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ABSTRACT

International students’ contribution to Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) tends to be considered from different
aspects. There is an inadequate substantiation base that would allow academics, researchers and other stakeholders
understand the importance of overseas students in the UK Business Schools. This paper investigates the contribution
of international students to Business School in the UK HEIs.

The research was exploratory and part of a bigger project on how and why Business Schools in the UK use
Relationship Marketing to retain international students. It employed semi-structured interviews with 18 members of
staff from four Business Schools in the North of England.

Findings indicate that international students’ definition tends to differ amongst staff members within the Business
Schools. Business Schools’ management perceive overseas students as an integral part of their institutions, especially
as their overall contributions cannot be over-emphasised.

The sample size and use of semi-structured interviews, as a single data gathering strategy, does not allow broad

generalisation of findings. The obtained evidence can still be used as a platform for further research in this area.
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INTRODUCTION

There has been a significant growth in the number of
Business Schools over the last decade within the UK
HEIs and a large number, if not all of these Business
Schools, have focused on internationalisation. A
substantial amount of publications have shown how
international students contribute to different economies
of their study destination in different countries amongst
the developed nations (for example, among others,
Abbott & Doucouliagos, 2009; Brown & Mazzarol,
2009). Only a few of these publications focus mainly on
how overseas students contribute to Business Schools.
Business Schools within the UK tend to enrol more
overseas students as compared to other faculties (HESA,
2001). There has been a significant gap in establishing
how international students contribute to Business Schools
within the UK HEIs. It was reported in 2012/2013 that
the UK HEIs have non-UK domiciled students of
425,265 where 299,975 was from outside other European
Union (EU) region states (HESA, 2014). From the
numbers of international students in the UK HEIs,
Business Schools have a greater percentage of overseas
students.

With the enormous presence of international
students in the UK Higher Education, their contribution
to the UK economy, their contribution to profiles of UK
HEIs and contribution to businesses and individuals in

the UK, it is imperative and timely that research on what
and how they contribute to faculties be well understood.
In addition, a good understanding of who overseas
students are should be clearly defined so as to help
address how they are perceived across the spectrum of all
levels of management within the University. In the light
of the theoretical base of this paper the purpose is to
investigate how international students contribute to
Business Schools in the UK HE sector.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The UK has been found to be the second most popular
study destination for international students after the
United States. There has been a rapid growth of 34% in
overseas students coming to study in the UK between
2000 and 2012 and a huge chunk of these numbers tend
to fall within the Business Schools. Where the income
that comes from the overseas students in Business
Schools tends to be what the universities heavily rely
upon (Starkey et al., 2004). International students are
identified to be higher in international business education
programmes, international students even outnumber local
students in some Business Schools (Rienties et al.,
2012). It can be seen that the Business School is the
faculty amongst others in the UK HEI that have more
international students. The Business School in the UK
happens to be a popular choice amongst international
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students (Vargo-Atkins, 2004). The international
structure of the faculty members have also seen
significant growth in recent times. This can be argued as
a result of the growth in the number of international
students in the UK business schools.

The term international student is a term used to
replace foreign students (Arthur & Nunes, 2014).
Students who leave their home countries to study abroad
are known as international students. More than three
million students leave their countries to study primarily
at a Western university (Rienties et al., 2011). Western
universities host a significant number of international
students (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). HEIs around the
globe are gearing efforts towards how to enrol a large
share of these international students. 10% of these
international students are reported to be in the UK HEIs
(OECD, 2010). The growing number of international
students in the UK has gained the attention of educators
and researchers (Wang, Hardy & Mai, 2012). In the UK
the distinction may be made on the basis of fee status, so
‘home’ students in that sense can include other European
Union (EU) students, whereas in other contexts
‘international’ students include non-UK EU students.
Domicile can also be used to define international students
(Binsardi & Ekwulugo, 2003).The Erasmus students in
this study was not considered as international students,
considering the fact that the Universities involved in the
Erasmus programme are mainly EU universities.

The overall economic impact of these
international students goes beyond their contribution to
the host university to the UK economy (Love &
McNicoll, 1988). Increase in the number of full-fee
overseas students has contributed immensely to the
financial growth of UK Universities (Turner, 2006). The
fees for international students and EU students are
different. British Universities earn more money as tuition
from international students as the tuition to be charged
from home students is capped at a rate of £9000 a year.

International students do not serve only as a
source of revenue for HEIs, they also enhance classroom
discussions following the valuable insights they
contribute (Frederick, 1995). International students also
enrich the learning environment with their different
heritage and perspectives, hence, serving to improve
cultural awareness and appreciation (Harrison &
Peacock, 2010). International students bring a variety of
benefits to the host country (Smith & Khawaja, 2011).
These international students make valuable educational
and economic contributions to English-speaking
countries (Andrade, 2006).

MATERIAL AND METHODS

In conducting this study, which is an exploratory study,
the qualitative approach and the semi-structured
interview method of collecting data were used.
Interviews were conducted with Deans of Business
Schools, Academic Deans, and International Marketing
Directors, and members of academic staff, who carry out
the delivery, and Programme Leaders. Interview topics
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were depicted from literatures reviewed. Questions also
included demographics such as age of the business
school, position held, and number of international
students. A case study research strategy was adopted in
this study.

Selection of Participants and Data Analysis

The target population of this study was Business Schools
in the Greater Manchester area that enrols a large number
of international students. The subjects for the study were
Deans/Directors of Business Schools, Academic Deans
and Programme Leaders. All of these are identified as the
top and key players of the Business Schools. A second
phase of the interview was conducted with academics
that carry out the delivery to international students in the
Business Schools. The interviews were face-to-face semi
structured ones, which lasted for an average of forty five
minutes to one hour each. The Business Schools were
selected from “red brick” universities, Pre-92 and Post 92
universities in the UK HEIls. The Greater Manchester
was selected knowing that it has the largest number of
international students in Europe. Data was also collected
from other sources which include documentation,
observation and archival records. Data collected were
analysed using content analysis and rigour was taken to
ensure its validity and triangulation.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The study found that there is no one agreed definition of
international  students amongst the interviewees.
Definition of international students falls within different
categories (Fee status, Non-UK students, Non-EU
students, students who do not speak English as their first
language, educational background of the students). These
are categories of the definition of international students
found from respondents. There was a huge difference
within the way they were defined by the management
and the way they are defined by the academic staff that
carry out the delivery. Where the key players generally
defined international students as students who are Non-
UK and Non- EU students who are expected to pay a
higher fee, academic staff generally described
international student as students for whom English is not
the first language, and others especially the academic
staff defined them as students who lack UK educational
background.

The study also found that international students’
contribution to Business Schools is quite massive and
from the respondents, it was found that within and
outside the classroom their contribution cannot be over
emphasised. Some of the contributions found were
grouped into several categories (Income, Diversity,
Enhanced Curriculum, Multicultural Environment,
Reputation, Collaborative Research, Value, Social
Mobility and International exchanges). The study found
that apart from the revenue brought in by international
students, the international students also bring about a
dynamic and vibrant environment in terms of diversity. It
was found that class participation and class debate
becomes robust as a result of several experiences and
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examples from international students. It was also found
that the presence of qualified international students in the
Business School also helps to give the business school a
great reputation in the global Higher Education market.
The presence of international students also gives the
opportunity for international research, partnerships and
collaboration.

CONCLUSION

The study has investigated the contributions of
international students to Business Schools in the UK
Higher Education sector. The semi structured interviews
conducted with the interviewees were based on the
framework of the study, which was pilot tested. The
study identified that they were a number of dissimilarities
amongst the number of international students in the case
of study organisation. The relatively new Business
Schools, with not yet established reputation in the global
education market, tend to enjoy less the patronage and
contribution of international students as compared to the
Business Schools, which are already well established.

The findings of the study have added to the body
of knowledge that international students contribute
immensely to Business Schools, HEIs, and the host
country in general. It is interesting to note that contrary
to some publications that tend to undermine the
contributions of international students to their host
country, the contributions of international students to the
UK economy cannot be over emphasised.

One area of significance is the difference in the
definition of international students between the key
players, who do not have a direct contact with the
international students, and the academic staff, who carry
out the delivery. The academic staff define them in terms
of their contribution to class participation and the
consideration of challenges they might face which
include not speaking English as a first language and their
previous educational background which is likely to be
different from that of the UK.

It can be concluded that enrolling and retaining a
large number of international students are one of the core
focuses of Business Schools in the UK. International
students’ contribution is massive and the Business
Schools value them not just because of their financial
contribution but also because of their contribution in
terms of the development of the Business School and the
development of other students in the Business School.
Business Schools’ management perceive international
students as an integral part of their institutions, especially
as their overall contributions cannot be over-emphasised.
It was also found that international students are more
popular within the Business Schools as compared to
other schools in the UK HEIs where several reasons were
identified for this dominance.

Hence, it is important that Business Schools
should continue to develop the appropriate marketing
strategy that will help them achieve their core aims.

Based on the study it can be recommended that
Business Schools should consider the overall importance
of international students and endeavour to establish a
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long lasting relationship with them. It can be also
recommended that Business Schools should consider the
challenges of international students in their schools and
provide adequate support to mitigate these challenges.

The Business Schools should continue to advocate
for the Government to consider the importance of
international students to UK HEIs and the UK economy
in general so as to encourage the Government to provide
flexible and welcoming policies that will cater for
international students.

Further research can be carried out using evidence
from this study to identify how international students’
recruitment and retention can be enhanced. Other studies
could also consider challenges faced by international
students using evidence from this study to analyse the
cost benefit implication of proffering adequate solutions
to such problems, findings, possible solutions to the
problem, recommendations for further research, etc.
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