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ABSTRACT

According to the global developments in higher education, internationalization has become a
strategic necessity. This study tests and validates the dimensions of higher education
internationalization in Iran and tests a policy implementation model with an emphasis on
attracting international students .A quantitative research design using structural equation
modeling (SEM) was employed. Data were collected through a researcher-developed
questionnaire administered to the target population (510 managers of international affairs and
faculty members involved in the field of international students at public, Islamic Azad, and
international universities) and analyzed using SPSS and SmartPLS software .Confirmatory
factor analysis and structural equation modeling (SEM) demonstrated that the proposed model
exhibited satisfactory model fit as well as acceptable validity and reliability. Furthermore, the
three dimensions—planning and management of international student recruitment, development
of infrastructure and international interactions, and enhancement of financial support and
university capacity—were confirmed as the constituent dimensions of the higher education
internationalization policy implementation construct. Among these dimensions, the development
of infrastructure and international interactions made the greatest contribution to explaining the
construct .By validating the proposed model, this study confirmed the dimensions, components,
and indicators constituting the higher education internationalization policy implementation
construct and provided a framework for understanding the implementation of this policy within
Iran's higher education system. The findings highlight the importance of effective planning,
stronger infrastructure, and financial support in promoting international student recruitment. The
results can assist policymakers and higher education institutions in strengthening the global
position of Iran's higher education system.
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INTRODUCTION

Internationalization of higher education is a strategic process that integrates
international, intercultural, and global dimensions into higher education activities. It
contributes to educational and research quality, international academic cooperation,
intercultural understanding, and countries’ scientific and cultural position. Attracting
international students is an important indicator of successful internationalization,
supporting academic exchange, cultural interaction, scientific diplomacy, and the
development of higher education as an international service (Knight, 2004; de Wit &
Altbach, 2020).

The international student market has expanded substantially, prompting countries
to adopt targeted policies to attract international students. Despite Iran’s considerable
scientific, cultural, and historical capacities, its position in the international higher
education market remains below its potential. Approximately 74,000 international
students were enrolled in Iranian universities by the end of 1404, compared with the
Seventh Development Plan target of 320,000. This gap highlights the need to move
beyond policy formulation toward effective implementation.

Empirical evidence on internationalization policy implementation in Iran remains
limited. Shams-Derakhshan, Faghihi, and Kiaei (2024) developed a model
comprising three dimensions, nine components, and 35 indicators, but it had not been
empirically validated using structural equation modeling. Therefore, this study
addresses this gap by testing and validating the proposed model in Iranian higher
education.

PURPOSE

This study empirically assesses and validates a model of higher education
internationalization policy implementation in Iran, focusing on attracting
international students and examining three dimensions: planning and management of
international student recruitment, infrastructure and international interactions, and
financial support and university capacity.

METHODOLOGY

This quantitative, applied, descriptive-survey study collected cross-sectional data
from 219 managers of international affairs and faculty members involved in
international student affairs at public, Islamic Azad, and international universities in
Iran. The sample was selected from a population of 510 using Cochran’s formula and
simple random sampling. Data were collected through a researcher-developed
questionnaire based on the qualitative model of Shams-Derakhshan, Faghihi, and
Kiaei (2024) and analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis and PLS-SEM in SPSS
and SmartPLS.
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Figure 1. conceptual model of the study

FINDINGS

The results confirmed the validity and reliability of the proposed measurement
model. All observed variables had factor loadings above 0.40 and t-values above
1.96. Convergent validity was supported because AVE values exceeded 0.50, while
discriminant validity was confirmed using the Fornell-Larcker criterion. The results
also indicated acceptable reliability for the dimensions of the higher-order construct.

The structural model further confirmed all three proposed dimensions as
significant constituents of higher education internationalization policy
implementation. The path coefficients were 0.942 for planning and management of
international student recruitment, 0.952 for development of infrastructure and
international interactions, and 0.656 for development of financial support and
university capacity. All three relationships were statistically significant (p < 0.001).

Among the three dimensions, development of infrastructure and international
interactions had the strongest contribution to explaining the construct, followed by
planning and management of international student recruitment and development of
financial support and university capacity. The model also demonstrated satisfactory
overall fit, with an SRMR of 0.078, which indicates an acceptable fit between the
empirical data and the proposed model.

The findings indicate that effective implementation of higher education
internationalization policy in Iran is not attributable to a single managerial or policy
factor but results from the interaction of planning and management, infrastructure
and international interactions, and financial support and university capacity. The
strong contribution of infrastructure and international interactions highlights the need
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for adequate educational, research, technological, and communication infrastructure
to support international academic cooperation and scientific diplomacy, consistent
with previous research (Knight & de Wit, 2018; Hajiloo et al., 2023). The significant
contribution of planning and management further emphasizes coherent recruitment
strategies, effective administrative structures, targeted communication, and
systematic recruitment of international students. Although financial support and
university capacity showed the lowest coefficient among the three dimensions, its
significant effect confirms the importance of sustainable financial resources,
scholarships, institutional support, and university empowerment.

From a cultural perspective, internationalization should extend beyond increasing
the number of international students. Their presence provides opportunities for
intercultural exchange, mutual understanding, scientific diplomacy, and the
promotion of the host country’s culture, language, history, and civilization. Thus,
effective policy implementation can contribute not only to academic and economic
objectives but also to cultural capital and Iran’s international scientific and cultural
position.

CONCLUSION

The study confirmed the proposed model and demonstrated that planning and
management of international student recruitment, infrastructure and international
interactions, and financial support and university capacity are significant dimensions
of higher education internationalization policy implementation in Iran. The findings
indicate that improving international student recruitment requires integrated attention
to managerial planning, educational and technological infrastructure, international
academic networks, sustainable financial support, and institutional capacity. The
central challenge of internationalization in Iran is therefore not merely the lack of
policies and strategic documents, but their effective implementation. Given its
strongest contribution to the policy implementation construct, strengthening
infrastructure and international interactions should receive particular attention.

NOVELTY

The originality of this study lies in empirically validating a context-specific three-
dimensional model of higher education internationalization policy implementation in
Iran using PLS-SEM.

Research Implications: Effective internationalization can strengthen intercultural
interaction, mutual understanding, scientific diplomacy, cultural exchange, and the
international representation of Iranian higher education. Thus, successful
implementation of internationalization policy can generate benefits extending beyond
universities to the broader cultural and social environment.



Originality/Value: The originality of this study lies in providing empirical
evidence for the validity of a three-dimensional model of higher education
internationalization policy implementation in Iran. The findings demonstrate that
successful implementation is a synergistic process involving planning and
management, infrastructure and international interactions, and financial support and
university capacity. The validated model provides a conceptual and empirical basis
for policymakers and higher education institutions seeking to strengthen Iran’s
international position and improve international student recruitment policies.
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