Impacts of Internationalization Strategies on Brand Positioning in Chinese Private Higher Educational Institutions: Assessing the Stakeholders’ Perspective

Abstract
	The study is aimed at assessing the perception of stakeholders regarding the impact of internationalization on the brand positioning of private higher educational institutions in China. Since the last decade, internationalization has emerged as an effective strategy for brands to make a strong identity in the international market. The constant increase in the number of Chinese students in Western universities also indicates the need for internationalization in the Chinese educational system, so that internal and external stakeholders of institutions, such as teachers, alumni, and students, their parents are satisfied with the quality of education provided. In order to achieve its aim, the study follows a systematic literature review method as a part of the secondary qualitative research method. 12 past studies related to the current research area are reviewed. After eliminating articles published before 2021, having ethical issues, and comprising irrelevant information, these 12 articles are finalized. The findings derived from them suggest that the perception of stakeholders depends on the way the institution executes the internationalization process and understands their importance in that. Certain challenges of internationalization like the lack of proper planning and sociocultural barriers are also mentioned by past researchers. Despite achieving its aim successfully, certain limitations are evident in this study, which include reaching a conclusion based on the findings of studies that focused on different fields. Due to this, future researchers are recommended the use of a comparative analysis research method and if possible, base their studies on different contexts.
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1. Introduction
Brand internationalization is a key strategy for organizations to promote their brand in the international market (Hung & Yen, 2022). It is particularly useful in the context of promoting trust and acceptance of domestic customers for international self-owned brands. The reason that internationalization strategies prove significant for brands is that these strategies guide customers to form unique and strong associations from several aspects, such as the country of origin, product quality, and corporate image (Pangarkar et al., 2021). Brand internationalization thus plays a vital role in endorsing corporate brands. The study by Zhang et al. (2022) further claims that brand internationalization changes not only the recognition of brands in the market by consumers but also the attitudes of local consumers toward self-owned brands. This signifies the contribution of internationalisation strategies to position a brand competitively in the market. Since higher education plays a major role in social development and national economic growth, internationalization in higher education has emerged as one of the key trends in many emerging countries as well.
The internationalisation process in higher education involves change, knowledge delivery, strategic planning, curriculum reform, the modification of the university structure, and the implementation of national policies (De Wit & Altbach, 2021). Education has been a significant national agenda in China since the time of Confucious, and recently, internationalization has emerged as the primary goal for most Chinese higher educational institutions to become world-class universities (Li et al., 2023). The rapid increase in the number of Chinese exchange students in Western universities also indicates an encouraging attitude of the Chinese government toward the internationalization of higher education in the country. Besides, education is considered a strong pillar of social mobility and equality in Chinese society. Guo et al. (2021) found that the Western world has a great influence on China to absorb the Western culture, even in the field of education. Besides having an association with local cultures; Chinese national and private universities are reformed as per the model of Western universities in recent times for this reason only. Although this phenomenon seems to be addressed in past studies (Elg & Ghauri, 2021; Davlyatshaev & Temirkulov, 2022; Gaspar et al., 2022), they have failed to fully provide an overview of private higher educational institutions in China in this context. They also lack a deep exploration of the perception of different stakeholders regarding the impact of internationalization on brand positioning.
For this purpose, the current research is based on the Chinese private higher educational institutions to assess the perception of different stakeholders regarding the impact of internationalization on brand positioning. The objectives to be achieved in this regard are:
· To investigate stakeholders’ perceptions of the contribution of internationalization strategies to shaping the brand identity of Chinese private higher educational institutions
· To analyse how different stakeholders interpret the effectiveness of internationalisation initiatives in enhancing brand positioning of private higher educational institutions in China
· To identify key challenges associated with internationalization strategies in strengthening the position of Chinese private higher educational institutions from the perspective of stakeholders
2. Literature Review
Internationalization of higher education refers to the process of integrating an intercultural or global dimension into the function of post-secondary education (Huang et al., 2022). Any activity facilitating this process can be considered an attempt to internationalize higher educational institutions. For the past few years, the focus of educational institutions on internationalization seems to be increasing rapidly, with a shift from ‘internationalization activities abroad’ to ‘internationalization at home.’ However, there are some key areas to be considered by stakeholders before deciding to take their businesses, including educational institutions abroad. Stakeholders are any individual or a group of individuals who have has an interest in the organization and the consequences of its actions (Boutilier, 2024). According to Moshtari and Safarpour (2024), besides the significant step of forming an internationalization strategy aligned with the resources and goals of the business, cultural differences and regulatory requirements in the target location also need to be assessed properly. As per Domingues et al. (2023), unless a business understands and respects the local culture and business practices in a new location, it can be a key barrier to its survival there.
It is the same for language barriers as the business can face significant challenges regarding this when operating as per international norms if its staff fails to adapt to the situation. Probably, this is the reason that key stakeholders such as managers, employees, and customers perceive the meaning of internationalization in different ways and perspectives. Since the research is associated with assessing the perception of stakeholders in this way, the stakeholder theory forms its theoretical foundation. It is a concept that describes how enterprises consider the interests of individuals or a group of individuals affected by their actions (Mahajan et al., 2023). The importance of different stakeholders and their roles in the organization is emphasised in the stakeholder theory. This theory has proved useful in analysing how different stakeholders of private higher educational institutions like students, administrators, and faculty members interpret the effectiveness of internationalization strategies in enhancing their positioning in the context of China.
3. Method
	This study is completed using the systematic literature review method. As a part of this, 12 scholarly articles are selected for review from online databases such as Google Scholar, ProQuest, and PubMed. Articles are searched in the same field using keywords like ‘Stakeholders’ perception,’ ‘Internationalization,’ ‘Brand positioning,’ and ‘Higher educational institutions.’ In this regard, specific selection criteria have been followed, including the articles must have been published within the last five years, they need to be peer-reviewed, and no ethical issues are present in them. Findings derived from the reviewed articles are then analysed using the thematic analysis method, in which certain themes are developed based on research objectives to help the study reach its projected outcome. The inclusion, exclusion, and selection of the final set of peer-reviewed articles that have been selected for collecting relevant information in the current context are presented below in the form of a Prisma.
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4. Findings
[bookmark: _GoBack]Table 1. Review of literature 
	Author citation
(APA Style)
	Region
	Aim of the study
	Design and methodology
	Key findings

	Volkova & Plakhotnik, 2023
	Russia
	To examine the challenges of implementing university culture as a mechanism to the commitment of internal stakeholders to internationalization
	Quantitative study, analysing the data collected from 235 students, faculty, and staff from a top-ranked Russian university
	-Internationalization leads to the dominance of a business-like market culture in universities
-Internal stakeholders do not accept a market culture driven by competition like businesses and measured by global indicators

	Schaumann & Tarnovskaya, 2023
	Brazil, India, and China
	To analyse the roles of different stakeholders in shaping the brand identity of multinational corporations (MNCs) in emerging markets through the lens of internationalization
	Qualitative study, analysing the responses gathered through 58 interviews from two B2B companies in Brazil, India, and China
	-Stakeholders typically take four types of roles in shaping the brand identity of a MNC, which reflect their embeddedness and engagement
-Internationalization is a recursive process involving the embeddedness and different roles of stakeholders

	Elg & Ghauri, 2021
	Sweden
	To gain an understanding of the factors influencing stakeholders to accept the internationalization of MNEs (multinational enterprises)
	Qualitative study, case study research and interviews
	-The development of trust, power, and commitment within the relationships with local stakeholders influences the approval of internationalization
-The acceptance from local stakeholders strengthens the identity of the organization in the market

	Li & Xue, 2022a
	China
	To explore high-quality institutional internationalization from the perspective of stakeholders to promote sustainable development of higher education in China
	Quantitative study, analysing the responses of 498 students and 209 faculty members of higher education institutions through a survey
	-The satisfaction of students with institutional internationalization is mainly influenced by factors like international curriculum, international faculty resources, and so on.
-The satisfaction of faculty members is influenced by international research, international services, and a few other factors

	Fortwengel, 2021
	Germany and the US
	To understand how members of an organization interpret and experience possible implications of internationalization
	A qualitative study analysing a single case study
	-Key steps in the internationalization process can hinder the formation of multiple identities in MNEs
-Different members of the organization experience the process of internationalizing and make sense differently

	Wysocka et al., 2022
	Europe
	To understand how internationalization enhances the quality of higher education from the point-of-view of stakeholders
	A qualitative study analysing information of articles from Google Scholar
	-Internationalization needs to be treated as important drivers in shaping institutional and national policies for its contribution to develop quality assurance

	Davlyatshaev & Temirkulov, 2022
	The European Union
	To evaluate the relevance of the internationalization process in a market economy and its positive impacts on higher educational institutions
	Comparative analysis, comparison, and systematic approach
	-The process of internationalizing affects the future needs of faculty members and creates the need for new program development

	Velez‐Ocampo & Gonzalez‐Perez, 2022
	Colombia
	To analyse why and how an emerging-market multinational enterprise (EMNE) competes in a constantly changing industry and builds capabilities to remain competitive through internationalization
	A qualitative study analysing a single case study
	-Re-pioneering, re-invention, and re-signalling are new emerging capabilities in a fast-changing industry that companies need to adopt to internationalize

	Li & Xue, 2022b
	China
	To examine the perspectives of stakeholders on the challenges of and strategies for the internationalizing higher educational institutions in China
	Qualitative study, semi-structured interviews with 26 participants (12 male and 14 female)
	-The operational feasibility of international curriculum projects lacks strong organizational planning and face issues from cultural differences

	Khaerani et al., 2023
	Fiji
	To find out the challenges faced by small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the process of internationalizing
	A qualitative study based on a literature review design
	-Key challenges that firms face in internationalization includes the access to limited knowledge of international markets, institutional and cultural distance from the host country, and geographical conditions

	Abramova et al., 2021
	Russia
	To assess the perception of international students and the challenges of internationalization along with its quality
	Quantitative study, a countrywide survey was conducted with Russian university students
	-Students have negative perceptions regarding learning from distance as they feel themselves as vulnerable to the internationalization of the educational system

	Gaspar et al., 2022
	Not specified
	To evaluate nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) internationalize and what the challenges they face in doing so
	A qualitative study based on a systematic literature review (SLR) of 16 past articles
	-NGOs face issues like credibility, transparency, and sociocultural barriers, and the lack of considerable resources to internationalize successfully



5. Analysis
5.1 Perceptions of stakeholders on the contribution of internationalization strategies to shape the brand identity of Chinese private higher educational institutions
	Internationalization can be perceived differently by different stakeholders based on its benefits and challenges. Focused on a similar field, the study by Volkova and Plakhotnik (2023) found that internal stakeholders, most of the time, reject a market culture driven by competition. As a result, they do not commit fully to the organization and the process of internationalization is affected. Subsequently, Schaumann and Tarnovskaya (2023) analysed the roles of different stakeholders in the context of shaping the brand identity of MNCs in their study and found that there are mainly four roles that stakeholders take, which decide their engagement and embeddedness with the process of internationalising. Their engagement is vital because internationalization is a recursive process. Besides, how an organization develops a relationship of trust and commitment with its internal stakeholders often decides the success of internationalization (Elg & Ghauri, 2021). Matching with the target entity of the current research, the study by Li and Xue (2022a) revealed that students and faculty members of higher educational institutions in China are influenced by different sets of factors in terms of internationalization, which need to be respected for internationalizing successfully. Thus, the findings of different studies based on different contexts suggest that all types of perceptions and roles of stakeholders are crucial in shaping the brand identity of an organization, including Chinese private higher educational institutions.
5.2 Interpretation of the effectiveness of internationalization initiatives by different stakeholders in enhancing brand positioning of private higher educational institutions in China
	Stakeholders often interpret the effectiveness of internationalization by looking at how its process is executed and what results it brings into reality. While exploring how different members of an organization interpret internationalization, Fortwengel (2021) found that identity formation can be significantly impacted by the internationalization process as it has the potential to trigger a period of identity reflection. Wysocka et al. (2022) also stressed the importance of treating internationalization as a key driver in the context of shaping national and institutional policies. In terms of stakeholders in an organization, their future needs depend heavily on its process (Davlyatshaev & Temirkulov, 2022). This is the reason that many stakeholders interpret the effectiveness of internationalization in other ways in terms of enhancing brand positioning. In their study, Velez‐Ocampo and Gonzalez‐Perez (2022) suggested companies that emerging capabilities like re-invention and re-pioneering need to be adopted by organizations to internationalize successfully. These align with the principles of the stakeholder theory, which state that the way organizations consider the interests of their stakeholders determines how effective a new process will prove. In the current context as well, it is clear that prioritizing stakeholders can make them realize the effectiveness of internationalization initiatives in enhancing the brand positioning of Chinese higher educational institutions.
5.3 Key challenges associated with internationalization strategies in strengthening the position of Chinese private higher educational institutions from the perspective of stakeholders
	Stakeholders can perceive the effectiveness of internationalization in an organization in different ways, but the fact that the process of internationalizing proves challenging for every organization, including educational institutions, cannot be denied. Several researchers have turned their focus on this subject as well. While researching why internationalization fails in most educational institutions in China, Li and Xue (2022b) found that besides its procedure being vague in many situations, the operational feasibility remains questionable due to the lack of strong organizational planning and cultural differences issues. Based on the same field in the context of SMEs, the study by Khaerani et al. (2023) also suggested that the limited knowledge of international markets and different geographical conditions are some of the key challenges that organizations face when devising internationalization strategies. Taking the discussion further in the context of universities, the research findings of Abramova et al. (2021) revealed that students see them as vulnerable to the process of internationalizing, thus possessing a negative perception of the internationalization of the educational system. The challenges seem to be similar for NGOs as well. While studying the challenges of internationalization faced by NGOs, Gaspar et al. (2022) mentioned in their study that they also face issues with limited resources and sociocultural barriers. Thus, the findings of past research make it clear that there is a high chance for private higher educational institutions in China to face challenges much bigger than those related to stakeholders if proper planning and resource allocation are not present.
6. Conclusion And Summary
	The entire discussion above revolves around exploring how stakeholders of private higher educational institutions in China perceive the impact of internationalization strategies on their brand positioning. The aim has been achieved with the help of the past literature by systematically reviewing 12 of them. It has been found from those reviews that the perception of stakeholders like students and faculty members regarding the internationalization of educational institutions mostly depends on the way the institution approaches the process of internationalizing and builds a relationship of trust and commitment with them. In case, the institution successfully executes these, the chance of enhancing the brand positioning also increases. However, past researchers have also talked about how the path to success in terms of internationalization can be hampered by challenges like sociocultural differences and the lack of resources. These challenges often lead stakeholders to perceive negative impressions about the internationalization of private higher educational institutions. Therefore, it is time for the government and policymakers to shift their focus to the process of internationalizing the education system and make it beneficial for institutions and stakeholders.
6.1 Recommendations to policymakers
	The first thing that the government can do in the process of internationalizing private higher educational institutions is to ensure adequate resources for them to go international. When institutions have enough resources to internationalize, stakeholders are likely to possess positive perceptions of internationalization and its influence on brand positioning. A proposal to offer the proper infrastructure for educational institutions to internationalize can also be a noble step from the government. In terms of policymakers, they can make a huge contribution by facilitating mandatory training programs for stakeholders like students and faculty members to adapt to the process of internationalizing. It will boost their confidence level and institutions will receive the much-needed support from them during the process.
6.2 Limitations and future directions
	Although the current study has provided a decent overview of internationalization and its perception of stakeholders in the context of Chinese private higher educational institutions, certain limitations cannot be overlooked. One of the notable limitations is that the study has reached its conclusion by reviewing articles on internationalization that are based on different regions or different institutional bodies. Hence, their findings might not prevail in private higher educational institutions in China. Their situation might be different than those reflected in past studies. Still, the study achieves its projected outcome and provides useful insights into the subject matter at hand by connecting internationalization to Chinese educational institutions and what stakeholders perceive about this. Hence, future researchers are suggested to explore this phenomenon more deeply with the help of other methods like a comparative analysis or a survey to analyse the perception of stakeholders in detail. Moreover, they can base their research on some other regions or contexts to contribute to the research field.
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