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The recruitment and admission of international students are among the key indicators of the
internationalization of higher education. This study aimed to develop central scenarios for
optimal policymaking in the recruitment and admission of international students.

This applied qualitative study was conducted using a futures studies approach and the Global
Business Network (GBN) scenario planning method. The participants consisted of 26 higher
education experts with executive and research experience in the recruitment and admission of
international students. Participants were selected through purposive sampling until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analyzed
using thematic analysis.

The qualitative analysis identified 38 main categories as driving forces. Based on the interview
findings, a questionnaire was developed and analyzed using consensus and importance indices.
The results indicated that the development versus non-development of programs aimed at
establishing connections with leading countries and top universities worldwide, as well as the
presence versus absence of appropriate institutional and managerial structures for
internationalization within universities, received the highest overall scores. These two factors
were therefore selected as the key driving forces for scenario development.

Four central scenarios were identified for the future of international student recruitment and
admission in the country's public universities: World-Class University, Content University,
Potential University, and Vintage University. Policy recommendations were proposed for each
scenario.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The recruitment and admission of international
students serve as pivotal indicators of the
internationalization of higher education, reflecting a
nation's academic quality, global prestige, and
diplomatic influence. In the contemporary era, the
globalization of higher education has dissolved
geographical boundaries, fostering a dynamic
environment for cross-border knowledge exchange
and intellectual collaboration. For developing
nations like Iran, expanding international student
enrollment is not merely an educational goal; it is a
strategic imperative heavily emphasized in national
upstream macro-documents, including the Five-
Year Development Plans, the 20-Year National
Vision Document, and the Comprehensive Scientific
Plan of the Country. These mandates emphasize
active cultural, scientific, and economic engagement
with the world, specifically targeting the Middle
East and the Islamic world, to secure a leading
position in regional science and technology.
However, achieving these strategic goals requires
transitioning from traditional, reactive
administrative frameworks to proactive, long-term
planning systems. Higher education institutions
operate as open systems susceptible to intense global
competition, macro-environmental volatility, and
socio-political shifts. Relying on static, short-term
trends often leads to policy failures, mismatched
infrastructural investments, and an inability to
respond to sudden international changes. Therefore,
implementing foresight methodologies is crucial.
This study addresses this critical gap by employing
scenario planning to explore the alternative futures
of international student recruitment in Iranian public
universities over a ten-year horizon (2019-2029).
By identifying driving forces and critical
uncertainties, this research provides policymaking
solutions to help university administrators navigate
future complexities and transform potential
challenges into strategic advantages .

Methods

This applied qualitative study utilized a futures

studies approach, specifically employing the Global

Business Network (GBN) scenario planning

matrix—recognized as the most effective framework

for policy analysis in higher education systems. The

research process unfolded across several systematic

stages:

e Participant ~ Selection: Data saturation was
achieved through purposive sampling involving 26
higher education experts with extensive executive
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and research experience in international academic
relations. A subset panel of 15 experts
subsequently participated in the scenario-building
workshops .

Data Collection & Coding: Data were gathered
through semi-structured interviews designed to
extract driving forces, statements of importance,
and contextual uncertainties. Qualitative thematic
analysis was applied to transcribe and analyze the
interviews. To ensure rigorous reliability, inter-
coder reliability was calculated based on the Miles
and Huberman method, yielding an index of 0.79,
which significantly exceeds the accepted threshold
0f 0.60 .

Prioritization of Driver Forces: To narrow down
the primary driving factors, a specialized
questionnaire was distributed to the participants to
evaluate the consensus and importance of each
identified driver. The consensus index was
normalized, and by multiplying the normalized
consensus score by the significance score, an
overall ranking of critical uncertainties was
established. The top two factors with the highest
overall score were selected to form the orthogonal
axes of the GBN scenario matrix .

Findings

The initial qualitative thematic analysis extracted 61

free codes from the interviews, which were

consolidated into 38 primary driving forces
influencing international student recruitment. These
drivers were comprehensively classified into five
macro-environmental  dimensions:  Economic,

Socio-Cultural, Technological,

Environmental/Structural, and Political Factors.

Upon mathematical synthesis of the consensus and

importance indices, two critical uncertainties

emerged as the core determinants of the future
matrix:

e Uncertainty Axis 1 (Horizontal): The development
versus non-development of programs aimed at
establishing strategic connections with leading
countries and top-tier global universities.

e Uncertainty Axis 2 (Vertical): The presence versus
absence of appropriate institutional, regulatory,
and managerial structures for internationalization
within the universities.

By intersecting these two critical uncertainties, a

four-quadrant GBN matrix was created, detailing

four distinct potential futures for Iranian public
higher education:

e Scenario 1: World-Class University (High Global
Connectivity / Strong Institutional Structure): This
represents the most ideal, progressive future. Here,
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public universities successfully adopt fourth-
generation  educational ~ models, aligning
institutional values with global standards. Robust
internal managerial structures facilitate seamless
academic integration, while expansive
international networks attract elite foreign talent
and foster prestigious joint-degree programs.
Expert evaluation verified that this scenario yields
the maximum strategic, economic, and scientific
benefits for the country.

e Scenario 2: Content University (Low Global
Connectivity / Strong Institutional Structure): In
this scenario, universities possess exceptionally
well-organized internal  systems, efficient
international offices, and high structural readiness.
However, due to external political constraints or
isolationist policies, they fail to connect with top-
tier global networks. This creates an inward-
looking, fragile system unable to sustain
competitive international recruitment over time.
Expert consensus revealed that this is currently the
most probable future to occur.

e Scenario 3: Potential University (High Global
Connectivity / Weak Institutional Structure): This
future exhibits a high desire for international
engagement and numerous informal ties with
foreign  universities. However, internal
administrative chaos, rigid centralized regulations,
and a complete lack of dedicated international
support structures within domestic campuses cause
these external opportunities to consistently fail.

e Scenario 4: Vintage University (Low Global
Connectivity / Weak Institutional Structure): The
worst-case scenario, where universities suffer from
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severe internal structural deficiencies combined
with absolute global isolation. Recruitment
collapses entirely, reducing internationalization to
a nominal administrative concept with no practical
application.

Conclusion

To steer the higher education ecosystem toward the

"World-Class University" future, the study proposes

targeted policy solutions tailored to each scenario :

1. Structural Decentralization: The Ministry of
Science, Research, and Technology must grant
full legal and financial autonomy to tier-one
universities, allowing them to manage
international budgets and forge bilateral
partnerships without bureaucratic delays .

2. Comprehensive  Scholarship  Architecture:
Developing diversified financial frameworks,
including government-backed elite scholarships,

to compete effectively within regional
educational markets .
3. Infrastructural ~ Modernization:  Upgrading

physical and digital learning environments,
establishing state-of-the-art national laboratory
networks, and mandating English-taught
curriculum pathways for specialized graduate
programs.

Keywords: Scenario, Recruitment and Acceptance,
International  Students,  State  Universities,
Internationalization
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Table 2. Weighted coefficients and significance of principal key factors for selecting critical variables
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Figure 1. Potential scenarios based on two key drivers with the highest level of uncertainty
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Table 3. Validation Results of Future Scenarios for International Student Recruitment in Public Universities of the Country
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