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UNICA IRO Meeting 2024 

Building the Ideal International Relations Office: Balancing between 
Challenges and Tangible Results in a Dynamic Environment 

 
Session 3: Trends Shaping the Future of Internationalisation 
14 November  

 15:45-16:40: Break-Out Groups 

 16:40-17:00: Reporting from the groups 

 

Through a practical exercise in three different scenarios, this session encourages 
participants to reflect on emerging trends in International Higher Education and how the 
work of IROs might change in face of those. 

The session starts with a brief presentation of the European Unique University (EUU), a 
fictional institution embodying the core values shared by UNICA network members. 
Participants will then divide into three groups (the task forces), each focusing on a key 
trend in international higher education, and collaborate to develop a strategic plan for 
integrating that trend into the university framework. 

 

SET-UP: PROFILE OF THE EUROPEAN UNIQUE UNIVERSITY (EUU) 

Location: A European capital with close ties to its metropolitan community 

Founding Year: 1990 

Enrolment: 20,000 students, with 40% international representation from over 80 countries 
 
Research Focus Areas: Climate Science, Social Innovation, Digital Transformation, Health, 
and Public Policy 

University Values and Vision 

The European Unique University envisions itself as a transformative, inclusive institution 
that bridges local impact with global influence. The university believes in equipping 
students with both academic knowledge and practical skills to address complex societal 
challenges. With its metropolitan location, the university sees itself as a community leader, 
engaging with city stakeholders to make positive changes that resonate beyond regional 
borders. 

Unique aims to be a university of choice for students, scholars, and partners who aspire to 
create positive change on a global scale. It combines academic rigor with a commitment 
to ethical and sustainable practices, making it a leader in future-focused 
internationalization efforts. 
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A new internationalization strategy for Unique 

Committed to becoming a leader in addressing global challenges through a collaborative, 
impact-driven approach to internationalization, the university’s leadership is working on a 
new internationalisation strategy, aiming to achieve the following objectives by 2030: 

 Empowering Global Competencies: Preparing students to thrive in a globalized 
world by integrating intercultural skills, language proficiency, and hands-on 
international experiences into all degree programs. 

 Building Sustainable and Inclusive Partnerships: Establishing impactful, 
reciprocal relationships with institutions, organizations, and communities that 
prioritize inclusivity, mutual learning, and sustainability. 

 Advancing Knowledge for Global Impact: Prioritizing research and innovation that 
address global issues—such as climate action, social equity, and technology ethics—
while involving communities both locally and internationally. 

 

 

To contribute to the realisation of these objectives, the IRO at Unique has been 
tasked with contributing with a plan of activities, taking into consideration 
current trends that are shaping the future of International Higher Education. 
Today, YOU are the IROs of the EUU and have been divided into 3 task forces, 
each addressing a trend shaping the future of internationalisation. Afterwards, 
each group will present their ideas. 
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TASK FORCE 1 

TREND: NEW GEOPOLITICAL LANDSCAPES 

1. Briefing on the theme: As international relations officers, you’re all aware that geopolitical 
landscapes are shifting in ways that increasingly affect how universities collaborate across 
borders. With factors like evolving global power dynamics, regional conflicts, and policy 
changes, higher education institutions need to re-evaluate how to build and sustain 
partnerships that are adaptable, resilient, and mutually beneficial. 

2. Task: As a group, you need to: 

o Identify key values: based on the objectives Unique university aims to achieve, set 
the main values that should guide collaboration between the university and other 
actors; 

o Brainstorm initiatives: brainstorm at least 2 initiatives that address how the 
university can adapt its partnerships in response to geopolitical changes. 

o Consider Risks and Mitigation Strategies: For each initiative, identify one risk and 
propose a mitigation strategy. 

o Define Success Metrics: Determine 1-2 metrics that would help assess the stability 
and impact of these partnerships. 

o Define the relation with the IRO: Consider the role and level of involvement the IRO 
will have in these initiatives. Reflect on whether specific expertise will be needed for 
IRO staff and identify any necessary adjustments to the office structure or processes 
to support these efforts effectively; 

3- Prepare a Summary: Create a brief outline of the initiatives to present to the rest of the 
group. Don’t forget to address how your initiatives will be contributing to realising one or 
more of the objectives of the university’s new internationalisation strategy. 

 

Need a little help? 

Here’s a few key points to consider with regards to this topic: 

 Geopolitical Volatility: Political tensions, sanctions, and changes in diplomatic relationships 
can disrupt existing partnerships or limit new opportunities. Universities must consider how 
to navigate these tensions without compromising their core values or goals; 
 
Regionalism vs. Globalism: In some areas, there is a shift toward prioritizing regional 
alliances over global ones. This trend may require a rethinking of which partnerships are 
most strategically valuable and how to maintain connections outside of a region's primary 
focus; 
 

 Policy and Regulatory Changes: Immigration, data-sharing regulations, and research 
funding policies can all impact collaborations. Universities need to be proactive in 
understanding and adapting to these changes to avoid disruptions to student exchanges, 
research collaborations, and faculty mobility; 
 

 Risk Management and Resilience: Today’s partnerships must be structured with resilience in 
mind, with strategies for mitigating risks like visa restrictions, cybersecurity threats, or funding 
instability. And don’t forget about the diversity within your institution! How to deal with potential 
disagreements with the university’s approach within the academic community? 
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TASK FORCE 2 

TREND: VIRTUAL EXCHANGES AND HYBRID MODELS OF MOBILITY 

1- Briefing on the theme: In a world of evolving digital possibilities, universities are rethinking 
mobility. Virtual exchanges and hybrid models are increasingly becoming an essential part 
of internationalization strategies, offering flexible, accessible options for students and faculty 
while addressing challenges like travel restrictions, environmental impact, and f inancial 
constraints. However, this shift raises questions about engagement, inclusivity, and the 
quality of the international experience. As international relations officers, it’s essential to 
develop a strategic approach to these digital and hybrid exchanges that aligns with Unique 
University’s mission and values. 

2- Task: As a group, you need to: 

 Identify Key Values: Based on Unique University’s objectives, determine the primary 
values that should guide its approach to virtual and hybrid mobility. 
 

 Brainstorm Initiatives: Develop at least two initiatives that would enable the university 
to implement or enhance virtual exchanges and hybrid mobility, making it an attractive 
experience for the academic community; 
 

 Consider Challenges and Solutions: For each initiative, identify one challenge and 
propose a solution to address it. 

 
 Define Success Metrics: Identify 1-2 metrics for each initiative that will measure its 

impact and success. 
 
 Define the relation with the IRO: Consider the role and level of involvement the IRO will 

have in these initiatives. Reflect on whether specific expertise will be needed for IRO staff 
and identify any necessary adjustments to the office structure or processes to support 
these efforts effectively; 

 
3- Prepare a Summary: Create a brief outline of the initiatives to present to the rest of the 

group. Don’t forget to address how your initiatives will be contributing to realising one or 
more of the objectives of the university’s new internationalisation strategy. 

 

Need a little help? 

Here’s a few key points to consider with regards to this topic: 

 Digital Accessibility and Equity: Not all students or faculty have equal access to the digital 
tools and stable internet required for virtual exchanges. How can the university ensure digital 
inclusivity? 

 Student and Faculty Engagement: Virtual and hybrid models might lack the immersive 
aspects of traditional mobility. How to create engaging and interactive experiences that 
maintain the value of international exchanges? 

 Sustainability and Cost Efficiency: Virtual exchanges can reduce carbon footprints and 
lower costs. How can the university incorporate sustainability as a core part of these 
programs? 

 Long-Term Integration with Physical Mobility: Virtual exchanges don’t have to replace 
physical mobility entirely; they can complement it. How to build programs that combine in-
person and online interactions for a more flexible, scalable model? 
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TASK FORCE 3 

TREND 3: ADDRESS GLOBAL CHALLENGES & SERVING SOCIETY  

1- Brief Participants on the Theme: Universities are increasingly expected to play an active 
role in their local communities, extending beyond traditional academic functions to address 
local challenges and support community development. For Unique University, community 
engagement means forging meaningful connections with the local area, involving 
community members in university activities, and applying the institution’s resources and 
expertise to improve local well-being. However, more often than not, this is an effort in which 
mobility or international students/ staff are not involved. As international relations officers, 
you are tasked with developing initiatives that foster deeper engagement of this group with 
the community. 

2- Task: As a group, you need to: 

o Identify Key Values: Based on Unique University’s goals, define the core values that 
should guide community engagement efforts.  

o Brainstorm Initiatives: Develop at least two initiatives that encourage your 
international community – in particular students – to get involved with its 
surrounding community. 

o Consider Challenges and Solutions: For each initiative, identify one potential 
challenge. 

o Define Success Metrics: Determine 1-2 metrics that would assess the impact and 
reach of these community engagement efforts. 

o Define the relation with the IRO: Consider the role and level of involvement the IRO 
will have in these initiatives. Reflect on whether specific expertise will be needed for 
IRO staff and identify any necessary adjustments to the office structure or processes 
to support these efforts effectively; 

 

3- Prepare a Summary: Create a brief outline of the initiatives to present to the rest of the 
group. Don’t forget to address how your initiatives will be contributing to realising one or 
more of the objectives of the university’s new internationalisation strategy. 

 

Need a little help? 

Here’s a few key points to consider with regards to this topic: 

 Local Partnerships: Building relationships with local organizations, NGOs, and schools can 
strengthen community connections.  

 Making the university accessible: Community engagement often involves making 
university resources accessible to locals. Opening the doors is the first step to welcome 
someone! 

 Meeting local needs: Community engagement should be responsive to real needs. 

 Mutual benefit: Community engagement must be beneficial to both parts. What does the 
academic community get from getting involved? 


