumstances. They can also add open 
comments.

6. Format of Results

Participation Data

Approximately 17,000  students at the thirteen participating Coimbra 
Group member universities completed the GEP survey. These were dis-
tributed across different levels of study, with the majority (57%) being 
Bachelor level students, 26% Masters level students, 11% PhD students, 
and 6% other (see Figure 3). They were also distributed across domestic 
and international students, with the majority (79%) being domestic stu-
dents (see Figure 4).

Survey participants
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Figure 3 Participants by level of study (© i-graduate, 2019, used with  
  permission)

Figure 4 Distribution of domestic and international students   
  (© i-graduate, 2019, used with permission)

Approximately 8,000 staff members at the participating Coimbra Group 
universities completed the GEP survey. These included both staff from 
academic departments (73%), central service departments (20%), uni-
versity executive (2%), and other (5%). The distribution between aca-
demic/teaching staff and professional support staff is shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5 Proportion of academic/teaching and professional support  
  staff  (© i-graduate, 2019, used with permission)
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Internationalisation Engagement Data

As mentioned above, participants rate each construct item in two ways: 
once for ‘importance to me’ and once either for ‘my actual experience’ 
or for ‘my ease of handling’ (for personal performance-related con-
structs). This yields a matrix of four quadrants, with participant results 
distributed across them.

For importance/experience constructs, the matrix has four quadrants 
as follows (see Figure 6):

 Flourishing: Importance is high and actual experience is high

Nurturing: Actual experience is high but little importance is attached 
to it

Unfulfi lling: Importance is high but actual experience is poor

 Limiting: Importance is low, and this in line with actual experience

Figure 6 The matrix for constructs rated for importance and actual  
  experience  ( © Spencer-Oatey & Dauber, 2018, used with   
  permission) 

Flourishing is the most desirable quadrant for the majority of the re-
sults to fall in, in that participants not only attribute importance to the 
internationalisation facet but also are experiencing it and hence taking 
advantage of it. Nurturing is also a positive quadrant in terms of ex-
perience, but the lack of importance such participants attribute to the 
internationalisation facet may indicate little refl ection on their experi-
ences and hence insuffi cient capitalising on their opportunities. When 

Interpreting the importance/
experience construct results
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participants’ ratings fall within the unfulfi lling quadrant, they are likely 
to be dissatisfi ed because of the gap between the importance they at-
tribute to the issue and their actual experience of it. So, high proportions 
of responses within this unfulfi lling quadrant is concerning in terms of 
student satisfaction. The limiting quadrant is the most concerning of 
the four in terms of reaping the benefi ts of internationalisation, in that 
participants neither attribute importance to it nor are experiencing it. 
These respondents may be satisfi ed, but they may be signifi cantly miss-
ing out on the benefi ts that internationalisation can bring.

For importance/ease of handling constructs, the matrix again has four 
quadrants (see Figure 7):

 Flourishing: Importance is high and staff feel comfortable in handling 
the issue

 Challenging: Importance is high but staff fi nd the issue challenging to 
handle

Undemanding: Comfortable in handling the issue but little importance 
is attached to it

Demotivating: Staff fi nd issue challenging to handle but attach little 
importance to it

Figure 7 The matrix for constructs rated for importance and ease of  
  handling  ( © GlobalPeople, 2019, used with permission)

Interpreting the importance/
ease of handling construct 

results
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Once again, fl ourishing is the most desirable quadrant for the majority 
of the results to fall in, in that participants not only attribute import-
ance to the internationalisation facet but also feel comfortable handling 
it. Challenging is also positive insofar as participants regard it as impor-
tant, yet it is concerning that they fi nd it challenging to handle, which 
may result in stress. Scores that fall into the undemanding quadrant are 
the opposite of this. Such ratings are positive insofar as participants 
feel comfortable in handling the internationalisation facet, but the lack 
of importance they attach to it suggests that they may not appreciate 
what it can offer and may therefore fail to capitalise on the benefi ts it 
can offer. Participants who fall into the demotivating quadrant are the 
most concerning. Their ratings indicate that they fi nd the internation-
alisation facet challenging to handle, but attribute little importance to 
it. This may be because of disillusionment and refl ect a way of coping 
psychologically with the situation.

These matrices are used to report the GEP results in a range of ways, 
including the distribution of scores per construct, the distribution of 
construct scores by demographic variable (e.g. by level of study, by do-
mestic/international cohorts), or the institutional benchmark scores by 
construct. Figure 8 illustrates the latter.  ( For examples of the former, 
see Spencer-Oatey & Dauber, 2019.) An initial analysis of the data sum-
marised in Figure 8 shows that students’ experience is close to meeting 
expectation for the following constructs: ‘social integration’, ‘communi-
cation skills’ and ‘academic integration’. However, it seems that ‘foreign 
language skills’ and ‘global opportunities & support’ constructs exhibit 
a clear gap between expectation and experience, favouring an ‘unfulfi ll-
ing’ feeling. 

Institutions can benchmark their own results against other institutions 
who have participated in the project by comparing their performance on 
all the various measures that the GEP provides. Figure 8 illustrates two 
ways in which benchmark-type data can be presented anonymously.

Figure 8 Scatter plot of responses from the Coimbra Group benchmark  
  (Student GEP) (© i-graduate, 2019, used with permission)

Sample benchmark chart
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Survey Theme

Number of Universities

Flourishing 
quadrant

Unfulfi lling/
Challenging 
quadrants

Student GEP

Social Integration 4 9

Academic Integration 2 11

Communication Skills 13 0

Foreign Language Skill 11 2

Global Opportunities & 
Support

1 12

Table 3  Benchmark data on number of Coimbra Group universities  
  falling into key quadrants for each construct (Student GEP)  
  (© i-graduate, 2019, used with permission)

7. Discussion and Conclusions

The full analysis of the benchmarking data is a two stage process. We 
are currently at the fi rst stage where each of our participating members 
are analysing and refl ecting on their own quantitative and qualitative 
data. Members are able to probe deeply into the results and this can be 
done through a full analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data and 
perhaps by cross referencing the GEP results with feedback from other 
student or staff surveys or focus group studies in their institutions. The 
second stage will see the participating universities come together with-
in our network of trusted partners to open up discussion of the wider 
policy implications that emerge from the results. Within the Coimbra 
Group we operate a number of working groups that act as catalysts for 
disseminating good practice and encouraging sharing and cooperation. 
In this context our Education Innovation, Mobility and Exchange and Em-
ployability working groups will have the opportunity to refl ect on the 
benchmarking results. 

The timing of the benchmarking survey coincides with the launch of 
the fi rst two calls of the pilot phase of the European Universities ini-
tiative  ( European Commission, 2019) that aims to strengthen interna-
tional partnerships and competitiveness across Europe. Benchmark-
ing across the constructs of ‘social integration’, ‘academic integration’, 
‘communication skills’, ‘foreign language skills’ and ‘global opportuni-
ties & support’ provides important insights into the gaps that currently 
exist between expectation and experience in both the student and staff 
bodies in our universities. The European Universities initiative encour-
ages closer cooperation among universities at a time when there is very 
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little information about the relative performance on internationalisa-
tion metrics. Those institutions who will pilot the European Universities 
initiative and have taken part in the benchmarking will have an excellent 
opportunity to repeat the GEP surveys in a few years time and so have 
an evidence base with which to assess their pilot initiatives. 

The benchmarking is also timely with the imminent launch of the new 
Erasmus+ programme (2021–2027), hopefully supported by a doubled 
or tripled budget compared to the current programme (2014–2020). In 
particular, the next Erasmus programme aims to expand the impact of 
international experience to a larger number and more diverse group of 
students and staff, but also to other audiences beyond the academic 
community. In this context, universities will experience a more diverse 
body of students with increased levels of inward and outward mobility. 
The GEP surveys already alert us to important differences between ex-
pectation and experience on academic and social integration and the 
provision of global skills that prepare students for future employment. 
These are areas that need to be properly assessed and incorporated 
in the design of the next Erasmus+ programme to ensure its long-term 
success.

The ethos of Coimbra Group universities is to produce research that 
addresses questions of international signifi cance in an increasingly 
volatile and globalised world. Our students, both home and interna-
tional, have high expectations around enhanced employability and so 
education must meet the highest international standards, keep pace 
with technological innovation and be capable of making a positive con-
tribution to the world. This benchmarking study is a tool that will allow 
university leaders to better understand the social and academic issues 
that students face in a multicultural campus and helps them refl ect 
on the types of skills and opportunities that are highly sought after by 
employers and compare their results with peer institutions. The survey 
will also help inform universities of the views of staff in their roles of 
teaching and facilitating the delivery of education and in developing the 
skills they themselves need to maximise the benefi ts of international-
isation. Areas where intercultural development opportunities are likely 
to have most impact include within teaching and learning, international 
collaborations, and workplace engagement. 
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